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19. THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY   Asia Haleem 
So gut wir nun aber auch über die Benennung und Ausdehnung vieler Sternbilder im Alten Orient unterrichtet 
sind, so wenig wissen wir noch über die Art der bildlichen Vorstellungen, welche die Babylonier mit den 
einzelnen Sterngruppen verknüpften.[Ernst Weidner: ‘Eine Beschreibung des Sternhimmels aus Aššur’ AfO IV] 

In preceding chapters of this book we have pieced together the main images of the Canon of Ancient Near 

Eastern Art (which we shall usually abbreviate by the acronym CANEA) by focusing on one recurring group in 

its sequence - the lion and prey symbol - not only to demonstrate its enduring significance over time, but 

also to use it as a prime indicator from which to build up a picture of its distribution and art historical 

phases. It was through its juxtaposition with a variety of other images that we were able to build up the 

likelihood of the existence of a canonical cycle of images that in part or in whole takes centre stage in 

Mesopotamian art over at least three millennia, and is probably as important an invention as writing was for 

the same period. My aim, once you have seen evidence, is to be able to decode CANEA iconography 

extremely easily.  

Only by knowing how to measure the year and monitor the pattern of days, months and years was it possible 

for the great agro-urban civilisations of the Fertile Crescent to manage the rising complexity of their trading 

interaction with lands around them. Centres in Egypt and Mesopotamia at this time began to come to grips 

with true control of the calendar in order to predict the timing of the seasons and thus plan ahead to sustain 

a regular economy. THENCE AROSE THE LITURGICAL YEAR, ADHERED TO WITH THE HELP OF IMAGE, TEXT AND RITUAL. 

In fact, this chapter stands outside the cumulative process followed in the CATALOGUES and SYNTHESES 

sections preceding it, since it uses the analysis of five artefacts outside the main CANEA to solve some 

identification issues concerning key stars in Mesopotamian cosmology in order to be able to read its visual 

imagery more accurately. It still needs refinement, so check the website for updates. I have put it on the 

Layish/CANEA website now, presenting the fruit of the tree ahead of the tree that bore it, since digitising 

the Catalogues is time-consuming. It covers the content of two papers presented at an ARAM conference in 

2010 so attendees can follow up references as given in the footnotes (the entire Bibliography and cross-

references will not be ready until the book is complete). Comments and feedback are welcome, and I can 

answer specific questions if contacted by e-mail - and if you quote me, please acknowledge me! 

It is a study in itself to look extensively into the tap root of this tradition which really goes back into the 

Palaeolithic and Neolithic periods, so I embarked on an intense study of this subject only where there is a 

dramatic increase in evidence from the proto-historical period onwards (starting c.4500BC), where the case 

for use of calendrical images can start to be put forward plausibly. Knowing I cannot take it for granted that 

readers will have the requisite astronomical background, the narrative in this and Chapter 22 (which finally 

interprets the full Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art) is punctuated by interludes intended as short 

‘tutorials’ in naked-eye astronomy that at times, with apologies, needs must spell out the obvious.  

PURPOSE OF THIS CHAPTER WITHIN A BOOK OF 22 CHAPTERS 

Having studied the cycles of other religious iconography from later times (such as the Life of Christ or the 

Labours of Hercules) it struck me an approach no scholar of the Ancient Near East (AncNME) had taken 

before, was to interpret the main body of Mesopotamian visual arts as an embodiment of that civilisation’s 
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central astronomical preoccupations1.The invention by unknown people of this great cycle of imagery at the 

heart of the arts of the ancient Near East is remarkable, and must have started in the Neolithic period2. 

Scholars such as Henri Frankfort, Anton Moortgat and Thorkild Jacobsen, archaeologists with a solid German 

art history training, took the first steps towards interpreting many of its aspects, but I go further in declaring 

its main content overall to be a series of astronomical images embodying the key nodes of Mesopotamian 

religion3 as punctuated by calendrical turning points. Its staying power has been borne out by how some of 

its icons were perpetuated even into the visual arts of mediaeval Islam and Christianity long after the urban 

civilisations of Sumer and Egypt had sunk into oblivion. Proving my case through textual evidence alone is 

not possible, but more oblique ways of pinning down its existence beyond reasonable doubt are available. As 

Elizabeth Baity expressed it4, some decades after Weidner’s perceptive comment at the head of this chapter, 

‘there is a need for an international astro-iconographical index’. I trust I am making a contribution toward 

such an index, not simply by reconstructing the main features of the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art, but 

also by putting forward in the final chapter what emerges as a very obvious interpretation for it. 

FIVE ARTEFACTS WITH ASTRONOMICAL CONTENT 

For a conference at the Oxford Oriental Institute on Ancient Near Eastern Astronomy and Astrology in Art (8-

10 July 2010) in a paper analysing five artefacts ranging in date between 2500BC and the 2C AD I prepared 

the ground for proving my hypothesis publicly about the astronomical background to Mesopotamian 

iconography5 by showing literal instances of its use. Evenly spaced in this chapter and tagged for ease of 

reference as Icons A-E, they start with the latest and go back in jumps to Icon D at 2500BC (with a coda at of 

Etruscan date – Icon E) to provide stepping stones of certainty within a vast time-frame. CANEA’s main 

content is I believe calendrical, and based on the astronomical concerns of the time, though its use of 

imagery is not as obvious as on the artefacts I present in this particular chapter. For my overall hypothesis to 

be acceptable the presentation of the visual evidence assembled in the catalogue chapters has to be looked 

at and assessed - but this short preview of the Mesopotamian mindset is best precedes that longer process. 

Even by acknowledging the inclusion of the heavenly bodies in the iconography of ancient near eastern art in 

Icons A-E, we already in this chapter can begin to decode many other items bearing related images that refer 

to contemporary cosmology. At the outset we could identify it as ‘proto-Zoroastrian’ though we need to take 

into account how its initial view of the universe acquired much ‘foreign’ detail between the Fourth and First 

Millennia as changes in practice resulting from more detail in observing the sky phenomena overlaid the main 

values of primordial Zoroastrianism. But whatever the individual contributions of Susa, Sumer, Akkad, Assyria 

and Babylon may have been, we must remember all the time that all these traditions experienced the 

                                                 
1
 Neugebauer (1945) writes ‘In spite of attempts to make Egypt responsible for many forms, the predominant influence of Babylonian 

concepts on the grouping of stars into pictures must be maintained’.  
2
 Some animal symbolism, for instance, may go as far back as 10M Gobekli Tepe (Ill.19-15), let alone items of Palaeolithic art. 

3
 ‘In general the evidence appears to indicate that astronomical lore, astra and deity symbolism, and seasonal rituals set by astra events 

and considered essential to successful agriculture and stockbreeding were part of the Neolithic mixed-farming tool-kit travelling along 
with seeds and stocks, with an origin perhaps as early as the 9th millennium’ (Baity 1973 – see fn. 4 below) (NB her eccentric use of astra 
for astronomical). In her masterly overview of archaeo-astronomy she points out that a further factor in the culture included the search 
for and processing of minerals and semi-precious stones, to be woven into the worship of the planetary and stellar Gods. 
4
 Her synthesis of the state of Astroarchaeology was made in an extensive paper read to the 36th annual meeting of the Society for 

American Archaeology, Oklahoma, on May 8 1971 which fully lays out the many indications of Neolithic beginnings for that discipline - 
‘Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy So Far’ Current Anthropology XIV 1973, 389-449 
5
 This chapter is the full version of that paper, to be published in the ARAM Proceedings of the July 2010 Conference, in the meantime 

accessible via this link on my own website archive http://www.layish.co.uk/astronomical_iconography_of_5_icons.pdf.  

http://www.layish.co.uk/astronomical_iconography_of_5_icons.pdf
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planets and stars as powers of the Gods and Goddesses, using conventions for depicting their qualities 

through animals, humans or composite creatures to mark what was to become a calendrical programme of 

rituals and Year turning points - many of which even survive in the sacred art of the Monotheistic traditions. 

Throughout this and the very last chapter (22) short interludes describe the basic characteristics of the 

practice of Astronomy in the region based on naked-eye astronomy, which I will call Sky Anchors. Once I 

have shown at what level of detail Mesopotamian Astronomy (with growing ability to predict the future and 

conduct divinatory practices) lies behind CANEA, finally in the last chapter we will demonstrate how the lion 

and prey group, our starting point on this odyssey, takes pride of place at a key juncture in the grand cycles 

of time measurement, becoming a cipher of prestige to those in charge of regulating the calendar.  

PROLOGUE 

Enough work has been done in the 20C for a new generation to rewrite the history of Astronomy of the 

ancient near east – and in this century I hope it will be done. The few exceptions aside, it is shocking how 

writers in the field continue to copy previous books or papers without challenging early translations and 

assumptions on the basis of actual sky behaviour. Though not an expert in the field myself, this chapter also 

take diversions at times to teaze out a few astronomical puzzles - by actually going out and looking at star 

behavior -  in order to make more accurate sense of the pictures! 

 

Ill.19- 1 Within and to the sides of the crescent sweep of the Milky Way that cuts the sky diagonally lie most of 
the brightest stars of the sky, centred on Sirius, Orion’s Belt and Taurus in the Duat Zone. In this view for 1 May 
2010 at1800hrs Gemini, Auriga and Taurus (with Venus, ruler of Taurus, conjunct above) surround Orion’s head; 
Ursa Major comes into view higher to the North making a corridor down Gemini to Orion head, and Leo strides in 

from the left, his feet on the same line as Procyon and Orion’s shoulders.  

Although the sky is important the whole way round, there is one particular region of the sky that had 

glamour quality in ancient man's mind, due to the group of very bright stars lying near each other that in the 

earliest years of calendar formulation were associated with a particular season as they started to rise in the 
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night sky. For an overall impression this first skymap6 shows no delineation of constellations or labels, 

demonstrating the prominence of a bright hexagon of stars7 just to the right of the NS-EW crossing point. 

They became identified with the time when the Old Year comes to an end and the New Year starts - that 

special period of 11 days and 12 nights we still celebrate today between Christmas and New Year (though in 

some areas of the ancient world this festival could also take place at the Summer Solstice or the Spring or 

Autumn Equinoxes depending on local conditions). It is this period in the calendar, heralded by the rising of a 

pattern of first- and second-magnitude stars in one field of the sky in the New Year season leading up to 

Spring that will largely command most of our attention in this chapter, since we will show how these stars 

have their own distinctive iconography in the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art specifically linked to that 

zone of the sky with the Hunter and his Dog, and Lion and Bull images as their focal centre. Thus the 

constellations that repeatedly come to our attention are Sirius, Orion, Leo, Gemini, Taurus, Auriga, Perseus 

and (sometimes appearing to rise on the opposite side of the sky) the Bears at the Pole. They are emphasised 

in Icon A, a Mithraic iconostasis, and show up in different groupings with varying emphases on the other four 

artefacts. It is well worth obtaining a good, large sky map, now, to study their positions in relation to each 

other, since we shall look at close-ups of these from many different angles in the course of this exposition. 

Initially we stand back and take an overall perspective on the sky as a whole in order to understand the main 

preoccupations underpinning Mesopotamian (and sometimes Egyptian) astronomy. I will at times seek help 

from the traditions of surrounding contemporary civilisations, as well as from late practices representing 

continuity of tradition even in late eras. Indeed, what I call the Sky Anchors provide opportunities for 

bringing in artefacts smaller than the main icons (mostly cylinder seals) that reinforce our readings. The 

preoccupations of the Mesopotamian world view can be read in the documentary sources, so whatever can 

be gleaned from Mesopotamian planet and star lists - and ancient calendars - is woven into the logical steps 

we take during this chapter to show how they are expressed in the imagery of the CANEA. But we must allow 

visual images as evidence for this tradition as well, many of which predate surviving texts! 

I should first quickly outline where scholarship is today in understanding Babylonian astronomy, partly to 

indicate why interpretations which affect our exercise of matching astronomy to visual images is far from 

straightforward, but beyond that to establish at least a few islands of certainty. Take from this chapter what 

might be useful to you, remembering that I have a particular problem to solve that may not be your concern 

but if you wish to participate in that journey, then this chapter is more of a detective story where each clue 

leads on to the next, and needs to be followed step by step if you are to understand the logic of the final 

outcome. I am not trying to clean up the whole of Babylonian astronomy, but to highlight those aspects that 

have a bearing on the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art, and on the Lion and Prey symbol in particular! 

CORE SURVIVING TEXTS AND CURRENT SCHOLARSHIP ON MESPOTAMIAN ASTRONOMY  

Since the late nineteenth century, in the field of ancient near-eastern archaeo-astronomy only a few 

specialists have ever combined a knowledge of astronomy with the disciplines not only of mathematics and 

cuneiform decipherment but also of art and archaeology in order to be in a position to take in hand the 

                                                 
6
 I have tried to make illustrations as clear as possible, but the reader may find maps more legible by zooming in on-screen, or making 

an enlarged photocopy. 
7
 The ancient Egyptians called this zone the Duat, and for convenience of reference we follow suit. 
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painful reclamation (through translation and visual concordances) of material that reveals the origins and 

practice of Babylonian astronomy. In the quotation at the head of this chapter Weidner at least was aware 

that this was a task not yet fully undertaken or solved. The stereotypical comment of modern scholarship is 

that nineteenth- or early twentieth-century books on a subject must be ‘out of date’
8
: well might they be in 

some aspects, but in the arena of the CANEA we do sometimes find the earliest authors valuable, even if 

they have to be very critically read (but this is as true of modern scholars who keep repeating that Greece 

owed nothing to Babylonian astronomy, for example, or that India could only have learned astronomy from 

Greece!). This is because, compared to the current 21st-century astrophysical approach to the universe, 

these were scholars for whom traditional astronomy and knowledge of stars and planetary cycles were still as 

natural a part of their education as a grounding in ancient history and the Classics. Instead of the one-

subject specialists we tend to cultivate today, they had had an all-round education that made them 

polymath enough to see the links between one discipline and another. They were also brought up from a 

young age on the Bible and ancient mythology and so naturally spotted obvious interpretations for the newly 

rediscovered material coming out of the ancient near east in their time that were often closer to the mark 

than those of more recent scholars in the field who may have more technical information at their fingertips 

but do not always have that necessary rich cultural grounding or development of the imagination.  

Neugebauer (ibid.) saw that to start with, ‘Nothing short of a systematic ‘corpus’ of all the relevant texts 

can provide us with the requisite security for systematic interpretation’ and that ‘years of systematic work 

[would] be needed before the foundations for a reliable history of the development of Babylonian astronomy 

are laid’, which would involve the re-editing of all early period Assyriological key works, let alone new 

research! To Neugebauer the earliest scholar of any value was Kugler for identifying the Babylonian gift for 

mastering ‘celestial mechanics’ remarking: ‘It can justly be said that his discoveries rank among the most 

important contributions toward an understanding of ancient civilisation – it is very much to be regretted that 

historians of science often quote Kugler but rarely read him’. Neugebauer dates the start of the 

development of long-range prediction of celestial behaviour back to the ‘systematic observational activity 

during the Late Assyrian and Persian periods (roughly from 700BC onward)’, but many Assyrian documents 

were copies of Old Babylonian or even Sumerian works, proving astronomical observation, however basic, 

was going on as far back in their history as we can go - and the inclusion of visual artefacts proves it. 

Neugebauer criticises the ‘modern attitude toward ancient astronomy: the usual treatment of ancient 

sciences as a homogeneous type of literature is very misleading’. Indeed, it must be a sine qua non that 

people pronouncing on the subject should have a grounding in observational astronomy and recognise the 

significance of what is observed and written down in the texts. There are drawbacks enough: given that 

concrete evidence of Mesopotamian astronomical activity in terms of actual clay texts or planispheres is but 

a small percentage of the already tiny proportion of possible texts unearthed by the spade when compared 

to all that must have existed and still remains buried - and that reclaimed material dates from different 

periods in time (even if translatable) - and is rarely intact - the extraordinarily difficult task of 

understanding the stages of ancient near eastern astronomy from patchy astronomical texts of different 

                                                 
8
 As Neugebauer in ‘The History of ancient Astronomy Problems and Methods’ JNES IV 1945 1-38 states, such texts are ‘subject to all 

the misunderstandings of this early period of Assyriology, and very little has been done to repair these original errors’. 
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centuries is compounded. Fortunately some key items of the surviving material - in the form of both text and 

artefact - is available in the British Museum on my own doorstep. Indeed, some of the very first texts 

unearthed by Victorian archaeologists such as Henry Layard and George Smith were astronomical in nature, 

giving a head start to British Museum keepers in understanding just how central the practice of observing and 

recording the stars and planets was for the ancient civilisations of Sumer, Akkad and Babylon. With what 

core material there is to hand locally, therefore, and espousing the hope that pars pro toto will suffice, 

despite all the handicaps it is within the bounds of possibility that we can pin down sufficient documentary 

evidence from a handful of telling clay tablets to enable us to establish a reliable context for the CANEA. Of 

course we will have to rely on cross-references with clay tablets in other institutions and of course the 

translations, commentaries and guidance of scholars in the field. Though there are no easy answers (even by 

the end of this chapter some questions will not have been resolved definitively), at least the problematic 

nature of many blindly accepted interpretations will have been highlighted on the dissecting table! 

A generation after Neugebauer, Johannes Koch9, a new scholar in the field of Assyrian and Babylonian texts 

on Astronomy, in conducting his own work to improve on the early attempts of previous scholars to provide a 

foundation for the study of Babylonian astronomy, has been well-placed from an up-to-date vantage point to 

assess scholarship on the subject so far, and to coordinate the work of the earliest scholars with the findings 

of recent writers and scholars who are his contemporaries. It is interesting that he declares even recent 

contributions, let alone the first fumblings with the subject over a century ago, often amount to wasted 

effort because so much consists of guesswork or uncritical repetition of the work of predecessors (in 

accuracy of translation and interpretation). When it comes to star identification from cuneiform texts he 

states, 'Es bleibt dabei, dass Ernst Weidner’s Handbuch der Babylonische Astronomie I10 und 

Reiner/Pingree’s Babylonian Planetary Omens II11 nach wie vor, den gegenwärtigen Stand unseres Wissens 

über den babylonischen Fixsternhimmel aufzeigen.' Also at the very start of his own Neue Untersuchungen 

(p.6) Koch states: ’Uns interessiert jetzt allerdings van der Waerdens12 Auswertung des Textes Mul-Apin I’.  

We can do no better for our own enquiry than to go along with Koch’s recommendation that we take as our 

authorities Weidner, Hunger, Reiner/Pingree and van der Waerden's works to provide us with a reliable 

approach towards the textual footholds we will rely on (not without criticism) in our quest to understand the 

astronomical background for the CANEA, though obviously we will need refer to others on the sidelines 

where needed. We should not forget that our prime source document is the sky itself: in this chapter we 

refer throughout to actual star maps to solve obvious problems from text sequences or image configurations. 

It requires the ability to reason – and to hold several possibilities in mind until accumulated proofs emerge. 

THE MUL APIN STAR LIST 

The prime text we turn to is the compendium of star information (of which there are several full or 

fragmentary copies) known as the Mul Apin Star List. The most complete is illustrated below. Koch says of it, 

‘Tatsächlich ist ja nun jene Sternliste aus neuassyrischer Zeit [7-6C BC] die umfassendste Überlieferung 

                                                 

9
 Johannes Koch Neue Untersuchungen zur Topographie des babylonischen Fixsternhimmels Wiesbaden 1989 

10
  E Weidner Handbuch der babylonische Astronomie I: Der Babylonische Fixsternhimel (HBA) Leipzig 1915 (Part II never completed) 

11  E Reiner & D Pingree Babylonian Planetary Omens II: The Enuma Anu Enlil Tablets (BPO) Malibu 1981 
12

 B L van der Waerden ‘Babylonian Astronomy II: The Thirty-Six Stars’ JNES VIII 6-26 (abbreciation 36Stars) 1949 
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astronomischer Informationen, die bislang für die Kenntnis des babylonischen Fixsternhimmels aufgefunden 

wurde. Die meisten der heute gängigen Sternidentifizierungen beruhen auf diesen Informationen von Mul-

Apin I.’ We can go a long way towards resolving our particular questions by getting information about star 

names and behaviour from this primary textual source of Babylonian astronomy13.   There are various copies  

 

Ill.19- 2  Clay Tablet showing the Mul Apin Star List (the fullest surviving copy) - British Museum (BM 86378) 

of it, usually written on one tablet (though there is the unusual instance of a Mul Apin II) recording many 

kinds of astronomical information (collated by Hunger and Pingree14). There is also a handful of informative 

clay planispheres to consult which confirm the overall arrangement of information in Mul Apin, translated 

and interpreted mostly by Koch’s approved authorities, and Koch himself. 

Overall we constantly bear in mind two key statements made by Weidner in his introduction to the 

Handbook of Babylonian Astronomy I (HBA), that for the Babylonians ‘die Weltenbild und Himmelsbild sind 

eins’ and that for the astronomer ‘die Bewegungen der Himmelskörper und ihre Stellungen zueinander 

musste er erforschen, um den Willen der Gottheit zu erkunden’15. In other words, it is the stars and planets 

that not only mesure out the calendar, but also reveal the respective powers of Gods and Goddesses that are 

good and bad influences for life on Earth, so we will expect any relevant imagery to refer to them. 

                                                 
13

 B.M. 86378 - Cuneiform text first transcribed (but not translated) in Cuneiform Texts XXXIII 1912 with short overall description by 
Keeper, L W King. In a host of books and articles the academic world to the present day grapples with the problem not only of 
translating all the star names definitively, but also deconstructing from within the patchwork of cuneiform text contemporary additions 
(Assyrian) as well as core text from earlier centuries (Akkadian and Sumerian). Hunger & Pingree’s 1989 translation and analysis is best. 
14

 Hunger and D Pingree Mul Apin,AfO Beiheft 24 1989 
15

 The importance of Astrology in Mesopotamian Divination is fully described in Book 7A on the www.cosmokrator.com website. 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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Interestingly, Weidner echoes Röck16’s estimation that the division of the sky into zones associated with 

different animals had its roots in the Neolithic period at a time when the Sun rose against the stars of 

Gemini (starred above) to mark the Spring Equinox at the Vernal Point. Below is a table showing the World 

Ages described in terms of axes of signs opposite each other that changed as the Vernal Point for Sunrise at 

the  Spring Equinox slipped backwards through  the zodiac over the centuries (the Mespotamian habit of  

LEO-Aquarian 11126-8426     BC 

CANCER-Capricornian   8426-6266     BC 

*GEMINI-Sagittarian   6266-4106     BC 

TAURO-Scorpean   4106-1946     BC 

ARIES-Libran   1946-215       BC 

PISCES-Virgoan   215BC-2375   AD 

AQUARIAN-Leonid   2375-4535     AD 

Ill.19- 3  Powell’s calculation of World Eras17 as dictated by the Spring Equinox point at the 0 meridian of each 
sign (the Vernal Point moves back against the stars within the sign given in capital letters) 

seeing star groups in terms of oppositions is described in Sky Anchor 8). ‘Die Zwillingszeitalter* (etwa 6200 

bis 4400 v.Chr.) galt bei den späteren Babyloniern als der Anfang aller Kultur und alles Wissens. Auf dieser 

Zeit wird daher möglichst alles zurückgeführt’ wrote Weidner. It follows therefore that in this aeon the 

Summer Solstice three months later began with sunrise against the stars of Virgo, to them representing the 

Sky Goddess. We only have echoes of this era in star names because they go back to a preliterate period: 

most of the earliest star lists written on clay refer to the placing of the four seasons against the backdrop of 

star behaviour of the next era, the Taurus-Scorpio period, which are often matched up to month-lists. Later 

tables and texts from c. 2000BC then refer to the new Spring Equinox sign (and lunar month) – that of Aries. 

In contrast, what the Egyptians called their ‘First Time’ coincides, Bauval calculates, with the Leo-Aquarian 

era - two stellar axes-long before the Zwillingszeitalter Weidner nominates as Mesopotamia’s own ‘First 

Time’. With foundations laid on the basic Neolithic priorities of astronomy that we will gradually describe in 

the Sky Anchors, they were so true and useful that they persisted as the underlying tradition into the 

Taurus-Scorpio and Ares-Libra eras that followed though later elaborations were built on them to fit 

changing circumstances and increasing knowledge as late as the Archaic Greek period: then a break occurred 

as Greece and Rome took centre stage in the Pisces-Virgoan era.  

This is important for our matching of images to the calendar because all these changes involved changes of 

timing for the seasons and their linkage to the months (which started out as exactly coincidental to the 

Cardinal Signs). We know from our own experience that with any list of items we use for years on end whose 

                                                 
16

 F Röck ‘Der Palaeozodiakus: Die prähistorische Urform unseres Tierkreises’ Memnon VI 145-176 
17

 Robert Powell, Hermetic Astrology 1987 
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order is then changed, we will still tend while getting used to it see it in terms of the one we were used to – 

and in our exercise of unlocking star iconography these slippages from old to new month calibrations with 

the starting-points of the seasons always have to be borne in mind if we are to avoid such mistakes as 

imposing a later calendar over a new one and misreading everything by one or more removes. Furthermore, 

the earliest star names were often intended to refer only to individual stars, and not necessarily to 

constellations - which later took on the same name of the principal name-holder - yet it is also highly 

possible star groups such as the Great Bear and Orion18 were exceptions, so distinctive is their overall shape.  

THE EARLY INSTITUTIONALISATION OF ASTRONOMY IN MESOPOTAMIA 

When star-gazing Neolithic herdsmen and farmers moved down from mountain areas to the plains of Susiana 

and Sumer in the 5th-4thM BC the astronomer’s perspective on the sky would have come down to such a low 

vantage point that artificial mountains (ziggurats) and specially oriented temples had to be constructed as 

mud brick observatories with outer zones used as entrepots for storing and exchanging livestock and 

produce. Interestingly, with the growth of early urban centres there is some textual evidence that specific 

roles for sky observation were allotted city by city, coordinated at the capital. We have glimpses of the 

practice of orienting temples to serve as observatories, the most clear being the autobiographical account in 

cuneiform on one of Gudea's statues in the Louvre (end of the 3M BC) recounting his dream in which the 

Goddess Nisaba draws his new temple plan with axis oriented to a propitious constellation in the sky (not 

named). Thus we know the temple he was to build at Lagash (its floor plan is drawn out on a tablet held in 

his lap) was deliberately orientated towards a specific zone of the sky19 (possibly Orion - see under Lagash in 

table below). 

Taking odd lines from various fragmentary sources of different periods and putting them together into a 

table (next page) gives us a conglomerate, if patchy, idea (subject to further refinement) about the 

particular heavenly bodies certain cities specialized in monitoring (some names are left untranslated) - or 

even which constellation the city represented in a likely system of Sacred Geography mapped across the 

whole territory. The point of the exercise for us is to get a general idea of the overall picture and then let it 

drop, keeping at the back of our minds the key roles that stand out for certain key cities (see table next 

page) such as Ur and Aššur, because it is relevant to our understanding of Icon B. 

There surely had to be a coordination point (as later Delphi was for the Greek world), and from the 

archaeological evidence it seems clear that the bigger picture for star and planetary observation was first 

plotted at the central ziggurat/temple complexes at Eridu and Susa in the 5/4M, moving to Uruk in Sumer in 

the 4/3M, Akkad in the 2M BC (though we have no archaeological remains for Akkad), and then finally to 

Aššur and Babylon during the 1M BC. These cities served as the coordination point for all information fed in 

by individual observatories, which is why they were capitals. Like Delphi with its Omphalos marking the 

Centre in the Archaic Period, such cities themselves stood as 'Sky' or 'Pole' for the rest of the land20. Noting 

the evidence of our own Catalogues A-H, it looks as if there was even a time, as the 0 meridian gradually 

                                                 
18

 There have been claims for identifying the Orion outline on Ice Age art on bone, for instance. 
19

 Weidner OLZ 1913, 2 para 54 
20

 Even Sippar, which specialized in Sun observation, did not hold this distinction. 
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moved westward during the late first millennium under Achaemenid rule, when Persepolis was such a capital 

to which astronomical specialist centres were assigned to report in from as far west as Sardis or Athens.  

CITY ZODIAC SIGN NAMES OF KEY 

STARS 

OBSERVED  

NAME OF TEMPLE OTHER PHENOMENA 

MENTIONED 
ALTERNATIVE 

NAMES 

Akkad Leo     

Aratta Taurus Gu-Anna Bit-dErua   

AŠŠUR*      

[?AŠŠUR]** Virgo Absin/Uga**    

ILAŠSUR Mul-Apin     

BABYLON 

& Mutbal 

 

Sagittarius 

Iku/Dilgan* 

Pabilsag 
E-Sagila 

Jupiter (Marduk)  

Dilgan (Capella) 

 

Šupa (Arcturus) 

Borsippa - Gulf 

(Dilmun/Bahrein)  
Scorpio Girtab   

Išḫara 

Tiamat 

Der  Šugi Dur-Anki   

ERIDU Capricorn Suḫurmaš Bit-dAnnunaki Nunpe  

[& ERIDU] Aquarius Gula Bit-dNingišzida   

Harran    (Sibzianna)  

Kish    Zamama (Eagle)  

Kullab Aries  Ištar  Tar-lugal 

Kutha Gemini   Mars (Zalbat)  

Lagash    Orion (Ningirsu)  

Larsa Libra  Bit-dI[štar]   

 Pisces  Bit-Uri-in   

Nippur Aries Margidda* E-kur Margidda  Šugi (Perseus) 

Nisinna    Gula star (Urn)  

SIPPAR Cancer 
Al-Lul* 
Sibazianna 

 Sun (Shamash) 
 

 

SUSA*      

   E-namtila  Ka-a 

   Ḫursagkalama  Urbarra 

UR  Zappu  Moon (Sin)  

URUK 

 

Leo (or 
Sagittarius)  

Urgula 

Ur-Maḫ 

E-Anna 

Bit Reš 

Anu (Sky) 

Polar Centre,Venus 

 

 

  KEY 

 Most of the information, much of it fragmentary, is taken from Brown, Primitive Constellations (black type) and 

 Weidner Gestirndarstellungen auf Babylonischen Tontafeln (1967); his ‘Astrologische Geographie im Alten Orient’ 
AfO XX 118-121 and OLZ 1913, 2 para 56 (mauve type)-on one tablet fragment (where, against Aššur* and Susa* the 
tablet is broken so, tantalizingly, no star name remains). 

 **Aššur is information from Section 6 of Astrolabe K (Icon B) and the succeeding entry for Aššur from Astrolabe VR46 
discussed by Weidner in HBA p.51 

 

Ill.19- 4  Table summarising specialised astronomical duties of Mesopotamian cities mentioned in cuneiform texts 

It is precisely at these capital cities and their key subsidiary temple sites that we find abandoned in the 

archaeological record images belonging to the Canon of Ancient Near and Middle Eastern Canon Art (CANEA) 

whose astronomical meaning, once we know how to read them, becomes immediately obvious. By studying 

their iconographical content in relation to astronomy we should arrive at a position where we can test the 
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plausibility of the idea that the most common images of ancient near eastern art depict astronomical 

phenomena linked to calendrical cycles, often specific to the activity of that site. If the concept holds water 

we shall, in the light of the information gleaned from the cuneiform star and planet records remaining to us, 

be able to make real sense all through history - from their form and context - of a host of artefacts bearing 

on them the varied icons constituting the CANEA – these finds can be as vast as an entire architectural 

complex, as at Tell Halaf, or as small as the first finger-nail size coins of Lydia: they remain mute unless we 

crack the astronomical code of the CANEA. 

The earliest items of our Catalogues A-H provide the surviving material evidence of a lively interchange 

during the invention of writing and icongraphy that took place during the Greater Mesopotamian Empire of 

the 5-4th millennium BC. If we read the iconography found on the artefacts of this period from both Lower 

Mesopotamia and Upper Egypt21 as indeed astronomical, then this is a strong indication that relations 

between them were not only about trade and produce, but also about sharing the knowledge each country 

had separately built up for measuring the cycle not only of one Year, but of larger numbers of years ahead, 

in order to be able to predict and plan the increasingly complex way of life an agro-urban life depended 

upon. To take national examples, the Mespotamians were Moon (Nannar) and Venus (Inanna) experts – the 

Egyptians Sirius (Sopdu), Sun (Rac) and Jupiter (Amun) experts, and their exchange of knowledge at this level 

in the Predynastic period and into the first two Early Dynasties in Egypt is betrayed by some startling 

similarities of iconography in the art of both regions (see Art History section of Catalogue B). The visual and 

written languages mutually built up (with local variations) by the Susan and Abydene civilisations to describe 

sky behaviour rests on a closely similar outlook - the vision of the earliest archaeoastronomers being 

primarily expressed in animal terms, something we should consider next. 

                                                 
21

 Good examples are collected on the Uruk Stance in Catalogue B.  
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PRIMITIVE SKY ANIMALS AS THE BACKDROP OF TIME 

THE DAY SKY SUN LION:  MEASURING SOLAR TIME 

The first obvious visible given factor of astronomy is the daytime sky, in the ancient world often represented 

by a lion because with its radiant mane it looks like the Sun in the form of an animal (an inherited metaphor 

still in currency at the present time, and not difficult to understand or accept). This is because the daytime 

sky is synonymous with the Sun (it is rare during daytime to see any heavenly body other than the Sun, 

though in certain positions the Moon can be seen in daylight, and it has been claimed that Venus can also be 

spotted). Anything associated with the Sun, such as the Day, the Ecliptic, and even Time itself can be 

symbolised by the male, maned lion, one of the most persistent symbols used in art from earliest antiquity. 

The day sky appears as an azure dome reaching down to meet the horizon - seeming to the human observer 

to run all the way round the edges of planet Earth. We could call this dome the daytime clockface, which 

looks like one of those watches without any numbers on, where only the position of the Sun as hour hand 

indicates the passing of the day or year. The circuit of the day or year’s progress is measured in degrees 

round the horizon, 360 in all, and the position of any object in the sky relative to the perpendicular line 

running down from its centrepoint to meet the 360 circuit is known as its degree of Right Ascension, 

measured from the South point at 0 and moving round eastwards. 

When it comes to measuring the progress of the year this can be done by measuring the shadow cast by an 

upright stick or obelisk, in use by primitive tribes even today (Sky Anchor 6) and we will remember the 

shadow method for understanding Section 0 of Icon B, as well as the Nebra Planisphere we compare it with. 

This was the method relied upon in Egypt to measure the solar year, whereas we are told the Mesopotamian 

tradition of measuring the passing of days relied more on the observation of the rising Sun at dawn against 

particular stars (see next section) because it gave more precision.  

THE NIGHT SKY STAR LEOPARDESS: MEASURING SIDEREAL TIME 

The reverse backdrop for the science of astronomy is the sky at night, a dark blue-black dome studded with 

stars – this time the clockface of the sky shows up with bright spots of light in patterns all over it which can 

be used as position markers for the planets moving past them. At Çatal Hüyük in 6M Anatolia the starry sky 

was probably represented by another feline - the spotted leopardess – secretive, hunting at night. The 

leopard skin worn by astronomer priests had this connotation in ancient Egypt. 

The progress of the stars round the sky when noted at the same time each night (whether at dawn, during 

the night or at sunset) measures out one Sidereal Year once the first star in the sequence comes round to the 

starting point of the 0 meridian again. It should be noted that the present-day Right Ascension point of 0 is 

measured by astronomers from precisely due South on the day of the Spring Equinox (now 23 March -  which 

must indicate the persistence of an ancient tradition from somewhere in the ancient world!) though these 

days Right Ascension is now simply used to describe the location of stars in the sky without being linked to 

the slippage of the Vernal Point, while astrologers today still use Right Ascension tables to calculate Stellar 

Time (as opposed to Solar Time) for horoscopes. Theirs is an uninterripted oral tradition traceable to 

Babylon. Babylonian astronomical clay tablets show that other right ascension divisions were used for these 
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sky degrees, not only around the horizon at 240 (where each degree probably stood for Venus days), but 

also at 120 or 60 in median zones higher up in the sky, depending on closeness to the centre of the sky of 

the phenomena observed (see Ill.19-227). There are also examples of a 480 circuit of sky against the 

horizon, where even finer detail of position was definable. 

It is only at night that the discipline of astronomy takes detailed account of the behaviour of the spots on 

the leopardess, the stars – and of the planets (described as errant sheep) moving across the star groups that 

sit on the virtual vertical lines running down from the central point of the sky to (most commonly, as just 

described) a 60 circuit in the polar region, through to the middle region of 120, eventually to reach the 

horizon at one of the 360 or 480 degree points on the circumference of the hemisphere (in prehistoric days 

marked by convenient notches and peaks on encircling mountain ranges). By their sudden brilliant 

appearance or disappearance above or below the horizon at twilight, stars can be seen rising achronycaly (= 

at twilight) or setting cosmically (= setting at twilight) in the same way that at dawn stars can be observed 

rising (heliacally = at sunrise) with others opposite setting (cosmically) on the other side of the horizon.  

Discussion of star heliacal risings will constantly be used in the pages that follow. But as well as observation 

of stars or planets rising along with the Sun at dawn, those that concurrently heliacally set at dawn in the 

Mul Apin Star List are simultaneously noted in the opposite part of the sky for the last time they are 

observed before disappearing for a few months every year). The recording of the time and position of the 

Sun against setting stars at twilight was also used as a counter-check in measuring passing days, weeks and 

months. 

The great step in Mesopotamian astronomy from the Neolithic approach appears to be the realization that 

over time not only do stars have an order of rising or setting against any given fixed point jutting up from 

Earth's horizon, but also that when the Sun appears again each year at the Spring Equinox against the 

starting-point star at 0, a stellar, or sidereal year has passed, lasting very slightly longer than the actual 

solar year as calculated by the gnomon and shadow procedure (Sky Anchor 8). There is a natural slippage of 

the Sun against the stars of 4 seconds a day, or 20.4 minutes every year).  

As the Sun is 20.4 minutes late every year in coming back to the starting point at the Spring Equinox, the 0 

sunrise point, or Vernal Point, has gradually slipped back from its initial Spring Equinox point in Gemini, 

which Weidner (Ill.19- 3) pointed out was the era when such refined measurement was traditionally said to 

have started c. 6000 BC. With such obvious slippage over generations (known as the Precession of the 

Equinoxes) it is only the Graeco-centric historians who haughtily claim that the Precession of the Sun 

backwards during the calendar could only have been discovered by the Greeks! 

The chart below shows the 0 point placed at the Sun’s position against the stars at the time of the Spring 

Equinox at the end of Pisces, as it is today (see arrow head), and how the sunrise position, moving by a 

degree every day, will take a whole year to run through each successive degree of the sky, marked by 

different stars, until it comes back to the beginning. When we talk about the Year, we mean the Solar year 

of 365¼ days, which in any one person’s lifetime is sufficient to measure the cycle of the Sun’s journey 

round the Earth accurately enough. 
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Ill.19- 5  The 360˚ circuit of the annual Sunrise point from 21 March in Spring against the stars of the zodiac for 

our era, with the 0 starting point now slipped back to the end of Pisces (see arrow point) – from Schulz22 

Crucial for our understanding of Precession and its relation to the Lion and Prey symbol, not fully discussed 

in until the last chapter, is to try to ascertain on what day of the year and to which star in the sky the 0 line 

was drawn for the Taurus-Scorpio and Aries-Libra periods, for once we have a starting point to count from, 

succeeding star arrangements will fall naturally into place and so thereby will the corresponding sequence of 

images in the Ancient Near Eastern Canon. Over four millennia we should expect to see a change in the 

records of the star names against which the equinoctial and solstitial sunrise points occurred. 

MIDNIGHT, SUNRISE OR SUNSET STAR OBSERVATION 

A key factor in interpreting the astronomical texts quoted is to distinguish between end-of-day observation 

of rising or setting heavenly bodies and those made at dawn, since if we confuse the description of a star 

rising (or setting) at dawn with records of the same process in the evening, we would come to completely 

the opposite interpretation of the months and seasons for which they were made! It is usually taken for 

granted that all star lists list heliacal risings when in fact it is more likely they represent achronycal risings: 

certainly in middle-eastern cultures today the long-held tradition is that the day begins at sunset. 

It is even more likely that key observations recorded on star lists by the professional astronomer-priests were 

made in the middle of the night (still for European cultures a new day begins at midnight). The Leopardess 

comes into her own as a totally different kind of astronomy comes into play, since at the darkest hour of 

midnight the horizon is no longer visible and it is the polar centre or zenith/ziqpu (the night sky equivalent 

to the Sun at its zenith at midday) and the changing position of key stars moving round it (the ziqpu stars 

moving within the 60 and 120 zones) that are the most useful reference points - not only in their own right 

but also for cross-checks on horizon time-keeping - since they never rise or set but continually circle round 

                                                 
22

 Joachim Schulz Movement and Rhythm of the Stars: A guide to naked-eye observation of Sun, Moon and Planets Edinburgh 1986 
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the centre like a series of short clock hands occupying the possible positions round from the starting point on 

the 0 meridian23, which means the time of day and time of year can be calculated without using the Sun24. 

EARTH HORIZON BULL: LUNAR TIME 

In ancient Mesopotamia the Right Ascension circle of vision used as the baseline by astronomers was ritually 

characterised as a jagged chain of mountains with points and notches, which we could characterise as the 

frame - or fence from Earth’s point of view - of the sky clockface. As agriculture and trade were increasingly 

institutionalised on the plains of Shinar where there were no mountains (and, indeed, no natural outcrops of 

stone), other ways of measuring heavenly phenomena than the Neolithic rules of thumb against fixed 

landmarks had to be devised that would enable the precise clocking of stellar and planetary risings and 

settings. Where in the Levant and Egypt (as at Nabta Playa in Upper Egypt) circles of monoliths were 

constructed to provide viewing corridors, one or two with obelisk functions, Mesopotamia was the earliest to 

resort to ziggurats and temple orientation towards particular stars. However, the mountain imagery referring 

to the horizon of the older tradition was retained in art, as it was an intelligible reference to the practice of 

observing celestial objects against naturally occurring mountain  

   

Ill.19- 6  Composite drawings from two Ur Excavation impressions, one found at SIS-4, the other at SIS-6 - from 
(top) Legrain UEIII no. 298 and (bottom) GMA 1260, here compared to the actual BM sealing U13969 (photo author) 

notches on the Earth’s horizon. Appearing to refer to Gates of Time in the older way as sighting notches 

between mountain ranges, the sealing below is a case in point, since it quite clearly shows the two bulls of 

the two halves of the horizon, mountain-rump to mountain-rump with a sentinel and staff on each (the two 

drawings show the break in the design at different points - both derive from two sealings in the Philadelphia 

and British Museums). The lower register of the sealing is an important forerunner of Icon A, as we will 

see.The upper register of this sealing will be helpful for interpreting Icon D, so we shall not stop to ponder 

the iconography, since here we are considering the concept of the Bull Horizon. There are textual references 

in Mesopotamian literature that underline the Sumerian concept of the mountain horizon as a reclining bull 

or bulls, understood as extensions of the entire Earth rising up to meet the surrounding sky. 

SUMER: BOVINE EARTH, SKY AND THE SEASONS 

The lunar sphere bathing Earth (Nannar the Moon God is Male) was itself understood as a massive, fertilising 

Bull causing all vegetation to sprout on Earth, so that by implication Earth underneath the plants was a 

receptive, all-nurturing Cow, though even in everyday milking scenes as at the Temple at Ubaid, cows are 

never represented with udders in Mesopotamian art - so despite cattle in general being frequently depicted 

(under the protection of Inanna), bovid imagery is often ambiguous since in many contexts they could 

equally be cows as bulls.  

                                                 
23

 Current Sky at Night charts in newspapers or websites give the stars for 2200, when the majority of the public is still awake. 
24

 See under Icon D, The Two Bears, for their use as day and year clocks. 
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To make it harder, inasmuch as Sky meets Earth at the horizon, the sky itself beyond the lunar sphere is also 

described as a Bull (the Bull of Heaven) but is at times mixed in with the Cow persona, as in the Akkadian 

concept of the Milky Way: in a hymn to Sin the Moon God25, the creamy light of the stars (here described as 

countless cows forming the herd of the sky led by their stud Bull, the Moon God) is likened to the yellow milk 

poured into the churn by their herdsman - its main stream by implication being the Milky Way, terminology 

we still use today. By contrast, in ancient Egypt the Milky Way is described as the heavenly counterpart of 

the river Nile which like Osiris – embodied in the constellation Orion at the foot of the Milky Way - dries up 

and floods, dies and is reborn, sets and rises again every year. Although in cuneiform sources there are 

mentions of the Tigris and Euphrates of the sky as either the two halves of the constellation of Cancer, or of 

Pisces26, in Mesopotamia when it comes to depicting the Milky Way it is shown as a great serpent which may 

also be doing duty as the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes (see Sky Anchor 1 below). 

As the recipient of the Bull’s fertility, Cow Earth herself (Ki in Sumerian) with its covering of creatures, 

trees, plants and flowers, is enmeshed in the web of Moon, the Bull Nannar. Hence the Bull, even more than 

the Cow, is in the end identified with both the Earth and the Moon, together or separately. Altogether 

bovines in ancient near-eastern imagery when taken astronomically have at least five levels of meaning: 

 Moon (and lunar sphere of influence - what we now call the troposphere); 

 surface of the Earth – or soil;  

 horizon; 

 the furrows ploughed across the sky by the movements of the heavenly bodies (especially the 
planets), and 

 the Year (as shown in Icon A), its starting point marked by the head of the bull constellation, Taurus.  

At the same time although all five can be alluded to by bull iconography, separately or together in any 

combination, sometimes only Earth with plants is meant, at others only the Moon - and in specific, obvious, 

cases the observational Horizon alone, where Earth and Sky meet, and against which astronomical risings and 

settings are gauged. Going back to the Neolithic herding era as agricultural Gods of the Cycle of the Year 

measured in Moons, the gods Osiris in Egypt and Tammuz in Sumer, although both identified with Orion in 

the texts, also therefore have a long ancestry of linkage to the waxing and waning Moon cycle, and both 

male Gods are both are often represented by the Bull (even though Tammuz on the fringes of the Neolithic 

era is associated more with the Goat, perhaps because it preceded the Bull as the first horned beast to be 

successfully domesticated). In Egypt the Earth Year was embodied in the Apis Bull, and in the Late Period 

known as Osiris Apis (Serapis), confirming the link between Osiris and the concept of the Bull as the Year, 

and by association with the other connotations of the Bovine Sky.  

 
Ill.19- 7  Stamp seal, Susa Excavations [Susa 1] Mecqenem MDP XXV fig.46 [GMA 110] 

                                                 
25

 Sjöberg (trsl) ‘Mondgott’ 1: 9/37 (apud. Heimpel Festschrift Sjöberg 50) 
26

 Weidner AfO XX 117-18 
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On this basis we can start to make sense of the prolific and multivalent representation of cattle in ancient 

near eastern iconography by attempting to read a stamp sealing dating from the fourth millennium BC 

(above) as representing the starry sky (leopardess), the four quarters of the annual solar cycle (spinning 

swastikas) regulating the Moon-Earth layer (bovine) with its small indicators of crescents and animal/leaf 

covering, as above. As there are always layers of meaning in symbolism, we could equally view the bovine as 

the overarching sky, or all-encircling horizon, whilst the spotted feline comes in as Stellar Time. We cannot 

be specific about whether the three large dots between Leopardess and Bovine (and one further above which 

could be another leaf) are significant as stars, planets - or simply ‘space-fillers’ as often described in the 

catalogues, but our approach in our reading of it seems to make more sense than it being a random design. 

THE PRIMORDIAL ZOROASTRIAN TRADITION 

It is worth bearing in mind here, though with a passing glance at this stage, how the Zoroastrian tradition of 

Persia is a living legacy and part of the main trunk of the tree of ancient civilisations whose tap root runs 

deep into the late Neolithic Near East. The Zoroastrian cosmology of the Seven Levels of Creation still  

HEPTAD 

LEVEL 
LEVEL OF CREATION 

ELEMENT 
CORRESPONDING AVESTAN  

DEITY 

REPRESENTED IN THE PERSEPOLIS 

FOUNDATION DEPOSIT BY 

1 
SKY  
AETHER 

KHSHATHRA (VAIRYA) STONE (stone box containing deposit) 

2 
LIGHT/FIRE 
SUN  

ASHA (VAHISHTA) 
(MITHRA) 

GOLD (four lion and bull Croesids/Gold 

Sheet with trilingual Darius Declaration of 
Rulership of the 4 Quarters) 

3 
WATER 
MOON 

HAURVATAT  

(APAM NAPĀT/ VARUNA) 

ANAHITA 

SILVER (one silver Griffin tetradrachm 

from Abdera; one silver Turtle stater from 
Aegina/Silver Sheet with trilingual Darius 
Declaration of Rulership of the 4 Quarters 

4 
EARTH 
EARTH 

SPENTA ARMAITI CAVE/HOLLOW/MOUND 

containing stone box 

5 PLANTS AMERETAT PLANTS especially the Haoma 

6 ANIMALS VOHU MANAH ANIMALS especially Cattle 

7 MANKIND AHURA MAZDA     SPENTA 

MAINYU 
JUST MEN  especially King and Priest 

Ill.19- 8  The Zoroastrian Heptad as represented in the NE Persepolis Foundation Deposit (the constituents of the 
SE Foundation Deposit was similar, but with different silver coins) 

upholds a (by today’s standards of complexity) predynastic-sounding Heptad that classifies the created world 

in terms of substance, classifying the material in artefacts metaphysically to those stages of World Creation. 

The information on the table above is compiled from new research by NImchuk (2010)27 delivered at the 

                                                 
27

 Cindy Nimchuk in ‘The Persepolis Apadana Foundation Deposits’ in Curtis and Simpson (eds) the World of Achaemenid Persia 2010) 
demonstrates from the two excavated Foundation Deposit how they symbolise the Seven Levels of Zoroastrianism, built into Persepolis’ 
orientation on the solstitial extremes, to express Achaemenid cosmology not just for Persepolis but for the entire Persian Empire. 
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Persian Empire conference at the British Museum in 2005. Looking further at the Earth/Plant/Animal 

continuum (levels 4, 5 and 6 of the Zoroastrian Heptad) we can perhaps also understand how cattle imagery 

(other horned animals are often substituted) will simply signify the animal world, wild or domesticated, 

which eats and fertilizes plants (indicated by leaves, trees or flowers) growing on Earth – all dependent on 

the cycles of the Moon/Silver/Water around them.  

If we look at commonly occurring predynastic cylinder seal iconography from Elam or Susa, as on the seals 

below, it is the sub-lunar world of plants, flowers and animals that is alluded to, in many cases indicated by 

the presence of the Moon crescent. Obviously at times we may simply be looking at plain representations of 

 

GMA 397 Uruk style 4M28 

 

GMA 539 Elamite, 4M 

 

GMA 508 Elamite, 4M 

 

GMA 741 Shara Temple Agrab 

Ill.19- 9  Protodynastic sealings showing horned animals with plants and flowers, sometimes with Moon crescent 

crops and herds, or to a contrast between wild and domesticated plant or animal life. But with the inclusion 

of the lunar disc we are unmistakeably looking at a view of the created world with an astronomical facet to 

it, and as Baity (1973) writes, ‘there [is a] well-documented presence in Elam of 4th-and 3d-millennium 

astria29 iconography including what appear to be prototypes of the figures of the Western Asiatic zodiac’. 

EGYPT: SKY COW, ETERNAL HEAVEN 

Not only because of the milky appearance of the tightly clustered stars of the Milky Way, but also because in 

the day time the blue sky can be flecked with white clouds like a dappled cow (Icon D), ancient societies in 

the era of cattle domestication referred more often to the Cloudy Sky as a Cow, and to the Sun in it as a  

 

Ill.19- 10 Mḥt Wrt as shown on a wall-painting in the tomb of Seti I  JEA XXVIII pl.iv 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Venus/Anahita is understated in the Heptad: she was associated with pure water even more than the Moon, and note that Mithra is 
equated with the Sun (Herotodus famously confused Mithra with Venus, perhaps with good reason, as will unfold in due course). 
28

 Cow and grain in juxtaposition can often refer to Inanna and Tammuz (see Thorkild Jakobsen The Treasures of Darkness 1978). 
29

 Baity quirkily uses the word ‘astria’ for the more straightforward word, ‘astronomical’! 
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prowling Lion or soaring Falcon. In the earliest stages of its cosmology known to us, in Egyptian Archaic 

thinking the Great Cow of the Universe was simply known as Mḥt Wrt – The Great Aetheric Waters and, 

slightly later on after the merging of Upper and Lower Egypt and their separate cosmologies, the Aether/Sky 

beyond all phenomena devolved from the remote, abstract Mḥt Wrt to the Virgin Goddess Neith30. When 

represented in tomb paintings Mḥt Wrt is shown as a nurturing Cow, stars covering her underbelly – she later 

becomes Sky Goddess Nut shown as a woman overarching Earth, her body studded with stars (Ill.19-13 and 

Ill.19-14) but she still has Cow ears! The Sky Cow nourishes Earth with rain as if it were milk running from 

her udders (the Sumerians would have agreed, though they had a slightly different take on sky milk, as just 

described). Egyptian Pharaohs are sometimes depicted suckling from the udder of Mḥt Wrt (doubling up as 

Hathor/Venus) - as in this example in the forecourt to a side Chapel of Hathor at Deir el-Bahari showing baby 

Hatshepsut doing just that:  

 

Ill.19-11  Mḥt Wrt the Cow Sky Goddess (here merged with Hathor-Venus) suckling Hatshepsut, courtyard to the 
Chapel of Hathor at Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple, Deir el-Bahari c. 1450 BC - photo author 

The epithet for every Egyptian Pharaoh in his Osirid persona on hieroglyphic temple inscriptions is given as 

‘Bull of His Mother’, implicitly referring to the Sky Cow as his mother31. In Egypt the sacred Cow as All-Giving 

Universe and Great Mother bearing everything in herself could take precedence over the night sky leopardess 

of Neolithic Eurasia. At the same time particular temple priests or priestesses (probably the astronomers) are 

shown on Egyptian wall-paintings (as, for example, in the tomb of Tutankhamun) wearing a leopardskin over 

the torso to signify their status as astronomer priests (Ill.19-190). 

Around the time of Hatshepsut, Venus had started to play a key role, in concert with Moon and Sun cycles, in 

calibrating the calendar (see Sky Anchor 5) probably mostly thanks to the very precise observation of her 

                                                 
30

 Virginity and water (at this level aetherial waters) cross-refer. In Early Dynastic times the theophoric addition of –Neith to their other 
names was as common for royal females as the addition of Allah is to Muslim names today – for example Meryt-Neith (Beloved of Neith) 
compared with Abd-Allah (Servant of God). 
31

 The concept of Mḥt Wrt as standing beyond and holding the Creation in herself is expressed differently in Byzantine icons of 
Theotokos - The Mother of God, showing the Virgin Mary with God-as-Christ in her lap, against her womb. 
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behaviour initiated at the Babylonian observatories. I believe new astronomical information was exchanged 

between the two lands at certain points in their history when circumstances dictated, and this is a key 

reason why in Egypt the more remote and abstract Mḥt Wrt was subsumed into Venus, as cow-horned and -

eared Hathor (still as a Cow – never her animal in Mesopotamia, which was the lioness). When we look at 

Venus’ cycle in detail to understand Icon B, and the actual patterns the planet makes when criss-crossing the 

entire sky, we will understand why in Egyptian iconography Hathor, if not shown entirely as a cow, will at 

least have cow horns and the Venus disc between them, or even just cow ears, as below - all to indicate her 

adoption of devolved powers from the Great Sky Waters, Mḥt Wrt: 

 

Ill.19-12  Hathor-headed capital In the Temple of Hathor at Dendereh showing her cow ears (photo author) 

In late New Kingdom tombs Hathor is depicted on zodiac ceilings in the human female form of Neith - now 

called Nut - arching over as the vault of heaven, again with her belly covered in stars and the zodiac signs 

and planets processing underneath (illustrated on the next page). The new element which explains why 

Hathor, Goddess of Love and Fertility, has been blended in with Nut is that after swallowing the Sun at 

sunset, the Sky Goddess gives birth to Rac from between her thighs every morning presided over by the 

Goddess of Fertility and Birth, also Hathor. Only a closeup of the disembodied head of Hathor suspended 

within the Sun’s rays at Nut’s crotch (on the right, top illustration below) reveals the Cow ears either side of 

her face to indicate that it is She whose birthing powers have enabled the emergence of the Sun disc out of 

the belly of Neith/Nut/Mḥt Wrt, perhaps because the Venusian and the Solar cycles are in some ways more 

exactly intertwined, in the ratio of 5 years –v- 8 years (Sky Anchor 5) than each is with the Moon’s cycle, of 

which more in Chapter 22. 

 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

21 
 

 
Ill.19-13  Nut studded with stars arching over six of the twelve zodiac signs and Earth –hypostyle hall, Temple of Hathor at Dendereh 

On the right she gives birth to the Sun where a radiant Hathor head appears at her crotch next to the scarab beetle of the rising sun 

 
Ill.19-14   Nut arching over the other six signs on the other side of the ceiling - this time swallowing the Sun at dusk (drawings from Fagan32) 
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 Cyril Fagan Astrological Origins St Paul Minnesota 1971 
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We have given an idea of the vocabulary and mnemonic imagery - so crucial to farmers - used in the ancient 

near east to visualise the vast physical backdrop of the stars against which calendrical cycles could be 

measured, and have shown its primordial character in terms of an animal symbolism that must have been 

initiated in Neolithic times - see for instance the astonishing 11-10th millennium animal carvings on the 

monoliths made for ritual buildings found at Gobekli Tepe in Turkey - some 4 millennia before Çatal Hüyük: 

  

Ill.19-15   Monoliths from Gobekli Tepe with lion and bull reliefs: on other stones are other  mammals and birds 

Recently Yehuda Rotblum working in the Negev desert is making a record of the abundant Neolithic rock art 

images
33

 to be found there, some of which are quite clearly star maps. Just to take two examples, the image 

with the line of 8 stars (below left) seems to herald the line of 8 stars discussed in relation to Perseus under 

Icon A (and is the Fat Lady Venus?). In the right-hand image compare the use of crocodiles in the Seti I star 

ceiling (Ill.19-35) - and the line of 8 stars down Taweret’s expanse of hair from the shoulder. Considering 

how much serpent, arthropod, reptilian and crustacean imagery still abounds in our star maps today, from 

their arrangement round a Centre in the right-hand image we seem to have another telling prototype: 

  

Ill.19-16   Examples of Neolithic rock art in the Negev Desert – photographs Yehuda Rotblum 

With the general background sketched in, we need to specify the approaches and methods of Mesopotamian 

astronomy - worth doing since they help us understand the visual images invented to express sky phenomena. 

                                                 
33

 See more examples on his website www.israelrockart.com 

http://www.israelrockart.com/
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SKY ANCHORS IN MESOPOTAMIAN ASTRONOMY 

In the present era we take time-keeping so much for granted from a quick glance at our wristwatch that we 

forget the dial itself is based on the circle of the sky above, as its contents wheel constantly from one 

horizon to the other, night and day. In ancient times it was the only time-keeping device available, and we 

need to resensitise ourselves to key aspects of Sky-Time that provided the tools for reading in precise detail 

the signs for the passing of days, weeks, months and years – something that was second nature to the 

Babylonians and their forebears – and still is for some rural communities and primitive tribes today. These 

methods go back to an era before telescope, sextant, compass or clepsydra and are still valid and useable 

today by those who still ‘do’ live observational astronomy. This means the phenomena described here are 

checkable, so to really make sense of the arguments of this chapter it is a good idea to get into the habit of 

going out regularly, looking up at the sky (however small a piece of it you can see between buildings) and 

yourself watching the movements of the stars and planets to bring alive the arguments given in this chapter.  

Because this chapter has in mind that the reader is being asked to accept new arguments in the light of 

astronomical evidence but often breaking with accepted attitudes, I possibly err on the side of repetition in 

going over lines of reasoning again as I proceed artefact by artefact, but I add in new components each time, 

continually testing the footholds I have established in order to keep them in mind to come into play in our 

final conclusions. After five years’ work on the topic, with my own matured perspective I have already 

streamlined this chapter once, and as I get to grips with the further evidence of later catalogues I may well 

come back and take out some of the repetition, with its tone of repeating times tables or spellings in order 

to get them to stick in the mind! 

We can only really go about understanding the iconography of the five artefacts (Icons A-E in this chapter) 

with evident astronomical content by relating them to Mesopotamian methods and attitudes used to 

calculate the calendar, deriving from procedures based on benchmarks provided by sky phenomena. These I 

call the Sky Anchors, introduced as they become relevant to the image under discussion (e.g. the first Sky 

Anchor considers the Milky Way to help make a start on reading Icon A). Many of the Sky Anchors are still 

obvious baselines for measurement in observational astronomy today, whilst others explain an approach 

towards astronomy pecular to the Babylonians and their forbears (keep in mind that my overall detective 

story concentrates on Mespotamian Astronomy only as it relates to cracking the meaning and art history of 

the Lion-Bull group). It provides vital clues to interpreting visual artefacts: the most notable being the Venus 

cycle whose relation to Astrolabe K, a damaged planisphere surviving from the Neo-Assyrian period (our Icon 

B) neatly highlights why Venus comes to be linked to the New Year star region so central to the calendar.  

I have set the text for these Sky Anchors apart from the main narrative by starting each one on a new page 

with relevant header which when printed out I see as put on a different colour of paper and thus easily 

referred to in a ring binder with numbered dividers. (A hard copy of this chapter can be provided at cost 

price by post on request, at cost price for stationery costs, postage and packing.)
 34
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SKY ANCHOR 1: SKY IN HALVES: SNAKE AS MILKY WAY AND DRAGON OF THE LUNAR NODES 

Röck in Palaeozodiakus35 in itemising stellar and planetary deities on Babylonian boundary stones36 describes 

the enormous Snake carved on all of them as 'offenbar die Milchstrasse'. But it is probably more than that. 

 

Ill.19-17   On two Babylonian boundary stones 12C-14C BC, the Milky Way is shown as a great serpent, with Sun, 

Venus and the Moon at the centre and the Ascending Node ☊  not far behind in importance - Röck Palaeozodiacus 

The lunar nodes are the two points on the Ecliptic opposite each other on the plane where the path of the 

Moon crosses that of the Sun on the Ecliptic. By its gravitational hold on the Moon the Earth appears to carry 

its satellite with it along the ecliptic but unlike the Earth’s, the Moon's orbit is not in the ecliptic, but 

inclines at an average angle of 5 deg. 8 mins to the Earth. The ascending node, called by the ancients the 

Dragon's Head, and generally by astrologers the North Node, is the ‘knot’ made by the line of the Moon 

crossing the Ecliptic from south to north - and therefore positive in character: it is shown on Boundary Stones 

in close association with the Moon, Sun and Venus as ☊. The descending node, is the ‘knot’ made by the 

Moon crossing the ecliptic from north to south (downwards) and therefore called the Dragon’s Tail or South 

Node (negative in character), and shown by the same symbol upside down ☋. The line across the sky joining 

these two nodes is the Nodal Line (☊☍☋), being the line of intersection of the Moon’s parth with the plane 

of the Ecliptic. If the Sun itself is present at that juncture - behind or in front of the Moon - Eclipses will 

take place: hence the characterisation of the Nodal Axis along the Gemini-Sagittarius (☍) axis as a 

Dragon swallowing up the Sun or the Moon37 . 

                                                 
35

 F Röck ibid. 
36

 Defer until later your attempts to read the other symbols, which are dealt with as they come up in the narrative further on. 
37

 See Willy Hartner ‘The Pseudoplanetary Nodes of the Moon’s Orbit in Hindu and Islamic Iconographies’ Ars Islamica V 1938, 113-54 
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Ill.19-18  The ascending and descending nodes of the Moon as it crosses the Ecliptic 

In this Sky Anchor we are simply noting the bunching together, into one Sky Divider, of the coincidental 

alignment of the Nodal Axis along the main direction of the Milky Way (the periodicity of the Cycle of 

Eclipses is discussed in Chapter 22). When in the Gemini-Sagittarian era the Sun rose at dawn against Gemini 

at the Spring Equinox (see Ill.19- 3), the line of the Milky Way itself would have coincided with the 0 line 

marking the Spring Equinox starting point from the horizon in a vertical up to Gemini38 so would have been a 

spectacular sky marker. Although a number of other snakes or dragons feature in Babylonian and other 

zodiacs (e.g. Draco and Hydra), given its prominence in this context, there is a strong case for accepting 

Röck’s supposition that we are indeed looking at the Python of the Milky Way doubly significant for roughly  

 

Ill.19-19  The sky as two halves cut by the Milky way, with Sirius at the Head of the Dragon (see also 19-27) 

also marking the axis of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes running between Sagittarius and Gemini, and we have 

to imagine it seething with the countless stars of the Milky Way as its scales - which in the Bundahishn is 

called the brilliance of the Dragon39), with Sirius below Gemini as the jewel in its head. In naturally dark 

                                                 
38

 The same is also true for the Cancer-Capricorn era before that (8426-6266), for Cancer and Capricorn also lie opposite each other 
diagonally on the other sides of the Milky Way, though due to the Milky Way’s curvature the Gemini-Sagittarius line meshes into it more 
tightly (Ill.19-21). In fact, even the Taurus-Scorpio opposition hugs some parts of the Milky Way more closely than the Gemini-

Sagittarius/Cancer-Capricorn criss-crossing oppositions - but its coincidence with the Sun rising at 0 at the Spring Equinox did not 
succeed the Gemini-Sagittarius era until 4106 (as Powell calculates in his table of world eras (Ill.19- 3). 
39

 D N MacKenzie ‘Zoroastrian Astrology in the Bundahišn’ BSOAS XXVII 1964 511-29 
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night skies unblemished by street lights the Milky Way is indeed a clear sky divider that no-one can miss, thus 

easy to associate also with the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes whose axis roughly coincides with it. 

Cut in half by the mighty serpent representing both the Milky Way, and Axis of the Dragon of the Lunar 

Nodes, it is possible that the two halves of the sky on either side were understood as the Feline/Sun and 

Ungulate/Moon40 sides of the sky, for the two constellations of Leo and Taurus are distinctively observable 

opposite each other on either side of this thick barrier of billions of stars, with the clearest star in the sky, 

Sirius, forming a firm anchor between them at the head of the Milky Way. This is all the more probable 

because it was precisely during the Taurus-Scorpio era, our principal period of study, that the Taurus-Scorpio 

axis was identified with the Equinoxes, and the Leo-Aquarius axis with the Solstices, this bringing together 

three pillars of the Year into one close bunch. 

 

Ill.19-20  The Lunar Nodes symbol ☊ with Sun, Moon and Venus on the top panels of two Babylonian Kudurrūn  

The two symbols for the ascending and descending nodes are still used in astrology today to mark the dragon 

axis on people’s horoscopes. As Duchesne-Guillemin points out41, the symbol for the head (or tail) of the 

dragon of the eclipse appears canonically on Babylonian boundary stones in a prominent position next to the 

Moon, Sun and Venus and above the symbols referring to the Tropics of Capricorn, Cancer and the Ecliptic 

(the Ways of Enlil, Anu and Ea) (Ill.19-20). Indeed, the benign North Node glyph is often deliberately placed 

over the symbol for the Way of Anu (the Ecliptic). Ilse Fuhr42 interpreted the symbol as the female fallopian 

tubes, relating it both to Hathor’s distinctive hairstyle and to the Mountain Goddess Ninhursag - which 

Duchesne-Guillemin does not discount, but astronomically there is no contradiction in seeing it associated 

also with the two interpenetrating cycles of Sun and Moon and their regular crossing points on the Ecliptic 

(Ill.19-18). The Cycle of the Eclipses revolves around the virtual mountain of the sky, seen as hollow inside 

and containing the reproductive organs of the Great Mother as Mountain (the sky being none other than her 
                                                 
40

 Animals with hooves and horns - which includes goats and antelope of all kinds, as well as cattle. 
41

 J.Duchesne-Guillemin ‘Origines Iraniennes et babyloniennes de la Nomenclature Astrale’ CRAI 1987, 234-50 
42

 Isle Fuhr Ein Altorientalisches Symbol Wiesbaden 1967 
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womb/cave containing all stars and planets). Also named Nin-Maḫ, the Great Mother, in ritual texts her lunar 

node symbol is placed directly after Ea, Anu and Enlil, so important was the Eclipse cycle (Brown43 points out 

that the cuneiform tablet 81-2-4, 224 refers to Tsir Anim, Tsiru kasu, Tsir makhkh sami, Tsir Ea - the 

Serpent of Anu, the Double Serpent, the Great Serpent of Heaven, the Serpent of Ea.  

As the line between them cannot but cross the Polar Centre, the constellation Draco is also involved, its 

curving line snaking around the pole making roughly the Omega shape used to represent both, at different 

times of the year upright or upside down.  

 

Ill.19-21  Draco (marked red) undulates round the side of the Pole opposite the Milky Way 

Draco was indeed sometimes called ‘the Yoke of the Sky’, which the shape of the symbol also fits. For the 

Greeks Draco was associated with Athena and called Sidus Minervae, guarding the Apple Tree of the 

Hesperides which was Earth's wedding present to Jupiter and Juno, the apples an embodiment of the 

Planetary system. After the Atlantids picked fruit from it Juno put Draco (sometimes known as the Son of 

Typhon) to guard it (Jupiter himself is said to have changed into Draco and changed the two dippers into 

Bears in order to escape Saturn) whilst Athena placed it under the pole during the Battle of Gods and Giants. 

Her statues canonically include a serpent/dragon as one of her attributes. 

Due to its linkage to the Polar Centre the Eclipse Cycle was an important tool in the calibration of the 

counting of the years. The constellation Draco stood as a visible reminder, not only of the Polar axis, but 

also of the Dragon of the Eclipses whose axis on the Gemini-Sagittarius opposition runs just past it. 

Interestingly the Avestan word for Draco, gozihr/gawzahr is etymologically close to gaocithra, the Bull’s 

semen said to be lodged in the Moon by the Bull of Heaven/Taurus. This all points to the fact that when 

mathematical astronomy began, the intercalary region around Orion was marked above him by Taurus and 
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 Primitive Constellations p.22 fn.3 
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the Pleiades, and it was against that background that the Moon’s position in it was gauged in order to square 

the lunar with the solar year by inserting an intercalary month when needed (the main topic of Chapter 22).  

On the 4M seal below showing a lion attacking its prey we have all three main ingredients of the halved sky 

we have just posited: the snake above suggests the Milky Way/Dragon divider that crosses the horizontal line 

of the Sun’s passage along the Ecliptic44 between the lion and horned beast45 halves of the sky, whilst blazing 

under the Lion is an eight-pointed star which could represent Sirius, the Sun, or even Venus. 

 

Ill.19-22  Prehistoric seal from Tepe Giyan, no. 2503 (GMA 97) 

If we check on any star map, or general zodiac, the heads of the two constellations do indeed point at each 

other across the Milky Way divide. 

BEARERS OF THE TWO HALVES OF THE SKY 

The Milky Way’s verticality at right angles to the Ecliptic is further emphasised by several bright stars 

running up from Sirius via the outstanding image of Orion just to one side of it (Ill.19- 1). Standing out as a 

spectacular newcomer during the Winter months, Orion does not need much imagination to read its outline 

as the ancient Aryans did of the figure of a man with his dog Sirius that, if we are going to be literal, seems 

to account for its inclusion on countless Mesopotamian sealings accompanying the lion and bull:  

 

Ill.19-23  Early Dynastic Sealing (see Catalogue B, URUSTA-22 C Group)  

The gradual inclusion during the 3M of human figures into the plain lion and prey scenario is a distinctive 

development within the Ancient Near Eastern Canon of Art in the Early Dynastic period, and is particularly 

noticeable in the examples studied in our Catalogues B and C on the Uruk Stance and Rear Attack. And if 

on some of them a dog joins the group, one immediately jumps to the understandable conclusion that in 

many cases it is the dog-star Sirius, following his master Orion on the hunt, especially since we know 

                                                 
44

 The serpent could represent the Ecliptic itself, but usually the Lion takes the role in anything linked to the Sun. 
45

 Usually bull, but other horned creatures are used. 
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Sirius/Tishtrya is the key star in the Zoroastrian tradition, with specific hymns addressed to it46. Note in the 

sealing above the Crescent Moon next to the Bull's muzzle, and the arrow near the head of the lion. Bearing 

in mind that the design as printed is the reverse of what was carved on the seal, if we printed a mirror image 

of the above drawing on tracing paper and placed it, to scale, over a star map, we would find their relative 

positioning does roughly match that of Sirius, Orion, Leo and Taurus! 

Looking out for Sirius and Orion, distinctive against the backdrop of the Milky Way cutting the sky in half, 

provided a useful first step in orientation for the astronomer-priests of the ancient world, and it is not 

surprising that a recurring image throughout the history of ancient near eastern seals is that of a figure, Axis 

of the World aligned to the Milky Way, holding up the two halves of the sky characterised as animals that 

probably represent the solstices or equinoxes. Due to its pivotal position pointing up the Milky Way the figure 

of Orion mediates between the Lion and Bull halves of the sky as ‘Master of the Beasts’, an oft-repeated 

image in the repertoire of the Ancient Near Eastern Canon of Art. Orion has sometimes been equated with 

the Gilgamesh hero figure, as Edith Porada herself once stated to me in a personal conversation. In some 

seal depictions Gilgamesh/Orion stands up inside the Milky Way holding up the two leopardesses of the two 

halves of the night sky, which can be compared with a roughly contemporary seal from Mohenjo Daro in 

which a Cyclopean hero this time appropriately holds two indigenous tigers (perhaps male and female) aloft: 

  

Ill.19-24  Left: Gilgamesh/Orion holding up leopardesses, scorpion between his legs – Susa, GMA 1759/GS1451 
Right: Cyclopean Wild Man holding up two lions or tigers – Mohenjo Daro, Mackay 1938 seal no. 75 

At times (as in the next seal design) the hero is accompanied by a wild bull-man (often looking more like the 

goat-man Pan) who may represent Gilgamesh’s ‘other half’, Enkidu. This time the Master of the Beasts holds 

up what can plausibly be interpreted as the Equinoctial Bull (Sun rising in Taurus at the Spring Equinox 

during the Taurus-Scorpio Era) in one hand and the Solstitial Lion (Sun rising in Leo at the corresponding 

Summer Solstice) in the other - note the crescent moon). Thereafter the Master of the Beasts and his 

uncouth friend Enkidu, with wild hair sometimes rendered as a spiky headdress of leaf shoots or planetary 

rays, are endlessly repeated on Akkadian and Early Dynastic seals, along with an interweave of snakes, lions, 
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 Antonio Panaino Tištrya: The Avestan Hymn to Sirius (2 vols) Rome 1990/95 
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bulls, goats or antelopes whose many instances, collected together in Catalogue G: The Crossover Attack, 

undergo a fruitful, detailed scrutiny. 

 

Ill.19-25  Hero holding lion and bull aloft accompanied by Enkidu – Khafaje EDIII,  GMA 1071/SCS 353 

This weave, especially in the seals of Fara and Ur often incorporates a lion and bull group on hind legs as 

part of the syncopation. It would seem we are looking at more detailed astronomical factors – possibly the 

succession of the seasons in terms of the two Solstsices (Leo held at the base of the tail crossed with 

Capricorn) and two equinoxes (two Bulls held by their beards and leaning outwards, the heads of both naked 

animal tamers (wearing only two-tier belts) sprouting leaves or rays. Note also the upright dagger between 

the two groups in the Fara seal below, suggesting a demarcation line.  

 

Ill.19-26  Fara seal showing Master of Beasts alongside Lion & Prey group GMA 1712 

On some prehistoric seals that precede the Gilgamesh version of the Bearer of the Two Halves of the Sky, it 

is The Great Goddess (horned to signify not only her divinity, but also her link to the phases of the Moon) 

who presides over the zodiac as Mistress, holding aloft the Beasts of the two halves of the Sky. We cannot  

 

Ill.19-27  The Mistress of the Beasts holding aloft the Solstitial Lions with Aquarian waterpots - Archaic pierced 
amulet (recto) from Susa Le Breton RA L p.135 fig.12/GMA 119 

actually say she represents the Milky Way, but inasmuch as the two halves of the sky stand for the two 

halves of the year, Winter and Summer, then she is a variation of the horned Sky Goddess already met with 

in Egyptian iconography in the form of the Heavenly Cow (though the one below could just as well be a male 

priest). Although the sex of the presiding figure is not always clear on this series of amulets and seals, taken 
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as a group, the overall conclusion is that they are indeed female (see other examples in GMA pl 6).Taking a 

first stab at reading the seal above, we see the two felines held aloft as representing the two solstices in the 

form of lionesses, with the Aquarian water pots of the Leo-Aquarian axis above them. Without the presence 

of the waterpots they could as much represent the lion of the Sun and the lioness of Venus – or Leo Major 

and Leo Minor, which have separate names in the star lists. An interesting 6C BC Phoenician ring seal 

recently on the market described by Eric Gubel47, shows a ‘mock’ Master/Mistress of the Beasts, a Bes figure 

holding two felines aloft, standing on a bull which may this time simply represent the Earth.  

 

Ill.19-28  Phoenician finger-ring seal sold at Frank Sternberg Auction XXI, Zurich, in 1988 

The Great Goddess, the Ultimate Background, is never completely lost in ancient world iconography. 

Originally standing for the entire sky, in later eras her remoteness was delegated to Venus, as happened in 

Egypt, or her sky symbolism minimised to one sector of the Zodiac at Virgo. Until reinstated in Archaic Greek 

art as Artemis, the Elamite Mistress of the Beasts was supplanted by the figure of Gilgamesh/Orion as Master 

of the Beasts – one of the few iconic images of the CANEA recognised as such by scholars in the field at the 

present time, though rarely applied to the sky.  

Even in primitive societies the line separating the two halves of the Solar Year, and its equinoxes and 

solstices, could be worked out using the Sun’s shadow alone (Sky Anchor 6). But from night-time observation 

- taking into account the Moon cycle (the Sun’s night counterpart) counted from a starting line in the Milky 

Way area and nightly clocked against individual marker stars – the intermediate detail of weeks and months 

could then be filled in. 

                                                                           END OF SKY ANCHOR 1 

The Rulership of the Sun over Leo and the Exaltation of the Moon in Taurus, which have already emerged as 

themes in the imagery of ancient seals, derives from the millennia-long established astronomical facts of Leo 

being associated with the Sun seen rising against Leo at the time of the Summer Solstice in Ancient Egypt 

(these days, due to precession it happens against Cancer) whilst at the Spring Equinox, usually the start of 

the New Year, the position of the Moon’s distance from Taurus/the Pleiades is the deciding factor in squaring 

the Luni-Solar Year - of vital importance for the weekly management of agriculture and herding. The 

association of the ‘Two Lights’ with these Signs is common knowledge, leading us straight to the next Sky 

Anchor. Understanding both is absolutely fundamental to reading the astronomical content of the CANEA. 
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SKY ANCHOR 2:  RULERSHIPS AND EXALTATIONS OF THE PLANETS AND THEIR SIGNS  

The system of Planet Rulerships and Exaltations against the Signs is still in use by astrologers today. For 

both, there is considerable textual evidence to show the traditional seven planets were assigned in this way 

quite early on in the history of ancient astronomy through an unbroken oral and written tradition from 

Babylon. Since we shall refer to them throughout this chapter we show below (taken from Hartner’s useful 

paper) the the traditional allocation of planetary rulerships of the constellations on the Ecliptic (the Signs of 

the Zodiac). The ruling planets are named across the central area of the circle, bearing in mind that in the 

ancient world only seven planets were officially recognised, so that apart from Sun and Moon the remaining 

five did duty for two signs each. In our own composite table summarising the following two diagrams we 

include in the far right-hand column the Rulerships for twenty-first-century astrology which now assigns one 

Planet to each Sign, providing far more precision of interpretation for astrologers. But for our purposes here 

we need only consider the traditional approach of the time where there were Seven Planets – in the minds of 

the Mesopotamians embodiments of their Pantheon of Gods and Goddesses. 

 
Ill.19-29  Domicilia (Planet Rulerships) for the Traditional Seven Planets - from Hartner48  

[Signs with added dash are male, which alternate with the female Signs 

Even though Rulerships underpin the iconography of ancient near eastern art everywhere we look, in some 

ways even more important for understanding other key iconic images are the Signs in which the Planets have 

their Exaltation (Gk. hypsoma/hypsomata (pl.)). These were assigned in the ancient world and seen as sky 

zones fostering the enhanced, or optimum performance of each Planet, and this time there is only one for 

each. Both Weidner and Hartner realised their relevance to much of ancient near-eastern astronomical 

iconography (even late into the Islamic period) and they are certainly vital to our study of Icons A-E. In 

Hartner’s circular diagram the traditional degree of perfect exaltation is also given. 
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 Willy Hartner ‘Zur astrologischen Symbolik des ‘Wade Cup’’ in Festschrift Ernst Kühnel 1959 
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Cyril Fagan49 gives the following explanation for the fixing of the Exaltations.  In the Lunar Year lasting 4 

April 786 BC to March 23 785BC, each of the seven planets passed through their exaltation positions, such 

that this year has been called the Golden Year of Astrology. It was preceded sixteen days earlier than the 

start of that lunar year, on 18 March, by a total eclipse of the Moon. The Ecclesiastical New Year (Lunar 

Year) began 786 BC, April 4 (1st Nisan), and "New Year's Day of the Ancients", the Civil New Year, began 786 

BC, September 29 (1st Teshrit). Both days were observed as Sabbaths. But, September 29 (which also the 

date of Spica's heliacal rising at Babylon) was also a Saturday, or the Sabbath-day. And when two Sabbaths 

coincided, they were observed as a Great Sabbath. Thus it is no surprise that the ancients marked this year 

for all future generations by recording the planets’ positions, referring to them as in their exaltations. It 

should be noted that Fagan's work on the Exaltations also showed that the astronomer-priests recorded the 

planetary positions in the sidereal zodiac, which places Spica at 29° Virgo. However, there may be other 

explanations for the Exaltations which I will refer to as we proceed. They crop up in crucial texts like Mul 

Apin and help to make sense of Icons A-E. 

 
Ill.19-30  Exaltation Signs and Degrees for the Traditional Seven Planets - from Hartner50 

For ease of reference later, Hartner’s two diagrams translate into the following table. The middle column 

gives the Planets, with on the left their Hypsoma and the opposite sign of their Dejection (its least happy 

stellar background). On the immediate right of the Planet column is the traditional Rulerships column (their 

Fall in the Sign opposite I leave the reader to work out). Similar to the language of algebra, we use in this 

table the common astrological symbols which are quicker to use and read when frequently mentioned in the 

text - it is well worth learning them at this point, as it will save you puzzlement later when I use them. 
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 O Neugebauer (in ‘The Survival of Babylonian Methods in the Exact Sciences of Antiquity and Middle Ages’ Proc.Am.Philosph.Soc. 
CVII 1963 528-35) points out ‘That the Babylonian priest Berossos, dedicating his Babyloniaca to Antiochus I transmitted Babylonian 
astronomy to his Greek pupils in Kos is common knowledge’ though he goes on to show that the level of his knowledge was crude. 
Nonetheless the Seleucid use of the Metonic cycle for intercalation ‘constitutes one of the greatest advances in practical chronology’. 
50

 Willy Hartner ibid. 
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HYPSOMA PLANET DOMICILE 

SIGN OF 

DEJECTION 
SIGN AND DEGREE 

OF EXALTATION 
TRADITIONAL RULING 

PLANET  
ZODIAC SIGN 

21ST
 CENTURY RULING 

PLANET  

 
 27  VENUS      ☿  

TAURUS          
 

*PAN               ∏   TAURUS          

   15  MERCURY  ☿  GEMINI            MERCURY      ☿  

   3  MOON           CANCER          MOON               

TAIL  OF  
DRAGON  

  

     3  
HEAD  OF  
DRAGON 

SIRIUS  

NORTH NODE  ☊  

SOUTH NODE   ☋  

DRAGON OF THE 

LUNAR NODES    

☌AS LUNAR  *  

PATH CROSSES  

ECLIPTIC  

ECLIPSE☍*  

MOON (OR EARTH )  

STANDS IN  THE WAY 

OF SUN ’S L IGHT  

    19  SUN              LEO                  SUN                 

  
 15  MERCURY☿  

VIRGO               
 

*VULCAN         VIRGO               

  27  VENUS      ☿  LIBRA              VENUS           ☿  

 
 28  MARS         ♂  

SCORPIO           
 

*PLUTO           SCORPIO           

  15  JUPITER    ♃  SAGITTARIUS    JUPITER      ♃  

  21  SATURN     ♄  CAPRICORN     SATURN        ♄  

 
 21  SATURN     ♄  

AQUARIUS     
 

*URANUS        AQUARIUS     

  15  JUPITER    ♃  
PISCES            

*NEPTUNE     ♆  

PISCES            

   28  MARS          ♂   ARIES               MARS            ♂  

 SIRIUSVP   POLAR AXIS    POLAR  CENTRE  EARTH          

Ill.19-31  The PLANETARY GODS (middle column) against the signs they rule (right) and signs of their exaltation and 
dejection (left): alternative 21st century rulerships are given in the extreme right-hand column (I have hand-drawn 

some symbols for more recent planets not yet commonly used (see more on www.cosmokrator.com ) 

*Learn also the symbol ☌  meaning ‘conjunct with’ and ☍meaning ‘in opposition to’ 

                                                                                                                 END OF SKY ANCHOR 2 

WARNING: You will not be able to follow the arguments in this chapter very far unless you are prepared to do some 
groundwork – in the absence of my running a live course to teach you, you will need to buy a large star map and 
familiarize yourself with star arrangement and behaviour by going out and looking at the sky at night. You will need 
also to learn the language of the symbols for the Signs and Planets, as above, since they are commonly used as 
shorthand in place of words, usually to save space, as this chapter moves on. We have no quick fixes! 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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Despite establishing the presence of the planets Uranus, Neptune, Pluto and Pan beyond Saturn over the past 

500 years (as also of Vulcan between the Sun and Mercury), and the assignment by some astrologers today of 

separate rulerships for each planet, most astrologers today use the traditional Hypsomata and Rulerships 

affirmed in the late Seleucid period when the Mesopotamian tradition enjoyed its Late Period revival. As we 

have just described above, it is argued by historians of astronomy and astrology that the allocation of 

planets to the sign of their highest power certainly goes back to the Assyrian period at the time Adad-Nirari 

III built his new Capital city, Nimrud/Kalhu. This new temple became the chief seat of learning in the 

Assyrian Empire and housed the extensive libraries of his successors, Sargon II (722- 705 BC), Sennacherib 

(705-680 BC), and Aššurbanipal (668-626 BC – in whose library Astrolabe K/Icon B was found) before they 

were later moved to the temple of Nabu at Nineveh. Yet many of the astronomical documents in them were 

copies of much earlier material, some explicitly stated as going back to the Sumerians.  

Experts explain the domicilia (as opposed to the hypsomata) by saying they mark the positions of the planets 

from the year a zodiac (of whatever kind) was put into official use at protourban centres, at what the 

Egyptians called hep tepi or the First Time. As already mentioned, there are signs that the first stages of 

systematised astronomy go back to the Tenth Millennium, and that a place like Gobekli Tepe was an 

experimental observatory (Ill.19-15). Baity (1973 apud. Kelley, Smiley, Robinson and Makemson) gives the 

more usual range of dates for the time from which Time began to be recorded at the Spring Equinox March 

10 3392BC OR Summer Solstice 3374 (Makemson). However S.B. Roy (supported by Tilak and Bühler) in 

comments to Baity 1973 at the end of the paper points out the observation of Jacobi (1893) that the 

instances of year beginnings recorded in the Ṛg Veda reach back to c.4400BC, pointing out that the Full 

Moon conjunct Mṛgashiras (Ill.19-177) marked the Autumn Equinox c. 4100BC, having marked the Summer 

Solstice in 10600BC, the Spring Equinox in 17,000BC and the Winter Solstice in 23,000BC (in other words 

there is a quarter-phase shift every 6500 years), and he marshalls the evidence for Palaeolithic astronomical 

calculations cited by Marshak and others to explain their probable use aeons earlier than the 5-4th millennia. 

We have already cited Weidner’s statement giving credence to the calendar stretching back to the Gemini-

Sagittarius era (Ill.19- 3) as de Santillana and Von Dechend
51

 also believe, and which for our purposes we will 

take as our starting point. Eduard Meyer (1904) proposed the earliest date in Egyptian history52 to be the 

institution of the calendar in 4241 on 19 July (the day of a Sirius rising on the 1st of the 1st month of Akhet) – 

a period which I see as linked to the earliest seals in the Catalogue C: The Rear Attack.  

It follows that we should consider evidence for protozodiacs, even if we cannot be sure of dating. In the 

process we show that the animals used to represent the Signs were not necessarily established right from the 

beginning, since choice of suitable representatives must have depended in part on what the local animals 

were, and how their nature fitted the character of the season. By looking at the use of alternative animals in 

other zodiacs in different countries up to the present day we will be on firmer ground when it comes to 

making sense of the more unusual creatures that appear in Mesopotamian and Egyptian zodiacs or star lists. 

                                                 
51

 Co-authors of Hamlet’s Mill 1969 
52

 Apud. Leo Depuydt, p.52 of his ‘On the Consistency of the Wandering Year as the Backbone of Egyptian Chronology’ Journal of the 
American Research Center in Egypt XXXII 43-58 
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PRIMITIVE ZODIACS 

In the centuries before the twelve-fold zodiac (prominent only from Babylonian times) the sky was probably 

perceived in in larger zoned sections, quite likely as subdivisions of the two halves of the sky posited in Sky 

Anchor 1, often to fit the behaviour of specific planetary cycles (for instance, when we analyse Icon B we 

see why the behaviour of Venus is linked to the commonly used Eight-fold division of the sky whose use 

survived well into the Greek Classical Period) (see also Ill.19-16 right, which looks like a Neolithic zodiac.) 

THE SKY CUT INTO SIXTHS 

At the onset of the post-Neolithic period the sky was certainly not divided into the rigid 12 sectors of 30 

each as taken for granted today – that systematic approach belongs to the Neo-Babylonians and later the 

ancient Greeks of the 1st millennium BC. As described in Sky Anchor 1, it is often sufficient for orientation 

purposes to perceive the sky as cut in half either side of the Milky Way, and bright stars rising within it in 

Winter would always have been obvious. A further sub-division into four quarters by contrasting the Leo-

Aquarius axis at right-angles to the Antares-Aldebaran line running straight through the Polar Centre (Ill 19-

149) would also have been an early rule of thumb approach to marking distinct sky zones because easily 

identifiable-bright star beacons marked each ‘corner’ of the sky, though we will not look at that obvious 

sectioning until Sky Anchor 9. It fits the unfolding of our case at this juncture to look quickly at the 

theoretically probable use of a six-fold division of the sky that even after its later subdivision into the 

Twelve-fold zodiac here and there containing surviving visual references to its existence - one clue we can 

rely on is the existence of the traditional Six Seasons of Vedic India. 

Such a view of the sky certainly arises naturally through the movements traced out by Nabu/Mercury in a 

natural partitioning of the sky into a hexagon as it works through its observable synodic period of inferior  

 

Ill.19-32  Hexagonal pattern made in the sky over one synodic period byMercury’s Superior (I-III) and Inferior (1-3) 
conjunctions with the Sun – from Schulz53 

                                                 
53

 Ibid. 
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and superior conjunctions with the Sun at 60 spaced-out points in the sky (above). Mercury always held high 

prominence in the Mesopotamian Pantheon, most notably since its cycle dovetailed perfectly into the right-

ascension horizon degrees in astronomy - and could indeed have been its starting point. We have the 

example of Adad-Nirari III building a temple specifically dedicated to Nabu as God of writing and 

astronomical records at Nimrud, and in the First Millennium there were other temples dedicated to this God, 

most notably at Babylon itself. 

Moreover, in early stages of Babylonian astronomy the day we now divide into 24 hours was divided into 12 

hours (each hour commensurate to a double hour in our terms). If there was ever a defined stage in the 

history of astronomy when the sky was divided into sixths, it would have been at this period, when there 

were six hours to the night and six to the day at the equinoxes, such that it would make sense to monitor the 

movements of the sun during the six hours of the day, or of the stars during the six hours of the night in 

relation to sectors of the sky divided into sixths.  

In the last three millennia BC the various names Mercury was called in the records54 were Guttu; Uddu; 

Sakvisa; Gu-ud; Zalbatanu; Sulpauddu; Gudibir (borrowed from Jupiter) and, most revealingly, Makru when 

it appears in the month of Ab. Given that Venus-Mercury conjunctions are frequent and auspicious events in 

every-day astronomy, it was common for Venus and Mercury (the two planets nearest to the Sun next to 

Earth) to be anthropomorphised as Mother and Son. Into this interweave of inner planetary cycles Mercury 

(symbolized by a pointed leather-shoe on the boundary stones) played a crucial part, its main importance 

residing in the neatness with which its cycles fit almost exactly every 13 Earth years, as follows: 

 Mercury takes on average 115.87 days to make a circuit of the sky – in other words for every solar 

year Mercury makes just over 3 circuits of the zodiac, needing 6 such synodic periods to come back 

roughly to the same starting point, bar 5 days. 

 When visible, Mercury is only above the horizon for about an hour and a half before or after the 

Sun’s appearance on the horizon. Most of the time it is invisible, hidden in the glow of the Sun or the 

mists of the horizon.  

 Thus, depending on latitude, during any cycle Mercury is only visible above the horizon for 7-21 days. 

 The return to the same starting point gets more precise over longer multiples, so that the 

discrepancy is less over a 13-year period, being almost exact after 46 years. 

 Thus 145 synodic periods of Mercury = 46 Solar years (+ 1.03 days), according to Ptolemy. 

Hence because of Mercury the Sixfold sky maintains a hidden presence well into later times, through the use 

of some composite paired images. And, as with the six-locked renditions of Gilgamesh on some seals, 

sometimes the Sumerian Sky Goddess Inanna’s mane of hair is shown divided into six distinct side locks - 

three on either side of her face, as on the Sumerian vase fragment below, which we cannot make too much 

of, as she has a further six loops of hair round her forehead! 
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 see Robert Brown in ‘Euphratean Stellar Researches III’ Proceedings of the Society for Biblical Archaeology 1893 pp.466-470 
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Ill.19-33  Inanna on Sumerian Vase Fragment in the Berlin Museum 

In the vase fragment Inanna/Venus holds in one hand a female date-spathe55, and knowingly points with her 

five-digit hand (five being a significant number for Venus) at the two longest locks of hair that form what 

looks like the present-day symbol for Leo  but since it is looped on both sides, ☊, is more likely to refer 

to her persona as Nin-Maḫ, Goddess of the World Cave in the World Mountain56, a reference to whose Summit 

crossed by the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes is described in Sky Anchor 1.  

 

Ill.19-34  Distribution of the sky as 2-sign sixths with Ursa Major running above Virgo/Leo 

                                                 
55

 In Archaic statues of Kybele the separate dates are strung roung her neck in several necklaces and in Classical times become breasts. 
56

 Ilse Fuhr ibid. 
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The Mesopotamian use of composite images through the blending of the symbols used separately for the 12-

fold sky must at times allude to the use of a six-fold sky surviving into later times since they are images of 

zones next to each other, or in axial oppositions which, when taken in the context of astronomy, speak loud 

and clear. We can use the layout of the twelve-fold zodiac as a touchstone for understanding possibilities for 

how neighbouring or opposing Signs were combined, on either side of the hard dividing lines in former Six-

Fold Zodiac days, by running through what look like merged pairings - as follows. 

VIRGO/LIBRA, VIRGO/LEO, LEO/CANCER AND LEO☍AQUARIUS 

When we consider the familiar image for Justice, a woman holding up a pair of scales, it is intelligible when 

read as a combination of Virgo with Libra. For Egypt the female sphinx is likely to express, as Cyril Fagan 

pointed out57, the combination of Virgo and Leo. In other imagery Leo sometimes blends with its 

neighbouring sign on the other side, notably with Cancer’s Praesepe (the Beehive cluster) giving rise to the 

Tate and Lyle logo of the lion with a beehive in its stomach (mentioned in the Bible) to produce honey 

(bringing forth sweetness, as the Tate & Lyle advertisement goes). And Leo often features standing level on 

three legs with upraised paw over Procyon or Sirius58, the Dog stars lying beneath Cancer/Leo.  

The male sphinx, on the other hand, a blend of lion with male human face, can be read as ancient Egyptian 

shorthand for the Leo-Aquarius Axis. Taking Leo’s place, Sirius is often paired with Aquarius (opposite in the 

actual sky) as in zone 5 of a Boundary Stone in the BM (Ill.19-81) showing the figure of Goddess Gula 

(referring to Aquarius) with the Dog of Sirius (usually with a tightly curled tail) under her throne. A different 

way of expressing that combination is a possible reading of Mithra in Icon A (Ill.19-44) as the Aquarian Man59, 

according to one interpretation merged with Orion, taking over the role of Lion in the opposite sign to stab 

the Bull of the Year. This means we should bear in mind that even ancient Egyptian sphinxes could not only 

have referred to the ☍ opposition at the Summer Solstice when Sirius rose at dawn when the Sun was in 

Leo, but also to the rise of Orion/Osiris at the Winter Solstice. 

THE TAURUS/ARIES-SCORPIO/LIBRA OPPOSITION 

Up to the end of the 2M in the ancient world, Taurus included the region of the sky now given the subdivision 

of Aries - not introduced into the Zodiac until Precession brought the New Year point, or Peg of the Year 

(technically known as the Vernal Point – see Ill.19-35) into a part of the sky that barely had any bright stars 

at all – apart from Hamal which with one other star became Aries. Interestingly the zodiac ceiling painted in 

the tomb of Pharaoh Set I in the Valley of the Kings (below) shows an entire Bull taking up the position not 

only of Taurus (where in the imagery of later zodiacs only the head amd front legs are left after the insertion 

of Aries) but Ursa Major is one of its back legs - its full significance dealt with in the Icon D analysis.  

When we consider the Signs axial to Taurus and Aries on the other side of the sky, we definitely know 

Scorpio was visualised as one long constellation complete with the pincers that with the insertion of the 

Aries-Libra Axis were sheared off and called Libra. Being a fiduciary (Equinoctial) opposition, the Aldebaran-
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 Cyril Fagan, ibid. 
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 (as seen on Persian coins today) 
59

 See Rachel Hachlili ‘The Zodiac in Ancient Jewish Art’ BASOR 228, 61-77, figs 13 & 14 where Aquarius is shown with Phrygian Cap. 
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Antares or Taurus-Scorpio opposition (Sky Anchor 8) is emphasised in countless ways in Sumerian cylinder 

seals and boundary stones and was inherited and expressed in clear-cut fashion by the Mithraic iconostasis 

 

Ill.19-35  The Seti I star ceiling (c.1200BC) showing the Hippo Goddess Tawaret holding down the Peg of the Year: 
for the use of crocodiles and the line of 8 stars on Tawaret, compare with Neolithic examples in Ill.19-16 

showing the Scorpion’s pincers nipping the testicles or penis of the Bull at what had by Roman times become 

the first point of Aries (in the actual sky lying underneath Perseus kneeling on the Bull). As mentioned at the 

start of the chapter, even with changes to familiar benchmarks we tend to understand the new in relation to 

the old, and I believe that all through the First Millennium and into Roman times the newly introduced Aries-

Libra Axis would still be referred to in terms of the old Taurus-Scorpio opposition as a reminder of its Six-fold 

significance, especially as it never had quite the imaginative hold on the mind that the Taurus-Scorpio 

symbolism had. 

Moving on from the obvious image of Leo and running through the other images on the Seti I ceiling, starting 

at the left from Virgo (labelled Aset/Isis), we have Corvus (as Uga in Mesopotamia it sits on Hydra’s tail 

below Virgo), in the Egyptian context rendered as a perched Horus marking the  Summer Solstice. Under Leo 

surrounded by its stars, Cancer and Hydra - appropriately for Egypt – are represented by crocodiles rather 

than serpents or crustaceans (Hydra’s underpinning of Leo and Virgo together cross-refers to a similar 

grouping (Entenamasluv) of recurring importance in Mesopotamian astronomy, considered later). On the next 

vertical we have Taurus (including the Hind Leg of the Bull (Ursa Major, labelled Meskhetiu) with Orion 

immediately beneath pointing to the Polar Axis running straight up through the middle of Taurus, then 

Horus/Aries sideways further to the right behind him holding onto a line indicating the shifted Vernal Point, 

his body spanning a region immediately under Ursa Major and his feet standing on the Peg of the Year. 

Immediately behind Meskhetiu floats Perseus, Charioteer of Auriga nearby, also placed horizontally. Note 
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how the Bull is connected to the Peg/Plough-Share of the Vernal Point by the cords which run down from its 

hind leg and guided by the driver Perseus/Auriga. Here we can make several strong matches with the 

iconography of the Ur sealing of Ill.19- 6 and there will be more to say about this latter pair when looking at 

both Icons A and E. The last two figures on the ceiling come under the next heading. 

AQUARIUS/PISCES-VIRGO – THE WATERY REGION OF ERIDANUS 

Finally, framing the scene at the right, Tawaret the Hippo Sea Monster (possibly Cetus which stretches across 

Pisces to Aquarius on the other side of the sky from Leo) with Crocodile down her back, holds down the Peg 

of the Year (VP). Röck (ibid.) quotes Eduard Stucken’s interpretation of the duo of Crocodile perched on the 

back of the hybrid Hippo that appear on all Egyptian star maps of the circumpolar region (similar to the Seti I 

ceiling above) as covering the Aquarius/Pisces zone in opposition to Leo/Virgo. Some writers make a case for 

the Hippo/Croc combination as referring to loops of Draco and the Milky Way around Ursa Minor at the Polar 

Centre. In the Mesopotamian equivalents, the symbol for Ea, the Sumerian God of the lower waters is a 

Goat+Fish, covering the zone between  and  but also referring to the / axis due to the ‘Goat’ stars 

along the line higher up in the sky (see Icon C). Aquarius and Pisces join forces in pictures of Aquarius 

pouring water out of a Pot with fishes swimming in it, or as the six-locked Gilgamesh, beloved of 

Inanna/Virgo of the six-fold (and later eight-fold) sky, still Master of the Milky Way striding forward with a 

catch of fish in each hand: 

 

Ill.19-36  Prehistoric Seal from Luristan 5-4M – GMA  

Note the line of seven stars down Taweret’s extended plait and the eighth dot on her shoulder for future 

cross-reference in other images. We will discuss the use of alternative animals in ancient zodiacs very 

shortly: suffice it to say at this point that I believe the Crocodile and Hippo do double duty for the 

Capricorn-Cancer Solstitial Colure along the Milky Way, thus a Nilotic form of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes.  

THE MILKY WAY AND THE JOINT GEMINI/SAGITTARIUS AND CANCER/CAPRICORN AXES 

We have already discussed these under Sky Anchor 1, but not all its imagery. Since the / axis runs 

obliquely across the Milky Way in parallel with the ☍ axis hugging its other edges, Cancer with Gemini 

are brought together in one unit, balancing the Capricorn-Sagittarius twinning opposite to them - thus in 

some of the oldest zodiacs they can be shown as hybrid creatures. In zone 5 of one boundary stone (Ill.19-81) 

next to Gula/Aquarius, Sagittarius appears, subsumed with features added from the opposite side of the sky 

(see next illustration). Pairings along these two axes follow different combinations and can stagger in either 

direction or simultaneously across an axis as well, so that for instance the Meli-Sipak Sagittarius is blended 
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with the scorpion’s tail of the sign before, Scorpio – the message further reinforced by the presence of a 

scorpion under his belly at the penis (up to modern-day astrology, Scorpio is the Sign most associated with 

sex). 

 

Ill.19-37  Sagittarius on the boundary stone of Meli-Šipak – Jeremias Alorientalische Geisteskultur fig. 127 

Röck and Jeremias between them make much of this image, maintaining it shows the deer (rather than 

horse) body of Cassiopeia/Lulim above it, embellished by the Dog and Bow and Arrow of the opposite region 

of the sky (Kaksidi/Sirius and Ban/Procyon, the Bow, lower paranatellonta of Cancer/Gemini). This version 

of Sagittarius could not only refer to the the former season of Scorpio that, due to precession, has now 

become the month of Sagittarius (see Chapter 22), but also to the crucially important nature of Sirius (taken 

with or without Orion) on the ☍ axis as being the brightest pointer star of all, quick off the leash like an 

enthusiastic dog, for indicating the start of the year. Quite apart from blending two neighbouring signs and 

their axial opposites the Sagittarius image effectively includes the idea that Sirius is actually the Head of 

the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, since its North Node is exalted at 3 Gemini on the Sirius meridian (Sky 

Anchor 2/Ill.19-31).  

Looking at surviving Far Eastern zodiacs in use today (Ill.19-43) variations on the Goat for Capricorn include 

such massive beasts as the Elephant or Whale - and a crocodile is often placed at  - exactly like the 

smaller crocodile under Leo in the Seti I ceiling above, since the reptile is used not only to mean a water sign 

but its hard, scaly skin refers to hardness of the Goat on the Mountain at Capricorn opposite, thus alluding to 

the entire / axis, a variation on the soft Crab of Cancer whose hard shell expresses the same contrast. 

Not only is the six-fold zodiac relevant for the movement of Mercury round the sky as mentioned at the start 

of this section, but also the astonishing fact is that six of Venus’ complete precessional cycles (243 years) fit 

exactly into one Sothic cycle of 1460 years60, helping to signpost Sirius’ first-rise position every one sixth of 

its way round the zodiac (of which more in Chapter 22). We have established how, due to their outstandingly 

bright stars the Sirius-Orion group is often taken for granted as an unofficial extra ‘sign’ in the zodiac, even 

though not lying on the Ecliptic. This can be inserted into Six-fold, Eight-fold or even Twelve-Fold Zodiacs. 

There is on record an instance of a Seven-fold zodiac which we consider as a final preamble to our five Icons. 

                                                 
60

 Leo Depuydt ‘On the Consistency of the Wandering Year as Backbone of Egyptian Chronology’ Journal of the American Research 
Center in Egypt XXXII 43-58 
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THE INCLUSION OF SIRIUS/ORION: SKY AS SEVENTHS 

Featuring often in the art of the ancient near east, with the requiste background in astronomy one recurring 

image is not hard to read. Although Orion lies below the ecliptic, even in the very oldest star lists and star 

ceilings, along with the Great Bear above the ecliptic, this group inserted into the ring of zodiac stars as a 

prime constellation in its own right is common. Outstandingly prominent and useful as Time benchmarks on 

the dividing line of the sky at the base of the Milky Way, the inclusion of Orion next to his hunting dog Sirius 

becames the unofficial Seventh Division in a Six-Fold sky; Ninth in an Eight-fold one; or even an Eleventh in a 

Ten-fold sky that leaves out Libra-Aries. In a standard Twelve-Fold Zodiac it is the thirteenth, intercalary  

 

Ill.19-38  Orion and Taurus, keys to the zodiac: Vermaseren CIMRM no. 810 (the Walbrook Taurochtony) 

sector. Alternatively, as in the oriental Roman Empire on Mithraic altarpieces inspired by Parthian 

Zoroastrianism, this extra division showing Orion and Sirius is made the central image of six- eight- ten- or  

 

Ill.19-39  Insertion of Orion and Sirius within the Six-Fold divisions of the Sky, Ursa Major at the Pole 
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twelve-fold zodiacs (see Icon C for instance) because they also have a role in pointing up the Axis to the 

Polar Centre, with the Bull being the first sign on the Ecliptic as the starting point of the calendar (hence 

one of the older names for Taurus, Gu-Sidi, important to remember for Icon E). 

On the other hand, in regular zodiacs faint Cancer’s place can be occupied by Orion (or even both Cancer 

and Gemini together can doubly cede to Orion and his Dog). But when inserted to create an odd-number 

zodiac, rather than usurping them, the constellations are arranged in their usual order with Orion given his 

own special sector squeezed in between Taurus and Gemini/Cancer:Orion is named in the cuneiform texts as 

the mighty hunter (Šitadallu)61, brandishing his weapon between the Lion and Bull halves of the sky (Sky 

Anchor 1). Later in the Graeco-Roman tradition, in the guise of Orpheus, with Mithraic headgear and seven-

stringed lyre standing for the planets, he is the seated, peaceable Master of the Beasts of the Zodiac, a type 

going back to the Indo-Sumerian tradition (Ill.19-40 and Ill.19-174). 

 

Ill.19-40  Orpheus with Seven-stringed Lyre taming the zodiac beasts – Hellenistic floor mosaic at Paphos, Cyprus 
(note that he wears a Phrygian cap) 

 

THE BOGAZHKOY STAR LIST 

From times more ancient than Mithras-worship there is a text providing hard evidence for the use of an 

irregularly spaced the Nine-fold zodiac where Orion and Sirius do indeed take the place of the combined 

Cancer and Gemini zones. Weidner62 gives the text of a planet and star list dating back to c.1500-1800BC 

found at Bogazhkoy whose names when put on a star map give the uneven spacings determined by the 

distribution of only the brightest stars visible:  

43. Kakkab Aḫati (probably Mars); kakkab Tābāti (Jupiter); kakkab Il-Dumuzi (Saturn); kakkab il-

Ningishzida (probably Mercury) (the four planets other than Sun, Moon and Venus);  

The star names follow in the next few lines:] 

(1) kakkab E-ku-e [Iku] [Star of the New Year, its identity settled later in reference to Icons B & D]; 

                                                 
61

 'Nimrud, the mighty hunter before the Lord', and father of Assur, fits into the genealogy of Adam described in Genesis 10, 8-12 
62

 HBA 1945 p.18 
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44.(2) Kakkab Zappu [discussion of its identity, often thought to be the Pleiades, takes up much of 

this chapter];  kakkab Gišli-e (Hyades); (4) kakkab Šipazianna (Orion); (5) Kakkab Kakzizi (Sirius); [in 

one line we are given four star groups, two in the Taurus zone and the other two in the ‘extra’ sign, 

as in Ill.19-39]; 

45. (6) Kakkab Gišban (a less common name for Virgo); (7) kakkab Girtab (Scorpio) [note no mention 

of Libra]; (8) kakkab Našru [?]; (9) kakkab Nunu (Fom al-Hut - for Aquarius); (10) kakkab Šimmaḫ 

(Pisces); 

46. (11) Kakkab Udkaduḫa (Cygnus – standing in for Sagittarius); (12) kakkab Enzu [Maš] (Capricorn); 

(13) kakkab Martu [?] šuut il-Ea izzizani 

47. šuut il-Ea napḫar šuut il-Ani ruzani šuut il-Enlil (the Tropics of Capricorn, Cancer and the 

Equator against which the stars are placed) 

We will be referring back to this particular star list quite often, partly because it is such an early surviving 

document. The order in which the stars63 are listed indicates they were bunched in local groupings, starting 

in the Duat region (Ill.19- 1), then in meridional directions above or below each other as they occur in 

relation to the Tropics or the Ecliptic. Their positions translate into the following rough layout: 

 

Ill.19-41  Positioning of Weidner AA Bogazhkoy list 1500BC (HBA p.18 – see also Ill.19-91) 

How the translation for the names of each star compares with others can be seen in Column E of our 

Appendix X
64

, a rough and incomplete comparative star table showing how differently scholars have 

translated star names over the decades – thus creating a handful of problems for some key stars whose 

identity we need to know in relation to the CANEA - though we seem to have satisfactorily got most of them 

on this particular list identified - other than Iku, Martu and Zappu. Weidner equates Martu with Perseus 

(whose importance at the New Year soon becomes clear in Icon A) and Perseus is in the same sky zone as Iku, 

itself interpreted by different scholars as anything from Triangulum, Aries, and Cetus to the Summer 

Triangle, as Appendix X bears out. Ekue/Iku is nearly always mentioned in other star lists as forming a triad 

                                                 
63

 It is important to bear in mind that in the early stages of astronomy single stars only were named and only later included the less 
bright ones around them to form the constellations - the lone-star name tended to be retained to cover for the entire group (see 
Chapter 22, on the Thirty-Six Stars, forthcoming) 
64

 We will not be able to put this on the www.layish.co.uk website until we have gathered all other Appendices and Bibliography. 

http://www.layish.co.uk/
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in the first month of the year with Venus and Mul-Apin, ‘leader of the stars’ and, again, the identity of this 

trio is so crucial to understanding the sequence of the other stars in these lists that we defer the attempt to 

to get to their identity until we look at Icons B and D. Lying in the vicinity of Perseus is Zappu (usually 

translated as ‘Bull’s Mane/Beard’) but this star also is part of the same puzzle since it has been interpreted 

by different scholars as the Pleiades, Auriga or Aldebaran. Though aware of their general position, the 

identities of Iku, Martu and Zappu (as well as Mul Apin) we must leave unexplained until we have got 

through this chapter, since the analyses of Icons A-E aims to gradually differentiate them from other. The 

[Sagittarius]-Capricorn to [Gemini]-Cancer axes are left unmentioned. Weidner asserts this list seems to 

point to a nine-fold zodiac, remarking that this need not be evolutionary from a simpler stage but a 

pragmatic division of the sky into the obvious star groups most often used for year-to-year purposes, with 

redundant, fainter groups left out as not worth the extra effort to identify. 

Considering their importance for orientation, it is surprising that the Two Bears do not feature, which means 

one or both could in fact be Iku, Martu or Zappu – and Weider notes the absence of any Leo star as 

particularly surprising (this implies Gišban/Virgo is inclusive of Leo, like the Sphinx). Thus we see how 

Sibzianna/Orion stands in for Gemini, Kaksidi/Sirius for Cancer and Leo, OR Gišban covers Virgo/Leo and 

Girtab/Scorpio is the full Scorpio with pincers (Scorpio/Libra) zone. Udkaduḫḫa/Cygnus and Našru/Aquila 

seem to be chosen as as paranatellonta (see Sky Anchor 11) in place of Sagittarius, while Robert Brown65 

equates Enzu/Uz with Capricorn (though others separately translate Uz as Vega in Lyra, its paranatellon). On 

this basis, Weidner remarks, the use of paranatellonta - including those below the Ecliptic like Sirius or Orion 

(Sky Anchor 11) - can be traced back to the earliest times. This leads us on in the immediate next section to 

compare the Boghazhkoy Star List with other approaches relying only on the brightest stars66, wherever they 

happen to be, which may in the process take us further in identifying the difficult Boghazhkoy items. 

KEY BRIGHT STARS USED BY NON-URBAN SOCIETIES – AND VARIANT ZODIAC ANIMALS 

Not surprisingly, the same handful of brightest stars are used in the Pacific region today for navigation, and 

very much the same obvious points de repère as those mentioned over and over again in Mesopotamian 

astronomy. These bear another look in the present context (see next illustration). 

If in the sequence of circuiting the Zodiac via the paths of Enlil, Anu and Ea (mentioned in the above list in 

the last line – see Sky Anchor 3) nothing distinctive shines in any area of the sky, a star above or below it can 

be used as a substitute – even if it lies below the path of Ea, like Orion. As Ill.19-41 showed, some parts of 

the sky are left empty, and the stars named are not equally spaced. Not surprising for 1500BC, Aries and 

Libra are not mentioned - while some zones have several representatives - most notably the Sirius-Orion line 

- and It is interesting to go round the the stars shown in their rising and setting positions below and tick off 

the majority of those that match the ones on the Boghazhkoi list, and also to note those not held in 

common. The Bears feature right at the top at the Pole (as also Altair, Cassiopeia and Vega near them, 

                                                 
65

 Robert Brown PSBA 1893 (p.462) writes 'The solar goat-god Uz is depicted as sitting on a throne, watching the revolution of the solar 
disc which is placed upon a table and slowly turned by means of a rope (of goat-skins, also the skin used in the sacred dress of the 
Babylonian priests)' - evidently referring to the Sun in Capricorn. 
66

 Baity (1973 p.440) refers to Reyman’s work on the Pueblo Indian horizon which is ‘based on fixed observation points and 
demonstrating attention to the Sun. the Moon, Venus, the Pleiades, Orion and Polaris...’ 
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suggesting these could be the translations for the Boghazhkoy stars mentioned as paranatellonta standing for 

Sagittarius, Capricorn and Aquarius). Leo (Regulus) and Virgo (Spica) do not feature (though Corvus beneath 

Virgo does); Taurus (Aldebaran and the Pleiades) and Scorpio (Antares), Orion and Sirius are of the same 

central importance as the Boghazhkoi List, though in the Pacific in the Southern Hemisphere they rise and 

set much lower down, whilst we need to remember that the viewing horizon is the surface of the ocean. 

 
Ill.19-42  The Sky Dial used by Pacific sailors – from D Lewis The Place of Astronomy in the Ancient World 1974 

(apud. Goodenough 1953) 

In his papers on the Palaeozodiac67 Röck describes such an irregular distribution of stars in alternative 

zodiacs of the Far East in the Pacific region which use different animals for the signs. He also discusses their 

use in relation to the Elamite Venus Year as put forward by Bork68 (discussed under Icon B) - some striking 

examples of which help to thrown light on variations in Mesopotamian or Egyptian animal symbolism. These 

deviations from the familiar animals used in our zodiac surviving today in South Asia and the Pacific islands 

of the Far East are telling and significant, since they point to a prehistoric root tradition from which 

Sumer/Susa, Egypt and the Far East branched, or to which they contributed at a very early date. If this is so 

we can gain insights into the Mesopotamian tradition that later in history was systematically consolidated 

into fixed sets of names and identifications as the local variations were dropped. In the Far East Leo seems 

not to have a leonine identity - but can be represented instead by a tiger or dagger - whilst Aquarius 

opposite is vaguely linked either to Capricorn on one side, or Pisces on the other, flagged up by combination 

                                                 
67

 F Röck ‘Der Palaeozodiakus: Die prähistorische Urform unseres Tierkreises’ Memnon VI 145-176 – see also article of the same title in 
Orientalisches Literaturzeitung (OLZ) Sep.1912 386-391 based on his talk given at Munich University in 1911 
68

 See F Bork ‘Das Venusjahr’ Memnon IV 83-105 contra F Hrozny ‘Das Venusjahr und der elamische kalender’ Memnon V 81-98 . See 
also W Schulz ‘Das System der Acht im Lichte des mythos’ Memnon IV 111-172 
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animals more likely to represent their paranatellonta (as discussed for the Six-Fold division of the sky). As in 

the Bogazhkoy Star List, they miss out Sagittarius and Libra as separate sky areas, which tend to blend into 

Capricorn and Scorpio respectively as the distribution of symbolic animals indicates. Alternative animals 

from Far Eastern zodiacs come up again under Icon B in relation to the Eight-fold Zodiac and the Venus Year.  

 
Ill.19-43  Synthesis of alternative animal signs from Röck Venusjahr p.160-64 

All these star maps seem inevitably to centre on that particular zone of the sky that had (and still has) 

glamour quality in the astronomy and imagery of most ancient near eastern countries, involving just that 

area where Sirius, Orion and the constellations immediately above them are prominent. For Ancient Egypt 

this zone, known as the Duat69, was the territory the Pharaoh’s soul journeyed through to reach the Pole and 

attain the immortality of the Everlasting Stars. The prominence of these stars at night in Mespotamia during 

the earliest eras coincided with the start of the New Year – or to put it the other way round, they were so 

distinctive that the start of the New Year period was dovetailed to coincide with the yearly advent of these 

stars, and some central images of the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art appear to correspond with them. 

Our study of Icons A-E (Haleem 2010 – see footnote 5) attempted to match the stars in this region to actual 

images, beginning with Icon A which is easy to read (a comparatively recent icon as far as the ancient world 

goes). It was widespread in Roman times and we know for certain from plentiful examples backed up by 

much documentary evidence that it certainly describes the starting point of the New Year in the form of a 

hero stabbing the Sky Bull with a dagger, an act described also in the Gilgamesh myth: we start our enquiry, 

at a point where the lion as predator had been replaced by a human perpetrator at the end point of a long 

tradition of bull-slaying images since its inception four millennia before - for several astronomical reasons.  

We will now look at Icon A in much more detail than we did in Haleem 2010 - using it as our first stepping 

stone in the main narrative of the chapter – and aiming in the process to be in a position by the end of Icon E 

to be able to distinguish between the varied roles taken by several Seven-Star groups that take centre stage 

in the ancient near eastern Calendar. 
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 See Robert Bauval The Egypt Code 2006 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF ARTEFACT A 
 

THE ICONOSTASIS OF THE NEW-YEAR STARTING POINT 

Dotted all over the countries that came under the Roman empire, the central feature of stone reliefs found 

in countless Mithraea is the iconostasis70 of Mithra killing what Dupuis71 calls ‘the Equinoctial Bull’, an image 

expressing Man’s mastery over Time and the Calendar72. Comparatively close in time to us chronologically, 

there is a multiplicity of cosmic symbolism to be read in these altarpieces, and having spent the first 50 

pages of this chapter laying the foundations, reading their iconography should be straightforward. Such 

Mithraic altarpieces provide islands of certainty from which to work backwards and look at more ancient 

works of a similar nature that in many ways served as prototypes (Ill.19- 6). 

 

Ill.19-44  Engraving of a typical Mithraic iconostasis – from Layard Culte de Mithra 

Inherited from the eastern territories of the Empire then known as Parthia, these altarpieces feature Mithra 

as the hero, some say in the guise of Orion73, and others as Perseus74. For the latter, deciding factors in 

choosing between the two are the direction of Mithra’s gaze over his shoulder and the Phrygian hat that 

refers to his Perso-Anatolian origins in the Tarsus region of Cilicia (the region of Anatolia nearest to Syria), 

but we will look at this interpretation last of all. Mithra appears to slay the Bull of the Year with a vertically 

placed knife (the hieroglyph for Leo in ancient Egypt was a knife) suggesting a meridional or directional line 

- which in the first urban calendars indicated the start of the Spring Equinox as the Sun entered Taurus.  

                                                 
70

 Iconostasis: the pictorial rendition of (an) eternal truth(s) 
71

 Charles Dupuis Origine de Tous les Cultes Paris 1795 
72

 Traditionally Mithra is understood as a Sun-God: according to Brown in Primitive Constellations Ktesias quotes the Persian Legend of 
Nannaros (the Moon) and Parsondes (the Sun), the latter explained as Mithra (fn 2 p.19) 
73

 Michael Speidel Mithras-Orion Leiden 1980 
74

 David Ulansey The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries Oxford 1989 
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MITHRA AS ORION 

Looking at a star map of the Winter sky at midnight, it is easy to pick out a distinct alignment within the 

hexagon of bright stars pointed out in Ill.19- 1 made by three of the-brightest stars in the sky - Sirius, 

Betelgeuze on Orion’s shoulder and Capella in Auriga:  

 

Ill.19-45  Canis Major/Sirius, Orion and Auriga form an upward band at the side of the Milky Way (right third of 
the sky) with Ursa Major, Gemini and Orion forming a double parallel of stars branching off Orion’s raised 

shoulder: note also the longer line of the Perseus fork (not labelled) at the side of Auriga, over Taurus. (Note that 
I have used a variety of star maps to provide experience in making star identifications from all perspectives) 

This more or less runs vertically upwards from the horizon to the Polar Centre near Ursa Minor: an exact 

parallel to the vertical line indicated in our Mithraic icon by the direction of the upright knife plunged into 

the Bull’s shoulder. At the time of the Equinoxes, whether at dawn or twilight, this same line-up can be 

horizontal as the Sun rises or sets: 
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Ill.19-46  The Equinoctial line-up (at dawn for Spring, at twilight for Autumn) - from Sayce and Bosanquet75 

Certainly during Assyrian times when the lineup of Sirius, Betelgeuse and Capella either side of the Milky 

Way was observed at the imperial observatory at Nineveh rising together at sunset, it was distinctive enough 

to be taken as indicating the start of the New Year because, viewed within a particularly spectacular and 

easily memorable star field of surrounding constellations it was a clear thread to follow running more or less 

parallel to the Milky Way. But if Mithra’s dagger is intended to indicate a particular point on the 

constellation of Taurus, the line between Orion and Capella would have to deviate to the right/east quite 

markedly, following a new 0º meridian superseding the Orion-Sirius-Capella line joining Orion’s foot with 

Aldebaran, Taurus’ key star, and up to Mirfaq, Perseus’ key star. As we work through the possibilities for this 

icon we will gradually bring in new stars and their individual alignments to show a shift backwards from the 

original, much more discernible, meridional line of a former era. 

Returning to our icon and looking at the background to the killing scene, symbols for the Spring Equinox in 

the form of a leafy tree and the flaming torch of daylight on one side contrast with one on the other side 

laden with the fruits of autumn against the corresponding upturned torch of night, now extinguished to 

indicate the Autumn Equinox which already heralds the death of the Year to come in Winter. The Antares-

Aldebaran (☍) opposition marking the original Equinoctial constellations (Ill.19-153) is underlined by the 

symbols for Scorpio and Taurus against each tree, whilst a scorpion again features in the central group 

nipping at the Bull’s genitals, suggesting that a new precise alignment is being specified. As former marker 

of the Antares-Aldebaran line I believe the Scorpion should here be understood as an abstract hieroglyph 

pointing out a fiducial line at the Bull’s penis – at what would be the position of two-star Aries as a mere 

appendage to Taurus (ruled by Mars, Scorpio is usually read as a sexually aggressive sign, but it is the sharp 

point of its sting that has the connotation of a precise pointer). It means the new leader of the Zodiac is still 

being seen in terms of the former leader, Taurus! The cross-quartered meridian at right-angles to it76 (the 

Solstitial opposition of Leo-Aquarius, ♌☍) is referred to beneath them by a tiny prancing lion with 

                                                 
75

 Monthly Notices of the Royal Astron. Soc. XXXIX p.460 
76

 Such cardinal star oppositions are considered under Sky Anchor 9 below. 
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serpent, whilst the human figure of Mithras doubles up as the Aquarian hero77 on the opposite side of the sky 

(compare the Christian version in Ill.19-175). True to the star maps (Ill.19-45 or Ill.19-196) this is Leo of the 

Summer Solstice floating above the serpent Hydra on whose tail tip in the actual sky Corvus the Crow (a 

lower paranatellon to Virgo) perches - in Icon A the bird is fitted in at the top left-hand corner (see the 

Seleucid version Ill.19-87). On Icon A Krater is not shown in the middle of Hydra on the way to Corvus (which 

usually refers as much to Aquarius the Water Pourer opposite, as to Canopus beneath) perhaps because the 

human figure of Mithra sufficiently completes the solstitial Leo-Aquarian Man axis to indicate the New Year 

point at the Winter Solstice, and the consequent promise of the Spring Equinox following. 

Certainly the leaping dog Sirius, brightest star of the Duat region, reinforces the idea that we have before us 

an image of that climactic moment, for both Egypt (at the Summer Solstice) and Mesopotamia at the start of 

their year, that brings water78 by river or by rain, and therefore growth – indicated both by the blood 

pouring from the wound in the Bull’s shoulder and the double corn-ear sprouting at the end of its tail 

indicating the Autumn Equinox (c.f. the Seleucid image of Virgo with Spica in Ill.19-87). In the ancient world 

the idea behind sculptures of water gushing out of the lion’s mouth can always be traced back to Egypt, 

referring as they do to the rise of the Nile, when the Sun rose in Leo at the Inundation season, Akhet.  

From the grouping of these elements into one image, it is beyond coincidence that the Mithraic iconostasis 

resonates with key star alignments (Ill.19-58). The question is whether we can make any textual matches. 

MITHRA AS GILGAMESH 

The figure of Mithra depicted over bull, lion and serpent (Ill.19-44) fits smoothly into the classic 

Mesopotamian tradition which, when read in an astronomical context, as suggested by Jensen79, gives several 

openings for interpreting the icon as rooted in the Mesopotamian Creation Myth, Enumā Elish80, as also in 

the Gilgamesh epic. In the former literature it is described how, at the beginning of the world the battle of 

the hero Bel with Tiamat, Serpent of Chaos, takes place when the Sun is passing through Leo above Hydra. 

Clearly, we could simply read the Mithraic hero as successor to Marduk or Bel, responsible in Enumā Elish 

not only for cutting Tiamat into two and making her lower half Earth and upper half the sky81, but also for 

placing the heavenly bodies in it to bring order to the Seasons on Earth.  

We get a handful more matches of text and image from the Gilgamesh epic82:  the hero’s story83 begins at 

the time of the Summer Solstice with the Sun in  reaching the ☍ axis, as if the the Sun’s path had 

ascended to the top of the mountain of the Solstitial colure (more of this axis when we deal with Icon C). 

Two of the most outstanding events in the Gilgamesh Saga are, first, the latter’s slaying of the Bull of 

Heaven in the presence of Ishtar/Sirius-Venus84 at the Winter Solstice (tablet 6), exactly the period when the 
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 See Rachel Hachlili ‘The Zodiac in Ancient Jewish Art’ BASOR 228, 61-77, figs 13 & 14 where Aquarius is shown with Phrygian Cap. 
78

 As Dupuis in OTC points out, In Egypt the serpent constellation Hydra corresponded to the 3 signs under which the Nile flooded, and 
in Egyptian iconography the use of the lion head in fountains refers to the original first month of the flooding of the Nile under Leo.  
79

 P Jensen Der Gilgameshepos in der Weltliteratur Leizig 1906 
80

 E Wallis Budge The Babylonian Legends of Creation and the Fight between Bel and the Dragon British Museum London 1921 
81

 Alexander Heidel The Babylonian Genesis: The Story of the Creation Chicago and Cambridge 1942 
82

  See the translation by Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh Penguin Books 1999 
83

  In the ancient Greece version the hero is now called Hercules, still travelling through the zodiac performing his twelve Labours. 
84

 Enkidu says to Gilgamesh, ‘I will set [my foot on the back of] its [leg].. ..Then ... between the yoke of the horns and the slaughter-
spot [you] thrust in your knife...’; Then Gilgamesh like a butcher brave and skilful between the yoke of the horns and the slaughter-spot 
[thrust in] his knife (VI 137-44) – from Andrew George ibid. 
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Duat stars are most prominent and, second, his visit to the Scorpion Gates of the sky (tablet 9, see Ill.19- 6). 

These are striking concordances with the Mithra icon that bear out Jensen's theory that the Gilgamesh Epic 

describes the journey of the Sun (Gilgamesh) month by month through the then 10 signs of the zodiac. The 

honorary eleventh sign for the 11th tablet is likely to have been Orion (Gilgamesh himself) herald of 

Taurus/Aries marking the Spring Equinox85. Given one of his recorded titles is Sol Invictus we could thus add 

a layer of meaning to Mithra as the personification of the Sun in Orion rather than simply Orion (or Perseus). 

During his journeys Gilgamesh’ alter ego, the Pan-like wild-goat-man, Enkidu, whom the city-dweller 

Gilgamesh tries to convert to urban habits, is a survivor of the primitive calendar of the hunter-gatherers of 

the neolithic era and beyond. It is interesting to think, by regarding Mithra/Orion (or Mithra/Perseus higher  

 

Ill.19-47  Assyrian seal interpreted as Gilgamesh and Enkidu fighting Humbaba, monster of Chaos, with a group of 
seven stars and eight-pointed Venus above - from Dalley Legacy of Mesopotamia: metaphysically this represents 

the four seasons caught between the struggle between new and old orders 

up) as a latter-day Gilgamesh, that Capella the Goat Star, standing on the ☍ solstitial axis (which later 

in our analysis of Icon C, the Faroughi Bowl, we call the Goat-Line), may in fact refer back to Enkidu the 

Goat-Man in the Gilgamesh myth who couples with Venus at the starting line of the Year (in astronomical 

terms a conjunction). Their wrestling match when they first meet well fits the pair of men of the sign of 

Gemini86, but in the end Enkidu dies as his Cancer-Capricorn era is superseded at the Autumn Equinox by the 

☍axis where Ishtar/♀ ruler of Taurus (though note in 21st astrology Taurus’ true ruler is Pan) now reigns 

supreme through her harmonising influence. Her rulership of Taurus has, we shall see under our study of Icon 

B, huge implications for our understanding of this particular part of the sky and helps resolve the confusing 

statement of Herodotos that for the Zoroastrians Mithra-was another name for Aphrodite Urania/Venus87 (the 

full implications of the Venus cycle are considered comprehensively under Icon B). 

                                                 
85

  There are 11 tablets, so we presume not only that Scorpio still has his claws before they were chopped off to make Libra, but that as 
the Vernal Point slipped back from Taurus.the myth comes from a time before the insertion of Aries to counterbalance Libra. 
86

 The torchbearers Cautes and Cautapates in most Mithraic icons can be read as the Heavenly Twins (Gemini), later replaced by the 
Roman Dioscurii. 
87

 Herodotos I, 131 
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The sealing above in Ill.19-47 can be read as showing Gilgamesh and his companion attacking (or fighting 

over Humbaba at the very moment when the Seven-Star group (yet to be identified) and the 8-fold star of 

Venus are present together in the sky above them - given how prominently Venus/Ishtar features in the myth 

of Gilgamesh, this should not be surprising. I have recently explored in more depth the link between Venus 

and the Great Bear in a paper (2013) for the new academic journal, Religionen Im Vorderen Orient I
88

. Icon 

B will show how this planet, with the two constellations, is associated with the start of the New Year. 

Apart from killing Humbaba in the cedar forests of the east and the all-important background of the cycles of 

Venus/Ishtar alongside that of Gilgamesh the Sun, other astronomical phenomena are alluded to as the epic 

comes to an end, notably Gilgamesh’ quest for the plant of life in the West as he traverses the water signs 

Capricorn/ Aquarius/Pisces with Utnapishtim/Noah.  

In Icon A the central act is the moment when Mithra breaks open the body of the Bull representing Planet 

Earth as the embodiment of the Year, a faithful representation of the Zoroastrian doctrine given in the 

Bundahishn89 that the New Year is like a Bull which has to be pierced by a dagger or sword before Time can 

start moving. Since it is in Avestan mythology that Orion is seen as the hunter, and that dogs are a top 

animal for them, it is mainly down to the Zoroastrians that we use the Aryan interpretation of Sirius as a 

hunting dog faithfully running behind the heel of his master. This diverts us for a moment to consider why 

the ancient Zoroastrian tradition of star mythology should provide the framework for Mithraic iconography. 

THE ZOROASTRIAN TRADITION AND MESOPOTAMIAN IMAGERY 

From the artefacts we have assembled in our catalogues in the earlier chapters we can trace the pedigree of 

Mithraic altarpieces pictorially back to Sumer and Elam, though its earlier forms within the CANEA using the 

lion attacking the bull instead do not at first seem related. At the other extreme, there are even clues to 

their interpretation in the much etiolated Zoroastrian practices of today. Certainly in terms of imagery, the 

fact that classical Zoroastrianism of the 6-5C BC inherited and absorbed ancient pan-near eastern practices 

of distant millennia means that our understanding of the nature of Mesopotamian art and its astronomy has 

to be multi-cultural in the sense Röck expressed it in his paper on the Palaeozodiac90 when describing the 

word 'Babylonian’' which, 'wenn nicht im politischen Sinne gebraucht, rechtmässiger Weise nur das Ergebnis 

mehrfacher Kultur-Verschmelzungen bezeichnen', for it is not possible to separate its constituent parts by 

making 'eine reinliche Scheidung zwischen semitischen, sumerischen, elamischen, arischen und anderen 

Elementen …'. (For this reason we tend to use the catch-all word ‘Mesopotamian’, rather than ‘Babylonian’.) 

Our reasoning is that the Mithraic icons of the Roman period stand at the tail-end of this multicultural 

CANEA tradition rooted in the old Star Religion which scholars frequently pigeon-hole as Zoroastrianism (a 

later branch of it became Sabaeanism, specifically mentioned as a valid pre-Islamic tradition in the Qur’an). 

And because - since openly derived from Persia – much of Mithraic iconography is spelled out quite explicitly 

for the sake of its new adherents in the Roman world, it provides those visual clues from which we can trace 

the origins of particular motifs as far back as the Protohistoric period. 

                                                 
88

 ‘The Venus Cycle and Venus Worship’ (available on my website www.layish.co.uk on Level 2, (click on the enthroned Goddess link) 
89

 See W B Henning ‘An Astronomical Chapter of the Bundahishn’ JRAS 1941 229-248  
90

  Röck ibid. 

http://www.layish.co.uk/
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Certainly if the claims made by the Greek authors are true, that even in their day in Classical times the 

Zoroastrian tradition was 5,000-6,000 years old91, it means that everything we look at from the very start of 

our study in the 5th millennium BC in terms of what is labelled Mesopotamian knowledge of astronomy - even 

at its predynastic stage - will be likely to form part of, and be preserved in, the artefacts and documents left 

behind not just by peoples known to be Magians, Zoroastrians, Zurvanites, Sabaeans or followers of Mithras 

but also in general by most of the mainline powerholders known in the history of Sumer, Akkad and 

Assyria/Babylon. Indeed, we can go so far as to say that when such iconography drops out of use from time 

to time, as we identify as occurring for some centuries in our SUMMARIES, we are witnessing the presence of 

people not part of the aeons-long Zoroastrian star-oriented mind-set. By the juxtaposition of presence versus 

absence of the use of the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art, the tradition makes its presence known. 

In the Fifth Millennium BC, to negotiate the transition from village-depôt to temple-run urban economies 

people in the great cities simply had to work together on a larger scale, not only to consolidate the calendar 

so their enterprises could be timed by the seasons more precisely, but also to devise a system of writing and 

meaningful visual symbols stamped on clay tablets and labels through which to communicate and keep 

archives of their transactions. At this period Egypt had both knowledge and material goods that countries 

bordering the Gulf needed, and the Gulf had knowledge and products that Egypt needed. It has never been 

clear which way round the dissemination took place, but in our Catalogue B we studied the visual evidence 

that helped to make up our minds. The cross-fertilisation of the astronomical traditions of Sumer, Susiana 

and predynastic Upper Egypt in the 4M BC is betrayed by, among other indicators, the use of the Lion and 

Prey symbol, entwined snakes and the Master of the Beasts group on artefacts and even wall paintings of this 

period in both countries, showing that cultural interchange was certainly going on. As quoted in our 

Catalogue A Chronological Focus section, it is interesting that Diodorus Siculus states the Chaldaeans were 

the ‘companions of Belus on his trip from Egypt to Babylon’, though this still does not clarify which side was 

the pupil and which the teacher, nor to what period in time he was referring – whether very remotely far 

back (for which we have the protohistoric evidence), as recently as Diodorus’ own times (80-20BC) or to 

some time in between, but certainly the actual artefacts are protohistoric. 

Due to the massive increase in surviving evidence as history moves on, the later the period the easier it is to 

establish links between documentary evidence and iconography – which in turn sometimes then enables us to 

extrapolate back to images of earlier periods. Much as this method might be criticised (and we have just 

used it by relating Marduk/Bel and Gilgamesh to Mithra), this is practically our only choice and we have to 

trust in the survival of astronomical myths and meaningful matches to them. Dealing with the continuity of 

religious and artistic traditions and awareness of the palimpsest of the practices of earlier millennia 

reflecting through to later ones must always be borne in mind as a means to interpret present-day survivals 

in Zoroastrian ritual that are described more fully by the ancient writers or faithfully preserved in artefacts 

of the time. As in any mainstream world religion organised around a ritual calendar, images are used to 

                                                 
91 We glean this from de Jong’s useful compendium of Classical Greek knowledge about Zoroastrianism, Traditions of the Magi Leiden 
1997: he repeats Plutarch’s citation of Pliny’s assertion that Eudoxus calculated Zoraster’s lifetime as around 6000 years before Plato’s 
death in the 5C BC. Plutarch himself calculated the inception of that tradition as ‘5000 years before the Trojan War’ – again giving us a 
period some time in the 6000s BC. I have written a separate paper on Plato’s encounter with certain Magoi which will go on my website 
(link through Uruk Stance picture, level 3). 
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serve as a mnemonic system for adhering to its measures and seems to be the main reason for the gradual 

emergence of the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art. 

MITHRA: ORION - OR PERSEUS? 

The Mithraic icon is one such central image. The knife plunging into the front haunch92 of the Bull suggests a 

decisive moment of simultaneous death and new life demarcated along a meridional line which, by the Bull’s 

sprouting corn tail, indicates the start of the year from a 0 meridian at one of the Cardinal points of the 

year – likely to be the Spring or Autumn Equinox when plant life is particularly noticeable (the New Year 

start time varied in different countries of the ancient near east according to local climatic conditions). Most 

scholars on Mithraism have so far taken it for granted that the hero represents the Sun-God doubling up as 

Orion, and confronting Taurus with raised right arm as in the star map section below, noting especially his 

raised right shoulder at Betelgeuze. Although we have just pointed out the strong Sirius/Betelgeuse/Capella 

alignment as a New Year benchmark, just as striking is the Sirius/Orion’s Belt/Aldebaran/Pleiades line93 

confirming it up to the Spring Equinox Zodiac Sign.  

 

Ill.19-48  The Sirius-Orion’s Belt-Aldebaran-Pleiades alignment - note for future reference when dealing with Icon 
E that Orion’s highest shoulder is Betelgeuze 

Yet there is a drawback to a literal interpretation of Orion as Mithra: whether using the Sirius/ 

Betelgeuse/Capella line or the alignment along his belt to Taurus, when we look at the star map and try to 

match stars to the icon, Orion stands below Aldebaran in Taurus (including the Pleiades) and even more so 

stands below Capella. However, star lines, whether via Capella or the Pleiades, do run down from Perseus 

                                                 
92

 Our analysis of Icon D finds the bovine front haunch was used to refer to a seven-star group for which there are several candidates. 
93

 This alignment is known to be significant in ancient Chinese astronomy and its use considered by Joseph Needham in Science and 
Civilisation in China III (1959) to have been transmitted there from the Mesopotamia. 
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and Cassiopeia which, as Ulansey points out, lie over Taurus and the Pleiades, just as in the Mithraic drama. 

Even though Orion does take on a credible fighting stance in relation to Taurus (see also Ill.19-242), 

Ulansey94 favours Perseus as Mithra because its stars more realistically lie above Taurus in the way Mithra 

steps on the Bull. Aratos calls Perseus Ceconismenos - the 'Powdery Athlete'95 probably because he lies inside 

the Milky Way. Indeed, by extending Perseus downward to include the Pleiades (also of a powdery texture)  

 

Ill.19-49  The Milky Way divides the sky into two halves, with Leo on one side and Taurus on the other (Sky Anchor 
1) – Sirius stands at its base, lining up (i) via Orion’s Belt to Taurus; (ii) with a slight dip via Betelgeuse in Orion to 

Capella in Auriga – and (iii) almost vertically to Mirfaq in Perseus through the horn-tips of Taurus 

Perseus can in some seasons be considered, like Orion, an unofficial Ecliptic constellation in place of Taurus 

or indeed Aries96 (see illustration below), as well as a useful mid-way pointer along the Milky Way for the 

Dragon of the Eclipse axis that crosses Al-Gol on its way over to the other side of the sky (Sky Anchor 1)! 

Although we started with the plausible view of Mithra as Orion97, we now concentrate on the alternative 

argument of Ulansey, bearing in mind the possibility of a reconciliation between both views, in that Perseus 

                                                 
94

 Ulansey Ibid. 
95

 We could put forward a very strong case for Perseus-Taurus iconography providing the basis for the Bull-leaping ritual in the Spring 
Equinox Games of Crete and the Levant – there is ample visual evidence. 
96

  ibid. 
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Ill.19-50  Perseus holding Medusa’s Head (Al-Gol) floats above the Pleades and Hyades in Taurus – from Ulansey 

earns his worth not through an outstanding outline of bright stars, but as Circumpolar herald of Orion’s 

imminent arrival! Being above the Ecliptic he will always rise ahead of Orion way below - just as the Pleiades 

(a powdery group of hundreds of stars also just above the Ecliptic) will always rise just ahead of Taurus.  

 

Ill.19-51   The closeness of Perseus to Taurus and the Pleiades either side of the Ecliptic 

The Cilician astronomer Aratus described Perseus as ‘placing his knee on the shoulder of the Bull’, and when 

we look at the positioning of Perseus over Taurus in Ill.19-50 his leg is shown so close to the Pleiades that his 

                                                                                                                                                                      
97

 Speidel Ibid. 
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dangling foot touches Taurus’ neck where just underneath the Pleiades are marked with a black blob on the 

Bull’s foreshoulder98 - the very point Mithra’s sword is plunged in. Ulansey says that in Mithraic altarpieces, 

artistic licence positions Perseus’ knee on the bull to contract the image into a tighter composition but from 

any star-map (especially obvious in Ill.19-59) it is clearly the shortness of one side of the fork of Perseus that 

explains Mithras’ stance, in itself confirming Mithra must represent Perseus! We understand from the star 

map how literal a depiction of the stars the Mithraic icon actually is and why the knee on the Bull’s shoulder 

is canonical for Mithraic imagery even if not always carried out to the letter. 

Where Orion stands well below the Ecliptic (his feet go under the Tropic of Cancer), so low down in the sky 

that in the Northern Hemisphere he only appears above the horizon during the three months between Winter 

and Spring, Perseus has the double advantage of bridging the Ecliptic and Circumpolar region via Cassiopaeia 

and Cepheus (all shown in the star map above), remaining visible all year. Furthermore, the forked outline of 

his stars is considerably enhanced and brought into focus by the inclusion of the Pleiades as an extension to 

his stretched out leg which on some Mithraic iconostases is depicted as standing on the back leg of the Bull in 

just the way many lion and prey groups (see Uruk Stance examples in Catalogue B in particular) make a 

point of showing the lion treading on the bull or deer’s extended back leg.  

Most of the stars of Perseus are unremarkable apart from Mirfaq (α Persei) at its heart, and baneful Al-Gol (β 

Persei) on the path of the Eclipse Dragon, seen by the Greeks as the decapitated head of the Gorgon sliced 

from her body by Perseus. Here we gain a further clue that clinches the interpretation of Mithras as Perseus 

rather than Orion. The similarity in character and composition between the 7C archaic Greek engraving 

below and the seal showing the rare iconography of Gilgamesh and Enkidu killing Humbaba99 (Ill.19-47) is 

 

Ill.19-52  Perseus (looking away) and Andromeda (or her mother, Cassiopeia) decapitating the Gorgon (Al-Gol) – 7C 
decoration on metal shield from Olympia – apud. Ulansey 

remarkable, giving food for thought about Humbaba’s actual stellar identity as precursor to Al-Gol (note how 

both are shown crouched in a swastika arrangement of the limbs with a full frontal face staring out at us): 

                                                 
98

 This reminds us of the Egyptian allocation of the Bull’s back leg to Ursa Major (Ill. 19-42), which should be borne in mind for Icon D 
when we try to distinguish between it and the foreleg of the Bull as Ursa Minor, paranatellon to Perseus and Auriga from some angles. 
99

 See Clark Hopkins ‘Assyrian elements in the Perseus-Gorgon Story’ AJA XXXVIII 341-58 where in his fig.4 he reproduces a version of 
the scene found by Opitz on a Babylonian clay relief in the Berlin Museum (VA 246), and also one of the Tell Halaf panels. He reminds us 
(p.347) that Gilgamesh and Enkidu not only slay Humbaba but also, to the great displeasure of Ishtar, the Celestial Bull, tearing off its 
foreleg – of which more under Icon D. 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON A 

60 
 

Even though it is actually a single, not particularly bright star, Al-Gol is imagined in the myth as the snake-

haired Medusa, visualised with long hair locks of squirming snakes. The myth goes that the Gorgon’s head 

was made into the brooch fastening Athena’s aegis (or goatskin cape). Dupuis gives a variant explanation 

from the Classical commentators for the astronomical reason why the Gorgon is linked to Athena, due to the 

opposition of Perseus rising as Virgo sets on the opposite side of the sky:  

Persée... fait coucher la Vièrge et la queue de l’Hydre, qui se trouve au bord occidentale avec la 

tête de la Vièrge moment où le sabre de Persée [Ill. 19-49] paraît sur l’horizon. C’est cette tête 

coupée et curtortillée de replies de l’Hydre que l’on mît ensuite dans la main de Persée, sous le 

nom de la tête de la fameuse Méduse100. 

Hopkins mentions that the Gorgon is probably the terrific (i.e. terrifying) aspect of the Great Goddess of 

Anatolia, Kybébé (c.f. Hum-baba101), always shown with face full frontal (sometimes even also framed with 

six bunches of hair as traditionally the Sumerian Inanna was102 - Ill.19-33), her direct stare being her prime 

characteristic, as opposed to the shriek103 of her sisters as they pursue Perseus. Al-Gol therefore embodies 

the powers of darkness and chaos conquered by Perseus/Mithra (in other terms the head end of the Dragon 

Tiamat overcome by Marduk, warrior of Order). From the decapitated neck end, Hesiod104 recounts, Chrysaor 

and Pegasus are born105. In the minds of Seleucid Mesopotamians the Gorgon’s monstrous head with its 

squirming snake-wig came to be associated with the seething stars of the Pleiades just below, initially more 

prosaically explained as the bristly neck hump on Taurus (see Ill.19-67). 

 

Ill.19-53  Attic vase painting showing Perseus, turning his head away as he kills the Medusa– apud. Ulansey 

The deciding point Ulansey makes to differentiate Perseus from Orion is that traditionally in Greek 

mythology Perseus looks away from the Gorgon as he decapitates her by using his shield as a mirror so he will 

not be turned to stone - as shown above, and in the Attic vase painting. However, the Mesopotamian versions 

                                                 
100

 Origine de Tous les Cultes I pp. 164-5. 
101

 Humbaba is described as especially having under his protection a sanctuary of Ishtar within his domain of the cedar forest and Clark 
(p.347) reminds us of Lucian’s account of the founding of the shrine of the Great Goddess at Hieropolis under the hero Combabos. 
102

 (and the Egyptian Bes apotropaic figure which is an ecrypted version of the Hathor head, also always frontal).  
103

 Sanskṛt garj = to shriek, Hopkins points out. 
104

 Theognis 280-1 
105

 Chrysaor, Perseus and Erechtheus all feature on the archaic pediment sculptures of the Athens Acropolis. 
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of Humbaba’s killing do not show either hero turning their heads, and even Orion, usually facing forward, 

can sometimes (perhaps by leakage from the Perseus story) be shown with head turned back, as in Icon E:  

Looking at the Greek versions of the cylinder seal precedent of the killing of Humbaba, also with two 

protagonists, we can bear in mind that the killing of the monster of Disorder involves both Orion and Perseus 

working together, and that with so much more information added to the scene the Mithraic icon has to leave 

out the friend, leaving Perseus on his own to do the deed. 

Ulansey describes how many notable Stoics, including the astronomer Aratus, formed a group through birth 

or domicile in the region of Cilicia centred on Tarsus, the region where Mithraism seems most to have 

flourished in Classical times in its de-Assyrianised form. Where Tarsus coins had formerly been minted 

featuring the lion-bull attack (Back Lunge Catalogue D), later coins show Perseus standing next to a 

miniature reminder of it, holding on outstretched hand a statue of the Mistress of the Beasts with two 

caprids (perhaps signifying the Solstitial Meridian). His distinctive Gorgon-slaying hooked weapon with tightly 

curled hook at his other elbow has connotations linking it to Ursa Minor106 (see under Icon D). 

 

Ill.19-54  Tarsus coin with Perseus holding Gorgon-slaying hook in one hand and statuette of master/mistress of 
the beasts on the other - alongside the lion and bull icon shown on earlier coins as main subject 

This is not surprising when we consider that by Roman times both Mirfaq-Al-Gol or the Pleiades were usable 

as paranatellonta for the early degrees of Aries, now the first sign - Taurus having been relegated, due to 

the precession of the equinoxes, to the last sign of the zodiac instead of the first. It took one more step to 

entirely replace the lion and bull subject with the Mithraic icon since a stellar male hero replaces the lioness 

of the planet Venus (or lion of the sun), not just denoting a new order where male hero presides in place of 

female divinity, but also because of precessional shifts107 of signpost constellations for the 0º meridian.  

Although we have as much evidence pointing towards Mithra as Orion as we do towards Mithra as Perseus, for 

Ulansey a clinching factor in choosing the Perseus interpretation is that depictions of both Perseus and 

Mithra always show them wearing the Phrygian cap to proclaim an association with Perses, son of Perseus – a 

lineage associated both with post-Trojan War Midea in Greece (Perseus was considered one of the greatest 

                                                 
106

 Radcliffe G Edmonds III in his paper, ‘At the Seizure of the Moon: the Absence of the Moon in Mithras Liturgy’ in Scott Noegel et al. 
(eds) Prayer, Magic and the Stars in the Ancient and Late Antique World Philadelphia 2003 writes, ‘Mithras as the ruler of the 
celestial pole, turning the heavens by means of the Bear constellations in the form of a bull’s shoulder, appears not only in the central 
scene of the Mithras Liturgy but in a variety of Mithraic monuments’. 
107

 Also considered in detail in Chapter 22. 
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Mycenaean heroes)108 and then Cilicia in Classical times. Whether this means his origin was ultimately 

Mycenaean, Persian, or Persian-occupied Anatolia - or the other way round - is not clear, but the Phyrgian 

hat certainly distinguishes Mithra/Perseus from Orion.  

THE MYTH OF PERSEUS AND ANDROMEDA 

To make further sense of Perseus we move out from that constellation to the full chain of stars that spell out 

the myth of Perseus and Andromeda109. Best seen in Ill.19-58, the chain starts with the King of Ethiopia, 

Cepheus, a circumpolar constellation close to the first loop of Draco near Ursa Minor (since so near to the 

Pole he is also called ‘Son of Phoenix110). He is husband of Cassiopeia, next to him, and they are the parents 

of Andromeda, wife of Perseus, who falls headlong and upside down beneath him into Pegasus. This cascade 

of stars runs down the Milky Way at first and then veers off it, skirting Pisces through the unremarkable stars 

of Aries111 down to Cetus the sea monster, from whose clutches Perseus must rescue Andromeda. To  

 
Ill.19-55  The relation between Cepheus, Perseus, Taurus and Auriga is given by Dupuis in OTC pl.11: the line of 8 

stars on Cepheus’ shield seems to be Cassiopeia and/or the Perseus line of stars (compare against Ill.19-45) 

understand their story we again turn to the account of Citizen Dupuis112, so tellingly does he match the myth 

to the astronomy (we reproduce above just the overall configuration of Cepheus as a warrior king floating 

above Perseus, Taurus and Auriga, which he shows Pole’s eye-view in reverse to our accustomed orientation. 

Dupuis provides further infill to the story from the Classical writers along the lines that it was Cassiopeia who 

exposed her daughter Andromeda to the sea-monster to appease Neptune's Nereids who envied her beauty. 

Not only does Perseus save Andromeda from the monster Cetus, but he also symbolically kills the Gorgon 

star, aligned to Aries since (as quoted above) it rises as Virgo sets with just her head left to go down (hence 

                                                 
108

 A Mycenaean tomb in Midea is said by Persson to have pegs on the wall behind the altar to hold the  outline of Ursa Major in metal. 
109

 Andromeda was traditionally seen as pregnant and called Erītu (Assyrian), Mulidtu (Babylonian) or Mulitta (Greek), though 
Herodotors says Melitta for the Greeks was Venus – Brown PC p.22 
110

 Meaning Palm Tree (see our section on the astronomical significance of the palm tree as Polar Axis, Chapter 22) 
111

 From c. 2000BC the new Vernal Point. 
112

 L’Origine de Tous les Cultes, published in 1795, six years after the French Revolution. Dupuis was a savant whose contemporaries 
had been sent to Egypt by Napoleon to record all its monuments and branches of knowledge, and became one of the scholars back in 
France to benefit from findngs such as the Dendereh Zodiac, brought back to the Louvre. His belief that all religion is ultimately based 
on astronomy led to his arrest for ‘corrupting Religion’. 
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Athena/Virgo, beloved by the Mycenaeans as their defender during the Trojan War, places the Head of the 

Gorgon on her breastplate and puts the entire family of Perseus in the sky as a reminder of his brave deeds). 

Andromeda (usually shown upside down) also rises when Virgo sets, whilst her head, α Andromedae on the 

top corner of the square of Pegasus, acts as a further marker for Pisces/Aries below. Note in the star map 

the positioning of Auriga and Perseus in relation to the V-shape of the Hyades in Taurus’ head, but the latter 

does not feature in the story as it did in the earlier Gilgamesh epic as the focus of interest is now on Aries. 

 

Ill.19-56  The northern hemisphere night sky at 2300 hrs at the start of Autumn when Perseus‘ long leg stretches 
to Taurus via the Pleiades but whose knee points to Aries – from BBC FOCUS magazine August 2008 

Looking again at the shifted meridianal focus from Sirius/Orion/Auriga to the Perseus and Andromeda chain, 

still the Orion stars stand out so much more strongly than those of Perseus, leading us to think that this is 

why in the Age of Aries a hidden role was retained by Orion in the Winter, for whom Perseus is the 

forerunner during the Autumn, both as much locked into the constellation of Taurus through the Hyades 

(above which he kneels) as each other, but also held together by their common link, even if by differing 

alignments, to the Pleiades - so often taken as the last star in the Perseus chain. That Perseus line of stars in 

the evening sky between Autumn and Spring in the Northern Hemisphere foreshadows the dramatic 

appearance of the Orion line (Ill.19-49), for in September Orion has not appeared above the horizon yet. 

Above is how the night sky looks in September at 2200 hrs (note in it one convention used for representing  
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Ill.19-57  Ploughing scene featuring the familiar Seven-Star group, Venus eight-point star, crescent Moon and 
wheat ear – Black serpentine cylinder seal, Neo-Assyrian 9-7C, Pierpoint Morgan Collection no. 633 

the Pleiades as a rosette of 7 stars).Note also how at this time of year Bootes takes up that realistic position 

behind the Plough in horizontal position, as if guiding it. 

 
Ill.19-58  The night sky at 2200 hrs in Winter, when Perseus is close to the zenith, standing over Taurus – from BBC 

FOCUS magazine January 2008  

The next star map (above) shows how, by the time Winter comes and Orion has appeared, Perseus is at the 

zenith at midnight, and all the key players in both the Orion and Perseus myths are in view. Now Taurus with 

key bright stars Aldebaran and the Pleiades moves centre stage as Leo sinks on the eastern horizon113. Note 

also how the Plough now stands at right angles to the horizon, in itself an indicator of the time of year, of 

which more in Icon D. Perseus, although right next to the chariot of Auriga and its brightest star Capella, is 

                                                 
113

 Just a few cylinder seal designs show the role reversal, with the Bull pushing back at the Lion! 
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linked by Dupuis to the story of the fall of Phaeton, as the meridional line running up to Capella from Orion 

fell out of date, moving along to the Perseus chain and causing, as it were, the downfall of the Sun Chariot. 

 

Ill.19-59  The star chains of the Perseus-Andromeda myth, along with Orion, Taurus and the Pleiades, take up a 
significant swathe of the sky, while Ursa Major looks down on Orion from the other side of the sky 

To summarise, there are several line-ups of bright stars that qualify as aides-memoires from which to branch 

out in different directions according to what the astronomer is looking to measure. In this icon we have 

looked at the significance of both Orion and Perseus for decoding the Perseus and Andromeda star myth, and 

thereby the iconography of the Mithraic iconostasis. 
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One loose end is left: are the Pleiades centre-stage in this iconography, or not? How have they been 

represented in other traditions? Before moving to the next icon we need to sort out its role and form of 

depiction - as far as is possible at this stage. 

THE PLEIADES IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 

THE DUAT: JUNCTION HIGHWAY OF THE SKY 

If we look at the photograph taken by Bauval in Egypt114 of the stars in the Duat region of the sky forming an 

elongated hexagon with a star at each corner (below right), it is obvious, despite Mirfaq and Al-Gol, how 

unremarkable the stars of Perseus are in comparison to those of Orion: without the dramatic extension of 

one fork of Perseus down to the Pleiades (middle right in the photo above the V-shape of the Hyades), it is  

  

Ill.19-60  Photo by Bauval of the hexagon of bright star groups in the–Duat Zone as they really look at night: 
bottom left Sirius, leading to Orion’s Belt, his raised bow beyond pointing middle right to the small V-shape of the 

Hyades (brightest star is Aldebaran) then on up to the Pleiades cluster with Perseus’ outstretched leg of 8-9 

stars
115

 running down to it top right; on the other side of the Milky Way at middle left is Procyon with the 
rectangle of Gemini further up followed by the quincunx of Auriga leading the eye back to Perseus again 

hard to locate. But its position next to the Milky Way, encroaching on the circumpolar region, wrests high 

status for itself simply from its neighbourhood to the more illustrious constellations which still need to be 

used as stepping stones. This could only have come about because Perseus at the end of the 2M/start of the 

1M at New Year came into direct alignment with the Vernal Point now falling back into Aries from Taurus, 

thus becoming identified with Mithra as Bull-Slayer instead of Leo at the zenith in the former era (see 

Hartner in Chapter 22).  

                                                 
114

 In The Egypt Code 2006 
115

 This could be the significance of the line of 8 dots in the Neolithic rock art image from the Negev (Ill.19-16) 
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THE VIEW OF THE CLASSICAL WORLD 

In ancient Greece much was made in literature of the symbolism of the Pleiades as marking the end of an era 

as the pointer to Taurus already long gone, sinking below the horizon at night at the height of Summer, as if 

ceding to the Lion prowling up to the zenith. Then once Autumn is past the Pleiades return and climb to the 

zenith at night during mid-winter, announcing the hope of the coming of Spring in about 8 weeks’ time. Used 

in visual iconography, the phenomenon is certainly used by the Classical writers in literary symbolism. A 

Sapphic fragment (168) describes a beautiful woman waiting for her lover in terms of the Pleiades in the 

mid-heaven at the middle of the night, starting to be anxious that he may never arrive as the Pleiades and 

Moon both start their descent from the zenith. Reiner and Kovacs (1993)116 interpret the sadness of the line 

as meaning that from then on the Pleiades’ downward journey which over nights means it will sink out of 

sight for ever refers to the beauty and intensity of love that will eventually fade. The Pleiades therefore 

stand for time passing and the change of seasons, as both it, and sometimes the Moon with it, set.  

Some lines from Alcman’s Partheneion about the Pleiades looks at a similar idea - analysed this time by 

Charles Segal (1983)117, his amended translation reading as follows: 

The Pleiades fight against us as we bear the pharos* (meaning either peplos, or plough) to 

the Goddess of early morning (probably Venus) who rises like the star of Sirius through 

ambrosial night’.                                            *(common sense translates this as ‘torch’) 

The essence of the sentiment is that even the Pleiades fade at dawn in comparison to the brightness of 

Venus, in turn compared to that of Sirius itself (bear in mind that Seirios in Greek simply means ‘glitteringly 

bright’). But these lines could be deliberately referring to the alignment between these bodies as brought 

together in most ancient near eastern star lists: the Leader of the Stars, Venus against one other 

constellation whose identity seems to have changed over time. 

To take further our understanding of Mithraic Bull-slaying scenes and their astronomical significance (given 

they were found in cave-like chapels very likely used as observatories oriented to measure the arrival of the 

Winter Solstice sun-rise) we need to look how the the Pleiades, which have featured in our theoretical 

discussions up to now, seem to be included as part of the Taurochtony on some Mithraic altarpieces.  

PERSEUS AND THE SEVEN-STAR GROUP 

A prominent Seven-star group which at first glance looks like Ursa Major is shown in several versions of the 

Mithraic bull-slaying scene. The version below has Mithras and the Bull positioned over seven little fire altars 

on the ground line referring to the seven days of the week. The flaming and extinguished torches of day and 

night or of the solstices are indicated by two human figures holding them, known as Cautes and Cautopates. 

The Sun and Moon as personified heads are shown in the top corners, as well as a sequence of dead to 

sprouting and flourishing trees for the months of the Year. The Sirius Dog, Hydra, Scorpio and Corvus all 

reappear, whilst behind Mithra/Perseus’ Phrygian-hatted head, canonically turned askance, seven stars are 

displayed. Ulansey argues that if Mithra does represent Perseus, then the seven stars could not be those of 

Ursa Major, but must be the famous seven stars of the Pleiades, even though in the actual sky, as we have 

                                                 
116

 ‘The Pleiades in Mid-Heaven’ Mnemosyne XLVI 145-59 
117

 ‘Sirius and the Pleiades in Alcman’s Louvre Partheneion’ Mnemosyne XXXVI 260-75 
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seen, they come just below Mithras
118

. On this altarpiece the seven stars are broken up into two groups of 

four and three either side of his head (the many myths of different cultures saw the Pleiades as 6, or 7 (a 

further fainter star added in), sisters).  

 

Ill.19-61  Orion with Seven-Star group above: Vermaseren CIMRM119 no. 368 

On some Mithraic icons this group of stars is shown directly on Perseus’ cloak, in the example below as a 

rectangle of two rows of 3, with the 7th star standing outside, the crescent Moon on the other side: 

 

Ill.19-62  Variant Mithraic icon showing the seven stars arranged on his cloak – from Ulansey 

 

CONVENTIONS FOR REPRESENTING THE PLEIADES  

Miller (1988) in a survey of the Chinese/Mongolian/Turkic understanding of the Pleiades spends several pages 

showing from newly discovered star ceilings in China (and one from Japan) that the Pleiades on the oldest 

manuscripts or tomb paintings are represented as a 6-star rectangle as below (arrowed): 

                                                 
118

 This is why later in the chapter we argue for the rectangle as in fact representing Auriga (in all our illustrations so far it lies right 
next to Perseus’ head). This means some, if not all, the Pleiades identifications following in this section could in fact be Auriga outlines, 
its key star being Capella, the outstandingly bright star next to Peseus (Ill.19-60), called The New Year Star by the Babylonians! 
119

 M J Vermaseren Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumentorum Religionis Mithriacae Amsterdam 1956-60 
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Ill.19-63  Pleiades shown as six-dot rectangle in the cycle of Lunar asterisms on the Astana Tomb ceiling to the 
left as drawn out by Schafer (fig.2) and in Miller’s fig.3 (right). The Sun circle is placed next to Ursa Major at the 
Solstice corner at the starting line of the Year whilst the Moon comes at the opposite corner next to Ursa Minor 

On other Chinese star maps120 the Pleiades (sometimes with 6, other times 7 stars) are shown as a continuous 

 

Ill.19-64  Variations for the representation of the Pleiades - Miller’s Fig. 8 

                                                 
120

 Joseph Needham (1959) has no doubt the Chinese astronomical tradition was inherited from the Mesopotamian koine (see his tree 
for the spread of astronomy in Asia from Babylon in Appendix C) 
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zigzag (E above), sometimes with the three most prominent stars given as small circles arranged in a 

separate triangle (C) – or sometimes as two triangles of stars (D). Frequently on Chinese maps the six or 

seven stars of the Pleiades (Mao) are broken up into a square and triangle, looking like a little hut - or as a Z 

shape which varies in the sharpness of its angles (F,G).  The problem is that other star groups are also shown 

as rectangles or zigzags, as is Cassiopeia for example, in the closeup of the Circumpolar stars from the 

Dunhuang star map in the British Museum below (top zigzag).  

 

Ill.19-65  The Circumpolar Region on the Dunhuang Star Map (BM Stein MS 3326) – note the prominence of Ursa 
Major at the bottom and the number of constellations shown as zigzags or little rectangles (gabled or otherwise) 

In a variation of the 28 lunar mansions painted on the ceiling of the Takamatzuka tomb in Japan the Pleiades 

are broken down into a square with triangular end (5 stars) and two further stars outside (arrowed below), 

making 7 (B in Ill.19-64). Because the tomb was indentified as imperial soon after it was opened up by the 

archaeologists, it was almost immediately closed to further inspection, and two scholars were only allowed 

to make hasty sketches of it. Note also how it is placed in the familiar order next to the Hyades in Taurus 

and Orion – and how Ursa Major appears in the diagonally opposite corner in its usual outline, though only 

with 6 star-points indicated.  
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Ill.19-66  Two versions of the Takamatzuka Tomb star ceiling showing the lunar asterisms (Miller’s figs 5&6) Again 

in passing, note the position of Ursa Major at the corner solstice position 

In Haleem 2008121 we discussed a Seleucid tablet of the 2C BC (next illustration) showing a seven star group 

(labelled in cuneiform Mul Zappu/Mul Mul) usually taken by scholars of Mesopotamian astronomy to translate 

as the word for the Pleiades; to the right is Taurus with bristly hump (in the Chinese star maps called 

Mao/Mane, the Chinese word for the Pleiades – Ill.19-63) and in between inside a disc - seen by Weidner as 

the Moon exalted in Taurus – is a Perseus-looking hero (note the hat) - though the head is not turned back. In 

many ways we have here the deconstructed constituents in Hellenised Babylonian form122 of the later Roman 

Mithraic icon. The hero, dagger in one hand and hooked club in the other (c.f. Perseus’ weapon in Ill.19-54), 

grapples with an elongated lion whose meaning is at first unclear, but in the first instance looks like an 

attempt to depict the Solstitial colure (or simply the Ecliptic) as it engages with the Moon’s path. Note how 

the dagger pierces the lion (not the bull) creating a line across its torso - in Azarpay’s opinion an early 

depiction of the Eclipse Dragon123 (though to me it is the Ecliptic itself): 

                                                 
121

 Accessible on-line as Book 7A on www.cosmokrator.com . 
122

 During the 2C BC after Alexander’s death, of the four Successors who divided his empire between them, Seleucus was awarded the 
Babylonian domain. His son, Antiochus I was half Iranian - the result of Alexander’s mass marriage ceremony between his Macedonian 
soldiers and local Iranian women of high rank. During this critical century knowledge of Babylonian astronomy quite naturally filtered 
through to the Greek world where mathematicians like Hipparchus deconstructed the tradition and aligned it to the Greek mentality. 
Meanwhile Babylonian astronomical texts continued to be produced until 30BC (Neugebauer (1945) p.27). 
123

 G Azarpay and A D Kilmer ‘The Eclipse Dragon on an Arabic Frontispiece Miniature’ JAOS XCVIII 363-74 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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Ill.19-67  Seleucid clay tablet (2C AD) for the Sign of Taurus – Berlin Museum 

Weidner translates the caption in the seven-fold group of stars as Mul Mul124/Mul Zappu the latter signifying 

‘bristly’ or ‘powdery’, meaning that if the group stands for the Pleiades it is associated with the whiskery 

hump on the bull’s neck. Looking both at the tablet and star maps above this is certainly an imaginative way 

to link the Pleiades in to the main outline of of Taurus’ forequarters but once we have looked at two other 

related Seleucid clay tablet images in the series, the ‘grammar’ for the item on the left amplifying the item 

on the right - the bristly hump on its own is sufficient to refer to the Pleiades - does not fit (though it has to 

be admitted the present-day Kurdish word for mul is neck)! There is a similarity between the depiction of 

the Mul Mul group on the Seleucid clay tablet and its zig-zag rendition on Chinese star charts as below, but 

we have already shown that several other star groups are depicted in exactly the same way: 

 

Ill.19-68  Representation of fourteen of the 28 lunar mansions depicted by Sou Sung: note the ring of stars in col. 7 
between Orion in col.6 and the bow of Sirius in Col.8; the V shape of Taurus in col 4 is shown as 8 stars, and the 

Pleiades above the Ecliptic between cols 4 and 3 as a small zigzag – from Needham 

                                                 
124

 Although the repetition of the word for star (mul mul) could simply designate the plural (stars) alluding to the hundreds of stars 
forming the Pleiades cluster, it could be an emphatic repetition meaning ‘The Star’, ‘Star of Stars’, or ‘Leader of the Stars’. 
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Note also in the map above the straight line of stars at the top, in the Orion column, possibly the 

counterpart of the line of stars on Tawaret’s plait on the Seti I ceiling (Ill.19-35), the line of seven stars in 

Section 1 of Icon B named Mul Apin (Ill.19-80), as well as the line on Cepheus’ shield in (Ill.19-55), possibly 

indicating the VP Meridian or Perseus’ longer leg. Note also the ring of stars at Orion’s foot, which are 

significant for Icon C, and the bow and arrow group, looked at later. 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE PLEIADES AND URSA MAJOR 

We saw in the Chinese maps that the different versions of representing the Pleiades cannot be confused with 

the distinctive saucepan outline of Ursa Major in all the maps, but pinning down the iconography of seven-

star groups on charts, and then in art, is not straightforward, given that there happen to be quite a few 

seven-star groups round the Duat hexagon (Ill.19- 1) - not methodically enumerated by us until Icon D. High 

status is given to a canonical seven stars in the Pleiades even though it is actually difficult to perceive seven 

distinct stars in that cluster with the naked eye.  

 

Ill.19-69  Photograph of the Pleiades which shows how 7-8 stars could qualify as its distinctive outline and how its 
outline could be stylised in different ways by the way they are joined up – BBC FOCUS Magazine January 2008 

This is how the Pleiades actually look through a high magnification lens, which is certainly not far off the 

basic representation of two rows of 3 stars and a seventh standing beyond that we see on the last Mithra icon 

looked at. Modern photography with the help of modern astronomy’s instrumentation shows there is indeed a 

fainter 7th, and this is why the countless myths from the ancient world personified the 6 definitely visible 

stars and the 7th very faint one under various guises, most typically as Seven Sisters, one of whom fades away 

because of unrequited love for Orion. However, we could easily count them as 8, or in hundreds. 

 

Ill.19-70  Modern photograph of Ursa Major – not really to be confused with the Pleiades – from Bauval 2008 

The Pleiades cluster actually consists of at least 1200-1400 stars, which accounts for the general description 

of the Pleiades as ‘hairy’, ‘powdery’ or ‘mane-like’, but the same could be said for Ursa Major or Auriga, and 

for naked eye observation, only the very brightest were taken into account. One can understand also how 
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the bright stars could be broken up into a group of four stars as against the remaining triad - or a group of 

five forming a rectangle with pointed end and two further stars outside, as on the Takamatzuka variation, 

inclusion or exclusion of the eighth one being optional. But we could say the same thing about Ursa Major 

and the 3:4 separation of its stars into a square and triad, which is how the Arabs routinely saw it in later 

times without much need to deviate from its actual shape. 

Gibbon (1964) conducted an exhaustive survey of the names given to Ursa Major by the very northern tribes 

of Asia and America, and showed how quite often Indian or Mongolian stories associated with Ursa Major 

were transferred to the Pleiades in transmission (and vice-versa). On balance the stars of Ursa Major are 

seen as brothers or hunters, whilst the stars of the Pleiades are seen as sisters – though sometimes the 

opposite is true – and in one or two instances the brothers of Ursa Major are accused of stealing the girls of 

the Pleiades: in other variations even Taurus is accused of stealing the stars of the Pleiades - so the 

confusion between these closely placed constellations is not a new problem. 

Since, a few centuries earlier than their appearance in Mithraic or Seleucid images, a Seven-Star group 

looking just like the Mul-Mul representation on the Seleucid clay tablet often appears on Neo-Assyrian 

cylinder seals in various rearrangements and combinations of dots (including even as a straight line of seven 

stars) perhaps if we look at some examples of their association with ritual scenes we could throw a little 

more light on which star group is intended. 

THE SEVEN-STAR GROUP ON CYLINDER SEALS 

Between 1500 and 500BC on Assyrian and Babylonian seals the two-line arrangement of the seven-star group, 

shown sideways as on the Seleucid clay tablet above, appears frequently in the sky with Sun, Moon and 

Venus as the backdrop in the sky of worship scenes, usually centred on a Tree of Life linking the two realms: 

 

Ill.19-71  Babylonian sealing - from Lajard Culte de Venus pl.M 

For clarity of detail, if we look at the drawing of a typical seal from the range as above, the crescent Moon 

floats over the bearded old Moon god standing on his Bull. He is approached by a cleanshaven priest who 

stands under the Seven-star group, shown as two parallel lines of four and three stars juxtaposed with the 

symbol for the Assyrian supreme God, Aššur as a small bearded man inside a winged Sun-disc. Then comes a 

young, armed God(dess) on the right underneath the eight-pointed star of Venus, and holding a ring of stars 
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(which we should remember for its appearance on Icon C) immediately over the stylized Tree of Life. Whilst 

Brown125 interprets the Seven dots as those of Ursa Major, he writes perceptively of this seal: ‘The Sun and 

Moon [and Venus] being separately represented [already], it is not probable that the seven circles stand for 

the seven planets. [But] the seven circles in the shape of the letter A [on other seals] attached to the 

crescent moon symbolize, I believe, the days of the week’. These are possibilities to bear in mind for the the 

Sibitti/Seven seen as a God in its own right) that will hold until Icon E. 

On other seals there are variations in the way these seven stars are grouped. The most characteristic is just 

as on the Seleucid tablet, a constellation R D Barnett writing about Icon C called 'The Bunch of Grapes' where 

the seventh star is shown at the end exactly in between the two rows. In the seal below the arrangement has 

a less geometrically strict arrangement, and could fit one or two of the models used by the Chinese for 

representing the Pleiades. From the analysis of the drawn seal the rest should now be easy to read: 

  

Ill.19-72  Neo-Assyrian 8C BC blue chalcedony seal and sealing found in the entrance to the Nabu Temple, Nimrud 
Tra il Due Fiumi exhibition, Rome, 1987 

For variations we can take as a random sample some of the seals listed by William Ward in 1909 in the first 

catalogue of the Pierpoint Collection. The seven stars sometimes show up on their own, as background to the 

same kind of ritual, this time with a real, sprouting palm tree, and double saucer on the stool possibly 

emphasizing the square end of the constellation (what looks like an eighth dot is I think the drilled hole 

representing the hand of the seated figure): 

 

Ill.19-73  Sealing from Neo Assyrian chalcedony seal c.500BC – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no.177 

These can be compared with the Neo-Assyrian ploughing scene in Ill.19-57. In the example below the seven-

star cluster is upended between a frondy palm tree and censor as two worshippers in reed boats raise their 

arms in supplication to the Moon disc on a pillar. 

                                                 
125

 Robert Brown Jnr ‘On Euphratean Names of the Constellation Ursa Major’ Proc.Soc.Bibl.Arch.1887 p.129 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON A 

76 
 

 

Ill.19-74  Sealing from Neo Assyrian black serpentine seal 600-800BC – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no.178 

It is interesting to note how the date palm of the sky, representing the polar axis (see Chapter 22), can be 

represented quite naturalistally. The thought also comes to mind that the most important aspect of the 

Seven-star group is the forked arrangement, and that we could be looking at a representation of the stars of 

constellation Perseus itself (according to Weidner Mul Zappu can mean ‘The bearded one/old man, usually 

taken to refer to Šugi/Perseus). Again this needs to await further investigation until Icon D.  

At the other extreme, as just cited for the Sou Sung map, in other instances the stars are drilled in a straight 

line alongside a censer as in the next seal; further along one upright frond indicates the palm. A crescent 

blended with the winged Sun-disc takes up the main sky zone, artistic licence spreading it out into the space 

available. The worshipper approaches the seated God with sacrificial goat, while a lion rears up at him: 

 

Ill.19-75  Sealing from Syro-Hittite black serpentine seal 1500-1400 BC – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no.259 

On another sealing the Seven-star, partly sidewise and partly upended, is fitted in between a priest and 

depictions of Venus clothed and unclothed (emphasised by the Egyptian Ankh sign which even today is her 

symbol) under the conjunct sun and moon, again with a baby palm tree (and sacrificed caprids above it). 

Thus we have the same line-up of Sun, Moon, Venus and Seven-Star. 

 

Ill.19-76  Cypriote-type serpentine seal 1200-1000 – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no. 203 

On the next, more stylized seal, the seven star group has a further 3 drillings added at the end, and the tree 

is geometrical, flanked by griffins, to indicate more obviously its abstract reference to the sky and the wheel 

of time (in the form of the Venus cycle or the 8-fold zodiac):   
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Ill.19-77  Hittite green jasper seaingl c.500BC – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no.261 

Finally, in the example given below the Seven-star is is shown on the top line as eight dots with Scorpio and 

Bull head beneath, flanked by the crescent Moon over a Taurus head, the Eagle of the Sun disc and star of 

Venus over Iku (the lozenge) and her Fish. These swim in the sky above an officiating priest with behind him 

a lion and bull in Forward Attack mode (see Forward Attack Catalogue E) – a significant variation on the 

other seals. The presence of the lion and bull group is material for Chapter 22 - at which point this seal 

should be as easy and obvious to read as any sentence in a newly acquired foreign language. 

 

Ill.19-78  Assyrian jade-like chalcedony sealing 1000-600BC – Ward Pierpoint Morgan Coll 1909 no.260 

We have been able to make a clear distinction between the layout of the Pleiades and the Dipper (Ursa 

Major), and from our study of star maps to consider the likelihood that it is the Pleiades that feature on the 

Mithraic altarpieces when a seven-star group is shown (though, given Perseus’ co-option of the Pleiades, we 

should still keep other possibilities alive at the back of our minds until the end of the chapter). Although we 

may have got it right first time, we have so far only considered the two most obvious seven-star candidates: 

when we get to Icons D and E will we be in a position to test other candidates in this sky zone, including 

Perseus, Auriga and Orion themselves against any documentary evidence there may be. We have seen the 

Seven Star group on the Mithraic iconostasis, and on Assyrian seals a thousand years earlier, grouped with 

the Moon, Venus and Sun, leading us to think that grouping worth investigating more deeply.  

REMINDER OF THE AIM OF THIS CHAPTER 

So we move now to Icon B, a planisphere that in one sector labels as a triad Venus, a Seven-Star group or 

orientation line - and a Star Square. The reason we should analyse it is that it provides confirmation from a 

millennium earlier than Mithraic altarpieces about the location and nature of the stars of the ‘New Year 

Zone’ of the sky – from which eventually (using the evidence gradually accumulated and teased out from all 

five Icons A-E) – we will be in a position to demonstrate the importance of the Lion-Bull group as an Old 

Year/New Year marker, along with an entire hierarchy of other levels of symbolism that are seen in use in 

the compositional types gathered together in our Catalogues. 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF ARTEFACT B 

One of the earliest clay documents ever found at Nineveh by Henry Layard was a damaged clay planisphere, 

described by Theophilus Pinches, Keeper at the British Museum, as ‘Astrolabe K’126). Engraved on it is the sky 

divided into eight zones containing dot and line diagrams of constellations, some cuneiform captions, and 

what seem to be further rows of meaninglessly repeated syllables. Although strictly speaking a document, as 

a star map of sorts we rank the planisphere alongside the group of artefacts whose subject matter centres on 

Sibzianna/Orion and surrounding stars - this time with the added help of written labelling! 

 
Ill.19-79  Astrolabe K8538, British Museum, London – Clay c.650 BC 

Sadly, this circular, flat mud-pat, divided up by ruled lines into an octagon with arcs as edges, is distorted on 

one side by the fire that took place in Ashurbanipal’s library, where it was found. Two large chunks are 

missing at the top and bottom and have been restored with smoothed clay of the same colour: but enough 

remains to show that each section contains diagrams and lines of cuneiform writing, some running round the 

circumference and arrows pointing to its centre. These days we would call it a planisphere127, and I will 

sometimes call it that, except when comparing it with contemporary items also named ‘astrolabes’ by 

scholars in the early twentieth century (including Weidner), such as ‘Astrolabe P’ and ‘Astrolabe B’. 

Damaged as it is, several scholars have tried to get to the bottom of it, and a detailed summary of their 

conclusions (including my own analysis) are given in my short booklet on The Theory of Correspondences128. 

                                                 
126 In JRAS 1900 p. 571. B.M. K8538 was officially  published by the British Museum in Cuneiform Texts XXXIII 1912 pl.x (description, 
but no translation, by L W King p.9). Sayce & Bosanquet in MNRAS XL were the first to try to decipher it (see fuller references later). 
127 An astrolabe strictly speaking is an instrument used more by navigators than astronomers to locate one’s position at sea, or on Earth. 
Wikipedia states that ‘a planisphere is a star chart analog computing instrument in the form of two adjustable disks that rotate on a 
common pivot. It can be adjusted to display the visible stars for any time and date [and can] assist in learning how to recognize stars 
and constellations. The astrolabe ... is a predecessor of the modern planisphere’. 
128 Book 7A on www.cosmokrator.com, referred to in this chapter as Haleem 2008. A summary account of Astrolabe K was also 
presented in my analysis of ‘Five Artefacts with Astronomical Content’ to the ARAM Conference at the Oriental Institute, Oxford in July 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star_chart
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Analog_computer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constellations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astrolabe
http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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Although it is still important to look at the depth of some of the gouges on the hand-size planisphere itself 

(triangular, square or wedge-shaped), to work more easily on its decipherment Ernst Weidner transcribed the 

information into a more easily readable pen and ink version whose section numbering we will follow: 

 
Ill.19-80  Astrolabe K8538, Weidner’s section numbering (North is roughly at 4 and South at 0) 

I will use Astrolabe K here to discuss its representation of stars further than the 2008 paper where I argued 

that the planisphere simply shows a handful of constellations and key stars in the sky for the period between 

the Winter Solstice and the Spring Equinox (the label for Orion appears on one sector) which might have 

been used for divinatory purposes. It could have been drawn up for use in Nineveh, but because the name of 

the Assyrian capital, Aššur also appears over the outline of Virgo in  Section 6 (check this capital in the table 

of Ill.19- 4), it could equally have been made for use there129 and moved later to Ashurbanipal’s library. 

Looking at the centre point where all lines cross and arrows meet, we immediately see we cannot proceed 

until we have stopped to consider another Sky Anchor concerning the Polar Axis. As I said at the beginning, 

the overall narrative of this chapter is to explain the Sky Anchors underpinning the CANEA, as and when they 

become relevant. In the context of the planisphere we need to look at further factors taken for granted in 

Mesopotamian astronomy, to equip ourselves for making sense of the information on it. Warning: the lead-

up to interpreting the disc will take several diversions - only step by step can we arrive at an interpretation. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
2010: it is briefly summarised in their Proceedings for that year and available to read in full (this text) on www.layish.co.uk through the 
Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art link, Chapter 19. 
129

 See M J Geller ‘Astronomy and Authorship’ BSOAS London University LIII 1990 209-12 

http://www.layish.co.uk/
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SKY ANCHOR 3:  THE PATHS OF EA, ANU AND ENLIL 

We have already noted how the three main planets - Sun, Moon and Venus – almost invariably appear at the 

top on most Babylonian boundary stones (see below) over the symbols for the Three Paths of Enlil, Anu and 

Ea depicted as three little shrines with conical rooves made of piled up bull-horns: 

 

  

Ill.19-81  Symbols on a boundary stone (right) in the British Museum (BM - ME 90858) (see line 2 for paths of Enlil, 
Anu and Ea): At top left, another Kudurru thereshows the Dog Sirius with tightly curled tail and below left is a 

drawing of a further kudurru130 with typical rendition of Goddess Gula-Bau with the Sirius-Dog under her throne 
(the boot of Nabu/Mercury almost touches her upraised hands). 

Although the Sun follows the Zodiac along the Ecliptic – which to the Mesopotamians was the Path of Anu, 

God of the Sky, the stars higher or lower rise and fall in areas of the sky lower or higher than this middle 

track, mostly within the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, named by the Mesopotamians ‘the Path of Ea’ (God 

of Waters, below the Ecliptic) and ‘the Path of Enlil’ (God of the Atmosphere), for stars above the Ecliptic 

running up as far as the Circumpolar region). The stars above or below the main zodiacal groups are known 

as paranatellonta, substitute outfliers (more detail about them is given in Sky Anchor 11), and 

Mesopotamian star lists and astrolabes tend to list these stars in vertical triads (Sky Anchor 7) thus giving 

not simply the sign of the zodiac in the path of Anu, but also their respective parallel stars above and below 

them in the paths of Enlil and Ea. The marshalling of the stars of the sky into the Three Ways is constantly 

mentioned in the texts, and in Enu Ma Anu Enlil these paths of Ea, Anu and Enlil are compared to cattle 

pens/šērētu which corrall the errant stars and planets along furrows within their rectangles: 

The road of the sun at the foot end of the cattle-pen (is/contains) those of Ea 

The road of the sun at the middle of the cattle-pen (is/contains) those of Anu 

                                                 
130

 Ursula Seidl Die Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs 1989 Göttingen, Ill. 11 
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The road of the sun at the head of the cattle-pen (is/contains) those of Enlil131 

Pingree (ibid.) suggests that the ‘cattle-pen’ is the horizon to the east, where the stars are observed rising 

in the morning and that the cattle-pen of the west is the horizon against which they are observed setting, or 

‘going home’ for the night, and that the three paths of Ea, Anu and Enlil should therefore be read as zones 

along the horizon - but this interpretation makes it impossible to make sense of the astronomical texts 

(especially the paranatellonta in the different paths), and I am surprised Koch accepts this interpretation 

too. They only make sense when the three paths in the sky are read as horizontal bands all the way round 

within which different stars are herded in vertical sets of three, the metaphor implying that the stars are 

visualised as cattle (see under Stars and Planets as Animals in Chapter 22). In contrast, the four planets 

other than the Sun, Moon and Venus) are likened to old sheep that wander at will, partly to account for their 

intermittent retrograde motions, but Venus is not included in that category! What is more, the paths of the 

stars in their rising or setting arcs are followed repetitively every day, as the ‘ruts’ to which the stars 

routinely adhere, likened to furrows ploughed by oxen: 

25. In the beginning, when Anu, Enlil and Ea shared out the shares, 

26. for the twinned gods, the watchmen of heaven and earth, who open the Door of the Sky 

27. for the Moon-God and Sun-god, night was created evenly with day 

28. from Horizon to  Zenith, they assigned their tasks: 

29. to keep all the stars in place as a furrow, 

30. to make the Gods at the fore keep to the path like oxen. 

(The Exaltation of Ishtar apud. Horowitz132 144-5) 

                                                                                                                 END OF SKY ANCHOR 3 

 

A more common type of Babylonian astrolabe (described by Weidner in HBA) is Astrolabe P (Ill.19-227) which 

has no diagrams of stars or constellations and simply list the stars in vertical triads visible at midnight (one 

for each of the three Paths of Enlil, Anu and Ea) against which the Sun rises or sets throughout the Year, and 

includes the traditional seven planets placed within their respective signs of exaltation (Sky Anchor 2). The 

seemingly canonical order of names given on Astrolabe P helps us when it comes to matching some of its 

information with that given Icon B, our planisphere, since the first triad of names appearing in the latter’s 

Section 1 (Ill.19-80) consists of precisely the same three bodies as listed as the first trio of the year on star 

lists (Ill.19- 2) and astrolabes. In Haleem 2008 we went through Icon B section by section, identifying which 

stars were marked by either diagrams or labels - and what would have been included in the damaged sectors 

- and for the present exercise that process must be taken as read. Now before fully embarking on making 

overall sense of Icon B, one further concept needs to be introduced straight away, in a further Sky Anchor. 

                                                 
131

  Reiner and Pingree Babylonian Planetary Omens: Enuma Anu Enlil 50-51 Malibu 1981 p. 43, line 24b 
132

 Wayne Horowitz Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography Winona Lake Indiana 1998 
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SKY ANCHOR 4:  BRIGHT STAR ORIENTATION LINES AND THE YEAR STARTING POINT 

Over the centuries making links between stars as stepping stones have enabled naked-eye astronomers to get 

a quick bearing on positions in the rest of the sky. These are not necessarily locked into the Ecliptic but to 

be expected at seasonal times of the year with line-ups vertically or horizontally to other stars around the 

Polar Centre or along the Equator and Tropics. These virtual lines (GU – or LAL)133, used to find one’s way 

around the sky, were sometimes precursors to the star rising and setting contrasts given in Mul Apin I iii 13-

33 (Sky Anchor 8). They go to show that in actual practice observers past or present find it helpful to start 

from an outstanding and immediately identifiable star line or group, on the horizon or high up in the sky near 

the polar centre, and then hop from it to other stars to understand the time of year, or other phenomena.  

Stars rise in relation to the 360 circuit of the horizon, though their actual position needs to be expressed in 

relation to a fixed point at the sky centre forming an invisible axis down to the observer on Earth. Because 

the sky appears to spin round Earth from that still centre, the hemisphere of the sky wheeling and dipping 

above and below its horizon seems to the observer on Earth to be held in place by that invisible Polar ‘tree 

trunk’. We have already noted how Sayce & Bosanquet remarked on the line-up between Sirius, Betelgeuze 

and Capella at at a time when the New Year marker stars were particularly bright (Ill.19-46) and coincident 

with the then Vernal Point/0º Meridian. It is probable this or a similar lineup of bright stars very close by 

(Ill.19-49) not only served to make the line of the New Year starting point134 easy to read, but also (in the 

Taurus-Scorpio era especially) was for convenience swung over to coincide with and express the line of the 

Polar Axis (which in reality would be at right angles to it, as the umbrella handle to its spokes).  

 
Ill.19-82  The Polar Axis (gold) coincident with the Vernal Point meridian as given by the Sirius-Capella line (it 

could equally be swung round to another fiducial line, such as the Aldebaran-Antares opposition) 

                                                 
133

 Johannes Koch ‘Zur Bedeutung von LÁL in den Astronomical Diaries und in der Plejaden-Schaltregel’ JCS XLIX 1997 83-101 
134

 Carl Bezold (1911) wrote: Auch die heliakischen Aufgänge besonders heller Fixsterne und Sternbilder, wie des Sirius, der Spica, des 
Regulus, der Pleijaden und des Orion (speciell des Betelgeuse) mögen schon in sehr alter Zeit als Anhaltspunkte zur Bestimmung der 
Jahresdauer genommen worden sein. 
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The beginnings of archaeo-astronomy were probably initiated by Neolithic Man as early as the Leo-Aquarian 

era 11126-8426BC (Ill.19- 3) at the end of the last Ice Age, but it was at the start of the Taurean age in 

Mesopotamia, at a time when the start of the New Year in Egypt was marked by the rising of Sirius at dawn 

along with the Sun in Leo at the Summer Solstice, that choosing sidereal benchmarks to measure the year 

became particularly clear-cut135 and easy to manage, and the detail of the calendar as we know it today 

quite quickly consolidated in exponential stages. The distinctive axial division forming the border between 

the New Year and the Old could be indicated in the ancient world by by a knife or sword (as in Icon A) (in 

Egypt the hieroglyph for Leo was a knife too). The Mul Apin and Boghazhkoy Star Lists have already given us 

an idea of the brightest stars sought out by the early astronomers, but let us check them on a map for 

ourselves in preparation for coming to grips with those shown on Icon B, our planisphere. 

THE BRIGHTEST STARS OF THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE 

The meridian marked out by Sirius via Orion and up to Capella to the Pole at 0 provided a dramatic and 

clear-cut benchmark from which orientate the astronomer to other stars further out, as well as to start 

calculating the passing Year in sunrises, day by day, against them. In other words the coincidence of Sky 

Anchor 1 (the Milky Way Sky Divider) with the phenomenon of the Sirius-to-Pole line creating the 0 meridian 

at the New Year point is an outstanding benchmark from which to move on to other star-lines picked out by 

the brightest stars136 elsewhere in the sky (next illustration). It is plausible to think that at this juncture 

measuring the Calendar in detail became fully practicable for the new urban civilizations of Sumer and 

Akkad which, building on bright star lore taken over from Neolithic times, continued to rely on them but 

added more to the network in order to notate intervening stages of the Year with Sun-Moon risings and 

settings against them.  

Putting the king stars aside, the further raft of next brightest stars were to some extent in different parts of 

the sky, but a quarter of them were concentrated in the Duat region either side of and above Orion - such as 

Spica; Arcturus; Ursa Major and Leo beneath; Castor & Pollux - followed closely by Auriga; Alderamin in 

Cepheus; Cassiopeia; Perseus; Altair; the Pleiades and Aldebaran.  

By placing a sheet of tracing paper over a standard star map centred on Orion and marking on it only stars of 

high magnitude in the Duat zone, we will have already marked enough of them to make sense of Astrolabe K 

without needing to bring in secondary, fainter stars as candidates (as Weidner and Koch do). We do not even 

need to go very far over to the other side of the sky (Altair and Cygus only are significant there, as we know 

from the Bogazhkoy Star List). The test of their obviousness is not to label them, as below (we do label them 

in the map following!). Starting with Sirius and Orion bottom right, a clear chain appears running across to 

Auriga/Gemini/Ursa Major and Bootes at middle left, giving several stepping stones on which to anchor the 

eye to then launch out in sideways directions to identify other groups: 

                                                 
135

 For people living along the Nile the Milky Way rose up vertically in the sky running along the same direction as the Nile (Ill.22-00), 
connecting the Polar Star with Sirius on the horizon, clearly announcing the New Year and imminent Nile Floods. 
136

 This is not the case in traditional Chinese astronomy, whose 28 asterisms were chosen for their regular position and not necessarily 
their visibility (Needham 1959) 
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Ill.19-83  The brightest stars in and surrounding the Duat, without labels: note in particular the diagonal chain 
starting at Orion bottom right leading up to Ursa Major and Bootes near top left which Homer cites in the Iliad 

The Boghazkoi Star List of c.1500-1800 BC (already itemised above), possibly copied from an even earlier 

original) according to Weidner137, is a good example of the key sky-markers chosen by the Mesopotamian 

astronomers (Ill.19-41) and we remarked then that the choice of stars had nothing to do with a regulated 

zodiac, but with brightest stars relationships wherever they happened to be. Thus, having named the 4 

planets other than the Sun/Moon/Venus triad, it lists only fiducial stars easy to see. It is revealing to see the 

order in which the stars are listed in this document, since, if we put labels on the star map just above in that 

order, the first six follow a line from the first star, Iku, down Taurus and Orion to Sirius and then 

immediately over to three stars that respectively lie at the other end of star oppositions crossing the Pole: 

the Spica (in Virgo) to Mirach (in Andromeda) line (described in the next paragraph); the Antares (in Scorpio) 

to Aldebaran (in Taurus) line, and the Altair to Polar Centre at the crossing point of those two lines and 

down to Cancer/Procyon/Sirius zone. Next in order, a cross of axes is evoked both by Fom-el-Hut (under 

Aquarius) for the Leo-Aquarius axis and Pisces (for the Virgo-Pisces opposition); then Cygnus and Lyra stand 

in for Sagittarius and Capricorn at right-angles to them. Martu, the 13th star mentioned, has not yet been 

identified, and eludes us for the time being. This is how our table translates into a sky map, whose key 

feature is its orgaisation into sky orientation lines and opposition points crossing at Ursa Minor, providing 

overall orientation with comparatively few stars: 

                                                 
137

 HBA 1914 pp. 18-19 
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Ill.19-84  Bogazhkoi Star List translated from Ill. 19-40 to actual star map (NB that not all the nomenclature or 
labelling is definitive) 

The Spica-Mirach line is described by Robert Eisler138 as the line joining Spica in Virgo, the Two Bears, α 

Cassiopeia and the star Mirach (β Andromeda), which he specifically says must have been used in the third 

millennium (Ill.19-159). This reminds us of our mention in the Icon A section that when the Perseus myth 

achieved prominence in the Classical period it was known that Andromeda sets when Virgo rises - and vice 

versa. The point of this example is to show that certainly up to the Second Millennium, Mesopotamian 

Astronomy relied on naked-eye observation of the brightest stars only on an ad hoc basis, and that it is 

pointless for the researcher to base arguments on the low-powered stars not immediately apparent to the 

naked eye until the mid-First Millennium – they did not have telescopes, even if they had better eyesight 

than we have today. 

                                                                                                                 END OF SKY ANCHOR 4 

 
 
With the concept of orientation star lines in mind we can now start to understand key aspects of Astrolabe K. 

 

                                                 
138

 Robert Eisler The Royal Art of Astrology 1946 (fig.5) 
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THE BRIGHTEST STARS ON ASTROLABE K MATCHED TO THE ZODIAC 

If Astrolabe K is indeed a planisphere showing an arrangement of stars in the sky we must surely expect that 

some of main bright stars described above will show up on it. We do not need to repeat the full exercise as 

undertaken in Haleem 2008/2010
139

 where through intense analysis of each sector using the expected bright 

star oppositions of Sky Anchor 8 we not only established the legible astronomical information, but were also 

able to fill in the zones the broken off pieces would have covered. Here we take that process as read and 

simply show our final result, which gives our Icon B as drawn out by Weidner (below) keyed in by me to the 

standard zodiac of today, bearing in mind that the planisphere uses an eight-fold division of the sky 

mentioning only the most prominent stars and not always the entire constellation – but the fact that two of 

them are drawn out on it helped with the keying-in of the Astrolabe against the same Zodiac constellations: 

 
Ill.19-85  The Astrolabe K8538 information surrounded by the 12-fold zodiac outlines of today140 

                                                 
139

 See footnotes 121 and 5. 
140

 This is a fine-tuned version of the result given in Haleem 2008, and to be taken as the definitive one. 
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This was such a simple move, one that some may feel is too hasty a jump to make, but we must bear in mind 

the section by section inspection of the evidence that we followed in Haleem (2008) would be too lengthy to 

repeat here – and also that the sky has remained constant over the centuries. All the same, we stop briefly 

not only to explain the validity of our choice of keying-in points as carried out in the diagram above (worth 

enlarging on a photocopier if you can), but after that we will also need to to expand on the significance of 

Sections 0 and 1 (Ill.19-80) since we first wrote about them. This particular icon provides a useful 

opportunity to explain the persistence of the tradition of the Eight-fold Zodiac in the Ancient Near East and 

the reasons for the 8-fold division of the sky in the light of their use of Venus cycles in calendar regulation. 

USE OF THE VIRGO AND GEMINI OUTLINES AS KEYS 

The points at which to key Astrolabe K into a basic zodiac was made easy due to the two distinctive outlines 

that appear on it of Gemini and Virgo (in Weidner’s sections 4 and 6). The outline of Gemini (labelled as 

Maštabba-gal-gal) is undisputed by all who have looked at the Astrolabe: but that of Virgo has not been 

made much of before. But enough remains of the outline to be conclusive and it provided me with the 

double-check needed to establish the high probability that my procedure and final fit arrived at were valid: 

 

Ill.19-86  Outline made by Virgo’s key stars, present in Section 6 of Astrolabe K part-broken-off 

However, from a quick look at the matches between the Virgo and Gemini outlines the constellations that 

appear to our eyes right way up need to be folded over like flaps from the surrounding zodiac to give the 

way up they are on the clay disc. In other words, there is a difference between looking at the sky from earth 

up to the pole, and from pole-eye-view down onto the stars below, sometimes meaning comparisons seem 

not to match when in fact they do, exactly, thus locking the planisphere into the only position it can take 

against the zodiac (allowing a margin of 10-15º)! The city Aššur is written over Virgo’s outline (see Ill.19- 4). 

Virgo/Absin (the Akkadian word means Furrow: c.f. the word used in the Boghazhkoy star list of Gišban) 

appears with Spica/the Wheat Ear in her hand141 as one of three surviving Seleucid zodiacal images on two 

 

 

 

Ill.19-87  Seleucid tablet (b/w detail, actual and drawing of detail) with Virgo/Spica, Mercury (exalted in Virgo) 
and Corvus pecking at the tail of Hydra – Vorderasiatisches Museum Berlin  

                                                 
141

 Spica is the most important star of Virgo because it is one of the few bright zodiac stars lying almost on the Ecliptic along with 
Regulus, Aldebaran and Antares (Aldebaran is sometimes called Pidhnu141/ Furrow [of Heaven], and Absin/Virgo means Furrow too). 
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clay tablets (Leo on the other side – next illustration) in the Berlin Museum (the recto of the first tablet, 

showing Taurus, is drawn out in Ill.19-67). On the left of the scene Virgo faces a Raven (Uga/Corvus) pecking 

at the tail of Hydra, whilst the star between them is labelled Gu-ud/Mercury, placed there because exalted 

in Virgo as Weidner argues142 (Sky Anchor 2). This bears out the pattern he spotted143 on other cuneiform 

tablets, that planets in non-observational star lists tend for convenience to be inserted against the sign of 

their exaltation, for us a most useful iconographical tool. On the other side of the same tablet144 the main 

body of Hydra runs round under Leo, striding along in reverse to the direction he takes in the sky, both their 

heads facing the same way. At the end of the scene on the left, the planet Marduk/Jupiter is shown, exalted 

in Cancer, the sign preceding Leo (though it could also represent Sirius, sometimes put in as the substitute 

for Cancer whose own stars are barely notable). On the Taurus tablet it was the Moon at the centre which is 

to be read as exalted in Taurus - though we indicated by Sky Anchor 1 that there is more to it than that. 

  

Ill.19-88  Verso of the same Seleucid clay tablet showing Leo on Hydra with Jupiter to the left – Berlin Museum – 
clarified by Weidner’s drawing 

The depiction of Hydra on the tablet looks remarkably like that of the Babylonian Sirrush, evidently a blend 

of Hydra, Leo and Corvus (Ill.19-96)! We turn to Dupuis' Origine de Tous les Cultes (OTC), a rich source for 

understanding the mythological background to ancient astronomy, for what he says about Hydra the Serpent: 

Hydra rises a few moments after the Crow, positioned beneath Isis the Celestial Virgin, where 

Minerva also has her throne145, and 

In Athens Erechthonius146 (half man, half serpent), offspring of Vulcan and Athena, is the local God 

of Athens which refers to the rising of Hydra soon after Corvus, at the Autumn Equinox when 

Auriga/Phaeton at the same time sets, triggering widespread weeping and lamentation. The story 

goes that Athena put her baby son (conceived outside her by the ejaculated semen of Vulcan) in a 

basket and gave him to the priestesses of the Erechtheon (Uruk-theon) to look after. But when they 

                                                 
142

 E F Weidner ‘Gestirndarstellungen auf babylonischen Tontafeln’ Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften in Wien 
Sitzungsberichte 254/BdII 1967 pp. 5-52 
143

 ibid. 
144

 Ibid. 
145

 Dupuis gives the source for this as 'Serv.Comm in the Aeneid' 
146

 Dupuis writes 'On dit que Erichthonius [=Erechtheus] fut le premier qui introduisit à Athènes l'usage de la monnaie d'argent (Hyginus 
Fab.274)' Given the silver mines near Athens as well as the city’s links with Lydia (the very first coins were minted at Sardis), this makes 
sense. 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON B 

89 
 

looked inside and saw the serpent they threw themselves off the Akropolis and the serpent hid 

itself behind Athena's shield. (Dupuis OTC III p.93-97 passim) 

For the moment, what stands out is that the planisphere itself shows an eight-fold division of the sky rather 

than a twelve-fold one and we need to make further sense of the reason for this by looking at just how 

enduring the eight-fold division of the sky and its animals in the ancient world was, from its inception in 

predynastic times in Elam until 6C BC Athens in Greece!. We will then be able to establish the main reason 

why this particular sectioning of the sky was still adhered to as late as Neo-Assyrian times, which is due to 

the crucial nature of Venus behaviour. Its seemingly archaic use on Icon B is fundamental to our 

understanding of its astronomical basis, as thence its iconographic significance. 

SKY AS EIGHTHS 

THE ELAMITE EMPIRE AND FAR EASTERN EIGHT-FOLD ZODIACS 

Moving on from reasoned speculation about the most primitive subdivisions of the sky into six, seven, nine, 

eleven or even thirteen sectors when Sirius-Orion is included - and related mythology - the artefacts we 

focus on in this chapter afford concrete evidence for early urban Man sub-dividing the four quartered sky 

(see Sky Anchor 9) into eight animal-related sectors (from which the name 'zo(o)diac' derives) - with their 

shepherd Orion counted in or out as a ninth sectoral regent, standing on the Polar Axis. Once established, 

the eight-fold zodiac endured for millennia, certainly from prehistoric Elam onwards, where it was related to 

the worship of the Great Goddess Venus/Inanna (soon we shall understand why). In Europe the octaeteris 

was retained as late as the Greek Archaic period by both the Greeks themselves and the Etruscans – and is 

still in use today in the islands and archipelagoi of the Pacific (the heritage, Röck believes, of ancient 

Elamite colonisation). Indeed, it appears the Indus civilisation used an 8-fold zodiac too147 - and so did the 

Aztecs millennia later (Ill.19-118). 

Because of his detailed research into the primitive eight-fold zodiac, in this section we refer often to the key 

paper by Röck148 on the subject, in which he writes:  Den einzelnen Tierkreiszeichen entsprechen ebenso 

viele Abschnitte des Jahres, deren natürlichste Benennung bei allen Völkern an die Klimatischen 

Veränderungen des Jahres, an den dadurch bedingten Wechsel des Tier-und Pflanzen-Lebens, an die Zeit der 

Jagd und des Fischfanges anknüpft. Dieselbe Art der Benennung findet man wenigstens bei einem Teil der 

Namen unserer Tierkreis-Bilder wieder. Greift man die reinen Tier-Namen mit Ausschluss aller übrigen 

heraus, so findet man in der heute allgemein üblichen Bezeichnung der Tierkreis-Bilder deren sieben:   

    149. He goes on to argue that the 8th would be counted as Scorpio's pincers (later appropriated 

by ) which I don’t think count as a different animal. But Ursa Major the Great Bear could count as 

includable with the other seven animals named as the original constellations of the eight-fold zodiac (as also 

Sirius the Dog and the various sky Serpents). In primitive history the main animals of the zodiac could be 

sometimes be represented by alternative animals, some still preferred in the Far East today – often an aid 

for us in making sense of variations in the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art. In the later 12-fold zodiac, 

                                                 
147

 Heras 1953 apud. Baity 1973 p. 406 
148

 ‘Der Palaeozodiakus: Prähistorischische Urform unseres Tierkreises' Memnon VI (147-76). 
149

' Here is your first opportunity to learn the symbols for the Signs (Ill.19-29) if you have not done so already! 
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three (or four) human constellations enter onto the Ecliptic:    to join Orion – and the sky higher up is 

populated by several other human figures such Ophiucus, Cepheus, Perseus, Andromeda, Bootes – the 

middle-eastern predecessors of Greek heroes such as Hercules. Anthropomorphisation of the animal 

representatives of stars and planets was a gradual process (Egypt blended the two). For instance, the 

Babylonian name 'Gu' for Aquarius simply stands for the word 'Pot', the human figure coming in later to hold 

it - and Gemini stands for any pair of like things, including twins or the male-female couple (the Egyptian 

hieroglyph uses two plants ).  

THE SURVIVAL of ALTERNATIVE ANIMALS to those of the WESTERN ZODIAC in the FAR-EAST 

Eight-part zodiacs are still used in some parts of India and the Far East today, notably Malaysia and 

Indonesia. The diagram below summarises from Röck (ibid. and other papers) the standard animals of the 

Malaysian zodiac on the inside, with some Indian variants named on the outer circle. The Snake or Dragon is 

multivalent and can equally refer to the Milky Way or Hydra - but most often to the Dragon of the Lunar 

Nodes which features more prominently in the oriental mind than in the occidental world (Sky Anchor 1). 

Alternatives to the standard animal zodiac of the West still crop up within the European tradition too, 

evidence for continuity with the information we have put together onto our diagram below from Röck’s 

investigations. They point to possible interpretations for unusual animals related to astronomy that appear 

on various artefacts in the early stages of Mesopotamian art before they were standardized, and as we have 

already shown (Ill.19-42) current far eastern usage sometimes provides useful confirmation on stars used. 

 
Ill.19-89  Indian (outer circle) and Malaysian (inner circle) zodiac animals discussed by Röck 

A zoomorphic rendition depicting some of these variants on a Malaysian eight-fold zodiac) (flipped upside 

down to make comparison zones easier to match) is reproduced by Röck150: 

                                                 
150

 apud. A Maas ZE 1910 pl.iii,7 
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Ill.19-90  For general orientation Cancer as crocodile is at 2; Leo on the left at 7; the Crow forVirgo at 8 and 
Scorpio (a snake) at 1: note also the crescent at 9, to compare with that on the Nebra Planisphere (Ill.19-131) 

 

THE CROCODILE AND OTHER ANIMALS OF THE ☍ AXIS 

The Crocodile at the  position (2) is a variant South-East Asian tradition which may have its antecedents in 

ancient Egypt (see the Seti I ceiling Ill.19-35). Whether the Crocodile is a Cancerian or Scorpionic alternate 

beast, Brown (1881) quotes the ancient Egyptian phrase ‘The Crocodile of the West which feeds upon the 

setting stars’, so in relation to the diagram above where South is at the top, the Crocodile in Cancer is 

meant also to indicate the opposite position of the watery region stretching between Capricorn and the 

beginning of Pisces opposite Cancer-Leo-Virgo. The crocodile has destructive overtones as a pointer to the 

Flood region of the sky where also the setting stars are ‘eaten up’. Influenced by this we were struck by an 

evidently ritual ivory knife handle from Predynastic Egypt151 showing a man and crocodile on one side, which 

we now feel comfortable in interpreting as Osiris/Orion paired with Cancer contrasted with the lion attack 

on the reverse as the symbol for the Nile inundation at the rising of Sirius152.  

As for other creatures associated with Cancer, although the Ass can be associated with Scorpio, the Aselli 

stars forming an Ass’s head (in the Indian zodiac called Mṛgashiras/Deer Head - discussed under Icon D) are 

in the vicinity of Cancer (Lepus, the Hare, under Orion is referred to by them in this context as ‘the Ass’s 

Ear’ – see Icon E). Cyril Fagan153 identifies the two turtles shown on ancient Egyptian zodiacs as the Northern 

and Southern Asses at Cancer 12˚48’ and 13˚59’, representing Cancer because they are the two closest stars 

to the Ecliptic in that Sign, while the star cluster Praesepe/Beehive in Cancer provides yet further (this time 

insect) symbolism – though primarily in Egypt it was the scarab beetle that represented the reborn Sun in 

Cancer. Interestingly a Seleucid clay tablet listing correspondences154 assigns a sprouting plant to Cancer (in 

3M Sumerian vegetation was more often associated with Taurus). Thus although the creatures of Cancer are 

related to stars in the constellation itself, we should always think of Sirius and Procyon as automatically 

                                                 
151

 Rear Attack Catalogue C no. 2, Petrie Museum, London University 
152

 Explained in Chapter 22 
153

 Cyril Fagan Astrological Origins St Paul Minnesota 1971 
154

 See Weidner in Syria XXXIII p.181 
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present below  and Orion at the foot of the Milky Way in any consideration of the / axis. Note in the 

Malaysian zodiac above that the Dog of Sirius at 5 appears for Aquarius, fitting the Mesopotamian pattern of 

Sirius as lower paranatellon to Leo as well as Cancer, so falling into place along the Leo-Aquarius axis.   

There is further evidence for the crocodile being a creature of this area of the zodiac (compare our early 

mentions of this in relation to Ill.19-16 and Ill.19-35): Röck drew on Hermann Ginzel’s research into 

Javanese zodiacs which, synthesised with native zoomorphic and parallel anthropomorphic renditions, is 

summarised in the diagram below, giving Dog/Crab/Crocodile for the Cancer region of the sky in the overall 

Pacific tradition, primarily Java:  

 

Ill.19-91  Common zodiac animals in Javan zodiacs 

If we place the eight-fold zodiac over our own zodiac they match up more or less with modern-day zones, 

though sometimes the borders are flexible. Röck agreed: Mit Recht vermutete der genannte Gelehrte, dass 

in diesen javanischen Tierkreisdarstellungen etwas von dem ältesten Urbilde erhalten geblieben sei. Diese 

altjavanischen Tierkreis-Bilder [sollen] wir daher zum Ausgangspunkte unserer Untersuchung wählen, indem 

wir von Fall zu Fall die altbabylonischen, ägyptischen und sonstigen Varianten heranziehne (sollen).  

We see that in the Pacific tradition Capricorn can as much be depicted as a turtle, being a horny water 

animal, as by the Javanese Shrimp mentioned in the zodiac above, though as already mentioned Cyril Fagan 

took the two turtles to stand for Cancer, at the other end of the axis, when used in Egypt. We get close to 

our present-day Goat-Fish symbol for  in Indian or Indonesian symbolism where the makara, or elephant-

fish stands for Capricorn, all pointing to a time when it was a biform sign standing for the most watery, or 
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fishy, area of the zodiac, along with the idea that it stood for the firm and fixed point of the sky where the 

Winter Solstice Sunrise took place. In one way or another the Capricorn animal combines the Goat or some 

other hefty behemoth creature with the fish tail of  – one such variation being the Dolphin with Elephant 

head used in Java for Pisces and the region further round that includes the sea-monsters Cetus and Fom-el-

Hut under Aquarius. 

Let us see what we can glean from some Far Eastern sky oppositions, for the value of these seemingly exotic 

variations mentioned by Röck is that here and there a variant animal from the ones we would expect from 

traditions further west throws light on an overlooked cul-de-sac in ancient near eastern iconography. 

SNAKES, DRAGONS AND THE ☍ AXIS 

One such is a twisted Snake as a variation for the sign for Gemini (though we have just seen it as a symbol 

for Scorpio) - or even a pair of entwined reptiles as on the Malaysian eight-fold zodiac (as also seen in very 

early Sumerian art for the God Ningishzida/Mercury). Röck assigns the double snake to Gemini from other 

examples (this must be at the root in Classical mythology of Mercury’s Caduceus). The even more intriguing 

alternative Javan symbol for Gemini is the Butterfly - which interestingly often appears on 2M Mycenaean 

seals. Note again the Neolithic example of snakes and crocodiles in the sky in Ill.19-16. 

A full complement of alternative animals to our Western tradition appears in a twelve-fold Javanese zodiac 

engraved on a metal pot (illustrated below) again with the shrimp (rather than crab) for Capricorn (rather 

than Cancer), another interesting example of a crustacean used to suggest the Cancer-Capricorn opposition. 

Following the order of the zodiac in due sequence along the vase we see some direct matches, such as a 

plain bow and arrow for Sagittarius. On the other hand the double snake is given to Scorpio this time, and an 

indefinable object for Gemini at the end of the row which could well be the butterfly. Important variant 

symbols for Gemini in far eastern zodiacs are the Monkey (which appears on our Icon C, and quite often on 

Syrian cylinder seals) and the Cock or Hen for Gemini and/or Sagittarius - both of which can occur in Western 

zodiacs sufficiently often to still be understood. 

 
Ill.19-92  Depictions of the Regents of the Zodiac with their animals on an antique Javanese metal bowl - 

reproduced by Röck from John Crawford History of the Indian Archipelago I Edinburgh 1820 pl.8 
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CROWS, RAVENS AND THE ☍ AXIS 

Interestingly the Crow or Raven, usually a lower paranatellon under Virgo (the sign opposite to )  is 

sometimes a Malaysian substitute for the Piscean symbol, becoming more like a waterhen. We will note how 

on Astrolabe K the Crow is named in the vicinity of Virgo, just as it appears on the Seleucid tablet for Virgo 

above, and in some texts Uga is specifically mentioned as opposite Fom el-Hūt (Nunki). Interestingly, close in 

appearance, the Waterhen appropriately features on Babylonian boundary stones for Pisces (possibly a relic 

of a bird zodiac, a full example of which is given in the next chapter). 

LIONS, WATER POTS AND THE ☍ AXIS 

The water-pot for Aquarius is interesting, since it was probably also the symbol for Aquarius as carved on 

predynastic Egyptian slate palettes. On this example it is juxtaposed to a lion, its opposite on the zodiac: 

  
Ill.19-93: Fragmentary predynastic slate ‘Bull Palette’ showing the name of a city framed by a crenellated 

cartouche with Lion and Pot inside 

 

THE ☍♏ AXIS AND ITS ALTERNATE CREATURES 

In Far Eastern zodiacs regular variants for our Cow, Bull or even Lion, are Deer, Buffalo, Stag or Horse, whilst 

Vultures replace Eagles, Dragons and Snakes - with varying clarifying or ambiguous connotations. A lightning 

flash was assigned to the pincers of Scorpio before they were separated and became Libra! From whichever 

culture, the Scorpio variant animals always seem suitably sinister (Rat, Snake, Ass), the Capricorn ones 

massive (Elephant or Hippo (Egyptian)), the Cancerian ones reptilian (Crocodile, Frog) and there is a 

recurring use of Dog or Jackal in relation to the Sirius region (/) and by association in the region exactly 

opposite (/). We will become familiar, in Icons B and C, with the device of placing of information about 

one region of the sky into the region opposite for referential, visibility or spacing reasons – this will become 

clearer in Sky Anchor 8. Not least, the Scorpio ☍ Orion (under Taurus) opposition was often chosen instead: 

a well-known Greek myth describes Orion disappearing under the horizon as if stung by Scorpio. 
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THE EARLIEST TEXTUAL EVIDENCE FOR THE MESOPOTAMIAN EIGHT-FOLD ZODIAC 

Coming back now to the early  development of astronomy in Sumer, at the outset we remind ourselves that 

the eight-pointed star used in cuneiform texts designates both the Sky God Anu, and is used as the 

determinative for 'Star' and 'God(dess)' (Dingir). In ancient Egypt the five-pointed  symbol was the equiva- 

 

Ill.19-94  The earliest Sumerian names for key stars: variations given for pronunciation are Seru for Ki; Enzu for 
Suḫuru and Zib for Rikiš-Nune. 

lent indicator for star names, whilst the determinative for Neṯer (God or Goddess) was a flag on a pole. In 

the earliest Egyptian iconography (when Egypt was a province of Elam) 8 and 9 were considered special 

numbers155, whilst in ancient Sumer the use of eight divisions was described by Röck and other scholars as 

derived from the '”Elamisch” bezeichnetes Zahlen-System der Acht'156 also found in the early Egyptian 

tradition, related to the use of the ‘Venus Year’ in ancient Elam and Susiana. Bork (ibid.) believed so 

emphatically that much of the astronomical system still used in the Pacific derives from Elamite colonialism 

that he saw the study of the current Asia-Pacific region as providing something of a light-year picture for 

approaches used in Elam in the 4th millennium BC. Interested in the derivation of Sumer’s zodiac from the 8-

fold Elamite Year, Röck cites the earliest form of the Mesopotamian zodiac from the earliest star list we 

have which gives the original Sumerian names (illustration above), often consisting of just the first letter of 

the full word. Interestingly neither Orion nor Ursa Major feature in this particular list, though we have markd 

their position in our diagram. In most instances these labels must simply refer to the key star of the 

constellation – or its substitute – so we have Aqrab for Antares in Scorpio; Ki/Absin for Spica in Virgo; 

A/Ur/Aru for Regulus in Leo (here Ursa Major may also be included within the A zone); Maš for 

Pulukku/Pollux (rather than Castor) in Gemini; Te (Foundation) for Aldebaran in Taurus  though given all the  

                                                 
155

 Röck p. 150 
156

 ibid. p.149 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON B 

96 
 

 
Ill.19-95  Jensen’s 8 Sumerian Star Names highlighted: (others of interest also included): 

note the outlines of Ursa Major and Perseus – and the position of  Sirius (far left) 

stars of Taurus are clear and bright, it is not fully clear whether Te (Temennu) refers to the Pleiades, the 

Hyades or Aldebaran itself! We have already discussed the hybrid image of Sagittarius in the six-fold sky: in 

Sumerian the plain animal signified by Pa was the Horse, and it was only in association with Aquarius that it 

acquired a human head, with Sirius’ dog-head opposite added to its neck, and human arms holding the Bow 

and Arrow of both Dogs from the opposite side of the Milky Way (Ill.19-37). Jensen157 transferred these 

primitive 3M names to an actual star map (above), where Anu marks the Polar Centre (not necessarily the 

centre-point on Astrolabe K). Interestingly Leo is represented by the first letter of the alphabet, so with Ursa 

Major as its paranatellon, both suggest the starting point of the year (as in Egypt) (A could also stand for 

                                                 
157

 Hans Jensen Die Cosmologie der Babylonier Strassburg 1890 
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[Mul/Kakkab] Apin, the first star named on the main star lists158 (note that Jensen puts Apin at Capella in 

Auriga). Leo’s hieroglyph in the Egyptian zodiac is a knife which suggests a cut-off point in time. Leo’s name 

Ur-Maḫ in Sumerian means ‘Big Dog’ (perhaps in comparison to the other dog, Sirius, but also in opposition to 

 Gu the Water Pot, represented by the Goddess, Gu-la, whose symbol is a dog with a curly tail, of which 

more under Icon D). Perhaps since Gu (waterpot) is opposite Sirius/Kaksidi (Dog Star), Gu became Gula, the 

Dog Goddess (see Ill.19-81). Robert Brown159 showed that the syllable 'Ka(k)' (c.f. the Arabic Kalb) and 

variations in other languages can mean 'Dog', though evidently it also be the first syllable of the word for 

‘Star’, Kakkab/Mul (c.f. the Arabic Kaukab). It follows that the whole word Kaksidi can either mean ‘Top 

Dog’ (c.f. Arabic Sayyid/Lord)', but also ‘Leading Star’. On the latter, we return to these etymological 

pointers under Icon D. 

Continuing our round of the earliest Sumerian star list, for Aries, ‘Ku’ can refer to the word for ‘swordfish’, 

an interesting link-up with the Far Eastern zodiacs Röck studied. It sums up the aggressive nature of the sign 

ruled by Mars (Röck mentions Pliny’s description of the swordfish as ram-like in its aggression and speed) and 

conveys the idea of being first in a procession of sea-monsters it fronts up such as Pisces and Aquarius on the 

Ecliptic, and below them Fom el-Hūt and Cetus. In the far eastern zodiacs referred to above, ‘Ku’ is 

sometimes replaced by ‘Kite’, which again suits the Aries’ bold nature, this time as flying raptor.  

 
Ill.19-96  Sirrush on the Ishtar Gate 

Röck believes the Sirrush, or horned dragon, that appears on Babylonian boundary stones with only its 

forepart emerging from a kennel (see zone 3 on the boundary stone Ill.19-81) refers to the sign Aries because 

it was the sign by then for the New Year sunrise in Spring, but I believe it also mixes in the idea of Leo and 

Corvus over Hydra. Many large glazed-brick Sirrushūn appear on the Ishtar Gate of Babylon (as in the 

illustratin above) as full-blooded large combination lizards or dragons with the bird talons of Uga the Raven 

as back legs and lion paws the front pair (c.f. the Virgo/Leo Seleucid tablet). 

In contrast to the boundary stone rendition, this Mischwesen Röck considers to be the symbol for Gemini, but 

if so it could just as well stand for the Milky Way and/or the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, given Gemini lies at 

                                                 
158

 But note the alternative name Jensen gives for Taurus on the map - Alp/Taurus - also beginning with A, representing the start of the 
year in Sumer.The Phoenicians some generations actually used the Horned Bull (the letter A on its side) for A, the first letter of the 
alphabet, remembering how in the Mesopotamian tradition the stars of the Bull represented the start of the year. 
159

 'Euphratean Stellar Researches' PSBA XIV April 5 1892 pp 290-303 
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one end of the axis and Sagittarius at the other (Sky Anchor 1)! The Sirrush could also be read as a 

composite symbol for the Year, a blend of the beasts of the Four Quarters (Sky Anchor 9) - the upright spine 

on its snout referring precisely to the Vernal Point at Hamal in Aries, and the spiral further back on its head 

a match to Perseus’ hooked weapon -we think our analysis of Icon D will throw sharper light on the precise 

significance of this curlicue160. As we have said throughout, dragons and snakes are difficult to interpret 

because so multivalent and we should bear in mind that the monster could refer just as much to Draco, 

encircling and protecting the Polar Centre with its glittering head (Ill.19-21). We can only reserve judgement 

and marshall further information as our chapter unfolds.  

POSSIBLE PREDYNASTIC SYMBOLS FOR THE EIGHTFOLD ZODIAC IN EGYPT 

Because the Eightfold Zodiac is protohistoric, most of the visual symbols connected with it date back to the 

Predynastic era, but so embedded was the tradition that they usually survived into later imagery.  

At the very start of our study of the lion and prey image in the first two catalogues (A: The Belly Landing 

and B: The Uruk Stance) we noticed how the earliest instances come from places like Susa and Anshan in 

Elamite territory, and noted in describing the main historical foci for those two catalogues (the Protohistoric 

and Achaemenid periods) that strong links existed between the cultures of Upper Egypt and Elam in both 

eras. In other words, whenever there is Asiatic influence on Egypt (or vice versa) indicators are the uncanny 

similarities of iconography used in both regions. In attempting to explain the lion and prey image on 

artefacts from Egypt and Susa at such times we arrived at the tentative conclusion that crucial information 

about Venus behaviour (and perhaps other astronomical practices) was being shared between élites of the 

two lands as a corrective to the previous sole use of Sirius as New Year marker, relied upon in Egypt. Leading 

up to the establishment of the historical Egyptian Dynasties, the realisation was dawning that due to its 

Precession (see Chapter 22) not even Sirius was accurate enough a benchmark after long periods of time, and 

that counter-checks other than Sun shadows using obelisks were required.  

 

Ill.19-97  Lioness and bull symbolism of the predynastic Egyptian temple - with 7 ploughshares – from Emery161 

On Egyptian predynastic seals a reed-woven temple is often shown with a lioness at the entrance (note the 

vertical lines above with dips in the middie, and compare with the same line (now horizontal) on 

Orion/Osiris’ finger on the Seti I ceiling (Ill.19-35). The temple itself is a reed structure alluding to a horned 

bull (or elephant), even depicted with distinctive bovine hanging tail as seen on Sumerian Uruk Stance seals. 

                                                 
160

 To give a forward hint, in traditional Arab astronomy the two brightest stars in the small ‘pan’ of Ursa Minor furthest away from the 
Pole, β and γ, were called ‘the two little calves’ (Al-ferkadain), implying smallness and neatness through a baby description (much like 
Auriga’s Kids) - matched by its alternative animal totem title, ‘Little Bear’. 
161

 W B Emergy Archaic Egypt Harmondsworth 1961 
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If the lioness (note the parallel lines on her back with bends in the middle as in the Seti I ceiling (Ill.19-35) 

marks the beginning of the year (the hieroglyph of the forepart of a lioness means first/foremost), 

successive parts of the bull temple may mark out the stages of the Year to its tail end. The lioness is 

particularly associated in predynastic Egypt with the Goddess Neith specifically as Lioness Goddess of the 

Eight-fold Sky, a different dimension from the  Cow Mḥt Wrt, and predecessor of Athena in Homeric Greece 

for whom another distinctive symbol on the ivory seals is what at first appear to be a domestic spindle with 

crossed needles, but more commonly read as the shield of Neith with crossed spears or arrows, to fit her 

alternative warrior persona. A Neith temple was thus often illustrated on predynastic ivory seals as below: 

 
Ill.19-98  Detail of an ivory seal impression showing the Standard of Neith inside the sacred precinct of a 

Predynastic Temple, its entrance flanked by flags to symbolise the Gods -– from Emery (ibid.) 

In the early centuries of the Old Kingdom Neith was also alluded to by a cockroach162 because of the figure-

of-eight shape made by thorax and abdomen, with its six legs and pair of feelers making eight lines radiating 

out to represent the sky. In the same way we interpret the shield as referring to the eightfold zodiac 

because the upright X has its ends joined by curves to describe the arcs of the sky against the sideways X 

that indicates the Sun’s rising and setting solstitial limits (see Section 0 of the planisphere/Sky Anchor 6).  

   

Ill.19-99  Cockroach, Protodynastic gold sheet beetle amulet from Nagad-ad-Deir, Egypt, and Click Beetle (right) 

Certainly the gradual weaving backwards and forwards of Venus and other planets across the Sky/Nut/Neith 

(Sky Anchor 5) explains a similar analogy made in Sumer using the eight-legged spider, and spider references 

on Mesopotamian Jemdet Nasr seals could very well refer to the same divinity, especially when placed next 

to a scorpion. On the sealing below, the scorpion, another arthropod (having eight legs), is a pointer to the 

♉☍♏ equinoctial line, as well as to the Polar axis given the Antares in Scorpio☍Aldebaran in Taurus line 

crosses the PolarCentre cutting the zodiac exactly in half at the equinoctial points (Sky Anchor 8). Hence 

the scorpion is a sigil for the 0º line as on Icon A, while the spider stands for the sky. The scorpion’s added 

pincers and feelers give it flexibility to allude to 10 or 12 divisions of some kind (in fact the one on our 

sample is extremely well-endowed, with 14 extrusions (15 including the tail) – and these could refer to half 

the lunar asterisms (which imply the other 14 opposite – see Ill.19-68 and Ill.19-204).  
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 Though strictly speaking entomologists say it is more likely to be the click-beetle 
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Ill.19-100  4M Seal imprint from Susa with Scorpion and Spider: GMA 253 

The head of the spider is replaced by a pomegranate (or poppy head), and her body by another, alluding to 

the cycle of Death and Resurrection celebrating the Journey of Inanna/Ishtar through the Underworld in 

search of Tammuz (the pomegranate persists in the Greek myth of Persephone). This ties in with the 

Egyptian symbolism of the cockroach which according to the entomologists, if decapitated remains alive for 

up to nine days. If in Susa and Sumer the Elamite ‘Zahlen-System der Acht' described by Röck163 (quoting 

Schulz) as used in Astronomy was symbolised by the spider, it could by association with Venus also refer to 

the Goddess Inanna, who like Hathor in Egypt gains many of her sky qualities from Virgoan, androgyne Sky, 

which is neutral aether/space, containing all. From other Mesopotamina sealings (and modern-day astrology) 

we know Scorpio is associated with sex, and in Sumer with the sacred marriage ritual which symbolised the 

conjunction of key astronomical bodies at the start of the New Year, whereas the spider Neith, like Athena, 

was viewed as Parthenogenic. Throughout, there seem to be combined allusions to both Venus and Virgo. 

 
Ill.19-101  Neith as represented in the Egyptian Book of the Dead –a work-up of the sketchy original on a British 

Museum papyrus copied by Champollion for his Panthéon Egyptien pl.6bis  

                                                 
163

 Ibid. 
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In a complex depiction of the Goddess, redrawn from an illustration in the Egyptian Book of the Dead by 

Champollion, Neith as a woman is shown as Creator/Creatrix of the Universe with both male (penis) and 

female (breasts) attributes, the Sky Goddess of Time with lioness paws and vulture wings164 signifying she 

both gives (lioness) and takes (vulture) Life (this precisely ties in with the Mesopotamian idea that 

Inanna/Venus is a Male, bearded warrior when rising at dawn, and Female and non-bearded when appearing 

at night). In Egypt Neith is traditionally shown with the curled lioness tail of Lower Egypt on her headdress 

(exaggerated in the Uruk Stance composition to refer either to Ursa Major or Minor – Ill.19-167 and Ill.19-

168) though here she wears the double crown of both Upper and Lower Egypt. This all-encompassing 

depiction of the mighty Goddess Neith/Virgo in human form implies deep fusion with her true ruling planet, 

Vulcan, the creator-God Ptah of human form, leader of the Memphite Ennead of Gods and Originator of theof 

the Creation through the sound of his voice - though in the illustration above the creative force is here more 

obviously represented by the erect penis of Min the Procreator, known to have long been worshipped at 

Eneolithic Hierakonpolis, north of present-day Luxor.    Millennia later, Neith’s ancient Greek successor 

 

Ill.19-102  Archaic clay model of Athena from Lindos with 8-fold shield – from Blinkenberg165 

(stated quite clearly by Herodotos as coming from Egypt) was Virgo/Athena Parthenos the Virgin Goddess166 

born self-made from the head of Sky God Zeus – her Parthenon associated with a temple of Vulcan in Athens 

                                                 
164

 Melded together in a different combination from that of the Sirrush, but conveying a similar idea of the cosmos. 
165

 C Blinkenberg ‘L’Image d’Athana Lindia’ Del.Kgl.Danske Videnskabernes Selskab (Historisk-filologiske Meddelelser I,2 1917, 29-59 
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and still overtly presiding over the Eight-fold Zodiac/Octaeteris167, since her shield is divided into 8 like the 

Sumerian Venus star, and the head of the Gorgon is the brooch fixing her goatskin aegis – which should make 

sense if you have followed the logic of each stage of this chapter so far.  

We should remember the importance of Spica/Virgo in a very much earlier era as the starting point of the 

zodiac when farming was first being developed, and that many of the variant goddesses from the neolithic 

world were in the ordered zodiac subsumed into her, most notably Venus as year-measurer with the lioness 

totem animal. By the Assyrian era when the outline of Virgo appears prominently on Astrolabe K (our Icon B), 

although clearly still a strong enough a reference point to feature on it, the honour of being the first 

amongst all the stars is now firmly spelt out in Section 1 as belonging to ‘Mul Apin in the Way of Enlil’, in 

the zone above the Ecliptic, the eight-fold division of the Astrolabe being the hidden and inherent reference 

to Venus. Great store was later given by Aratus to the fainter star in Virgo, Vindemiatrix (portending Autumn 

fruitfulness) – who describes the stars of Virgo in relation to Bootes and the Great Bear: 

Justice168 … flew up to the sky and took up her abode in that place where she is still visible to men 

by night as the Maiden near conspicuous Bootes. Above her two shoulders there circles a star (on 

her right wing): it is called the Grape Gatherer (Vindemiatrix), of similar magnitude and with a 

brightness equal to that of the star which can be seen beneath the tail of the Great Bear – 169 

Virgo’s scales of Justice gave their name to Libra. In Mycenaean and Greek myth it is Athena (later Roman 

Minerva) who is responsible for placing key constellations in the sky (where in Sumer it was the Air God, 

Enlil). Athena and her Asian or Roman variants is routinely accompanied by Venus’ lioness (and sometimes by 

the Solar Lion
170

). There are good reasons why the lioness (rather than the lion) should be the Venus/Virgo 

animal, which emerges in Chapter 21 on the Lioness as Goddess. Roman Minerva in Britain became Britannia, 

whose protection of the Monarchy and the country’s currency has always been closely linked171): 

  

Ill.19-103  Canonical representation of Britannia/Virgo on a British 50P coin with 8-sector (Union Jack) shield and 
lion, holding Neptune’s trident for the Virgo-Pisces opposition  

                                                                                                                                                                      
166

 The northernmost star of Virgo, not named on the diagram, is cited as in opposition to Shugi/Perseus in the Mul Apin Star List 
(Hunger-Pingree ibid.p.150) – another reason for the presence of the Gorgon head on Athena/Virgo’s breast. The suggestion of autumn 
fruitfulness lies behind other allusions to Virgo as pregnant (even though a maiden) hence the idea of the parthenogenic Virgin - though 
more often it is Andromeda/Mulidtu beneath Perseus that is thus described. 
167

 See H Nissen Orientation Book 2, chapter 6 Berlin 1907 on the orientation of Greek temples to stars in which he also assesses 
previous literature on the subject – see also Book 11 on www.cosmokrator.com (forthcoming 2021) 
168

 A reference to Virgo holding the Scales – another composite image from the hidden six-fold zodiac. 
169

 Aratus 134-140 (Douglas Kidd’s translation). 
170

 See my paper on Venus Worship involving the Bear and her conjunction with the Sun on the www.layish.co.uk website, level 2 at the 
Throned Goddess link. 
171

 Until the end of the reign of Charles I by beheading (when all three died) lions were kept in cages in the Tower of London precinct. 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
http://www.layish.co.uk/
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THE PLANETS AND THE EIGHT-FOLD ZODIAC 

Getting back to our basic theme of the earliest Sumerian eightfold zodiac we started out with in Ill.19-94, 

we can evenly allocate the Seven traditional Planets to the roughly spaced-out sky Zones they traditionally 

govern (below), though not necessarily seen as Signs with hard and fast dividing lines. These (or indeed the  

 
Ill.19-104  The traditional Planets in their Sumerian-named Domiciles (c.f. Ill. 19-28)  

Signs) may qualify as the Sacred Sibitti/Divine Seven) - with Earth  herself (Ki/Kybele, often associated 

with earth-sign Virgo) as the eighth. The fact that they can be distributed so evenly suggests the rulerships 

of the planets were used at a time the 8-fold zodiac172 held sway, with Orion and the Great Bear optionally 

fitting in extra Machina anywhere between Leo and Taurus). 

On Babylonian boundary stones showing all the planets along with Sun, Moon and Venus (see zone 1 on the 

boundary stone Ill.19-17 and Ill.19-81) the symbol with four points and four wavy arms generally refers to 

the Sun and its solstices and equinoxes whilst the seven- or eight-fold star with hard points was primarily 

used for Venus. Hommel and Röck interpret the eight-pointed star as The Morning Star, which could refer 

either to Venus rising at dawn, or Sirius. Certainly the same Goddess (Hathor and Isis in Egypt, and Inanna or 

Ishtar in Sumer and Akkad) often represents both. This is because of the way Venus moves round the sky, and 

the fact that 5 Venus years are almost exactly equal to 8 Solar, or Earth years. Hence by association the 

symbol for Venus can refer to the entire eight-fold zodiac because of the 8-fold path it traces over the sky, 

like a spider’s web (Ill.19-116). The key numbers and ratios inherent in the way Venus weaves in and out of 

the Solar year (already established and put on record on clay tablets in the Second Millennium by the 

Babylonian Astronomers – as on the clay tablet below) were detected by Bork in the Elamite calendar and  

                                                 
172

 (or even with the Six-fold zodiac with the Sun placed at the Centre and Virgo on the Solstitial-Polar Axis) 
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Ill.19-105  The Venus Tablet of Ammisaduqqa, British Museum – photo author 

explain why Venus was considered, with good reason, on the same level of importance for Time 

measurement as the Sun and Moon. We stop to analyse these in the next Sky Anchor, since it will explain why 

the 8-fold zodiac was adhered to for so long, of central relevance to our understanding of the Assyrian 

planisphere we call Icon B. 
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SKY ANCHOR 5:  SKY CUT INTO FIFTHS OR TENTHS BY VENUS  

 
BABYLONIAN OBSERVATIONS OF VENUS 

Weidner in his paper on the Venus cycle
173

 in indicates from month lists (where Adar had moved to the end 

of the year, having originally been the first month) that if it was the Elamites who were the first to make use 

of the Venus cycle as an astronomical Sky Anchor in their calendar (long before its adoption by Sumer and 

Akkad), then the practice must date back to at least the 5th millennium BC.  

We are fortunate enough to have an almost complete set of Venus observations in cuneiform on a clay tablet 

from Babylonia, known as the Venus Tablet (Ill. 19-104), written down by the astronomer/scribe working in 

the reign of Ammisaduqqa (whose period of reign is a chronological puzzle dependent on the dating of 

Hammurabi) which goes through one such entire synodic period of 584 days with day-to-day records of 

Venus’ journey through the sky and her appearances and disappearances. The tables are an indication of how 

thoroughly Venus behaviour had been mapped by around 1750 BC – to the extent that by the time this tablet 

was written, the recurrent patterns of the planet’s synodic period were very well known and, Sayce & 

Bosanquet claim, mastered for predictive purposes174 to the extent that it was no longer necessary to 

actually observe the planet in the sky! In the next millennium Venus was studied intensively at the 

observatories of Nineveh and Babylon (they, like Sumerian Uruk centuries earlier were specialist cities 

measuring Venus behaviour) and possible omens for the fate of the land scrutinised175 (we know from 

Assyrian tablets that in the ancient world Venus’ phases (similar to those of the Moon) had been observed, 

since sentences from the time of Aššurbanipal make statements such as ‘If no star is visible on the right horn 

of Venus, then there will be surplus in the land’, or ‘If no star is visible on the left horn of Venus, evil will 

arise in the country’
176

).  

Venus travels round the Sun whilst both appear to revolve around Earth. From Earth’s point of view, this 

means that Venus sometimes seems to move round behind the Sun, looking smaller and crossing exactly 

behind the Sun’s path at Superior Conjunction, then finally comes round in front of the Sun, looking much 

larger, because nearer to Earth - at Inferior Conjunction (Ill.19-107).  

 

Ill.19-106  The Venus phases 

                                                 
173

 Memnon V 
174

 Sayce & Bosanquet ‘’Babylonian Astronomy 3: The Venus Tablet’ Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society XL 1880 565-78 
– see also John D Weir The Venus Tablets of Ammizaduga 1972 
175

 Erica Reiner & David Pingree Enuma Anu Enlil: Tablet 63, The Venus Tablet of Ammiṣaduqa 1975; Babylonian Planetary Omens III 
[Venus Tablets other than Tablet 63] 1998 
176

 VACh Ištar I 5/6 
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In the intermediate stages of reaching these two extremes, Venus goes through crescent, full and decrescent 

stages like the Moon, and on rare occasions during Inferior Conjunction passes exactly across the Sun in what 

is termed a ‘Transit of Venus’, just as the Moon does in a Solar Eclipse, but not blotting out the Sun 

completely (it appears as a small black dot beetling across the fiery orb – see my RVO paper). 

The average time Venus takes to complete each quarter of her journey between superior (when Venus is full) 

or inferior (when Venus is blacked out) conjunctions with the sun - and her greater elongations east and west 

and various stages of crescent in between - is given in Ill. 19-105 in numbers of days, which turn out to be 

multiples of 36 - we can safely call the Venus constant. This compares with the more even average solar 

interval of 91 days between the solstices and equinoxes. Taken as a whole, therefore, when shortly we look 

at the Elamite calendar (Ill.19-119), the synodic Venus period is broken up into 16 units of 36 days, or 8 units 

of 72 days (or vice versa into 72 lots of 8 days). The 36-day subdivisions can be treated as Venus ‘months’, 

while the 72 sets of 8 days were probably weeks in ancient Elam c. 4000BC, with one further epagomenal 

week of the days left over (up to 8 days). In solar terms, the same Venus period of 584 days could be divided 

into 72 weeks of 5 days, with a further epagomenal week of 5 days. Important for the likelihood that the lion 

and prey symbol originated in Susiana, Röck (ibid.) posits the idea that there was in prehistoric times an 

Elamite year based on Venus months of 36 days which for day-to-day working would have been tied in with 

lunar cycles of 28-30 days, as well as the Mercury cycle. 

Venus’ northern and southern nodes lie in Scorpio and Taurus and have barely moved over the centuries. In 

the period when Aldebaran in Taurus and Antares in Scorpio were taken as markers of the Vernal Point and 

dividing the sky precisely across the North Pole into exactly two halves, the coincidence with them of the 

retrogressive movement of Venus across Taurus at New Year must have been spectacular, and a reason for 

including Venus into the calculation of the New Year starting point. 

In modern times we are in a position to give a not that much more accurate account of Venus movements 

round the sky, for which I lean on the diagrams given in Joachim Schulz’s Movement and Rhythms of the 

Stars. As already described at the beginning of the chapter under SKY AS COW, in Egypt the Sky was the 

Mother (Mḥt Wrt) - a vast Cow bestraddling and nourishing Earth below. Since Venus’ paths traverse the 

entire sky so completely and harmoniously from corner to corner during her 8-year cycle, drawing out the 

zones of the Eight-fold Zodiac, the epithet came to be applied to this particular planet by association, and in 

Babylonian planetary omens she is called ‘Lady of Cattle’177 whilst, as already mentioned, in ancient Egypt 

she is depicted as cow-eared and Venus–horned Hathor  As my astronomer friend, the late Leslie White, 

Astronomy Correspondent of the Daily Telegraph, explained in a letter:  

The sidereal period of Venus (once round the Sun) is 224.7 days. That of the Earth is 365.25 days, so 

that when Venus has made one circuit the Earth is still some way behind. It catches up to be in line with 

Venus and the Sun again 583.9 days from the starting date - this is the synodic period of Venus. The 

line-up (inferior conjunction between Earth and Sun, superior conjunction on far side of Sun) occurs 

successively further east, but after 5 synodic periods it occurs at the same place in the sky, every 5 x 

                                                 
177

 Reiner Babylonian Planetary Omens  III p.263, line 9 
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583.9 = 2919.5 days, and 8 x 365.25 = 2922 days, a difference of only 2.5 days. Even closer, 13 x 224.7 = 

2921.1 days, compared to 2922 days in 8 Solar years, which is only 0.9 days short of 8 years.   All this 

  

Ill.19-107  The Synodic Period of Venus: SC = Superior Conjunction; IC – Inferior Conjunction 

GEW = Greatest Elongation West; GEE = Greatest Elongation East 

means that Venus arrives at the same place in the sky every 8 years as seen from the Earth, and so 

conjunctions and greatest elongations east and west are also repeated in this cycle in almost exactly 

the same part of the sky every time round (Ill. 19-107). 

 A 584-day synodic period of Venus can be divided into 72 weeks of 8 days, with up to 8 epagominal 

days: compare this sectioning of time with the division of a Solar 365-day year into 72178 weeks of 5 

days plus 5 epagominal days (exposing the same ratio of 8:5 between Venus and the Sun); 

 20 lunar cycles are almost exactly equal to 1 synodic period of Venus which, since Venus has a 

superior conjunction with the Sun every 10 solar months (a half-Venus synodic period), and an 

inferior conjunction with the Sun after the other 10 months – can be conveniently tracked at 

intermediate stages by counting lunar cycles: 

 In any one synodic period Venus appears first in the evening sky and then slips backward, disappears 

and then reappears, now rising in the morning. The evening star period always follows 36-40 days 

after a superior conjunction, when it has reached 10 elongation away from the Sun – hence the 

                                                 

178
 72 is particularly related to Saturn, and to Precession (see Sky Anchor 9) since Precession slips by 1 every 72 years, Saturn’s cycle. 
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significance of the number 40 so often repeated in ancient near eastern texts, including the Bible. 

After 6 months it reaches its greatest eastern elongation (GEE at 46-48), during which time Venus 

can be seen in the western sky for as long as 4 hours after sunset. It then starts to draw closer to the 

Sun on its trajectory and 3 weeks later it is seen setting at twilight time at 10 elongation from the 

Sun, and is no longer seen in the evenings.  

 Twelve days later it passes the Sun at inferior conjunction and the above cycle is repeated, but this 

time in the morning, as Venus rises with the Sun. About 5 weeks before the superior conjunction, 

Venus is seen setting at sunrise and disappears for nearly 3 months, whereas its invisibility from 

evening to morning star appearances is only a matter of some 3 weeks. Each evening to morning star 

period lasts about 9 Earth months. 

 The half-Venusian four-earth-year cycle may have been as significant to the pioneering peoples of 

the Susan Empire as the full 8-fold Venusian year cycle equivalent to 8 Earth years. We can probably 

see the two Venus half-cycles of four Solar years expressed in the double pomegranate Inanna/Ishtar 

spider (Ill.19-100), as well as in the two circles joining the vertical ends (see also Ill.19-98) of 

Neith’s figure of eight standard: 

 

Ill.19-108  Stela of Queen Meryt-Neith (Old Kingdom Dynasty I) – from Emery 

 It is also possible as a rule of thumb to use periods of 292 days (the half-Venus cycle)179 from the 

starting point of the triple conjunction of the Sun, Moon and Venus, to work out forwards or 

backwards in time when the three bodies will be back exactly in joint conjunction again - since 5 x 

584 (40 x 72 + 40) is the same as 8 x 365 (or 101 lunar months, equalling 2920 days).  

 The overall ratio of this combined cycle is 5 Venusian synodic periods:8 Earth Solar years:13 Lunar 

years, numbers in the Fibonacci series whose whole number intervals are close equivalents to Φ, the 

Golden Section ratio (Venus and Mars’ child in Greek mythology was named Harmonia180). 

                                                 
179 Quite possibly the four-yearly Olympic games, and other such events, were used in Greece to mark these Venusian half-year cycles. 

180
 Venus’ character as Goddess of Love is less to do with human fertility than with ‘the Love that moves the Sun and the Stars’ (the 

very last line of Dante’s Divine Comedy). These cycles are more succinctly presented in terms of the Zoroastrians’ calculation of long 
eras of time in my paper for RVO (available also on my website www.layish.co.uk at Level 2 (click on the enthroned Goddess link). 

http://www.layish.co.uk/
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 The exactitude of the precise triple conjunction (to the day and hour) is increased over longer 

periods if the Metonic and Saros cycles of the Moon are taken into account: the 47-year period being 

the most precise. This is the reason Venus was ranked on a par with Sun and Moon, or even above 

them, and why the Sky Lioness was associated so much with this particular planet, quite distinct 

from the male Sun Lion with radiant mane. Mercury’s great cycle of 46 years mentioned under the 

Sixfold Zodiac above would also dovetail into this every generation – see Chapter 22). 

 The main feature of Venus behaviour, therefore, is her character of supreme harmonizer in locking 

together the Solar and Lunar cycles – as well as (though less frequently) those of the other planets 

whose interlocking cycles we enumerate in Chapter 22 under another Sky Anchor). 

Measured sidereally, Schulz puts 5 Venus synodic periods as lasting 2919.60 days, with 8 Solar years lasting 

2921.94 days, giving the discrepancy as only 2.34 days between the two, the sidereal period of Venus being 

even more precise. At some point in the history of ancient astronomy its measurement was taken from the 

benchmark of Sirius at the start of the New Year, leading to the identification of Isis with both Hathor/Venus 

and Sirius – as in the Mesopotamian tradition where Ishtar is the Goddess of both Venus and Sirius. This 

means that Venus phenomena repeat indefinitely just 2 days 8 hours earlier every 8-year cycle. A sequence 

of Venus slippages of 2.3 days against the return point of Gemini over 5 eight-year cycles is charted by 

Schulz below: 

 

Ill.19-109  The Venus Synodic Slippage 

Thus, apart from omen interpretation, the prime usefulness of Venus behaviour lies in the way her synodic 

cycle integrates with the solar and lunar cycles.This is why, in the lands of Mesopotamia from the late 

Neolithic onwards,  the phenomenon of the 8:5 Solar:Venus cycle was so crucial to a smoothly regulated 

calendar, year by year. An even deeper look at Venus characteristics next enables us to understand other 

aspects of her important role even further, though some can wait exposition until Chapters 21 & 22. 

THE VENUS LOOPS 

It is only at Inferior Conjunctions that Venus appears to move backwards, forming the retrogressive loop of a 

solar cycle.  During each synodic Venus Period, therefore, a loop or open S-shaped curve is traced by the  
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Ill.19-110  One Venusian cycle in relation to the Solar Year with two loops – from Schulz 

planet in its movement at the time of the inferior conjunction and there will be 5 of these every 8 solar 

years, such that every two Venus loops are separated by an interval of 1 year 7 months (our average of 584 

days). As Venus is never further away from the Sun than 48, upon completion of one of her loops she 

wanders first through all twelve constellations (from Earth’s point of view travelling faster than the Sun 

round the Earth) and then repeats three-fifths of the same journey again (3 x 72) before the next loop is 

traced at 72 further on round the zodiac (note the number 72 again). 

 

Ill.19-111  Mapping of actual Venus loops against the Zodiac in one synodic cycle – from Schulz 
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Five successive synodic Venus periods - whose Inferior Conjunction loops lie at 72 from each other - take 

place over eight solar years, so the interpenetation of the Venus cycle of 5 Venus years within 8 Solar years 

in relation to Earth can be drawn out against the sky as Schulz (ibid.) did for a 1960s sequence (above). After 

eight solar years - or one Venus synodic period of 5 circuits around the whole sky until it returns to its stellar 

starting point - five marker loops have been drawn out at regularly spaced intervals round the Zodiac at 72 

apart. We thus have in essence a repeating pentagrammic pattern, the harmonising web Venus weaves. No 

wonder, then, that the geometric symbol for Venus is a five-pointed star or a pentagon. The number of 

degrees of the oblique inner angle of the pentagon stellar base on either side is 72 and it is 36 at the sharp 

point. The oblique angle inside the pentagon itself is 108. The pentagrammic behaviour of Venus is most 

obvious in the pattern of the succeeding positions of Superior and Inferior Conjunction points in the sky over 

such a synodic cycle, formalised in Schulz’ drawing of Venus’ archetypal synodic behaviour below: 

 

Ill.19-112  The pentagrammic behaviour of Venus
181

 completed over 8 Earth years – from Schulz 

As already mentioned, Sayce and Bosanquet in their paper on the Venus Tablets182 come to the conclusion 

that the Babylonians had long worked out the recurrent points of Venus’ cycle and were applying it to their 

yearly observations as a template of expectation for future octaeterae. These conjunctions also inevitably 

show a pentagrammic pattern. The pairs of conjunctions are restricted to five set areas of the sky separated 

by intervals of 72-73 days, with an average 1-day slippage at each return once every four years.  

                                                 
181

 Pentagrams (as well as other geometric figures) appear later on ED seals (from Ur, for example) but we cannot prove whether they 
refer to Venus movements or not. 
182

 Ibid. 
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Ill.19-113  Distributuion of superior and Inferior conjunction points of Venus – from Schulz 

At present these take place in January, April, June, August and November. 

From such a framework, it follows that the Venus stations of greatest elongation during any 8-year cycle will 

also follow the same pattern: 

 

Ill.19-114: Mapping the Greatest Elongation points is also Pentagrammic 

The same is true also for her periods of maximum brightness, where a slightly different relationship between 

Sun and Venus emerges. For each position of the Sun, within every 2 years there are two corresponding 

Venus positions. The figure below, for instance, shows the Sun in  on April 10. To this date belong on one 

side of the Sun the Venus elongation of 12 April 1956 (3E), and on the other that of April 9 1958 (4M): 
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Ill.19-115  Positions of Maximum Brilliance are also spaced Pentagrammically 

Alternatively, by mapping both the superior and inferior conjunction spacings of Venus at 36 or 72 apart 

within the pentagrammic pattern she weaves round the zodiac, the latent ten-fold division of the sky is 

emphasised, thus creating, as the Elamites did, a Ten-Fold Zodiac solely based on Venus months which was 

peculiar to them - and presented intercalation problems. Only when synthesized with Solar and Lunar cycles 

did an enduring Zodiac emerge, and until the Vernal Point moved to Aries c.2000 BC there is evidence that 

an implicit Ten-Fold Zodiac continued in use here and there (as the Gilgamesh Epic seems to indicate – the 

eleventh tablet being devoted to Gilgamesh/Orion outside it) - but it was the Eight-fold zodiac, also primed 

to Venus phenomena, and concordant with the Luni-Solar year, that became a classic. 

Thus the entire synodic cycle of Venus lasts 19 months or an average of 584 days - fluctuating between 577 

and 592 days - all of which can be expressed as multiples of the Venus constant of 36 days. 6 x 6 also fits 

perfectly into the Sumerian sexagesimal system of 360 (although we know from astrolabe fragments that 

the Enlil zone of the sky round the Pole was often divided into 60; the stars of Anu at 120 and the Ea stars 

at 240 or even as much as 480 - but all still divisible by 60).  

                                                                                                                 END OF SKY ANCHOR 5 

 

The Venus cycle is so fundamental to understanding the nature of the ancient near eastern calendar (and to 

the real nature of Venus Worship) that I have made the diagrams in this Sky Anchor especially large and 

decipherable. It is important to absorb this information on Venus behaviour as a key foundation underpinning 

the practice of Mesopotamian astronomy since the planet is also particularly relevant to the Lion-Bull image. 

And although in the Sky Anchor above we emphasise the strong 5-fold dimension of Venus behaviour based on 

her synodic perid only, we need to equally balance it with her often overlooked built-in 8-fold dimensions – 

arising from the 8:5 Earth:Venus Year interface – next to be considered. 
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FUSION OF VENUS OCTAGONAL BEHAVIOUR WITH SOLAR YEAR CALCULATION ON ICON B 

 

VENUS CONJUNCTIONS WITH THE SUN AND THE EIGHT-FOLD DIVISION OF THE SKY 

In Chapter 22 under a new Sky Anchor we describe the Goal-Year texts in which the movements of the 

planets were predicted according to recurring synodic or sidereal cycles that over generations of observation 

had finally been worked out by the Babylonian astronomers. The start of each new Venus cycle must have 

been used to double-check the start of the New Year every 8 Earth years when its starting point coincided 

with the start of a new solar year (see under New Year section in Chapter 22). The 8-fold division of the sky 

is particularly convenient as the stellar matrix for measuring the Venus cycle, whereby its appearance in 

each successive sector at the end of each earth year can be used to measure the full synodic cycle of five 

Venus years of 580 days – this explains the persistence of the eightfold zodiac in the Ancient Near Eastern 

Pantheon even after more elaborate zodiacs had been introduced.  

 

Ill.19-116  Venus Superior and Inferior Conjunction forming octagonal positional groups in the sky – from Schulz 
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In the figure above Venus’ position relative to the Sun, as well as its distance from Earth at the centre is 

plotted. If the positions for 8 successive years are connected, a regular octagram is obtained. The four-year 

Venus period also comes to expression as the planet moves to opposite corners of the octagram at 4-year 

intervals. Thus the superior conjunction of 22 June 1960 was preceded 4 years earlier and followed four 

years later by an inferior conjunction in the same part of the zodiac. The same observation can be carried 

out for any other date of the year, whereby each day is characterised by a different position of the Sun in 

the zodiac and therefore by a different situation of Venus’ orbit. In each case the octagram lies differently. 

The figure also shows how the passage of the octagram from position I to position II is accompanied by a 

rotation of the octagram by 45. Taking Venus’ movement over any Solar 8-year cycle we obtain only 8 

different positions for the extreme points of the Venus cycle for any given group of 8 years which by now we 

realise will always follow a regular pattern. Thus a Venus octagonal pattern emerges from any pair of 

superior and inferior conjunctions (Sky Anchor 5) alternating in the same part of the sky every 4 years such 

that, for example, the superior conjunction of 23 August 1987 was followed four years later in the same 

place by the inferior conjunction of 22 August 1991. 

 
Ill.19-117  Marker stars of a ten-month Venus year – from D Lewis (ibid.), fig. 8 
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We have no surviving records for Venus planetary behaviour from 4-3M Susa and Sumer in the way that we do 

from the Babylonians and Assyrians in later millennia, but continuity in the visual arts certainly shows that 

many lifetimes of observation must already have been spent following that planet’s cycle in this region 

during the protohistoric period long before even the rise of the first kingdoms of Sumer. Hence Röck agreed 

with Bork’s conclusions given in his paper ‘Das Venusjahr’183  surmising from Elamite texts published by the 

Louvre’s Mission de la Délégation Française en Perse (see main Bibliography) that astronomers of the 4M 

Susan Empire were already using Venus cycles as the basis of their calendar, and that the Sumerians followed 

their example (as probably they did in the adoption of writing). 

From the chronology of word-use in the Susan texts, Röck has much to say about the probable primacy of 

Elam in devising the Venusian calendar, which was thoroughly denied (or totally accepted) by his fellow 

scholars of the time - and in modern scholarship forgotten. His colleague, Bork, drew support from G 

Hüsing’s assertion after he had considered the evidence collected in the volumes of the Mission de la 

Délégation Française en Perse that Elam must have been the ‘Urheimat des Systems der Acht’. From the 

textual evidence associating these names with different place-names in the Susan empire, Bork came to the 

conclusion that because there is no mention of Anshan their system of months must date to a time previous 

to the existence of that capital, reaching back into the 4th, or even 5th, millennium BC – an indication of 

ancient roots indeed. 

Röck in scrutinishing the later Elamite texts published in the Mission’s volumes, noted how the Elamite year 

seemed to consist of 10 original months with Elamite names to which in Babylonian times a further two, of 

Semitic character, were added. There is no doubt, from our study of Venusian periodicities in Sky Anchor 5, 

that an calendar based on a single Venus year of 584 days does divide naturally into 10 subdivisions of 36 

days each, which explains the occasional use of a primitive zodiac of 10 signs of 36 each  until the Sun’s 

Precession dictated the insertion of the two new signs of Libra/Aries to make it 12. Its divisions would have 

been marked by the heliacal rising of the following stars, conveniently listed above by D Lewis
184

. 

Thus although Venus’ distinctive pentagonal behaviour is the one hallmark of her synodic period as a whole 

(Sky Anchor 5), in relation to the corresponding 8 Earth year interlock a hidden set of Venusian movements 

reveals itself as octagonal in relation to the whole sky, due to the 5:8 ratio. Röck in Palaeozodiacus
185

 writes 

Die Bedeutung der Acht und Fünf als Ausgleichszahlen des Sonnen-Jahres mit der 584 Tage umfassenden 

synodischen Umlaufs-Zeit des Planeten Venus (8 x 365 = 5 x 584 = 2920 Tage oder zehn elamische Venus-

Jahre) ist bekannt. Thus the use of Venus’ synodic period was important as a cross-check for the start-time 

of the year - especially every four or eight solar years. This must be the main reason why the planet is 

mentioned along with the stars marking the 0º Meridian at the beginning of the Mul Apin Star List. 

In considering whether an Elamite Venus year really existed, the octagonal features of Venus behaviour 

explain why one version of the Elamite Year seems to have been based on the Venus half-cycle of 292 days, 

                                                 
183

 Memnon IV, 1910 
184

 D. Lewis ‘Voyaging stars: aspects of Polynesian and Micronesian astronomy’ in F Hodson (ed.) The Place of Astronomy in the 
Ancient World: a Joint Symposium of the Royal Society and The British Academy organised by D G Kendall, S Piggott, D G King-Hele 
and I E S Edwards London 1974 
185

 (Memnon VI, 1912) 
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with subdivisions of 8 months made up of 8-day weeks (the 8-day week survived into the Etruscan and Roman 

calendars). Röck in ‘Palaeozodiacus’ believes the most enduring of the original stages behind our present-

day zodiac goes back to a time when the divisions of the sky were marked by the 8 animals of the Sumero-

Susan zodiac (Ill. 19-93), with a ninth month and its animal (the Dog of Sirius along with Orion himself in the 

Apin186 zone of the sky) standing for what was left out of 292 (8 x alternate 32/33-day months - or 262 days) 

in a final month of 30 days. This system is still in use in Java (Ill. 19-90) deriving, he believes, from Elamite 

colonialism in very ancient times, Orion also being identified with the intercalation zone.  

Given the importance of the number 40 (the number of days of Venus’ invisibility between morning rising 

and then first rising as Evening Star), it is also possible that the Elamite year was divided into 9 x 40, or 9 x 

(5 x 8) – 360 days, to tie in with the lunar year, where only 5 epagominal days would need to be added to 

reconcile the Lunar with the Solar year. Bork points out that, as for the ancient Mexicans, masters of all 

aspects of the Venus
187

 cycle and its interrelationship with other planets188 as embodied by their God 

Quetzalcoatl, their Venus calendar was based on 260-day units, and, like the Elamites, left out the last, 

ragged 9th intercalary Venus month.  

 

Ill.19-118  16C AD Eight-fold Aztec zodiac known as the Sun Stone made for Moctezuma – Mexico National Museum 

Bork identified the original 8 + 1 x 32/33-day months of the Elamite calendar (renamed in Babylonian after 

conquest) as dating back to c. 4500BC which precedes the Age of Taurus - meaning all the month-signs were 

a sign earlier than when Spring slipped back to start in Taurus: 

                                                 
186

 The identity of Mul Apin is discussed extensively later in the chapter. 
187

 Quetzalcoatl was seen as Venus the Morning Star – his twin brother Xolotl is the evil Evening Star of Venus in the sky at night. 
Quetzalcoatl is described as so ugly that he wears a wind mask and is often associated with serpents writhing round his face like our 
Gorgon. 
188

 Röck supports his argument with his reading of a paper describing the ‘System der Acht’ extensively analysed by Schultz in Memnon 
IV 1910. 
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Names of the ELAMITE MONTHS 
Tamtirum 
MONTH 1 

Zililitum 
MONTH 2 

Lahhum 
MONTH 3 

Datium 
MONTH 4 

Hiršubum 
MONTH 5 

Darbitum 
MONTH 6 

Lalubūm 
MONTH 7 

A-Šag 
Dingirra 
Apina 
MONTH 8 

Še-Irhūm 
Apina 
INTERCALARY 
MONTH 9 

Babylonian Equivalents for the ELAMITE MONTHS 

TEBET  
 
 

SHEVAT/ 
ADAR 
 

NISAN/ 
IYYAR 
  

 

SIVAN  
 
 

TAMMUZ 
 
 

AB/ELUL 
 
 

TISREH 
 
 

ARAḪ 
SAMNU 
  

KISLEV 
 
  

February March/ 
April 

May June/ 
July 

August Sept/Oct Novbr December January 

Ill.19-119  The Elamite months with Babylonian equivalents (before Sign slippage into the Taurus-Scorpio Era) 

It is interesting that the word APIN occurs in month-names connected with the end of the year (a full month 

and an intercalary month), such that looking at Astrolabe K we might consider the mention of Mul-Apin in 

Section 1 (Ill.19-80) as either marking the end of the year, or the beginning of the year before precession 

pushed it backwards to become last instead of first. Either way, intercalation and Mul Apin are linked 

together at the join between the Old and the New Year at the time of the Winter Solstice in Capricorn (in 

the previous era it had taken place in Sagittarius). 

Röck also refers to Bork’s description of the ‘Venusjahr’ positing an Elamite Solar year of 10 months of 

varying length devised to fit in with the 9 Venus months that equate to our 12 month year. The first half of 

his paper discusses the original 9 Elamite months (8 plus 1 intercalary) to which were later added two more 

Babylonian months, their length shortened to 29/30 days to bring the year up to 11 months – along with a 

12th intercalary month. This indicates a changeover to squaring the lunar with the solar year, and putting 

the Venus cycle into second place as we have it today, though as we know from their tables, the Babylonians 

then proceeded to study Venus minutely and integrate it into the Luni-Solar calendar. Many of the Elamite 

names of these months indicate that they were the predecessors of the later month lists in the Babylonian 

(semitic) language that eventually were incorporated into the Jewish Calendar (see comparative table below 

which will be referred to fully when we look at the 12-Sign Zodiac in Chapter 22). 

Many months lists survive from different periods which show how, due to precession of the equinoxes, the 

months gradually slipped backwards over the centuries. This means that when comparing month lists we 

need to bear this phenomenon in mind – such that the earliest month lists (which refer to recurring star 

positions) might begin with Nisan, and a millennium later Iyyar, even though the same point in the solar year 

is being referred to. 

 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON B 

119 
 

3300 B.C.     Inter-cal-         

  NAME TEBET SHEVAT ADAR NISAN ary point IYAR SIVAN TAMMUZ AB ELUL TISREH 
ARAH 
SAMNU 

KISLEV 

Began 22 Dec 20 Jan 19 Feb 21 Mar  21 Apr 21 May 22 Jun 23 Jul 
24 
Aug 

23 Sep 24 Oct 23 Nov 

Old Assyrian 
(Ehelolf/Landsber
ger ZDMG 74 1920 

Ilu SIN Kuzalli Allanate 
Ilu Belat-
ekalli 

 
Sha-
sarate 

Sha-
kinate 

Muḫur 
ilani 

Ab(u) 
Sharrani 

Ḫibur Ṣippi Qarrate 
Tanmar-
te 

Assyrian 
1200 BC 

TEBET SHEVAT ADAR NISAN  IYAR SIVAN TAMMUZ AB ELUL TISREH 
ARAH 
SAMNU 

KISLEV 

Ea Star 
[at Tropic of ] 

Gula 
( 

Numush
da 
( 
 

Ku 
( 

Iku 
(Pegasus) 
 

 
Mul 
( 

Sipziann
a 
(Orion) 

Kaksisa 
( 

Pan 
( 

Kalitu
m 
( 

Ninmah 
( 

Uridim 
Shal 
batanu 
( 

Anu Star 
[at Equator] 

Alluttum 
( 
 

Simmah 
( 

Neberu d-
Marduk 
( 

Dilibat 
(Venus) 

 
Shugi 
( 

Urgula 
Mashta 
bba 
( 

Mashta 
bba-
Galgal 

Uga 
( 

Zibani 
tum 
( 

Girtab 
(Scorpio) 

Udka 
duha 
( 

Enlil Star 
[at Tropic of ] 

Mushenti 
( 
 

Damu 
( 

Aka 
( 

Apin 
(Plough) 
 

 
Anunitum 
( 

Mus 
Shulpae 
 

 
Shupa 
( 

Entena 
barhum 
( 

Lugal 
( 

Uz 
( 

Month 
No.Babylonian  
Sachs Diary I 1988 

X 
Tebetu-
AB 

XI 
Šabatu-
ZIZ 

XII Addaru-
ŠE 

I Nisannu 
– BAR 

 
II Ajjaru - 
GU4 

III 
Simanu- 
SIG 

IV Du'uzu- 
ŠU 

V Abu- 
IZI 

VI 
Ululu-
KIN 

VII 
Tešritu-
DU6 

VIII 

Araḫsamn
u-APIN 

IX 
Kislimu-
GAN 

Current              

Begins 22 Dec 20 Jan 19 Feb 21 Mar  21 Apr 21 May 22 Jun 23 Jul 
24 
Aug 

23 Sep 24 Oct 23 Nov 

Jewish 2004 TEVET SHEVAT ADAR NISAN  IYYAR SIVAN TAMMUZ AV ELUL TISHRI HESHVAN KISLEV 

Begins 6 Dec 17 Jan 17 Feb 16 Mar  15 Apr 14 May 13 Jun 12 Jul 
11 
Aug 

9 Sep 9 Oct 7 Nov 

 

Ill.19-120  Lists of Ancient Months in Relation to those of Today (note the shift of one sign backwards between 3300BC and 1200BC/Present Day 
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To explain the alternation and final fusion between Venusian Calendar calculations and Solar Calendar 

measurement in Mesopotamia, we should look at it in terms of the history of Elam as one long tale of 

occupation and reoccupation in successive centuries by the Assyrians and Babylonians who at first favoured 

Luni-Solar primacy over Venusian measurements, but then fused the two (hence the triad on 1M Babylonian 

boundary stones). We stop to consider the Solar aspect of Icon B which we can pick up clearly in Section 0. 

 
 

Ill.19-121  Section 0 on Astrolabe K 

In order to make sense of the cross and arrow on Section 0 of Icon B above, we need to remind ourselves of 

the Solar extremes marking the Cardinal divisions of the year, and  this is the point at which to introduce a 

further Sky Anchor – another tool needed in deciphering this planisphere. Once we have established Sky 

Anchor 6 next, we will be in a position to understand the whole Astrolabe and see how, in the end, Elam’s 

Assyrian conquerors were in turn conquered by their Venus-based 8-fold zodiac, finally combining it with the 

more straightforward annual sun sightings and lunar detail against the stars required for maintaining an 

accurate Calendar from dynasty to dynasty. We will not only use Weidner’s useful transcriptions of the 

cuneiform information, but will contrast it with the very first drawing made of the planisphere by Sayce and 

Bosanquet (Ill.19-130) where the captions are given in English (some of their translations, now updated, are 

matters of discussion). 
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SKY ANCHOR 6:  THE SUN, HOURS OF THE DAY AND DAYS OF THE SOLAR, OR TROPICAL YEAR 

This Anchor is related to - but different from - Sky Anchor 9 describing the stars of the Four Cardinal Points. 

The Akkadian seal design below shows the Sun, not as a flaming orb, but as an old man cutting his way 

through a mountain top with his saw, right under the Sumerian portrayal of winged Inanna/Venus, suggesting 

not only that they are rising in conjunction on the same meridian (the Polar Eagle takes the place of Scorpio 

to designate it), but also that the Mountain-and-Cave Goddess, Ninhursag, is giving birth to them
189

. Ea, God 

of the Tropic of Capricorn, and his vizier Usmu, the two-faced God of the Old/New Year, look on. This scene 

in fact describes more or less the same calendrical features as Icon A in more archaic form but we will not 

stop to analyse it here since our task is to consider how the Solar Year was measured in days by the Sun. 

 

Ill.19-122  The Seal of the Scribe, Adda c. 2300BC, British Museum no. 89115 

One of the greatest problems in astronomy from the earliest times has been the reconciliation of the Lunar 

and Solar years of 360 –v- 365.25 days respectively. Astrolabe K in Section 0 appears to incorporate the 

measures whereby to make this possible. If the Moon acts as the second hand on the clockface of the sky, 

measuring out the days of the months, the Sun can be seen as the minute hand, with the Venus cycle acting 

as a double-check every 8 years. The most ancient practice for tracking the passage of the year, apart from 

observing changes in the seasons, was to note the Sun’s extreme and median positions at sunrise or sunset 

against notches on the horizon, and this was evidently done as early as Neolithic times against mountains.  

In sunny countries with no mountains the alternative is to mark out shadow lengths measured from a fixed 

gnomon (stick, megalith or the more refined, fixed obelisk)
190

. By the use of simple geometry not only can 

the cardinal points of E-W and N-S be fixed, but so thereby can the equinox and solstice days be established. 

The following steps for doing this are based on Keith Critchlow’s exposition of its practice in his book Time 

Stands Still (1979) as followed in the Sulva-Sutras (Surveying Rules) of the ancient Hindus. It is important to 

see what is involved in order to understand Neith’s shield (Ill.19-98), the Nebra Planisphere (Ill.19-128) - and 

thereby Section 0 on Icon B. 

As the sun rises and sets at shifting points on the horizon, any vertical gnomon casts its shadow in different 

directions on different days of the year, the length of shadow increasing and decreasing through the year 

(though if the stick is slanted towards the Polestar the direction of its shadow will remain identical at 

identical times of the day regardless of the day of year, and only the shadow's length will vary). 

                                                 
189

 Thanks for this latter suggestion to Professor Jin Han, New York Theological Seminary, in ARAM Conference discussion, 2010 
190

 We see the progression in Egypt from the 7M Nabta Playa stone circle to the formalised use of obelisks at temple entrances. 
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Ill.19-123  Two Borneo tribesmen measure the sun's shadow at summer solstice, the longest day of the year, 

producing the shortest shadow. 

To establish the quadrature of the horizon (i.e. fixing the cardinal points) requires the drawing out of a 

circle - with a compass or length of string, or outdoors in a field with rope attached to the centre stick. 

  

Ill.19-124  Around the shadow stick, turn a circle whose radius is twice the stick's length (reduced here). Observe 
where the stick's shadow crosses the circle at sunrise and at sunset, and mark those points.Connect the two points 

with a straight line. This line points directly East-West  

Turn a large circle centered from the diameter's Eastern end point, then reverse the compass and turn 

another circle around the diameter's Western end point. Using a straight edge, or stretching a rope, create a 

line between the points where the two circles intersect which is the geographic North-South axis: 

 

Ill.19-125  Establishing the N-S axis from the E-W axis 

Place the point of the compass at the northern point of the original circle and turn another circle. Repeat 

this centred around the southern point of the original circle and finally turn the fourth circle contained by 

the two ‘fish’ shapes (next drawing). 
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Ill.19-126  The two intersecting vesicae piscis indicate the four cardinal directions.  

The four points made by the innermost crossings of the circles reveal a square
191

, which can be the basis of a 

temple or pyramid oriented to the four cardinal points. The interplay of circle and square links the site 

outward from the local center into the cycles of time and the spread of space. A gnomon or single obelisk 

placed at the inner circle’s centre will project shadows all through the year, running exactly along the E-W 

axis at the equinoxes, and reaching northern and southern extremes on the circle within the E-W fish-shape 

which register the solstices. The arcs on either side are clearly marked on the Nebra Planisphere, whilst the 

solstice extremes are expressed geometrically by the diagonals on the Neith shield and Section 0 of Icon B. 

COMPARISON OF THE TROPICAL WITH THE SIDEREAL YEAR 

Further North, in a duller climate like Mesopotamia’s, greater precision can be reached by noting the 

position of the Sun against the stars rising on the horizon marking out the Sidereal Year, at either sunrise 

(heliacal position) or sunset (achronycal position) – since Sun-rise against any specific star moves forward by 

one degree every day against the stars - often precisely occupied by a specific star along the Ecliptic - until 

it regains its starting point. As we suggested earlier, the story of the Sun’s travels is mythologised in the 

adventures of Gilgamesh – and later the Labours of Hercules (the sky hero is shown left on the Seal of Adda 

(Ill.19-122) with his lion and bow and arrow) – each Sign of the Zodiac providing a different adventure. Over 

several generations, however, as that star starting point slips backwards, the story changes. We have treated 

the sidereal year as calculated on its own terms (without planets) under the separate Sky Anchor 9. The 

shortfall between the Tropical and Sidereal Years that accounts for Precession is dealt with in Chapter 22. 

The stars in the night sky as it fades at dawn or darkens at twilight provide a stream of reference points 

against which to measure the gradual progress of the Sun at the same time each morning during one Solar 

Year. The circular track the Sun follows (the Ecliptic) crosses particular stars along or near it – in 

Mesopotamia its stars were at first identified singly then in succeeding centuries grouped within recognisable 

clusters or constellations. Around the fourth millennium BC we know from the Susa-Sumerian eight-fold 

division of the sky that these stars were given animal names that together we call the Zo(o)diac (Ill.19-94). 

The Sun of course also executes a quick version of this cycle by making a full circuit of the zodiac every day, 

the passage of which is measured out by the rise, fall and disappearance of the Sun over 24 hours, a process 

                                                 
191

 This stage takes astronomy into architecture: many temple plans in the ancient world were drawn up on this basis (see Book 11, 
www.cosmokrator.com). 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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experienced by every human being. Its rising point against the stars in the morning falls back by 

approximately one degree (meaning a time-lapse of 4 minutes every day) against the star markers: this is 

because the sky itself gradually changes night by night, going through one sidereal revolution per year - an 

illusion caused by the Earth moving gradually round the Sun. The Sun rises or sets against a different star 

every day by one notch, or degree, in our system going through a round figure of 360° (actually 365.5°) 

before the starting point on the stellar background recurs at the start of a new year.  

To determine at what time of day such star first risings and settings were observed, we should be aware of 

the difference between heliacal, cosmical and achronycal rising and setting – mostly with respect to the Sun, 

but also the other planets: 

o The heliacal rising of a star is its first visible, but brief, appearance on the horizon just before 
Sunrise when it is not drowned out by the Sun's rays; 

o The heliacal setting of a star is its last visible setting in the evening twilight when it is not drowned 
out by the Sun's rays as the Sun sets, but technically the heliacal setting is known as a cosmical 
setting  

 It follows that AT DAWN a heliacal rising will obviously be balanced by a cosmical setting on the 
opposite side of the sky, whilst a heliacal, or cosmical setting of a star at twilight will be balanced 
by an achronycal rising. 

o The apparent achronycal rising of a star or planet is noted for time measurement purposes only at its 
last visible rising as the Sun sets before it is no longer visible the following day due to the continued 
brightness of the ending day; 

o The apparent cosmical setting of a star or planet is its first visible setting at dawn with the Sun. 

 It follows that AT TWILIGHT an achronycal rising of a star will obviously be balanced by a cosmical 
setting on the opposite side of the sky, whilst an apparent cosmical setting of a star will be balanced 
by an achronycal rising.

192
 

As the Solar cycle is later by 4 minutes every year against the benchmark of Sidereal Time, an ever-

increasing shortfall between the start-point of the Solar –v- Sidereal Year arises, which explains the 

phenomenon of the slippage backwards of the Spring Equinox benchmark against the stars, known as the 

Precession of the Equinoxes. The discrepancy accrues over centuries and gives rise to a vaster Solar cycle 

known as the Great Year (famously described by Plato and other ancient writers of the Zoroastrian and Hindu 

world) examined in more detail in Chapter 22. This eventually could not be ignored by the astronomers of 

the ancient Near East because it seemingly put the Equinoctial and Solstitial points out of synchronization 

with the actual seasons when calculated against the stars and accounts for the different nature of the World 

Eras (Ill.19- 3) and also explains how the shadow or sighting methods of the Sun’s journey to determine the 

Equinox and Solstice points still had to be kept up.   

                                                                                                                 END OF SKY ANCHOR 6 

                                                 
192

 Hardly ever used (as they are refined technicalities usable on computer programmes only) are: 
o The cosmical rising of a star happens when the star in question rises together with the Sun; 
o The cosmical setting of a star occurs when the star sets just as the sun is rising. 

      [Oppositions of stars rising and setting cosmically will obviously arise] 
o The true achronycal rising of a star or planet occurs as the Sun sets; 
o The true achronycal setting of a star or planet occurs when it sets with the Sun. 

      [Oppositions of stars rising and setting achronycally will obviously arise.] 
But these sets of risings and settings are practically useless to the naked-eye observer as the star is obliterated by the Sun 
(astrologically, the body is 'combust'). 
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UNDERSTANDING THE INFORMATION ON ASTROLABE K, AND ITS PURPOSE  

Having considered the question of reconciling the eight-fold zodiac of Venus in the Mesopotamian - 

especially the Susan – calendar with the more popular Solar measurement of the Year, we are given new 

insights into why an Assyrian clay planisphere of the 7C BC should, at first glance seemingly unusually, retain 

the 8-fold sky divisions of a prehistoric era. If we attempt to interpret it in terms of measuring the 

interrelationship between Solar, Venusian and Lunar cycles, it seems reasonable to keep at the back of our 

minds a working hypothesis that once key stars had appeared in the sky when the New Year was due to start, 

the planisphere could be used as a template against which to measure where the Sun and stars had got to, 

and then, vitally, whether the insertion of an intercalary month would be required (Ill.19-119) – the main 

topic of Chapter 22. Such a decision would be clarified by taking into account the Moon and Venus cycles 

against the stars named on it – but how does the Solar factor in calculating the New Year start point feature 

on Astrolabe K? Interestingly, for comparison we have a roughly contemporary European planisphere that, 

according to the experts, underlines how this function might be expressed visually. 

THE SOLAR MEASUREMENT OF THE YEAR AND THE NEBRA PLANISPHERE 

In the Halle Museum in Germany, the bronze planisphere found at Nebra nearby is outstanding for the fact 

that over its copper base the Sun, Moon, star dots and three boat-like semicircles are all plated in gold. The 

disc was found in a cache along with bronze swords and axe-heads and other accoutrements which call to 

mind the royal tombs around Stonehenge and their rich grave goods.  

 
Ill.19-127  The disc was found with other bronze grave goods – Halle Museum Germany 

The planisphere is illustrated below, as restored to its pristine state: 

 
Ill.19-128  The Nebra Planisphere as restored – Halle Museum, Germany 
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The disc appears originally to have been sewn onto a skin or cloth base using the circle of holes all the way 

round:  the two semi-circles opposite each other picked out in gold on opposite rims each take up 11 holes 

each (c.f. the same crescent on the Malaysian eight-fold zodiac of Ill.19-90 which stretches between 

Capricorn, Aquarius and Pisces). The third semi-circle at the bottom, more boat-shaped, seems to have a 

different significance, its ends pointing to and linking Sun and Moon. It is difficult to see any particular 

patterns to the stars and thence to identify any particular constellations but early commentary by curators 

and academics all mention the 7-star rosette between the Sun and Moon as representing the Pleiades. The 

consensus is that the instrument must have been used to gauge the start of the Spring Equinox and whether 

there was a need for intercalation according to the method of how far the Moon was from the Pleiades (see 

Chapter 22). The boat shape at the bottom of the Nebra Planishere must therefore also refer to the region of 

the sky running between. 

As we have seen from Sky Anchor 6, finding the Spring Equinox day from the Sun’s Solstitial positions would 

have involved tracking the rising Sun’s position during the year, and working out the day it would rise on the 

median equinoctial line. The observation of the Moon and Sun against the Pleiades or other marker star 

would then bring the Tropical Year in line with the Siderial Year (or in other words the Lunar with the Solar 

Year). The burial site of the hoard that included the portable planisphere points to such astronomical 

preoccupations at Nebra (similar to Stonehenge’s function in Britain as a Neolithic Observatory two millennia 

earlier) since it was in a tomb on Mittelberg Hill, clearly a raised Bronze Age observatory of similar purpose 

to a ziggurat. The usability of the planisphere seems linked to the layout of the site, especially since even 

today the Sun’s extreme positions are visible against mountain tops and other landmarks that encircle it: 

 
Ill.19-129  Reconstruction of the Solstitial colure extremes observable with the planisphere 

from Mittelberg Hill - from the Nebra website 

The crossed lines on Section 0 of Astrolabe K (the left-most sector in the rendition below) were interpreted 

by Sayce and Bosanquet193 as precisely showing the geometry of the same procedure, reading each end of 

                                                 
193

 Ibid. 
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the X as representing the extreme Solstice positions of the Sun - and the hollow-headed arrow running 

through the crossing point of the X as both running to the Polar Centre and indicating the Equinoctial line to 

Capella at the zenith. 

But keep in mind the possibility that it may be doubling up as the four corner stars of Orion, displaced from 

its correct position between Gemini and Taurus opposite, which would explain why Orion’s name, Sibzianna, 

runs along the line between them in Section 3 (see below)! 

 

Ill.19-130  Note the long X on its side bisected by an arrow pointing to the centre of Astrolabe K8538 –  as 
published in Sayce & Bosanquet (1880). It is the repetitive syllables down the partition lines of the sectors which 

have led to the supposition that this instrument also had divinatory and mantraic dimensions  

On the Nebra planisphere the sweep of the Sun’s extreme rising and setting positions is expressed as the two 

large gold borders of the planisphere lying opposite each other - see the annotated planisphere below. It is 

difficult to tell whether or not the gold dots (especially the rosette) represent an accurate map of specific 

stars - on close inspection there are 32. One suggestion is that it makes sense for the instrument to be a tally 

whereby after 33 lunar years, 32 solar years would have exactly passed (see Chapter 22).  
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Ill.19-131  The Nebra Planisphere, an instrument to measure the Solstices, and thereby the Spring Equinox, 
double-checked by the position of the Moon in relation to the Pleiades (I do not read the bottom arc as a Sun ship)   

Back to the interpretation of the cluster of 7 stars as the Pleiades: remember that under Icon A we discussed 

its Chinese, Mongolian and Japanese representations as an open rectangle with straight or angular end (the 

convention followed on cylinder seals and even in some Sky at Night charts today). But when artistic licence 

is in play, as we have seen in variations of the Seven-star group on cylinder seals there seems to have been a 

counter-tradition in countries to the South and West to depict them as a rosette (examples can be found 

going far back in history to Susa) - as also on popular star maps in the West today. If not mere coincidence, 

the fact that there are 39/40 small holes all the way round the outside of the ring suggest that, whilst they 

had a practical function for sewing it onto the breast of an astronomer or chieftain’s tunic, this key number 

could also have also been used to count the days of a Venus disappearance or retrogression (see our 

discussion of the key features of the Venus cycle in Sky Anchor 5). 

It means both Astrolabe K and the Nebra planisphere could have been used as templates held up to the stars 

at roughly the right season of the year - as we do today with our plastic planispheres - to assess the extent of 

shortfall of the solar cycle against sidereal time (Sky Anchor 6) and thence the need for an intercalary 

month (or not). Overall the likely function of the Nebra Planisphere enhances the likely indications 

(expressed differently) for Astrolabe K’s use. After this diversion we finally get back to it, since after 

contrasting only one section with the Nebra Planisphere, all the other diagrams and written information on it 

remain to be dealt with. 
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THE PROBLEM OF TRANSLATING AND IDENTIFYING THE STAR NAMES GIVEN ON ASTROLABE K 

Although in Haleem 2008
194

 we painstakingly, one by one, established the main star zones covered by 

Astrolabe K (Ill.19-85), from the very outset we encountered the problem of translating some of the 

cuneiform star names on it – and it is the same for other surviving original texts we turn to for backup. 

Although not our main task to solve star terminology for the whole of Mesopotamian astronomy, we had to 

allow ourselves to be diverted to solve some of these translation problems in our pursuit to indentify those 

stars relating to the Orion domain, the Four Quarters of the sky (Sky Anchor 9), the Polar Axis, the Ecliptic 

and key star-lines across the sky (Sky Anchor 4), just in order to deal with its iconography. I was not happy 

with the way many interpretations were simply repeated mistakes remaining unchallenged by the next 

generation of scholars, especially since so much new material has been discovered during the twentieth 

century: hence my assertion at the very beginning of this chapter that the whole subject and its stages of 

development needs to be rewritten by those well-versed in naked-eye astronomy and its issues. In the end, 

our method must be to gain guidance from repeated matching with our primary document - the Sky itself. 

Even when the texts in front of us are the comparatively recent Babylonian, Assyrian or even Old Babylonian 

texts, they are themselves very often copied from much earlier material going back to 4-3M Susa and Sumer 

at the dawn of systematic astronomy (as, for instance, on the two Seleucid tablets we have referred to so 

often where the scribe writes on one of them that they are copies of earlier material) - and it is significant 

in itself that the Assyrians and Babylonians continued to use the Sumerian names for most stars. The 

Boghazhkoi Star List itself dates to the mid-2M and we have seen that the Venus Tablet of Ammisaduqqa is 

firmly datable to the mid 2M. It is not only mastering the correlation between the same star name in 

different languages that is difficult, but also coping with slight shifts in application over the centuries from a 

word at first referring to one star, then later to the entire constellation containing it.  Hence in important 

instances we were not entirely sure which star or group of stars a name, even if translated, was meant to 

refer to, since scholars differ (all very plausibly) in their conclusions. The key example is the star or star 

group Mul Apin, which although having the straightforward meaning, Plough, is not applied by all scholars to 

Ursa Major. Instead they take the word Margidda (meaning Cart) as referring to Ursa Major (because of the 

association with the Wain, another European name for Ursa Major). Yet Margidda is not mentioned in texts 

very often compared to the importance of Ursa Major as a central constellation which one would think would 

feature often (and it does in visual imagery). This example lies at the crux of our difficulties in pinning down 

the nomenclature of relevant Mesopotamian star names on the planisphere: as Mul Apin and Iku/Dilgan are 

often mentioned in the texts, are the very first stars listed in the Mul Apin Star List, and appear in Section 1 

of Astrolabe K – yet are equated by the scholars with comparatively minor stars! This is why this particular 

chapter turned out to have a double purpose: not only to prove the existence of astronomical iconography on 

a handful of artefacts where it is obvious (the original aim), but also through visual imagery to explore some 

key problems in star nomenclature which by the end of the chapter should mostly be untangled. 
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 See Book 7A on www.cosmokrator.com . 
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In the comparatively new discipline of archaeoastronomy which includes the study of monuments such as 

stone circles or temples aligned to key astronomical phenomena
195

, the area of most difficulty relating to 

this activity in ancient Mesopotamia is deciphering the cuneiform documents on the subject. Earlier in this 

chapter we noted how different city temples would have been tasked with specialised planetary or stellar 

observation (Ill.19- 4) with one or two acting as ‘astronomy capitals’ to coordinate the work of the whole 

region into a practical calendar. Even for the comparatively late era of Babylonian naked-eye astronomy
196

 

this still means working out from the documentary records of these sites the reliable identification of star 

names which have antecedents written in Assyrian (1M BC), Akkadian (2M BC) or even Sumerian (3M BC). For 

our purposes we have to go through some tricky cross-referencing to glean reliable snippets of information 

before we can be sure of arriving at reliable translations for the particular star names given on the clay 

planisphere - especially those in the Sections of most concern to us, 1 and 0. Interestingly, as already 

mentioned at the outset, in Section 6 the name of the city of Aššur appears next to the outline of Virgo. 

Given there was an entire Age of Oblivion of Mesopotamian Astronomy that lasted 2,000 years since Roman 

times, to gain an idea of the confusion even specialists still labour under since the discipline was 

rediscovered in the 20C we drew up the large table already referred to earlier (Appendix X) contrasting the 

differing and contradictory translations of star names by modern scholars working over the past 150 years. 

For reading Astrolabe K more accurately, in the table below we have extracted from it the entries relevant 

to stars we believe are connected to or actually named on Astrolabe K (Ill.19-130). Unfortunately it is just 

our luck that although their sequence on sections of the disc closely matches that found on any star map 

(and setting it over a zodiac is of considerable help), most of the star names mentioned on the Astrolabe are 

just the ones that have still not been identified beyond reasonable doubt. One good thing in our favour is 

that the arrangement of the stars against the sky in relation to each other (despite Precession) has remained 

constant for the last six millennia, so that if we can be sure which the main stars are that are named in one 

or two key sectors of the clay planisphere, it is possible to deduce the likely identity of most of the others 

through plain sequencing by looking up at the sky as we see it today. That is why establishing the positions of 

Gemini and Virgo, whose outlines appear on the disc was such a key preliminary step. 

We need to go through this process because, although we have established the likely function of Astrolabe K, 

we need to be certain about the detail of the  information on it in order to be able to move on to Icons C, D 

and E!  Thus my method is to deliberately follow a step-by-step mode of argument, establishing a gradual 

sequence of footholds of certainty in order tobuild up to a cumulative result by the end - so the reader 

patiently following through each of its stages will stand to gain more insight if they are willing to follow in 

each step up the mountain! It was our section-by-section analysis in Haleem 2008 that proved the 

fruitfulness of matching the sequential pattern of the zodiac to solve the main content of Astrolabe K, since 

by the checks it provided, the task of reading the disc (even establishing the missing parts through Axis 

checks) became immeasurably easier. The next important foothold in the planisphere (see Ill.19-133) 

                                                 
195

 See Book 11, www.cosmokrator.com forthcoming. 
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 Francesca Rochberg in The Heavenly Writing (2004) points out, however, that by Neo-Babylonian times some texts betray the 
practice of simply going by what ought to be in the sky rather than looking to check! 
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STAR/STAR GROUP 
(Provisional identification) 

Sayce/Bosanquet DATE - 
rely on work of Brown DATE 

Weidner DATE - 
relies on work of 
Jeremias/ 
Gossman  DATE 
/Jensen DATE 

Barnett DATE 
/Parker DATE - 
rely on wk of 
Brown/Weidner 

Van der Waerde 
DATE n - relies 
on wk of 
Weidner DATE 

Reiner/ Pingree DATE 
(rely on work of 
Weidner DATE /van 
der Waerden DATE) 

Koch DATE (relies 
on work of 
Weidner DATE and 
van der Waerden) 
DATE 

 
 
LINE 
NO. 

Mul Iku/Dilgan/ Ašgan Capella (Goat/Storm Star 
of Death), Light 
Messenger 

Cetus + Aries Capella Pegasus + 
Andromeda 

Pegasus + 
Andromeda 

  

1 

Mul Apin (?URSA MAJOR) Capella Cassiopeia Ursa Major Triangulum Triangulum  2 

Margidda (AURIGA)   Auriga Ursa Major Ursa Major  3 

Sibitti (?URSA MAJOR)   Pleiades    4 

Lulim (DEER)    Cassiopeia  Cassiopeia  5 

Šugi(PERSEUS)    Cassiopeia  Cassiopeia  6 

Mul/Zappu (?PLEIADES)     Pleiades  7 

Gu-Anna (BULL of HEAVEN )     Aldebaran  8 

Gišlie (ALDEBARAN/Hyades)     Aldebaran+Hyades  9 

Tammuz (ORION) Capricorn (Kingu-Tiamat)      10 

Sibzianna (ORION) Arcturus Orion   Arcturus/ Bootes  11 

Šupa (ARCTURUS)       12 

Kaksidi (SIRIUS)       13 

Pan (PROCYON)       14 

Ur-Gula Leo Lioness (AfO IV) Leo Leo Leo Leo 15 

Ur-Maḫ (Šarru)  Leo Minor + Ursa Major Lion      16 

Absin (SPICA)       17 

Uga (CORVUS)  Raven     18 

Ill.19-132  Variant translations of key star names in Babylonian Astronomy 
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Ill.19-133  Astrolabe K8538 in black and white, as illustrated by Weidner 

then became clear from the information in Section 1 with the two pointers (see in the picture above, in 

the section adjoining Section 0), which actually names the first three items given on the principal Star List 

of Mesopotamia, Mul Apin (Ill.19-134) as follows:  MUL APIN – IKU/DILGAN
197

 – ANUNITUM/VENUS – though 

unfortunately the first two items are two of the stars/constellations whose translation is highly 

problematic! However, since these are the stars cited as the New Year stars (and planet), we know we are 

looking at the relevant sector of the Sky for that time of Year. There is again, though, a further problem: 

was the New Year point at the Spring Equinox – or the Winter Solstice! 

To understand the significance of this triad (we already know a great deal about Venus, but not the 

identity of the other two) we should take a quick overview of the contents of the Mul Apin star list - so 

essential a backbone to our understanding of Mesopotamian astronomy that we treat it as a further Sky 

Anchor. 
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 Alternative translation of the cuneiform for Dilgan is As-gar (Robert Brown PSBA 1893 P.324) - bear in mind the syllable 'Dil' is 
common to Dilgan and Dilbat/Venus. The name Dilgan in Babylonian, translated to Iku, referring to a square field of an acre. 
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SKY ANCHOR 7: THE FIRST TRIAD OF HEAVENLY BODIES OF THE YEAR 

The New Year Triad is given first on several star lists: on the Mul Apin version there is a mixture of both 

Astronomy and omen meanings. The best copy of this key cuneiform document is in the British Museum 

(Ill.19- 2). In Mesopotamia, observation of star positions gave the backdrop against which to observe the 

short-term time indicators – the planets. The main preoccupations of the Mespotamian astronomers that 

we obtain from reading both sides of the tablet were to measure and then forecast:  

o Solar cycle – Days/Years; 

o Lunar cycle – Weeks/Months; 

o Use of Venus cycle to integrate Solar and Lunar cycles. 

o Integration of other planetary cycles in relation to Lunar/Solar/Venusian cycles, thus 

o Observe movements of planets against stable backdrop of the stars in order to measure and then 

predict their timing, and 

o From all these to predict the start dateof the New Year, and thence 

o Extrapolate future dates for the start of the Four Seasons/Quarters of the Year at 

Solstices/Equinoxes. 

 

Ill.19-134  First column of text on the obverse of the BM Mul Apin Star List  (BM 86378) by Keeper L W King  

Although most copies of MUL APIN are 6C BC in date or later, its text incorporates observations made 

c.1200 (others argue that some material even goes back to 2300BC): certainly it is a compendium of 

centuries of observation resulting in an understanding of recurring patterns of planetary cycles against 
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stellar positions, their use in regulating the calendar and their weather effects. We can do no better here 

than give Hunger/Pingree's contents summary
198

: 

 

Section Tablet/Text section 
and line numbers 

SUBJECT Hunger/ Pingree 
start page number 

A I i 1     to ii 35 Catalogue of  Stars, beginning with Mul Apin 137 

B I ii 36  to iii 12 Dates of Heliacal Risings 139 

C I iii 13 to 33 Complementary Risings and Settings 140 

D I iii 34 to 48 Time Intervals between significant heliacal 
risings 

141 

E I iv 1   to 30 Ziqpu Stars at Midnight 141 

F I iv 3   to II I 8 Path of the Moon against the Stars 144 

G II i 9    to 24 First Intercalation Scheme 150 

H II i 25  to 37 & 68-71 Heliacal Risings and Wind Directions 152 

I II i 38  to 67 Planetary theory 146 

J II A 1   to ii 20 Second Intercalation Scheme 152 

K II ii 21  to 42 Shadow table 153 

L II ii 43  to iii 15 Water clock measurements 154 

M II iii 16  to iv 12 Omina 145 & 150 

 

Ill.19-135  Summary of the Mul Apin Star List Contents 

Clearly the Water Clock and Gnomon Shadow measurements are later additions, while the weather 

observations need not concern us. Along with the basic star list, the heliacal risings and ziqpu/night zenith 

or midnight stars with their timings are of greatest interest to us, and of key importance beyond these the 

simultaneous star risings and settings (see Sky Anchor 8), the descriptions of planetary behaviour and the 

two intercalation schemes on which the timing of the New Year Festival depended (our main theme for 

Chapter 22). In the final section dealing with sky phenomena as omens we see the rudimentary beginnings 

of astrology, but only implications for the fate of the king and the country were considered important. 

Mul Apin is a problematic document to deal with for this Sky Anchor - more useful for understanding Icon 

B are summaries in the form of three succinct listings of key stars and planets in triads for each month of 

the year – thought to be earlier than Mul Apin overall (a Neo-Assyrian compilation) and dating from the 

end of the 2M – but more developed than the Boghazhkoy Star List (Ill.19-41). Though it is thought these 

lists might have been laid out (next illustration) in circular form as planispheres, these lists were originally 

referred to as Astrolabes B, Z and P  - the text for Astrolabe P (the most complete) was first published by 

a British Museum Keeper
199

 and expressed in graphic form by A Schott
200

 (illustration below). This useful 

diagrammatic rendition was referred to by most scholars (including Weidner in HBA) and later specifically 
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 Hermann Hunger & David Pingree Mul Apin: an Astronomical Compendium in Cuneiform Horn, Austria 1989 – p.13 
199

 T G Pinches in The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1900, 573 
200

 In ZDMG LXXXVIII 1934, 302 
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discussed by B L van der Waerden in a seminal paper
201

 often used since for general guidance on its 

content, not only because clear and short – but also because it is in English! For this anchor, all we need 

to look at is Sector 1 highlighted in yellow, which names the sky bodies to look out for to mark Month 1: 

o Mul Apin in the Way of Enlil (north of the Ecliptic up to the Polar Region)  

o Dilbat/Venus in the Way of Anu (along the Signs on the Ecliptic) and  

o Dilgan/Iku in the Way of Ea (beneath the Ecliptic, to as low down as Sirius level) 

 

Ill.19-136  Arrangement on Astrolabe P of stars and planets in triads for each month of the year 

This triad we could in ancient Egyptian terms call ‘the Peg of the Year’ and characterises – on behalf of all 

the other triads - this highly important Sky Anchor. 

                                                                                                             END OF SKY ANCHOR 7 

It is the arrangement of names in sector I of Astrolabe P that makes it certain that, of the two pointers in 

Sector 1 of Astrolabe K, the Mul Apin triangle must be the Enlil group of stars nearest the centre, and the 

Dilgan/Iku triangle the Ea group pointing to its circumference (discussed further shortly). 

                                                 
201

 ‘Babylonian Astronomy II: The Thirty-Six Stars’ JNES VIII 1949, 6-26. 
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THE IDENTITY OF MUL APIN, THE SEVEN-STAR GROUP AND THE SECTION 1 POINTERS 

Considering the Peg of the Year triad appears - with further wording - in Section 1 of Astrolabe K, at last 

we can take further steps to study it – mostly in relation to the Mul Apin star. We can also quite quickly 

deal with the reason why Venus is put into that first triad - but will not be able to come to a final 

conclusion on the Dilgan/Iku component until we have looked at further clues contained in Icons C and D. 

Weidner’s case is that the label Mul Apin (translated as Star of the Foundation by Sayce & Bosanquet
202

), 

is written between the line connecting the two pointers in Section 1 of Planisphere K and a line of seven  

  
Ill.19-137  Section 1 of Icon B (Astrolabe K) from (L) Sayce & Bosanquet and (R) Weidner 

dots, and that the dots, though not arranged in the shape of a recognizable constellation, must represent 

stars, and that therefore Mul Apin must in some way be a seven-star group. Under the line of seven dots is 

a further phrase, ‘Leader of the Stars’ (the latter phrase literally translated by Sayce & Bosanquet as Bel 

(Lord) going before the star[s]’ – see positioning in Ill.19-137 above). But it looks just as logical to say that 

Dilgan is being referred to as the Star of Foundation, with both phrases belonging to the inner pointer, and 

that the line of seven dots and ‘Bel going before the stars’ refers to the pointer on the circumference (in 

the end, all the placings are so ambiguous that each item could be one way or the other)! The top pointer 

has a further 4 dots in it, and remembering the 10 or 11 dots highlighted on each side of the Nebra 

planisphere by crescents, it could even be something to do with logging intercalation days by the insertion 

of thin pegs into them since the disparity between Solar and Lunar years is 11 days (intervals between the 

years using an intercalated month are looked into in Chapter 22).  

A line of 7-8 stars has already been remarked upon in relation to the the Seti I star ceiling as possibly 

longer fork of Perseus plus either Capella or the Pleiades, but if not a constellation it could represent a 

line-up of stars. If the inner pointer indicates either the zenith or the Polar Centre, then the purpose of 

the outer pointer could be to mark the Vernal Point - in Assyrian times it would have been somewhere in 

Aries - rather than Taurus where it used to be (but letting Aldebaran go as the Spring fiducial point took 

centuries). Between them it is likely the pointers would indicate the 0 Meridian for the period, from 

which the right ascension of all other stars could be counted. To be thorough, and eliminate them from 

our enquiries, if that line of seven dots is nothing to do with a particular star or constellation but an 

orientational line-up of stars we should look for any prominent lines of seven stars bridging constellations 
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 Remembering that ‘Apin’ translates literally as ‘Plough’, this is at first misleading since the old Sumerian 8-fold zodiac has ‘Te’ 
(Taurus) as the Foundation – yet if Mul Apin turns out to be Aldebaran - as discusedunder Icon E - they are not far off after all! 
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ending in star triangles. We consider the possibilities below, but since they are so bound up with the 

centre of the planisphere itself we must first introduce the question of what that centre must be. 

CENTRE POINT AND POINTERS ON ASTROLABE K 

Although we have identified different combinations of very bright orientation lines of stars, we actually do 

not know what time of night the planisphere is made for, though it would make most sense to be at 

midnight when the ziqpu stars can be established (for instance, Baity (1973 p.414) quotes several writers 

‘as stating that a culmination of stars in the Pleiades at midnight was an occasion for a service of great 

solemnity among Peruvians’). We will note under Icon D the importance of the ziqpu stars, not just for 

telling the time, but also for monitoring Precession without the Sun.  

In their discussion of Section 1 of Astrolabe K, Sayce & Bosanquet believe the central point on the 

planisphere to be the position in the evening on the horizon at the Spring Equinox of Capella/Dilgan as it 

rises to mark the New Year – in other words, that Capella’s rising not only lines up with the the Vernal 

Point (Ill.19-46), but that the centre of the astrolabe marks the position of Capella at the zenith, but we 

should look at the alternatives. 

 is the cuneiform sign for the Sky God Anu, expressing not only the centre of the sky, but also the 

eight directions of the sky crossing at its centre. There is the same number of divisions on Astrolabe K, and 

pointers on it imply it is a tool that helps, among other things, to locate the centre of the sky by an 

alignment between key star groups. We cannot necessarily take it for granted that where the divisional 

lines cross must mark the Polar Centre, for it could just as well be the zenith point at a particular season 

of the year - or a particularly bright star not even at the zenith - for all options of which there are several 

candidates. Given what we know already about which stars are represented in each section (Ill.19-80), we 

can run through the possibilities for the Centrepoint in relation to the pointers to it. 

To get our bearings we take as our starting point Sayce and Bosanquet’s overall statement pointing out the 

obvious - that ‘the planisphere has strongly the appearance of referring primarily to the zenith as centre, 

and horizon as circumference….. and we shall continue to assume that the E-W diameter of the 

planisphere represents the ecliptic, the centre being the Summer Solstice’ (but this implies Leo is at the 

centre – dealt with further below!). The reference to the Summer, rather than Winter, Solstice should not 

throw us, since we know that by establishing the Winter Solstice stars, the Summer Solstice can be fixed 

ahead of time - the star diagrams we give for twilight/night at the Winter Solstice are the same stars that 

would be seen at dawn for the Summer Solstice –tying in with the usual practice that it was the heliacal 

risings of the Sun against the stars that decided the Vernal Point and the criterion for calculating the 

succession of World Eras (Ill.19- 3) as that point slipped back.  

We now run through the more obvious pointer possibilities, and which centre they are likely to relate to. 

A:  INNER POINTER CEPHEUS, POINTING AT THE POLAR CENTRE 

From our knowledge of Icon A we are already aware, in mythological terms, of Cassiopeia’s location in 

relation to her husband, Cepheus (not Cetus as wrongly labelled in the next illustration) on one side, and 
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her son Perseus on the other, and this star chain can be expressed in terms of a star line connecting two 

pointers running between Cepheus and Aries (compare with Ill.19-51 and related images for Icon A).  

Today in the March night sky at 10.00 p.m. a strong line of seven bright stars strings out between Cepheus 

in the Polar region, across Cassiopeia’s W-shape, down through Mirfak and Al-Gol in Perseus to the Vernal 

Pointer in Aries itself (which consists only of two stars). The top triangle of Cepheus creates a pointer 

looking inwards to the Pole/Ursa Minor (which could explain the four dots inside the inner pointer) while 

Hamal in Aries with Triangulum makes a second, downward facing triangle (a knife blade, even), credibly 

indicating the Vernal Point on the horizon. For some reason scholars such as Van der Waerden (ibid.) 

equate Triangulum with Mul Apin and a plough-share outline but this seems too contrived a fit. 

  

Ill.19-138  Cassiopeia in relation to her husband, Cepheus and to Perseus her son, with credible pointers formed 
by Cepheus and Aries (left); compared to a wider-view starmap in the same horizontal perspective (right) 

 

B:  INNER POINTER CENTRED ON PERSEUS-ANDROMEDA 

If we extend our view down another obvious chain of seven stars running through Al-Gol/the Gorgon in 

Perseus further to the east than its connection to Aries – its significance as already discussed under Icon A  

 

Ill.19-139  Perseus and Andromeda, Pegasus and the Gorgon – 6C metope from Selinunte, Sicily  
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- we arrive at the constellation of the maiden Andromeda (Anunet) falling headlong down to the horizon, 

with the last of her stars forming the top corner of the Square of Pegasus (seen clearly in the right-hand 

map above) – and of course it is the word Anunet/Anunitum that is written on the circumference of 

Section 1 (translated by Sayce and Bosanquet as Venus, rather than Andromeda). The association of these 

constellations with each other in the myth of Perseus and Andromeda was often depicted in 7-6C BC 

archaic Greek temple sculpture, as above – roughly the period of the plaisphere. Later embellishments to 

the story added the hero Chrysaor, born from Pegasus - and Bellerophon (a persona of Perseus) who rides 

Pegasus to rescue Andromeda from the jaws of Cetus the sea monster lurking beneath Pisces with open 

jaws, waiting to swallow Andromeda. Koch (ibid.) saw stars of Andromeda and Pegasus forming the upper 

pointer in Section 1 (conventionally interpreting Iku as the three stars of Pegasus) with the V-shape 

created by Pisces as the pointer on the circumference (see the right section of his star map below). 

Understandable from the ambiguity we have seen in the arrangement of Section 1, he assigns that upper 

pointer to Dilgan, and the lower pointer to Mul Apin: from our analysis it should be the other way round, 

since Mul Apin is described as a Way of Enlil star (i.e. in the circumpolar star domain) and Dilgan in the 

Way of Anu in the Ecliptic zone. In relation to Pisces, the upper pointer is far more likely to be stars 

around Perseus itself-as at A above - but I concede the lower pointer could be Pisces.  

 

Ill.19-140  Koch’s suggestions for the two pointers of Astrolabe K Section 1 as Andromeda-Pegasus above and 
Pisces below, east of the orientation line between Sirius and Betelgeuse on Orion further west 

This still leaves us with the problem of which line of stars, making up the dotted line, are the ones joining 

the pointers together. Looking at a star map of the zone there are several possibilities including the 

obvious solution of the chain of eight stars (only two of which are bright) making up the longer side of 

Perseus (see Ill.19-19, Ill.19-55 and Ill.19-60). Overall, reminding ourselves of Ill.19-83 and Ill.19-84, quite 

clearly there are two chains of stars leading up to the Polar region that successively marked the 0˚ 

meridian in the Ages of Taurus, then of Aries, one running up from Orion and the other along Perseus – a 

general point already made in our analysis of Icon A. 
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C: POINTERS AND LINES INVOLVING URSA MAJOR 

Although we might at first think it most obvious of all to take the Two Bears as contrasting pointers, both 

are above the Ecliptic. Yet we keep this possibility in mind for later after we have addressed their 

separate roles under Icon D, given the loophole in our reasoning that sometimes Ursa Major is so low down 

in the sky that it is in the general position of the Ecliptic constellations (as in Ill.19-58), leaving Ursa Minor 

to mark the Polar Region. 

But we could feasibly take Auriga, with Capella marking the upward pointer, balanced by Bootes on the 

other side of the line of seven stars of Ursa Major as the downward pointer with its bright point on 

Arcturus. One can also see a variation to that line of 7/8 stars (Ill.19-147) consisting of the arc of stars 

made up of Ursa Major’s tail going down past Arcturus to Spica: superimposing them over Section 1 in 

more diagrammatic form makes a not unreasonable match (Ill.19-141) also. Overal, the relationship 

between Bootes and Ursa Major is a centre-stage possibility, with Ursa Major as the line of seven stars 

alone, bridging the two high-status pointer stars, Arcturus and Capella, thus leaving the faint stars of 

Pisces or Cetus mentioned under B out of the equation altogether.  

Applying this to Section 1 of Icon B literally, does this mean Ursa Major is Mul Apin (the line) or different 

from Mul Apin (a pointer)? Since the side of Ursa Major’s square lines up directly with the Polar Centre, its 

inclusion in the line-along to Capella which then directly connects to Betelgeuse and Sirius is certainly 

integral to the process of locating the 0 meridian (see Ill.19-49).  

 

Ill.19-141 The seven stars of Ursa Major in relation to Arcturus, Capella and Aldebaran 

 

D: LEO AT THE ZENITH 

The sweep of stars from Spica and Arcturus up and along the tail of Ursa Major works as a chain starting at 

Leo as well, which in the Uruk Stance Catalogue B we suggested was the upcurled tail of the lioness on 
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3M artefacts using the Uruk Stance
203

, explaining why the tail was exaggerated. Interestingly, despite the 

Arabic etymology given to the name Dubhe of she-bear, its usual meaning of Tail, is given to the top 

outside star in Ursa Major’s pan, but as neither bears nor ploughs have tails it makes sense that this is a 

reference to its role as the lioness’ tail hovering over Leo (the Leo constellation itself does not have one). 

We therefore need to bring Leo into the picture and allow for the possibility that the centre of Icon B 

could be a zenith star rather than a Polar region star, as Sayce and Bosanquet would have it. This 

arrangement certainly corresponds to their positions on the star map below.  

This could be why the curled lioness tail has such significant symbolism in both Mesopotamia, Hatti and 

Egypt, as a staff of office or forming the embellishment of the headdress of both the Goddess Neith and 

the Pharaoh of Lower Egypt (Ill.19-101) maybe deliberately signalling both Lion and the Bull Leg, 

Meskhetiu (indeed it could refer to the other Ursa as we will discuss under Icons D and E). There is no 

doubt that in contexts like these the lioness was a cult animal linked in a variety of symbolic ways as chief 

factor in the keeping of the calendar, associated not only with Leo and the cardinal points of the year but 

of course also with Venus.  

 

Ill.19-142 Ursa Major as Leo’s tail 

Leo’s rise to the zenith at the Spring Equinox (see Ill.19-196, Ill.19-45 and Ill.19-22) which, Willy Hartner 

argues,
204

 took place at midnight c. 4000BC at the Summer Solstice at the same time as the stars of Taurus 

were setting on the horizon marking the New Year in his view completely explained the solar lion attack 

on the lunar bull (more in Chapter 22). This dramatic observation confirms Leo at the zenith as another 

credible candidate for the centrepoint of Astrolabe K: in fact the word Lugal/Regulus appears on it, near 

Virgo. If Leo is the centrepoint and Ursa Major the chain of seven stars leading to it, the lower pointer 

could even be Sirius. We wait to take this further under Icons D/E. 

E: BETELGEUZE [OR ALDEBARAN] AT THE CENTRE 

In Section 4 of Icon B is the unmistakeable outline of the constellation of Gemini with a line extending 

from one side towards the centre of the planisphere, as if confirming the centrepoint indicated by the 

                                                 
203

 Catalogue B, especially on the stone pots from Uruk 
204

 W.Hartner & R Ettinghausen ‘The Conquering Lion: The Life Cycle of a Symbol’ Oriens XVII 161-1964, expanded by W Hartner in 
‘The Earliest History of the Constellations in the Near East and the Motif of the Lion-Bull Combat’ JNES XXIV 1-16 1965 
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inner pointer in Section 1 (see Ill.19-80). There is no doubt that continuing a line down the lower side of 

the rectangle of Gemini will lead to Betelgeuze, but if slightly curved (as it is in Section 4) it could just as 

well be intended to point at Aldebaran (see next illustration). 

S&B identify the ‘Star of Gula’ mentioned in Section 0 of the planisphere with α Orionis/Betelgeuze, 

opposite Aquarius. There is no doubt that Betelgeuze is a strong candidate for the central point of the 

planisphere, but there is the problem of whether the rest of Orion is represented by any of the diagrams 

on the clay planisphere, or just Betelgeuze at the centre, corresponding to Orion's raised shoulder. We 

know Sayce & Bosanquet interpret the large X on its side in Section 0 as a diagrammatic representation of 

the extreme solstitial positions of the Sun, but we have already mentioned that it could also double as the 

four corners to the Orion rectangle (out of position in the zodiac sequence of the planisphere because a 

lower paranatellon to Gemini and Taurus and strictly speaking off the planisphere). Already, earier in the 

chapter, we saw how the first magnitude stars immediately either side of the Milky Way very strikingly 

seem to circle round the figure of Orion in a broken hexagon centred on Betelgeuze in Orion, with the 

Pleiades as an outflier over Taurus sometimes seen as Perseus’s foot on his outstretched leg:  

 

Ill.19-143  Gemini lies in the hexagon of the Duat stars centred on Betelgeuze (Orion’s raised shoulder), though 
the curved pointer from Gemini on Icon B appears to point at Aldebaran, the brightest star in the Taurus V  

A month later at the same time of the night the March sky looking north throws up new alignments which 

have strong matches with other aspects of the planisphere, especially in the alignment of the Great Bear 

to Bootes that strongly echo the pointers of Section 1 and the neighbouring Orion references of Section 0.  

Now Orion, Gemini, Auriga and Taurus have swung round nearly a quarter of the sky: 
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Ill.19-144  The Orion (top left) – Ursa Major – Bootes diameter in March 

On the clay planisphere Sections 0 and 1 are next to each other, but in the sky Orion, Ursa Major and 

Arcturus form a diameter crossing the entire sky across the zenith point in March. Could it really be 

possible that either Betelgeuze or Aldebaran is the centre of the planisphere when so low down in the sky? 

We suspend judgement to look at our last candidate, perhaps the most obvious - Capella, favoured by 

Sayce and Bosanquet. 

F:  INNER POINTER CENTRED ON THE POLE, WITH  CAPELLA  AT THE ZENITH 

As I delve more into possible alternatives I still keep coming back to Sayce and Bosanquet’s reliable 

knowledge of astronomy, and their calculation of the centre point of Astrolabe K as Capella at the zenith 

(bottom map below) at the Winter Solstice (Capella in Auriga is dealt with as a pointer in B above). The 

Northern Hemisphere Winter star map shows that the Polar zone of the sky at midnight is indicated by 

Ursa Major’s cup pointing upwards, with its tail at 90º to the horizon and its open side opposite the five-

star group of Cassiopeia directly across the Polar Centre (top map below) whilst Arcturus in Bootes 

beneath (paranatellon for Virgo) points down to the horizon (also featuring in B above). At this hour all 

the familiar stars of the Duat appear in the other half of the sky (lower map below) with Orion in 

particular the herald of Winter. Indeed, this is more or less the ellipse of sky covered by Astrolabe K 

(allowing for Virgo being just off picture, not drawn in at the join on this version of the map - and the 

displaced insertion of Orion). 

Brown points out that both Arcturus and Spica in Virgo below it (but more especially the former – see 

Ill.19-147) are named by Suidas as Al-Simāk – ‘The Prop of Heaven’ - or even more appropriately 
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‘Guardian of the Prop of Heaven’ – though he then warns that one has to consider the interchangeability 

of Arcturus/Bootes with Orion as the Prop of Heaven, Herdsman of the Stars (seen as cattle) or Shepherd 

of the planets (the old, straying sheep), all familiar background concepts of the earliest Mesopotamian 

astronomy. If read as Guardians, then Ursa Major must be the actual Prop of Heaven, aligning as it does 

with either Bootes or Orion in visually dramatic form. The relation of Spica in Virgo (whose outline appears 

 

Ill.19-145  Stars in Winter Night Sky with Ursa Major and Bootes as pointers 

 

Ill.19-146  Stars in the other half of the Winter Night Sky with Capella at zenith over the Duat Zone stars  

on Astrolabe K along with mentions of Crow, Krater and Leo) to the double pointer of Arcturus and Ursa 

Major is seen below, showing how clearly Ursa Major serves as paranatellon (see Sky Anchor 11) to both 

Virgo and Leo, with Arcturus between providing stepping stones to Spica and the fainter stars of Virgo. 
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Ill.19-147  Ursa Major at the top in relation to Virgo and Leo in May – note the arc created by Spica (on the 

Ecliptic),-Arcturus to the tail of Ursa Major - possibly the ‘Prop of Heaven’ itself 

In their three papers on Babylonian astronomy Sayce & Bosanquet keep referring to the outstanding 

orientation between Auriga and Orion across the Milky Way, notably the line between Betelgeuze and 

Capella, the Nanny Goat  - see their own illustration (our Ill.19-46), and how it looks on an actual star map 

(next illustration). Even Canopus lower down and Vega on the opposite side of the sky can be drawn into 

this line (bear in mind the importance of Vega for the naked-eye astronomers of the Pacific and in the 

Bogazhkoy Star List).  

 

Ill.19-148  Star alignments along the Milky Way 
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Šugi (Perseus, whose principal star is Al-Gol) is often mentioned in association with the stars of Auriga 

which consists of 7/8 stars including Capella. Indeed, Capella (which Sayce & Bosanquet equate to Mul 

Apin) was known in Babylon as the ‘Star of the New Year’, but this may refer to its marking the 0 

meridian line, rather than its importance as the centre point of our clay disc. Just to confuse our 

judgement Weidner interprets Šugi as Auriga rather than Perseus, differing with both Kugler and Bezold 

who assign Šugi to Perseus and Gam/Iku to Auriga!   

If the centre point of the planisphere is a star, Capella has it over Betelgeuze in being closer to the polar 

centre of the sky. But if we are looking lower down the sky, the centre of the planisphere could for 

different good reasons just as well be Regulus or Aldebaran because they are on the Ecliptic and mark the 

solstitial and equinoctial axes. All four candidates deserve serious attention. In conclusion, all the 

alternatives for the pointers in Section 1 – and the centrepoint of the entire planisphere - hover around 

the same lines or groups of stars in different combinations and it is difficult to decide with complete 

certainty which pair the maker of Astrolabe K had in mind until we have looked further at Icons C-E and 

worked out more clearly the identity of Mul Apin and Dilgan.  

Now we move on to why Anunitum – whether Venus or Andromeda - is named in Section 1 along with the 

two pointers labelled Mul Apin/Te and Dilgan/Iku. 

VENUS’ INCLUSION IN THE NEW YEAR TRIAD 

Not only is Venus/Ištar herself named on the planisphere twice (one of them being the remains of the 

word Dil-bat on the circumference of Section 0), but also in Section 1 possibly under the name of Anunet, 

named by scholars as the upper arm of Pisces when actually it is the name of Andromeda higher up. There 

is no doubt that whilst Dilbat is the Akkadian name for Venus on earlier documents, on the circumference 

of Section 1 of Astrolabe K the word Anunet which appears instead can often refer to Venus. In Muss-

Arnolt (1892) which describes the names of the Assyro-Babylonian Months and their ruling planets, he 

reminds us (p.175) that for the month of Adar, the period when a supplementary intercalary month, Ve-

Adar might need to be added, the regent of this intercalary month was the god Ashur, whose consort was 

Belat (Ishtar of Nineveh): ‘She was of far greater importance in Assyria than in Babylonia: [and] was the 

representative of the Babylonian Anunet, especially as Ishtar of Arbela’205. Bearing in mind that on 

Astrolabe P (Ill.19-136) Venus is mentioned as the third feature of the first triad along with Mul Apin and 

Iku/Dilgan, and given Venus is exalted in the Pisces () region of the sky just under Andromeda, we feel 

Sayce & Bosanquet had good reason to translate the word Anunet on Astrolabe K as Venus, perhaps from 

looking at this very lineup of heavenly bodies on the cuneiform documents. Muss-Arnolt also nicely points 

out that the tradition of two fish in Pisces could derive from the one or two-month nature of Adar, and 

why Anunitum came to be translated as one arm of the constellation Pisces instead of as referring to 

Venus exalted in Pisces (on Astrolabe K’s circumference covering the end of Section 1/start of Section 2).  

                                                 
205

 We have to remember that Ishtar can also refer to Sirius, within the intercalary zone – hence the dual allusion to Venus. 
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Ill.19-149  Suhail in relation to the Duat zone – see Kunitzsch & Ullmann
206

. Note the outline of Gemini used for 
orientation, as in Icon B: comparing with this map it means the curved pointer from Gemini leading to the 

centre of Icon B must point to Capella, Aldebaran or the Pleiades 

Venus’ inclusion in the first triad of names on Astrolabe P, and followed in Icon B (we leave open the 

ambiguity of her presence in either Section 0 or 1) points to the strong probability that the Venusian 

synodic and/or longer sidereal cycles were being counted from that region of the sky precisely at the 0˚ 

meridian where Mul Apin and Dilgan are placed (it would be obvious to use the New Year Duat Zone of the 

sky to do that). In his paper for the Weidner Festschrift, ‘Venus Phenomena in Enūma Anu Enlil’ David 

Pingree describes how in Group A observation texts Venus is described in association with only six 

constellations, all near each other in the same zone of the sky - some of them mentioned on the 

planisphere: Mul Mul in Taurus; Sibzianna (Orion); Margidda (identity not certain); Sudun [said either to be 

Boötes, or Jupiter]; Ašgan (?alternative names for Perseus and/or Dilgan) and the star of Eridu/Nun - 

possibly Canopus (Suhail for the Arabs). Suhail is very low, not often seen above the horizon but in the 

Arab tradition fits into the very bottom of the the Duat region under Sirius, Gemini and Orion (above). 

Pingree goes on to describe how in Group F Venus observation texts, eight more stars are named in 

association with Venus behavior:  these are Absin (Virgo); Mul-Apin (identity still to be established); and 

Ku (Aries); then Maštabba (Gemini) at right-angles to it; and probably the four cardinal directions (Sky 

Anchor 9) of Urgula (Leo); Enmešarra (not definitively identified - presumably on the Aquarius axis 
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 Die Pleiaden in den Vergleichen der Arabischen Dichtung Munich 1992 
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opposite); Gu-Anna (Taurus) and Girtab (Scorpio). All these make sense as key points to place Venus 

behavior against: certainly, Leo and Taurus labels are written on the planisphere in Sections 5 and 3. 

Overall, we should still keep in mind that Anunet on the planisphere still might literally refer to 

Andromeda – in which case the stars forming pointers under subheadings B or E are being specified. 

ASTROLABE K AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MUL APIN TRIAD 

That Venus should be mentioned in the same breath as stars in the Duat zone used for calculating the start 

of the Year points to a key function of Astrolabe K. Working through the literature on the planisphere we 

come to the conclusion that its eight-fold compartmentalisation could be linked not so much to Venus’ 

pentagrammic behaviour - spelt out in Sky Anchor 5 - as to the more implicit octagrammic patterns just 

demonstrated above – from which it emerges that Venus also stands for the whole sky because of the 

importance of her cycle in relation to the solar cycle. Thus it is entirely appropriate that Venus should 

feature at the very starting point of the calendar, since Anunet is also named in the earliest form of the 

Pantheon as the female counterpart of Anu (referring either to the whole sky, or to the Ecliptic), so to 

translate the word Anunet as the upper wing of Pisces instead, as most modern scholars do, has the high 

probability of being a devolved mistake. With Anunet accounted for, this leaves Šimmah/Swallow, fully 

accounting for the whole outline of Pisces’ stars, which is indeed swallow-shaped. This in itself is a clue 

that the grouping of the Mul Apin triad goes back to an era when the Venus synodic period must have first 

been calculated from a very precise starting point in the Pisces area of the sky, before the insertion of 

Aries as a separate zone (in the present era one Venus Pentagram point lies at 24  - Venus is 

traditionally exalted at 27  which I take to be the starting point for the counting of the initial synodic 

period. The approach of naming each planet in the company of their constellation of exaltation is seen in 

the placing of the planets on the two Seleucid clay tablets looked at earlier in this chapter, and as we 

described in Sky Anchor 2, all the other planets are also usually listed on Babylonian astrolabes or lists 

alongside the signs of their exaltation, whose pattern Weidner was enlightened enough to spot.  

The exaltation points could in fact be the starting points from which each planet’s synodic periods started 

to be measured. In Fagan and Weidner’s thinking, they could all have been set from a certain ‘Golden 

Year’ to mark for ever the ‘Prime Benchmark’ from which to keep tabs on all the planetary cycles in a 

more systematised calendar (see Chapter 22, Sky Anchor 12). But they could just as well have been set 

during a key period of synthesis in the practice of astronomy when both the domiciles and hypsomata of 

the planets were established as appropriate after many hundreds of years of observation of their behavior 

against the different sky zones (not yet even designated as Signs, but in the early 8-fold form - Ill.19-104). 

To have some notion at which period in time these exaltations were fixed, taking Venus as our sample we 

would have to take into account the grand Venus sidereal return of 1199 years (whose nature is fully 

described in Chapter 22). As a rough hypothesis I would take the start-point of counting grand Venus 

cycles to 3 sideral cycles back, to c.4000BC (which would explain the importance of Inanna/Venus in 
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temple cults in the 5-3M BC)
 207

. If this is too extreme, then taking it back 2 sidereal cycles, to c.2000BC, 

is safely within the bounds of certainty when we consider that the Tables of Venus of Ammisaduqa which 

predict Venus’ movements from centuries of past observation date back to the start of the Old Babylonian 

period in the first third of that new millennium.  

We have noted how dividing the sky into fifths or eighths can be accounted for by the nature of the cycle 

of Venus, and that the expansion of the Four-, Six- or Eight-fold sky into odd-numbered zones can often be 

explained by the accommodation of Sirius/Orion as an unofficial super-sign if needed (though we have 

shown also that they can usurp a ‘weakly represented’ Sign such as Cancer, which is what happens on 

Astrolabe K, if the X stands for Orion as well as the Sun’s Solstitial extremes). Unofficial only because they 

lie well below the ecliptic, Sirius/Orion - standing as they do down the then likely 0 meridian in the 

intercalary zone at the start of the New Year - were of capital importance as heralds of the Winter 

Solstice season. What could make more sense, at some point in the early history of the calendar (at the 

‘First Time’ as the Egyptians called it) than to start the measurement of all Venus cycles (short or very 

long-term) from that same starting line of distinctive stars? The canonical mention of Venus at the very 

head of the Mul Apin Star List with Mul Apin and Dilgan at the shifting edge of the intercalary zone 

suggests this was the reason for grouping them together. 

CONCLUSION: ASTROLABE K, AN INSTRUMENT TO GAUGE THE NEW YEAR PERIOD 

Our strongly backed-up argument is that Astrolabe K is a template showing the 8 divisions of the sky 

against which Venus successively weaves out its geometric web during its 8 x Earth-year cycle, up to the 

starting point of a new 8-year cycle at almost exactly the same place in the sky (hence it was reusable). 

Sections 2-7 cover the main star field round the Duat, visible at the New Year (as in Ill.19-49/Ill.19-60 and 

on the lower map Ill.19-58). Section 0 (Ill.19-133) has at its edge the remains of the name of Ishtar which 

could be taken as standing for Sirius, since her counterpart Tammuz/Orion, is God of the Year - and name 

of the month of the Summer Solstice, labelled along the the equinoctial arrow crossing the X shape made 

by the Sun’s Solstitial extremes. Underneath, Gula/Belet Matati, Lady of the Lands (one of the versions of 

Ishtar mentioned by Muss-Arnolt above) is named, signifying Aquarius, for the solstitial Leo-Aquarius Axis. 

Because Tammuz is named in this section I believe the X shape doubles as the outline of the four main 

stars marking the oblong of Orion (also sometimes called Tammuz) due to his central role in the Duat at 

the New Year, though for space reasons he has been placed almost opposite where he should be (between 

Gemini and Taurus on the other side). The triad of names used in Section 1 next to Section 0 is related to 

the start of the year too, this time in terms of the Vernal Point/New Year start, and indicating the start of 

a Venus cycle at the same juncture – when, we suppose, (signified by the two pointers) Iku is visible in the 

way of Ea lower down in the sky at the start of the New Year
208

 in the month of Iyyar/Nisan, lining up Mul 

Apin in the circumpolar region above. The other sections simply sketch in the other stars to be seen 

around the Duat zone at this time of year and, as just pointed out, covering a narrow ellipse of the sky. 
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 Best grasped in more succinct form in my paper described in Footnote 88. 
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 ‘the appearance at the beginning of the year of the star Iku’ – is cited in Enuma Anu Enlil, Iku/Dilgan being the patron star of 

Babylon. 
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Overall, I see Astrolabe K as an instrument used at Nineveh (or indeed Aššur) to check whether an 

intercalary month would be needed or not, by observing against given stars during the Winter Solstice the 

positions of Sun, Moon and Venus in relation to each other and whether a short-fall indicated the need for 

the inclusion of a thirteenth month. This comparatively primitive item could be seen as the ancestor of 

the Athenian anaphoric clock
209

 placed inside the ceiling of the octagonal Tower of the Winds of Athens 

c.100BC which turned once every 24 hours through the workings of an elaborate clepsydra and showed ‘all 

the stars and constellations from the north celestial pole as far south as the Tropic of Capricorn. Among 

these [was] a circle representing the ecliptic surrounded by the zodiacal constellations and pierced by a 

series of holes into which [could] be plugged a depiction of the sun at its proper place for the time of year 

– the plug being moved to the next hole every day or two… thus as the disc ma[de] its daily rotation the 

heavens [would] seem to the spectator to simulate their apparent diurnal motion… the anaphoric disc 

[was] therefore very similar in character to the well-known astrolabe
210

, and like an astrolabe it could be 

used to show the seasonal hours’
211

. Certainly I have no doubt that Astrolabe K was held up to the sky and 

matched against it in order to keep up with its changing aspect, and even (as Weidner suggests) that the 

holes in Section 1 could have held small pegs. 

Put differently, Astrolabe K is mostly a skymap showing Sirius/Orion framed by key constellations such as 

Gemini, Taurus and Virgo to provide the perimeters of the sky zone used for measuring the year start, to 

be held up against the sky as an orientation aid as we do our present-day plastic planispheres. But 

Sections 0 and 1 are adapated to highlight the Solar and Venusian calculation procedures to be borne in 

mind at the juncture of the Year’s starting and ending points, giving the star benchmarks for the 

calculation of those planetary cycles from the start line along Mul Apin, Dilgan and possibly Orion: a useful 

gadget providing rule-of-thumb orientation for control of the entire calendar.  

COROLLARY CONCLUSION: ASTROLABE K: AN INSTRUMENT MARKING THE VENUSIAN LONG COUNT MERIDIAN 

A further working hypothesis is also emerging - that Icon B is a Venusian instrument, to be used in relation 

to Venusian timings which dovetail not only with the four seasons and the solar and lunar cycles, but ALSO 

with her grander precessional cycle that (to be expected) dovetails with the much longer lunar, solar and 

Sirius precessional cycles – spelled out in Chapter 22. This is because it seems obvious that, when trying 

make a count of Venus’ precessional cycle, it would give clarity to do it against the four directions of the 

sky and the brightest stars relating to the Orion quadrant. Powell
212

 tells us that over hundreds of years 

the Venus synodic pentagram of inferior and superior conjunctions precesses backwards round the zodiac 

by 2 for every cycle, taking 750 synodic periods or 1199 solar years and 15 days (call it 2000 years) to 

make a complete sidereal return to exactly the same nodal points. Since we were most familiar with 

recent Venus behaviour in our own time by which to make comparisons, this is why we decided to 
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 Noble & de Solla Price ‘The Water Clock in the Tower of the Winds’ AJA LXXII 345-355/pls 111-118 
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 The correct word here, as for Icon B itself, would be planisphere, rather than astrolabe 
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 Noble & de Solla Price mention (p.352) the surviving fragment of one such a Roman anaphoric clock dial in the Salzburg Museum 
found at a Roman site near Salzburg (think also of the Nebra planisphere from centuries earlier, also from the Germanic world). 
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 Hermetic Astrology 1987 
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superimpose on Icon B the current inferior conjunction points (as in 2004 AD) in , , ,  and  at 72 

from each other, adding a second pentagon for the intermediate 36 points of an implicit ten-fold zodiac  

 

Ill.19-150  Astrolabe K8538, with Venus synodic/sidereal cycle pentagrams and modern zodiac superimposed 

(which happen also to mark the nodes of this planet’s behaviour during the 21st Millennium A.D - see next 

illustration). The matches are rough, and would need fine-tuning in terms of correcting to the latitude of 

Nineveh and in terms of colure curvature, but they give enough of a correspondence between major 

features to reveal confirmatory matches.  

We were gratified to find this was an effective way of gleaning and cross-checking factual matches, as 

well as gaining insights whereby to make sense of some of the more puzzling aspects of this instrument. By 

pursuing the exhaustive analysis of the information on the clay disc we had to keep in mind our ultimate 

goal of establishing credibility for the existence of an underlying astronomical foundation that is in a very 

precise way linked to the cycles of Venus - and Sun and Moon conjunctions with key stars in the sky - at 

the start of the New Year and the year’s half-way point – at both of which equinoctial seasons (Spring and 
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Autumn) elaborate festivals were celebrated
213

. Knowing that there is a repetition every 1215 or 2000 

years of all Venus movements in exactly the same order in the same parts of the sky over the entire 

zodiac, we could just as well have decide to highlight on Astrolabe K the pentagonal positions not just for 

for superior and inferior conjunction but also the Venus loops, or her greatest elongations West and East 

(see Sky Anchor 5), but it is the starting point for Venus long counts that appeared to me to be the most 

important to establish. 

Now having outlined our working hypothesis that Astrolabe K, due to its 8-fold partitioning, can in so many 

ways be explained by the nature of the Venus cycle in relation to Earth, we will now allow that theme to 

fall to the background for the moment while we attempt to come to grips in the next two Icons with the 

identity of the two partners of Venus named with her in the first triad (Sky Anchor 7). We have seen that, 

whilst the importance of Venus for the planisphere is easy to solve, it is Mul Apin and Iku/Dilgan that are 

harder to pin down with certainty (we have already given a sense of the several ambiguous possibilities). 

In Haleem 2008 (Book 7A), following the conventional authorities we assumed Mul Apin was Ursa Major and 

Dilgan the Square of Pegasus, but this was not at all proved beyond doubt, and new evidence requires we 

are rigorous in testing all candidates.  

These are two stars, or constellations, that are described as so distinctive that they mark the starting line 

of the year, yet reading the literature about them from past decades points to differing possibilities for 

their identity. The next artefact, Icon C, takes us back in time by another 500 years to an interesting 

fifteen-hundred-year-old precursor of aspects of the Mithraic iconostasis and of Icon B – since it is a bowl 

fashioned in an eight-fold arrangement of embossed star diagrams, this time without labels. However 

unusual features on it will enableus to inch forward in our enquiry. 
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 Done exhaustively in Chapter 22 and nearly summarised in Haleem 2013 (see Footnote 88) – for a section-by-section trawl of Icon 
B, read Book 7A on www.cosmokrator.com . 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF ARTEFACT C 

Though not strictly an observational aid like Icon B our next artefact - a metal bowl studded with stars within 

the framework of what will emerge as another Eight-fold zodiac - features Orion as the centrepiece (making 

it implicitly Nine-fold, like Icon B) and takes us at least one thousand years further back into the Ancient 

Near Eastern Canon’s history from the Roman Mithraic iconostases described under Icon A, and to at least 

500 years before the Neo-Assyrians who made Icon B.  

 

Ill.19-151  Interior of the Faroughi Bowl showing the starry sky: on the central vertical axis the Sun is at the top 
and the Moon opposite, below Orion in the central cartouche: an eight-pointed star fills the bowl, providing 

boundaries for individual constellations within the seeming chaos of all the other star-dots : from R D Barnett  

The bowl is described by R D Barnett
214

 as likely to be Phoenician (8-7C BC), even though it was found in the 

mountains of western Iran in Luristan. My own calculation is that the various Syro-Hittite features on it point 

to the much earlier date of at least 1200 BC for its manufacture (if not earlier) and likely to have been made 

in Syria. Barnett remarks that the Hittite word for Sky is ‘Cup’, and that we should regard the bowl as a kind 

of planisphere summarising key astronomical phenomena important for a local Levantine ruler’s calender.  

In order to analyse it, however, we should first consider another convention in Mesopotamian Astronomy, 

and that is the the fiducial (i.e. use of fixed benchmarks) through the use of axes of simultaneously rising 

and stars that line up from opposite sides of the sky. Aside from the long orientation star alignments right 

across the sky described in Sky Anchor 4, and the further significant chains of stars roughly centred around 

the Duat/intercalary zone in relation to the line of seven stars with pointers at each end that appear in 

Section 1 of Icon B, the use of star oppositions is a completely different tool. Under Icon A we mentioned 

how, as Perseus rises, Virgo’s head sets beneath the horizon (conversely, when all of Virgo has risen, 

Andromeda has sunk down as if into the sea), neatly expressed in the mnemonic myths of Perseus, the 

Gorgon and Andromeda). The axial approach will helps us identify the more unusual images on the bowl.
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 R D Barnett in ‘Homme Masqué ou Dieu-Ibex?’ Syria XLIII 1966, 269-76 
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SKY ANCHOR 8:  THE MESOPOTAMIAN USE OF STAR RISING –V- SETTING OPPOSITIONS 

To keep abreast of the progress of the year, the earliest professional astronomers not only noticed when 

stars rose: as a cross-check they noted the stars setting simultaneously opposite. There are many records of 

such observations (see the contents of the Mul Apin Star List itself under Sky Anchor 7, one set of which is 

tabulated in the next illustration).  

THE SCORPIO-TAURUS OPPOSITION 

The precise line running between Antares in Scorpio and Aldebaran in Taurus (Ill.19-153) in making an exact 

180 cutting line from one side of the sky to the other across the polar centre provided the groundline - or 

perennial benchmark - for ancient astronomers as their discipline evolved, which despite Precession never 

lost its importance (this accounts for the appearance of the Scorpion on so many 4-3M seals, I believe). This 

particular opposition is often mentioned in the star lists and conveniently provides the starting point for 

anchoring the content of the Faroughi Bowl/Icon C. 

One Mul Apin section listing star risings and settings throughout the passage of the year (as conventionally 

translated)
215

 actually starts with the Taurus-Scorpio opposition at the Spring Equinox at dawn - and then on 

the next line gives it in reverse for the Autumn Equinox at twlight! (Knowing the precision of the Antares-

Aldebaran opposition makes one want to translate Zappu as Aldebaran and Girtab as Antares!) 

RISES at Dawn SETS 

Zappu (?Pleiades) Girtab (Scorpio) 

Girtab (Scorpio) [Rise at Twilight] Zappu (?Pleiades) 

Guanna (Taurus) Šupa (Arcturus) 

Šitadallu (Orion) Pabilsag (Sagittarius) 

Kaksisa (Sirius), Muš (Hydra), Urgula (Leo) Gula (Aquarius), Mušen (Eagle) 

Ban (Bow), Lugal (Regulus) Uz  (Vega) 

Šupa (Spica) Iku (Square of Pegasus) 

Ninmaḫ (Virgo) Anunitum (Andromeda) 

Zibanitum (Libra), Ur-Idim (Mars) Entenabarḫum/(?guz) 

Kur-me Luḫunga (Hamal in Aries) 

Girtab (Scorpio), Ur-Ku Kur-me Nun-ki/Fom el-Hut, Zappu  

Gaba Girtab (Scorpio's breast) and Uz Kur-meš Šugi (Perseus), Sibazianna/Sitadallu (Orion) 

Pabilsag (Sagittarius), Zababa, DINGIR GUBBAmeš Kaksisa (Sirius), Ban (Bow), Gam 

Udkaduḫa (Panther/Cygnus), TI-mušen (Eru - Eagle) Maštabba (Gal-Gal & Tur-Tur) (Gemini) 

IKU (Pegasus), GULA, Lulim (Stag/Cassiopeia) URGULA, MUŠ, ENTENABARḪUM 

KU6, Šugi  ABSIN, URIDIM 

Ill.19-152  A star risings and settings list from MUL APIN – translation from Hunger & Pingree 
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 see Hunger & Pingree Mul Apin I iii 13-33 [we will later interpet Zappu differently). 
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Due to the shortening and lengthening of days, most star contrasts, apart from the equinoctial line of 

☍, which is six signs apart at 180º, have oppositions that are quincunx or trine to each other in arcs - 5 

or 4 signs apart - due to the contracting or expanding proportion of daylight to night between risings and 

settings as the days get longer or shorter over the year.  

Mul Apin in fact contains a mixture of lists – those of risings and settings that ought to happen, and lists of 

risings and settings that actually did happen, what Fotheringham
216

 explained as 'der Diskrepanz 

babylonischer Nachrichten zu Fixsternaufgangs- und Jaharespunktdaten zwischen Stellar- und Solarjahr zu 

unterscheiden'. The Assyrians and Babylonians drawing up Mul Apin, perhaps not yet having a formula for 

precession, yet at the same time not wanting to ditch tradition, put in it a mixture of information relating to 

a period around 1800 BC (Old Assyrian) which itself had relied on observations kept from the middle of the 

Third Millennium BC at the great observatories of Sumer at such cities as Ur, Fara, Nippur and Kish. In this 

regard Koch quotes from Papke's research, Die Keilschriftserie Mul-Apin that from now on astronomers were 

using 'eine andere Datierung der Serie als bisher, nämlich ins 3. Vorchr. Jahrtausend …' and as Weidner 

posited, even further back in time than that – for as Koch notes, no longer was the benchmark star taken to 

be Sirius (lying beneath Gemini, the dramatic herald for the Vernal Point in the Gemini-Sagittarian Age  

 
Ill.19-153  The 180˚ Aldebaran-Antares line - from Robert Powell Hermetic Astrology I 

(Ill.19- 3), but mulmul - Aldebaran, the brightest star in Taurus (not the Pleiades, as some translate - but we 

await confirmation from our analysis of Icon E). Looking at a table of the Babylonian calendar months and 

the days between 1 Nisan and 15 Dumuzu, the 35-day discrepancy is clear, and the need to acknowledge the 

New Year star-marker as now Aldebaran in Taurus - and not Sirius – is obvious in hindsight. In fact, the 

Taurus-Scorpio opposition is unique in its perennial accuracy (even though in later eras due to Precession its 
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coincidence with the Equinoctial Axis slipped out of date). Of all the possible star oppositions one could use 

to divide up the sky as a point of reference, this is the only one to cut the sky precisely into two halves of 

180 each, and crossing the Polar Centre into the bargain! The capital calendrical importance of the Scorpio-

Taurus opposition is further discussed by Sayce and Bosanquet
217

 in relation to an Akkadian astrolabe 

(planisphere) fragment in the British Museum
218

 below - which also helps throw a little more light on the  

 

Ill.19-154  Fragment of Akkadian astrolabe (BM Sm 162) 

identity of Mul Apin since the Akkadian name for the month of Scorpio in the left-hand compartment of the 

fragment is given as Marchesvan, present-day Heshvan (in Assyrian Araḫsamna), with a phrase underneath it 

saying ‘Kakkab‘Girtab, Apin-dua’ - ‘Antares, Opposite Apin’ (the authors equate Apin to the word 

‘Foundation’ - the word Te in the earliest star list (Ill.19-94) which is how they translated the word in 

Section 1 of Icon B too). If the astrolabe were complete this would mean the month Marchesvan is opposite 

the month of Iyyar, the month of the Bull from the second millennium, whose name in Akkadian is written 

‘Bull, the Leader’ or ‘Bull, the First’, commonly written by the ideograph for ‘Bull’ alone. It means Apin 

itself is somewhere close to (or is) something to do with-Taurus (see our final conclusion under Icon E). 

Given that even in the star lists there are separate words for the Hyades, Pleiades and Taurus overall, and 

remembering that in Ill.19-95  Jensen labels Taurus with the variant name of Alp - not so far off Apin if the l 

is dropped, we need to tease out what Sayce and Bosanquet were getting at from the cryptic texts 

concerning Apin - not only on BM Sm216 above but also Section 1 of Icon B - as steps towards the solution of 

what Apin really was.  

LEADER OF THE ZODIAC AT ONE END OF THE ☍♏  OR ☍ OPPOSITION 

They elicited from these and other meagre phrases that the path of the Sun round the Zodica - the Ecliptic - 

was to Mesopotamian astronomers identified with the Plough/Apin’s furrow, and hence with the Bull pulling 

it, whereas the planets other than the Sun were described as old sheep (lubat). Jupiter, for instance is lubat 

guttav, where guttav means furrow of the Sun. Thus lubat guttav would therefore translate in full as ‘old 

sheep of the furrow of heaven ploughed by the Bull’. Since the furrow could be alluded to by the sign for the 
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Bull which pulls the plough in the furrow – in other words by the Leader of the Zodiac, the ‘Bull of Heaven 

rising in the path of the Sun’ mentioned in the texts must refer to Taurus rising on the Ecliptic at the start of 

the Year to start a new round of the furrow, so fixed that it was seen as the very Foundation of the Sky along 

which the Sun travelled, as if on a fixed rail.  

The legacy of Mesopotamia in placing the Bull as Leader of the Zodiac is most clearly seen in the Phoenician 

alphabet where the bull head is the glyph for A, or ‘first’ letter of the alphabet. In contrast, the Egyptian 

hieroglyph for ‘first’ is indicated by the forepart of a lioness, as on this cartouche spelling out the name of 

the female Pharaoh Ḥatshepsūt, whose name means ‘Foremost of the Nobles’: 

 

Ill.19-155  Fragment Cartouche of Ḥatshepsut from her sarcophagus, Cairo Museum 

The difference probably simply arises from the fact that the New Year for Egypt began with the Sun in Leo at 

the Summer Solstice - rather than the Sun in Taurus at the Spring Equinox for Mesopotamia. The precedents 

for this glyph go back to Egypt’s Archaic period when the very first Pharaohs’ ivory and wooden labels 

attached to goods in their Abydos tombs have on them a formulaic sentence at the bottom that starts with 

the forepart of a lioness referring to the year of their reign and what they achieved during their supremacy, 

as for example on this very large wooden label that in the lines of hieroglyphs above refers to (i) the building 

of a temple to Neith at Sais in that year, (ii) the ritual running of the Apis Bull and (iii) a journey by boat  

either up the Nile or possibly further afield by sea (see also Ill.19-97): 

 

Ill.19-156  Fragment Wooden label of Hor-Aha – from Emery Archaic Egypt fig.12 

Indeed, during Egypt’s archaic period we sometimes see the entire lioness standing for the idea of ‘first/Ḥat’ 

as on the two fragments of a crystal vase from the Dynasty I tombs of Abydos that fit together to form the 

name Neb-Ḥat-Ankh (‘First Lord of Life’). By association the lioness comes to stand for ‘Start of the Year’, 

‘Summer Solstice’, ‘Ecliptic’, and finally ‘Time’ itself.  
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Ill.19-157  Fragment Cartouche of Neb-Ḥat-Ankh –joined fragments from a Archaic Period crystal vase, Abydos
219

 

All rituals have their origin in events of daily life such as the protection of herds and crops from predators, 

but these experiences were often then used symbolically. By analogy Time eats up days as the lioness eats 

sheep and oxen. The Uruk seal below shows a lioness being offered at a shrine - her paws have been cut off  

 

Ill.19-158: 4M sealing from Uruk showing the sacrifice of a lioness, her cut-off paws carried by an attendant 

And perhaps the claws were kept to make necklaces or the ‘nails’ used as counters to keep a tally of the 

days. Even this far back the lioness sacrifice at Uruk could have referred as much to Venus at the New Year 

as to the Sun Lion. Bones of lionesses and leopardesses were found buried at the east end of the White 

Temple on the Ziggurat of Anu at Uruk
220

 – a period contemporary to the mummified lionesses
221

 of Saqqara 

not far from where the Apis Bull was kept, close to the Mausoleum of his mummified Apis Bull ancestors.  

The Bull is therefore by association understood as representing the whole Year, with Scorpio opposite 

standing for the Autumn Equinox, but there is no doubt that in contrast the Ecliptic itself which is followed 

all the way round by the Sun, although visualised as ploughed by the Bull as Leader of the Zodiac, is more 

appropriately represented by the Lion, devourer of Time! The Seleucid tablet for Taurus (Ill.19-67) shows a 

small lion with curved back end - I believe representing the Ecliptic inside a disc - the Vernal Point on it 

stabbed at by the Perseus figure. The idea of the Ecliptic in the Mesopotamian imagination being as much 

connected with ‘Bull/Taurus’ as with ‘Sun/Lion’, and the possibility that Apin is Taurus - or separate stars 

within Taurus such as Aldebaran, the Hyades or the Pleiades - we should hold at the back of our minds until 

we can gain further clarification. In the meantime, what we have is a fundamental Lion-Bull linkage 
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 Lioness’ head crystal vase fragment found in the Tomb of Den and the rest of the cartouche on the second fragment in the tomb of 
Semerkhet - from W M Flinders Petrie  The Royal Tombs of the First Dynasty I 1900 viii, 4 and II 1901 vii,10. 
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supported by text and image that is not insignificant - to which we can add a known fact from the Seti I 

ceiling (Ill.19-35), that the back leg of the Bull of the Year was understood as Ursa Major/Meskhetiu – 

certainly in Egypt but unproved for Mesopotamia. 

Still in relation to the astrolabe fragment above, Sayce and Bosanquet conclude from the word used for the 

‘foundation’ star Apin that the month of Taurus the Bull, Nisan/Iyyar, was connected with the beginning of 

the yearly course of Sun through the Ecliptic in an era when as a marker it stood out as the starting point. As 

recorded in most Mesopotamian observational star lists that survive, while glittering Antares has been 

established without question as referred to by the word Aqrab - the Scorpion, this far into the chapter it is 

not absolutely clear yet how to allocate the names associated with Taurus to the different stars in or near it. 

Because of the precise opposition between Antares and Aldebaran in the Tauro-Scorpean era (4106-1946 BC), 

if the month of Iyyar on the opposite side of the now broken astrolabe was indeed given the label of Lynch-

Pin or ‘Foundation’ as Sayce and Bosanquet translate the word ‘Apin’’, it is confirmed by this fragment 

factually naming Marchesvan/Scorpio as ‘opposite to Apin’. So through the tool of Rising-Setting convention 

this Sky Anchor is characterising, we can also arrive at an interim conclusion about the rough location of Mul 

Apin as in or near Taurus.  

OTHER LEADING STAR  RISING AND SETTING AXES 

 

Ill.19-159  The Spica-Mirach line in relation to the Equinoctial and Solstitial lines: the latter running between Leo 
and Aquarius at 90º to the Aldebaran-Antares line and running up the side of the Plough. 
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The two hundred years or so during which the Sun rose or set against the two stars of Antares and Aldebaran 

at the equally spaced equinoxes would have offered a period of unparalleled exactitude in Sumerian 

astronomy and the two stars would have served as a benchmark from which to take a variety of other 

astronomical measurements for centuries afterwards. Hence the frequent appearance in the iconography of 

ancient near-eastern art of Scorpion and Bull allusions in conjunction with cosmic heroes such as Gilgamesh, 

Enkidu, Mithra, Perseus or Orion, from the Age of Taurus onwards and we have shown how this particular 

opposition was the linch-pin of the Mul Apin Star Risings and Settings section, referred to by astronomers to 

tell the time of year. 

We mentioned in Sky Anchor 4 one of the most important lines joining up bright stars - the Spica-Merach 

line between Virgo and Andromeda (see illustration above), starting from the tail of Hydra at the Raven up 

to Spica, running through the tail of Ursa Major through α Draconis (Thucban) - the polar centre of the era – 

crossing through Ursa Minor and Cassiopeia and ending at Merach (β Andromedae). This corresponds to the 

line in the Mul Apin risings and settings section just quoted in the table above which describes Nin-Maḫ 

(Spica) as rising when Merach in Andromeda sets, being a line (with Cassiopeia) of female constellations that 

ends in Cetus/Pisces, the sea-monster in the myth waiting to eat up Andromeda – a star-line we have already 

mentioned several times in relation to Icon B. In a further variation on our previous sky orientation line 

diagrams, below we have drawn that line in across the Antares-Aldebaran line
222

 to note their relation to 

each other. As well as crossing the polar centre it very usefully cuts the 90 angle between the Solstitial and 

Equinoctial lines by almost exactly 45 to mark the quarter seasons by making its own right-angle to the 

offcentre line between Altair-Cepheus-Sirius. Although we have already noted under Sky Anchor 1 how the 

Milky Way is itself a vertical sky divider with a series of distinctive stars lining up in or on either side of it, 

such as Sirius-Orion's Belt-Taurus; Sirius-Betelgeuze-Auriga, or Ursa Major-Cassiopeia-Lyra-Cygnus-Altair to 

Fom-al-Hut, only the latter also stretches from one side of the sky to the other. It is these extended star 

oppositions that make for the rough eight-fold carve-up of the sky into marker axes, giving the natural basis 

for the eight sectioned sky already seen on Astrolabe K - and featuring with differing emphases on Icon C. 

                                                                                                                END OF SKY ANCHOR 8 

Using the convention of star oppositions described in this Sky Anchor will help us see where to fit the 

Faroughi Bowl against the Sky. In one instance on the Faroughi Bowl we also see used the device of swapping 

opposites: we saw this on Icon B where the Cancer area of the sky inhabited by Sirius and the Bow Stars 

rising at dawn has been flipped over to the Capricorn region in Section 0 so that the labelling of 

Orion/Tammuz in Section 0 actually refers to his proper sky area in Section 3 opposite - maybe for design 

reasons or possibly to emphasise the entire solstitial colure. We have also shown how in some versions of 

signs such as Sagittarius (Ill.19-37) the dog-head of Sirius opposite appears on his shoulder, bringing our 

attention to the full Axis of opposition. 
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 Note also that because Orion comes below Taurus, the Antares-Orion opposition is also listed in the Mul Apin list – hence the myth 
of the Scorpion stinging Orion to explain how both the Pleiades and Orion sinks below the horizon as Antares rises – an image sustained 
in the Pacific tradition of the Gilbertese (Ill.19-42). 
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THE ICONOGRAPHY OF A 2M EIGHT/NINEFOLD ZODIAC: THE FAROUGHI BOWL 

The Faroughi Bowl‘s iconography reveals several features ancestral to the Mithraic reliefs, and was probably 

made 300 years later than the nine-fold Boghazhkoi zodiac (Ill.19-41 and Ill.19-84) discussed by Weidner 

(there is no précise archaeological context for it, other than ‘found in Luristan’). It is a privately owned 

bronze bowl decorated with an eightfold zodiac inside triangular petals, its ninth feature showing Orion 

framed in an embossed cartouche at the centre. As the photograph of it shows, the entire bowl is studded all 

over with a sea of stamped stars, making it difficult to discern the zodiac within it, so Barnett made the 

following drawing for easier reading, which we have numbered for section-by-section analysis shortly: 

 

Ill.19-160  Main elements of the Faroughi Bowl design
223

 

Orion, wearing a Pharaoh-derived Syro-Hittite crown contemporary to the period it was made, following the 

convention for divinities in Hittite art strides over an ibex or goat (Tammuz), with long sword or lance 

continuous with his arm along Orion’s belt. Surrounded by a zodiac of 8 constellations inside petals, he 

stands inside a cartouche with further stars round it (a not unsurprising Egyptianising feature for a Levantine 

bowl of the late Second Millennium). Our matching of the bowl to the zodiac will follow different keying-in-

points from our use of Gemini and Virgo to for Icon B, since what stands out on it are the familiar outlines of 

Taurus and Scorpio on the horizontal axis (just as described in Sky Anchor 8 above). This automatically 

means, with the Sun in Leo/Cancer at the top, at right-angles to it, faced at the bottom by 

Aquariuis/Capricorn (marked by the Moon) that the Four Cardinal Signs in the four main directions of North-

South and East-West stand out, due to the Sun-Moon opposition. By using the Cardinal Signs to give us an 

initial orientation on the bowl, we have pre-empted yet another Mesopotamian Sky Anchor that is a 

cornerstone of Mesopotamian cosmology and we really should stop to sum it up briefly before finally 

embarking on an itemized description of the rest of the bowl’s iconography - which in the quarter sections 

between the Four Quarters turns out not to be at all straightforward! 
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 R D Barnett Syria XLIII 1966 fig.3 p.270 and and pl.xxiv bottom 
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SKY ANCHOR 9:  SKY AS FOUR QUARTERS  

As already discussed in Sky Anchor 8, the Taurus-Scorpio line dividing the sky in exactly two halves is a firm 

benchmark from which by implication a right-angled cut to it establishes the Leo-Aquarius axis, dividing the 

sky into the classic four quarters (Ill.19-164). The single star markers originally involved are the so-called 

Royal Stars: Aldebaran in Taurus; Antares in Scorpio; Regulus in Leo and the brightest star opposite - 

probably the lower paranatellon Nun/Fom-el-Hut in the Aquarius/Pisces region. This quaternary of stars 

would be especially relevant in an era when sunrise or sunset at the extreme points of the four seasons took 

place when the Sun rose at dawn against Taurus/Guanna and Scorpio/Girtab at the Equinoxes, and the 

equally bright stars of Regulus on Leo/Lugal’s chest and Fom-el-Hut (Rikiš Nune) at Aquarius/Gula’s feet at 

the Solstices. Weidner realised Fom-el-Hut must be the star named Kha on some early lists
224

, differing from 

Kugler who saw Kha as the northern part of Pisces - but the consensus is for Fom-el-Hut as the fourth Royal 

Star.  

Going back to a consideration of the two halves of the sky (Sky Anchor 1) we saw the reason why the two 

constellations of Leo and Taurus dominate their respective halves, since Regulus in Leo and Aldebaran in 

Taurus stand almost on the Ecliptic, separated by exactly 90 of right ascension at 3 signs apart, therefore 

square to each other. These two stars were the precise helicial rising markers for the Sun’s position at the 

Summer Solstice and Spring Equinox respectively, at a crucial era of calendar development c. 4100BC. 

Moreover, at the Winter Solstice, this time in the middle of the night, Ursa Major (discussed fully under Icon 

D) stands at the zenith with Leo on one side and Taurus on the other (Ill.19-45). Because the Pleiades cluster 

is higher up in the sky than Aldebaran, and also closer to the Ecliptic from above it than Aldebaran is from 

below it, in the records it often usurps Aldebaran’s importance because it rises ahead of it in time, but the 

precision of the degrees of separation at 90 seals the primacy of Aldebaran as the true marker of a year’s 

quarter away from Regulus, temporarily ceding to the secondary importance of the Pleiades simply as its 

herald. This could explain why, where most constellations are only given one name, in Mesopotamia two or 

three names are listed for Taurus, one after the other (Mul Mul; Giš-lie and Gu-Anna) - unless one of them 

(Mul-Mul) refers to another constellation - and we will not unravel which is which until we get to icon E. 

The Four Quarters conveniently demarcated the Four Seasons and the Four Winds, as well as the Cardinal 

Points of North, South, East and West, so the first complexification of sky divisions from two halves (Sky 

Anchor 1) into Four Quarters was always a fundamental way of considering the sky both in relation to Earth 

geography and to the passage of the Year. The concept of the four quarters of the sky as mirrored by the 

four main regions of the land under it (Amurru, Akkad, Babylon and Sumer) continued in use under different 

guises throughout the region’s history. On a cosmological level the Kings of Sumer and Akkad wrote of 

themselves in public inscriptions as ‘Ruler of the Four Quarters’, a tradition implying world dominion - and 

perpetuated as late as Alexander. 

As far as the Four Quarters of the Year are concerned, the Mul Apin list (which for our chronology is a late 

star list) nonetheless (as we have already described) preserves information that probably comes from an 

earlier millennium (c.2000BC) which states the following dates for the start of each season which itself dates 
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 Weidner HBA 
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back even further to a time when each would originally have been marked on the first degree of each sign 

on the first day of the month by one of the Royal Stars
225

: 

SEASON CHANGE POINT DATE AND MONTH Original Star Marker at 0º 

SPRING EQUINOX NISAN 15 Aldebaran 

SUMMER SOLSTICE TAMMUZ 15 Regulus 

AUTUMN EQUINOX TISHRIT 15 Antares 

WINTER SOLSTICE TEBET 15 Fom el-Hut 

Ill.19-161  Start dates of the Four Seasons in the Mul Apin Star List as originally marked by the Four Royal Stars 

It means the actual starting point of this calendar would have been c.4500BC
226

 when the four cardinal 

points initiating the Four Seasons began on the 1st degree of each of these months. The dates given in the 

Mul Apin Star List are therefore a useful benchmark to bear in mind for the naming of the seasons and 

months a millennium or so earlier than 2000 BC - from which time, over the centuries, the months continued  

 

Ill.19-162  Slippage of the Cardinal Points - from Plunkett
227

  

to slip backwards until eventually at the turn of c. 2000BC the original months gave way to the signs/months 

next to them as the new starting points for the Four Seasons as the Solar colures inched backwards into the 
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 See also the Comparative Table of Months – Ill.19-120 
226

 Doing the math backwards from the current Jewish year 5773 and allowing for lunar year slippage of 1 year every 33 years in fact 
takes the start date of the Jewish Calendar to 4100BC in solar years –v- 4500BC in lunar years! This is a better explanation for the start 
of the calendar than The Year of the Creation of the World which my Jewish friends give me! 
227

 E Plunkett Ancient Calendars and Constellations London 1903 
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Aries-Libra and Capricorn-Cancer axes. We know, of course, that this happened again in the Christian era 

(c.4-1 BC) when the New Year start line (Vernal Point) finally reached Pisces. 

The picture above shows the situation as the colures of the four Royal Stars moved on into this grand cross of 

very precise stellar extremes around at the start of the Taurus-Scorpio axis, as the Sagittarius-Gemini 

equinoctial opposition on either side of the Milky Way slipped out of synchronisation with the Solar Year – a 

cross that had not so distinctively been marked by stars in all four directions before (though the Spica-

Merach line in the last degree of Virgo (see Sky Anchor 8/Ill.19-159).and the several bright stars in Gemini 

(including Castor & Pollux) had been strong enough to provide points de repères for establishing one square 

of the Four Quarters of the Proto-Urban era) which could be extended to the opposite horizons to mark the 

others. The two lines at right-angles to each other linking the Cardinal signs of the new era to the other side 

of the sky could simply be seen as the Lion line crossing the Bull line at the very start of the Taurus-Scorpio 

era, as in the Susan seal below: 

 
Ill.19-163  Prehistoric stamp seal from Luristan 4M BC GMA 1557 

With its suggestion of leaves and crescent moon, the seal could even show the relation between planet Earth 

(the Bull, or Earth Year) and the Sun at the Vernal Point when Taurus and the Sun’s path coincide. We have 

no documentary evidence to secure a precise take on the image but we can at least put forward a feasible 

possibility in the light of the Mesopotamian mind-set and the realities of early astronomical practice. 

This question of the slippage of the months has to be constantly borne in mind when looking at month lists 

and their stars from different countries (Ill.19-120), as well as from different eras, before trying to compare 

them with each other. The likelihood of mismatching month-lists or star-lists is further compounded by the 

fact that in the earliest periods the cities of a region each had their own slightly differing calendars (much as 

different cities in Britain ran on different clocks until the advent of train timetables in Victorian times). 

Furthermore The New Year was celebrated at differing cardinal points in different countries: in Egypt the 

astronomical year began with the Summer Solstice because it dovetailed with the Nile floods, whereas in 

Sumer and Akkad the Winter Solstice and the Equinoxes were emphasised more. And even though for civil 

use there might be one New Year’s start day, adherence to tradition also led to the celebration of the 

original ancient starting points as well: this was notoriously the case by the time we reach the Ptolemaic 

period in Egypt, when no less than four different calendars were in use simultaneously. We have the same in 

the Western calendar where we have New Year in January, the start of the Financial year on 6 April, and the 

start of the Academic Year in September/October, to name but three. 
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THE FOUR MEGA-CONSTELLATIONS OF THE FOUR QUARTERS 

As with the Six-fold Zodiac some composite animals seem to describe two-sign divisions of the sky (the case 

of Sagittarius with Scorpio’s tail, Ill.19-37, is a clear example), so we believe the Four Quarters would 

sometimes be visualised in terms of four mega-constellations. Other traditions use different animals to stand 

for the four quarters, such as the Chinese White Tiger, Black Tortoise, Red Vulture and Blue Dragon, or the 

much later Middle Eastern Dog, Horse, Snake and Raptor of The Tales of the 1001 Nights. 

We have some cause to suspect that Lion and Bull  images could stand, if not for sky halves as in Ill.19-19) 

then certainly for the respective lion and bull quarters of the sky along with the Scorpion (or Eagle) and Man 

zones - all four together describing the entire sky (next illustration). Certainly Röck in Palaeozodiacus, as 

others later, suggests that Scorpio used to be one large Sign consisting of Scorpio to Virgo –the sigils used 

today to describe them are related (/) and it is on record that Scorpio’s pincers were named as such 

before its change of name to Libra when Aries on the other side of the sky started to bear the Vernal Point. 

Finally we have already seen how the Aquarian Man speaks for that quarter and at times is expressed through 

both Perseus and Orion opposite. Thus the Biblical Four Beasts of the Apocalypse have a millennia-long 

pedigree as the cardinal points of the sky (Lion, Bull, Eagle
228

 (signifying the Polar Centre as well as 

paranatellon for Scorpio) and Aquarian-Man) and unquestionably rooted in the imagery of the earliest art of 

the Mesopotamian region. These were used in representations of Apollo or Christ as Kosmokrator, Ruler of 

the World (Ill.19-175) the template for which we now see is rooted in the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art 

which we are arguing is entirely astronomical in content.  

 

Ill.19-164  The four quarters of the sky summarised by Lion, Bull, Man and Scorpion 

 

                END OF SKY ANCHOR 9 
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 c.f. the position of the Eagle on the Adda seal (Ill. 19-122 
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DECODING THE FAROUGHI BOWL 

Armed with the relevant Sky Anchors and turnng back to the bowl, to gain a head start we take an initial big 

step (as done for Icon B) by relying on the likelihood that framing the bowl with a standard zodiac (keying it 

in according to the Grand Cross of the Cardinal Signs just established) should position it accurately enough to 

gain credible insight into what the remaining intermediate stars depicted on it must be (next illustration). 

Following the section numbering on the drawing we will go round the circumference and describe and 

interpret the images inside the eight petals – not in consecutive order, but in contrasting pairs, starting with 

the Leo-Aquarius line (remembering we are squaring an Eight-fold zodiac against a Twelve-fold one!). Seven 

of the images are emphasised by a star on the outer rim (8 does not have one). Then we look at Orion at the 

centre and the subsidiary star groups placed immediately round the cartouche surrounding him. Section by 

section, we will give R D Barnett’s interpretations, and then add our own suggestions. Some groups 

immediately look familiar and obvious, giving us firm stepping-stones from which to make sense of two or 

three of the more puzzling, atypical items: this is where the alternative animals of the zodiac provided by 

the Pacific tradition (Ill.19-89, Ill.19-91 and Ill.19-92) are usefully held at the back of our mind.  

 
Ill.19-165  The constellations aligned with the petal star groups on the rim of the Faroughi Bowl   

1. Starting at the top of the cup/sky the representation of the Sun is obvious - and since the 
Sun rules Leo it falls appropriately against the constellation of Leo, partly running into Cancer. 

Easy to identify is the Sun-Moon opposition running in a vertical line above and below Orion, an 

indicator of the first month of the year when the meridian line of 0 is emphasized in the Winter 
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months up to the start of Nisan/March (later Iyyar), originally the first month of the Year. The Moon, 

is placed on the opposite side of the bowl. 

5. The Moon in full and crescent forms, flanked by two stars is placed opposite to the Sun. 

From our juxtaposition of the Bowl to present-day signs we see that, although the Moon rules Cancer 

(next to Leo) it has been placed in the opposite sign, in Capricorn/Aquarius (/), not only for 

space and design reasons but to emphasise the contrast between Sun and Moon. We saw the same 

device used in Icon B, where Orion is placed in the Capricorn zone but labelled in the Cancer sector. 

On the bowl the opposition between Sun and Moon expresses the mechanism of opposition between 

Sun and Moon for the Eclipse cycle, while at the same time the Sun-Moon opposition between 

Leo/Cancer and Aquarius/Capricorn marks the crucial axis of the Winter and Summer Solstices, when 

the Sun reaches its extreme points, or Nibiru. We look further at this under 9. 

Dealing with the other two Cardinal Signs next, we turn to the Scorpio-Taurus opposition. 

3. A V-shaped group of stars with a line of five stars above it lies at the Scorpio position.  

The group of stars opposite Taurus on the other side of the sky should surely be Scorpio, but Barnett 

identifies this as the Chariot/Margidda - and furthermore identifies it as Mul Apin simply because its 

V-shape is composed of seven dots (but under Anchor 8 we have just discussed the Astrolabe 

fragment mentioning Apin at precisely the opposite end of that axis, at Taurus!). Auriga could at a 

stretch be seen roughly as a paranatellon to Scorpio, but on balance I believe this is not plausible 

since the group of stars at 4 next to Scorpio turns out to be a better candidate for Auriga (Barnett 

was within spitting distance of getting it right!). If we are treating the bowl as a rough planisphere 

with constellations placed in sequence in relation to each other, then Auriga at 3 is out of sequence, 

and in any case, when we discuss Orion at 9 we shall show that Capella, the brightest circumpolar 

star in Auriga in the vicinity of 4, is probably referred to by the goat kid at Orion’s feet. 

7. Positioned in the petal behind Orion is a very obvious bull head, also flanked by two stars. 

The Bull head of Taurus serves as the second reliable anchor, along with Leo, whereby our matching 

of the bowl against the zodiac takes on a high degree of credibility, especially as it ties in with the 

Scorpio outline opposite. From this strong star diameter line marking the equinoxes, the Solstitial 

lines of the Age of Taurus at right-angles to Leo and Aquarius take up their correct position, as just 

outlined in Anchor 9. 

Going back up to Leo, we then move clockwise to the next star cluster. 

2. A seven-star group on the rim mirrors that bottom left just outside the cartouche containing 
Orion: its position on the zodiac rim qualifies it as Ursa Major standing in for Leo/Virgo.  

The Ursa Major-looking group looks easy to interpret, but we should still hold judgement. Barnett 

certainly thinks these are the stars of the Plough, and that it is Ursa Minor behind Orion (see 9.). It is 

worth checking Orion’s actual relationship to the Bears on a star map for December. Starting with 

Orion in the South and following a direct vertical line upwards between Auriga and Gemini, Ursa 

Major is directly above Orion, in the North (. Whereas, taking the line from Sirius along Orion’s Belt 
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to the Hyades in Taurus and the Pleiades, then following another direct vertical up Perseus, Ursa 

Minor above Perseus appears as a little curlicue opposite Ursa Major nestling inside Draco
229

 - as 

below:  

 

Ill.19-166  Orion in vertical relation to Ursa Major and Perseus to Ursa Minor at 2200hrs 10 December 2008 

As the indicator higher up in the sky of constellations on the ecliptic, the importance of Ursa Major 

as paranatellon to both Leo and Virgo has already cropped up and we have noticed from the 

Cepheus-Cassiopeia-Perseus and Andromeda chain for Icon A how other circumpolar paranatellonta 

are similarly useful as indicators for the constellations beneath - often indeed replacing them in 

importance. We see this factor in play on the Faroughi Bowl – this is why we also marked in Ursa 

Major above the mega-constellation of Leo/Urgula (Ill.19-164) in the summary Fourfold Sky layout of 

Sky Anchor 9. Certainly at this point it looks certain enough to read the two similar seven-star 

dipper outlines as the Bears: it would certainly be surprising if one or both were not represented 

somewhere on the bowl. 
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 This curlicue may explain the special hook on Perseus’ weapon (Ill.19-53) and the spiral on the Sirrush (Ill.19-95). The discussion 
continues under Icon D. 
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I remember looking up at a scintillatingly clear winter sky from a station platform one night and 

seeing Orion with Leo on one side of him and Taurus on the other. Then I looked above Leo and saw 

the seven stars of the Plough curling over him which instantly looked like the lion's upright curving 

tail. This scene of sky Lion and Bull with Hunter and his Dog between as the original backdrop for a 

long chain of CANEA imagery based on it - up to the Mithraic icon - fell into place unforgettably at 

that moment of realisation. Indeed, taking Leo and the Plough together makes sense of the many 

carvings of the Lion with exaggerated up-curving tail which is such a strong feature of the 3M Uruk 

stone vases and seals listed in Catalogue B: The Uruk Stance: 

 

Ill.19-167  Possible allusion on a 3M stone goblet fragment to Ursa Major as paranatellon to Leo (Catalogue B 
9ff/Berlin Museum VA 8774) - one of many such from the Uruk region of this period 

As we have already shown in close-up star maps above (e.g. Ill.19-147 and Ill.19-159), Ursa Major is 

one of the best-known paranatellonta (pointers higher up in the sky) for Virgo as well as Leo/UrGula. 

It lies on the line between Leo and Aquarius on the Solstitial Colure, increasing its drama. As we did 

with the Mul Zappu outline on cylinder seal scenes, we think we can point to the joint appearance of 

Leo and Ursa Major
230

, if not on stone pots like the one above, certainly explicitly merged into the 

lion-tail in the case of the Old Babylonian sealing from Tell Rimah below where it is seamlessly 

attached to the feline in the lion-bull group behind an enthroned God with spiked helmet (probably 

Baal-Jupiter) receiving the present of a goat (held aloft, upside down) from a worshipper in a ritual 

scene probably marking the New Year, under the Eye of the Neomenia (Moon inside the Sun): 

 

Ill.19-168  Old Babylonian sealing from Tell-el-Rimah (Parker ibid. no.33 - UrustaCat25f) 
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 In her paper containing this seal: ‘Cylinder Seals from Tell al-Rimah’ Iraq XXXVII 19-38, Barbar Parker without a second thought 

names the constellation as Ursa Major. 
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Useful here is a snippet of information quoted by Baity
231

 about the importance of Ursa Major and 

other circumpolar stars for the Olmecs showing in known practice how the Four Quarters could be 

substituted by circumpolar stars for the Cardinal signs (we take this argument further under Icon D): 

In a paper of great heuristic value for archaeoastronomy Hatch (1971) assigns an astronomical 

function to the site plan of la Venta, where around 1000BC the Olmecs constructed a huge fluted-

cone pyramid as part of an impressive ceremonial complex oriented along a line 8 west of true 

north. In her hypothesis the builders of La Venta had inherited a tradition appropriate to 2000BC 

[feasibly from Mesopotamia via China] when to observers in the northern hemisphere the summer 

solstice would have been marked by a stellar configuration including not only Ursa Major but also 

Cygnus [for Aquarius], the Pleiades [for Taurus], Leo and Scorpio. The centre of the bowl of the Big 

Dipper ... made a lower transit of the meridian going each way less than 15 minutes before 

midnight, crossing the triangulum of Cygnus making the transit going west, while at the same time 

the Pleiades rose in the east and Scorpio set in the West. In her hypothesis these four equidistant 

constellations, following each other by approximately 90 in right ascension, marked for the Olmecs 

the summer solstice, the autumnal equinox, the winter solstice, and the vernal equinox respectively 

with their midnight transits). Thus, she holds, the La Venta site at 18 north latitude was oriented 

c. 1000BC to Ursa Major which sets on the horizon 8 west of north. 

We have seen ourselves how Mithraic iconostases usually refer to at least three of the four cardinal 

points: Bull, Lion, Scorpio - if not also an embedded Aquarius in the Mithra figure. The leading 

question through this chapter has been whether star risings and settings used for measuring the cycle 

of the year are always to be read as heliacal risings or evening risings - or indeed midnight/ziqpu 

appearances: certainly the passage above highlights the importance of midnight sightings
232

. Dupuis 

sums up this method of calculating the year/day from the midnight (ziqpu) stars in one sentence: ‘Il 

faut donc alors mettre le signe qu’occupe le soleil au méridian inférieur pour avoir l’état du ciel à 

minuit auquel commence l’anneé et le jour’
233

 . Neugebauer notes that the Seleucids used two 

systems, and that the second, system B, relied on ziqpu sightings: 

‘… the astronomical cuneiform texts from the Seleucid period show in their date columns that 
sunset represents the civil epoch but that midnight was used for astronomical reasons in the 
computations of the lunar theory of the most advanced type.’

234
 

6. The group opposite Virgo, which should lie opposite on the zodiac, is a circle of stars with a 
line of three stars over it.  

Barnett calls this group ‘a necklace’, or an ‘earring’, but if the star groups round the circumference 

of the bowl follow each other in the order they do in the sky, we are looking at a zone as wide as 

Pisces to Cancer, allowing for Orion to have taken up some of it into the Centre. We get a clue from 
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 Ibid. P.443 
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 Note that most star maps in this chapter give night-time positions, and half are modern-day maps for 2200hrs, perfectly adequate 
for understanding the general picture, given the sky over centuries repeats itself every year. 
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 OTC I, p.164 
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 O Neugebauer ‘The Survival of Babylonian Methods in the Exact Sciences of Antiquity and Middle Ages’ Proc.Am.Philosph.Soc. CVII 
1963 528-35  
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Chinese star maps where there is a circle of stars just below Orion’s feet designating the zone of, or 

near, the Bow of Sirius (Ill.19-68) and if Sirius must appear somewhere on this bowl, this is the most 

likely area, its position below left of Orion at the centre being correct. I think Barnett’s 

interpretation of it as Corona Borealis, simply because it is a ring of stars, is in this instance too 

literal - and anachronistic, since the latter minor constellation became the focus of interest only 

later in Greek Astronomy when Precession made it more relevant. 

We then move across to the only axis left to deal with in the bowl’s eight-fold zodiac:  

4. Coming up to the group between the Scorpio and Moon positions we have none other than the 
seven-star group we discussed at length in relation to Icon A, nicknamed by Barnett as the 
‘Bunch of Grapes’: it is flanked by five further stars in two parallel lines either side of it. 

Barnett accepts current thinking that this represents Mul Zappu, and that Mul Zappu/Mul Mul is the 

Pleiades - but checking the bowl against the zodiac, the group is displaced round the bowl’s 

circumference from the head of Taurus by 120º which raises serious doubts such an identification 

could be accurate, since sequentially it occupies the zone of Capricorn/Sagittarius as their 

paranatellon. In fact it consists of seven stars with five more on either side of it. This arrangement 

of the singular group of the ‘Bunch of Grapes’ has such high status in first millennium Mesopotamian 

astronomy that, as already pointed out, it appears on cylinder seals, clay tablets and even on some 

Babylonian boundary stones next in order after the Sun, Moon, Venus
235

 (as below) with the 

ascending Lunar Node (Symbol ☊ as explained in Sky Anchor 1). It could represent the Sacred 

Seven-Star God/Sibitti (see our discussion under Icon E) that might refer to the cycles of the Seven 

Planets and days of the week, but more likely to be the key group of stars for the Year benchmark, 

given three planets are separately represented already. 

 
Ill.19-169  Old Babylonian boundary stone showing Moon, Sun, Venus, Rising Lunar Node, Zappu and Scorpio 

Interestingly, on boundary stones too the Bunch of Grapes/Mul Zappu group is often placed next to 

Scorpio, just as it is on the Faroughi bowl, but the Faroughi Bowl also shows its position as on the 

Sagittarius/Capricorn side of the sky in opposition to Gemini/Cancer – we must bear in mind the whole 

Axis, given that on the bowl it roughly combines the ☍ Solstitial Colure and the ☍ line of the 

Dragon of the Lunar Nodes. If this is a group of seven stars, it is one of several in the same region of 
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 Unusually Venus on this boundary stone has seven, rather than eight points 
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the sky but we are not sure what scale to take it at - a constellation, or a line-up of stars on a larger 

scale, and we will need separately to finalise its identity near the end of this chapter. We can say 

straight away though that, since the bowl already seems to have on it representations of Ursae Minoris 

and Majoris either side of Orion in his cartouche, Mul Zappu can now certainly not be confused with 

either of them! We are therefore moving towards the idea that Mul Zappu/Mul Mul could be the 

constellation of Margidda/Auriga (we have just eliminated its claim to be the Pleiades, simply due to 

its position on the rim of the bowl in relation to Taurus).  

To complete the circuit we move across to the Gemini end of the Axis. 

8. Expecting at this point to enter the Gemini zone, we have a mysterious human-legged 
crocodile with spine consisting of three stars (reminiscent of Tawaret and the Crocodile holding 
the Sky-Peg on the Seti I ceiling in Ill.19-35) inside a kiosk made up of nine stars (detail below). 

We likened the straight line of 7-8 stars on the plait of the Taweret-Isis Hippo to that given in 

Section 1 of Icon B, matching them against the Sou Sung star map (Ill.19-68) which we have surmised 

might refer to the longer fork of Perseus. Barnet describes the creature inside the kiosk as a Monkey 

(which could certainly relate to Gemini
236

) which he says was that constellation’s animal in Syria – 

certainly monkeys often appears on 2M Levantine seals – and we have already seen how the 

Crocodile in Far Eastern zodiacs occupies the Cancer zone next to Gemini (Ill.19-90 and Ill.19-91). 

 

Ill.19-170  Detail of image for the Gemini-Cancer zone on the Faroughi Bowl 

We remember the Gemini-Sagittarius axis skirts first one, then the other, side of the Milky Way, 

involving both the Sibitti and the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, its head exalted in Gemini. As Hartner 

points out, this is an unusual exaltation since an axis is treated as a planet in the manner of, say, 

Mercury exalted in Virgo or Jupiter in Cancer (exemplified on the Seleucid tablets illustrated 

earlier). On the Faroughi Bowl the exaltation end of the Lunar Dragon Axis in Gemini shows a similar 

loop of stars cascading down over the Egyptian-style hippo/monkey as found in the Turkish miniature 

representing the Dragon that we discuss further under Icon E (Ill.19-216), and if fact there is mention 

in the literature of Draco itself doubling as a reference to the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes – which 

crosses over it (Ill.19-21): not only does Draco at the Pole actually have a head consisting of four 

bright stars (making us think retrospectively of the four dots in the inner pointer of Icon B), but 

Cancer and Gemini are both pair signs in themselves (two sets of doubles occur in the Leda myth, 

where at the beginning of the world two lots of twins are born from two eggs). We have to think of 
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 Mercury rules Gemini, and in a period when the Levant was occupied by Egypt, we remember that in their animal symbolism the 
Baboon was the embodiment of Thoth/Mercury! 
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those signs with their extended double zones of the Cancer/Capricorn blended with the 

Gemini/Sagittarius axes to obtain the meaning of the imagery used to depict them, which often 

combines symbols for the sign opposite to refer to both ends. When it comes to making a case for 

the inclusion of the Cancer/Capricorn element into the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, this is borne out 

by the two stars called by the Arabs Al-Tiyasān/the two goats (from Al-Tais/Goat) near the second 

curve of Draco – a further tagging of the 'Goat Axis' stretching between Capricorn via Al-Tiyasān to 

Capella/Amalthea and her three Kids in Auriga - effectively drawing attention to the solstitial 

Cancer/Capricorn colure. In myth Amalthea/Aega is the wife of the Goat-God Pan, and their son 

Aegiochus is none other than Capricorn (half goat-half fish)
237

. We take this idea further in 9 below). 

Finally we come to the features in the centre of the bowl. 

9. Orion (or a King with Syro-Pharaonic headgear represented by Orion) stands at the Polar 
Centre on a goat, holding a sword along his arm aligned to what we would name Orion's Belt, all 
contained within an Egypto-Hittite-style cartouche picked out in ordinary stars. Other stars 
surround it: 

o inside the cartouche, stellated circles at Orion’s and the goat’s face seem to indicate specific 

stars – a further mysterious cluster lies under his hand - which Barnett identifies as a fish
238

; 

o outside the cartouche to the left two more stellated circles flank a seven-star group looking like 
Ursa Minor, and Orion strides towards another radiant star flanked by two smaller ones to the 
right.  

We concentrate first on the goat theme of the Capricorn/Cancer colure (raised under 1 and 8 above) 

given how it is made to coincide with the Sun-Moon axis running vertically down the striding figure of 

Orion. The word for Capricorn is Suḫur-Maš, meaning Goat-Fish, and Orion himself is indeed shown 

standing on a Goat with a Fish
239

 next to his hand. This must surely be a reference to the start of the 

New Year at the Winter Solstice as the Sun enters Capricorn when in the evening Orion dominates 

the sky. The two bright stars either side of him outside the cartouche at waist level, as well as the 

two stars before the faces of Orion and the ibex are reminiscent of the star lineups we have pointed 

out in relation to Orion.  Barnett wonders whether the sky warrior is defending the ibex underneath 

him ‘contre un fauve qui n’est par représenté’ – in other words there is an element of Orion as 

‘Master of the Beasts’. As warrior-shepherd (Šitadallu, translated as Vizier but also as Shepherd, or 

even Herald) protecting and organising the animals of the zodiac, and in particular as Venus’ 

Papsukkal (Doorkeeper) – both titles appear in the labeling of Astrolabe K - in spectacular fashion he 

guards the gate of the zodiac at the foot of the Milky Way (Sky Anchor 1) - which from our study of 

Icon B we have found is likely to have a precise astronomical meaning in relation to the Venus cycle. 

Indeed, Barnett quotes the line, ‘Orion appears in the month of Tammuz the God
240

, illustrious Vizier 

of Anu (the Sky) and Ishtar (Sirius/Venus)’ – the very wording written in Section 3 of Astrolabe K/ 

Icon B (Haleem 2008). He relies on that line to identify the Orion figure on the bowl not simply as 
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 Dupuis OTC III p.101 
238

 Possibly a precise reference to Fom-el-Hut 
239

 The fish often features on 2M Levantine seals (see Haleem 2009). 
240

 Pap = Bab (Gate) and Sukkal = Guardian in modern Semitic (Arabic) terminology. In one text Sayce 1874, p. 169 refers to, Papsukkal 
is equated with Saturn, and regent of the month Tebet/Tevet. 
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Papsukkal/ Ninshubur/Gatekeeper of the Year, but by association as the neolithic God Tammuz, 

confirmed by the overt reference to the goat under his feet (there is no question from the literature 

that Tammuz’ animal-is a goat or ibex).  

Why are there so many references to the Solstitial Colure as linked to the Tammuz/Goat Avatar? 

THE SOLSTITIAL GOAT-LINE AND THE CENTRAL POSITION OF CAPELLA 

Barnett saw the Goat/Ibex under Orion as referring specifically to the star Capella/Nanny Goat otherwise 

named Amalthea) serving as key marker of the Cancer☍Capricorn axis running across it (given their own stars 

are faint). Stars associated with the Goat are not only the goat fish of Capricorn, but also the goat-kid stars 

next to Capella
241

, in Greek star myth visualized as held in the crook of the Charioteer’s arm, all signposting 

a continuous 'Goat Axis' from one side of the sky to the other. We can find out more by looking at the links 

between Capella and her offspring Pan (ruler of Capricorn) as propounded by the master interpreter of 

astronomical myth, Charles Dupuis
242

: 

In Greek mythology Eheumerus claims that Aega, the wife of Pan, was raped by Jupiter and bore his 

son as if Pan's own, called Aegipan. However Jupiter loved and took responsibility for his son and 

set him in the sky as Capricorn. Dupuis then describes how Cadmus, disguised as Pan, promised to  

  

Ill.19-171  Capella and the three Kids in Auriga – (L) from Cornelius
243

 and (R) on a star map 

place Capricorn's Kids in the constellation of Auriga: Ce sont effectivement ces Chevreaux et leur 

mère [Amalthea] qui ont fourni à Pan les attributs du Bouc. He goes on to say C'est sans doute… que 
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 We have just pointed out that at the second curve of Draco are two stars called by the Arabs Al-Tiyasān/the two goats (from Al-
Tais/Goat) – emphasising yet again the 'Goat Axis' stretching between Capricorn via Al-Tiyasān to Capella/Amalthea and the Kids, 

effectively making of the solstitial Cancer☍Capricorn colure a line of stars with Goat names alluding to Tammuz and the New Year. 
242

 L’Origine de Tous les Cultes (OTC) III p.102 quoting Dionysos 1,I v 
243

 Geoffrey Cornelius & Paul Devereux The Secret Language of the Stars & Planets London 1996 
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l'on disait que Jupiter excitait les orages
244

 toutes les fois qu'il excitait l'Égide formée de la peau 

d'Amalthée245 (Virgil Aeneid I,8). Servius dit que leur lever et leur coucher provoquent les plus 

affreux tempêtes' (indeed, Sayce & Bosanquet quote other texts which describe Capella as ‘the 

storm star of Babylon’). Dupuis goes on to quote Hyginus’ pronouncement (which adds another useful 

star opposition to our quiver, not mentioned in the Mul apin Str List,) that Capella in Auriga rises 

when Ophiucus/Serpentarius (paranatellon to Scorpio246) sets, and sets when Sagittarius/Capricorn 

rise 'à l'entrée de l'hiver, qu'ils annoncent'.  

The Akkadian goat-god, Uz
247

 (Sumerian Tamm-Uz) is, according to Brown, ‘a solar divinity who, clad in goat-

skins, presides over the revolution of the sun, and the Goat-Sun is reduplicated in the Goat-Star’
248

. In the 

meantime Uz/Vega is paranatellon to the Sun in , which means the Winter Solstice. And if Apin is taken as 

leader of the stars and, according to Brown’s argument, mentioned in some texts as next to Munakha/
249

, 

it means we are justified in looking for the New Year start line on this axis, even if slippage over a 

millennium can mislead because it has now moved to align with a different set of stars.  

The illustration above from Cornelius’ book, based on Ulug Begh’s depictions, nicely anthropomorphises the 

constellation of Auriga as the benign protector of the three Kids (ε,η and ζ Aurigae – two bright and one 

faint) with Capella/Amalthea on his shoulder - rather than in his persona as Charioteer/Erichthonius (like his 

father, Hephaistos/Vulcan, he was characterised as a cripple who invented the Chariot/Margidda to get 

around). Thus in more traditional renditions the pentagonal, if not heptagonal, arrangement of bright stars is  

  

Ill.19-172  Compare Perseus from Bayer’s Uranometria (1603) (left) with the Driver of Auriga the Chariot in the 
Egyptian Tarot Pack (right) marked as in place when the Sun is in Pisces – a good fit star map reality 

                                                 
244

 Capella in Greek actually meant Stormy Wind, and by association with Serpentarius again we get the symbol of the waving serpent 
hair of the Gorgon. 
245

 Who is, Dupuis writes, 'la bonne Déesse [Kybele] qui n'est autre chose que cette même Chêvre'', and goat-skin aegis of Athena. 
246

 Hence Dupuis quotes certain early Romans who called themselves Serpentarians since they calculated the start of the Autumn 
Equinox not by the rising of Scorpio but, being further North, by the rise of Ophiucus/Serpentarius ahead of it. 
247

 Brown ‘Remarks on the Tablet of the Thirty Stars I’ PSBA Jan 1890 p.145 
248

 Ibid. - specifically the chief star in , Al-Gedi, heralded by Capricorn’s paranatellon, Altair/Al-Tayr 
249

 Robert Brown’s ‘Remarks on the Tablet of the Thirty Stars I’ (ibid.) mentions in particular re WAI v, 46,1 that the text refers to Mul 
Apin, Ilu Sar, followed by Makhara, Star of the He-goatfish. 
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simply thought of as a Chariot/Auriga, the Charioteer in myth being seen as the Sun, Jupiter or even 

Perseus, against or next to it!  Indeed, note how close the Perseus stars are to Auriga: interestingly the Tarot 

Card rendition above right, from the Egyptian Pack, seems to show the Driver of the Chariot/Auriga as 

Perseus (his sword is curved and his head is turned to one side, both characteristic elements of Perseus 

depictions). Weidner even translates Šugi/Perseus as Auriga sometimes. Of course, Auriga is the 

constellation associated with the myth of the Sun chariot and the fall of Phaeton (again, well explained by 

Dupuis as a story made up to explain the precessional change of the Vernal Point: the Egyptian Tarot Pack 

associates Auriga with the Sun in Pisces, which was exactly that, being a move out of Aries, meaning the 

meridian of the Sun at the Spring Equinox higher up against Auriga moved out of synch with the Solar Year.  

The importance of Capella as seasonal marker is underlined by Dupuis’ quotation of Columella who 

associates that bright star with '10 des Calendes (de Janvier) - un coucher du matin de la Chèvre, avec 

indication de tempête’ and since ‘c'est au 9 des mêmes Calendes qu'il place le Solstice d'Hiver, suivant le 

calcul des Chaldéens’, the Winter Solstice moment is confirmed: ‘La Chèvre se couchait le matin lorsque 

Jupiter ou le dieu Soleil était chargée d'allaiter avec le Capricorne ou Aegipan, fils de la Chèvre/Capella' 

(from which we understand that allaiter/giving suck refers to astronomical conjunction). Dupuis also 

considers the speculation that the mention in the book of Job of 
C
aish could refer to Capella though 'les 

uns… prétendent que c'est l'Ourse qu'il faut entendre… [tandisque] les Syriens…[prétendent que c’est] les 

Pleiades'. The Greeks called Auriga Heniochus (the Biblical Enoch, allied in Biblical terms to Elijah's vision in 

his chariot of burning fire) while other scholars equate 
C
aish with one of the bright stars of Taurus or Orion. 

In other words the antique authors had the same problems we are having now with assigning names to a 

handful of the most prominent stars, which could have all been involved, in turn, as the Winter Solstice 

slipped back in time. 

In conclusion, being much more visible every night than Capricorn, and the brightest star nearest the Pole, 

there is no doubt that Capella is the main goat reference to the Capricorn-Cancer solsticial line against 

which the Sun-Moon opposition is aligned on the Faroughi bowl - its alignment down to Orion was pointed 

out (Ill.19-45) under Icon A. 

CODA 

In preparation for our move on to Icon D, we could just make a point about the goat under Orion’s feet, in 

case it is meant to allude to a related horned creature - the antelope – which in ancient Indian astronomy 

plays an even closer role in relation to Orion. 

ORION AND THE ANTELOPE IN THE VEDIC TRADITION 

If we take the animal under Orion’s feet as an antelope, then we are into a neighbouring tradition to Sumer 

and Akkad – the Vedic tradition, which helps throw further light on the Orion iconography of the Faroughi 

Bowl – it is a helpful tradition also when we come to analyse Icon D in detail. We are familiar with the 

Mesopotamian tradition of seeing Sirius as a wider constellation that with encircling stars looks like a bow 

and arrow (in the case of the bowl, a circle) pointing towards the Belt of Orion, but a variation on these 

alignments was used by Vedic astronomers who saw all of Orion as a Gazelle Head, and his belt as an arrow 
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released from Sirius, piercing its head
250

 (hence Sirius is known as Mṛgavyādha, or Gazelle Slayer). Indeed, 

sometimes the gazelle's head pierced by an arrow was drawn to include Sirius, either just as a dog (as in the 

picture on the right below), or as the bow of the Mesopotamian tradition. Tilak in his book on Orion
251

 wrote, 

'It is, however, suggested that the two stars in the shoulders and two in the knees [or feet?] of Orion give us 

the four feet of the antelope, whose head may then be said to correspond with the three stars in Orion's 

Belt’ (below left): 

  

Ill.19-173  Tilak’s analysis of Orion’s stars in the Vedic tradition as Mṛgashiras (Head of the Antelope) 

The idea that a whole gazelle is represented by these stars is not impossible – the idea is echoed centuries 

later in the vision of Muhammad on the horse Buraq travelling up through the levels of heaven.   

We have already seen a series of orientational lines that can be taken in this key star region which vary from 

culture to culture, and from era to era within them - and how crucial they are for understanding Icons A, B 

and now C. In the Vedic parallel Mṛgashiras (the gazelle or antelope head
252

) is equated with the Prajāpati, 

Master of the Beasts, with the three stars of Orion's belt as his threefold garter knotted three times for each 

star - ritualised in the Sacred Thread worn by Brahmin priests today
253

. Indeed, we could consider the Indus 

Valley Seal below (usually taken to be contemporary with the Akkadian period) as a variation on the Faroughi 

Bowl symbolism: it shows an ithyphallic Shiva/Orion, Lord of Creation, surrounded by the ancient Indian 

version of the animals of the four quarters (note also the goat or antelope under his throne): 

                                                 
250

 When it comes to the Late and Ptolemaic Periods in Egypt and the Seleucid period in Asia ‘Hindu astronomy ...constitute[s] one of 
the most important missing links between late Babylonian astronomy and the fully developed stage of Greek astronomy represented by 
the Almagest’ (Neugebauer 1945 p.30). 
251

 Bal Gangadar Tilak Orion, or Researches into the Antiquity of the Vedas, 1893, repr. Delhi 1984 
252

 Also, in the system of Vedic lunar stations (Nakṣatras) which we look at further on (Ill. 19-193, Betelgeuze is Ārdrā. 
253

 Tilak in Orion mentions the Vedic myth of how Prajāpati/Orion falls in love with the beautiful Rohinī/Aldebaran, and is shot by her 

avenger, Sirius with the arrow that still sticks in his body.  



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON C 

178 
 

 

Ill.19-174  Horned and ithyphallic Shiva surrounded by elephant, tiger, rhino and water buffalo (and goat under 
his seat) – seal impression  from E.J.H. Mackay Further Excavations at Mohenjo-Daro 1927-31, no. 420 pl.xciv. 

Tilak
254

 certainly reads this figure as Prajāpati, the primordial Rudra/Shiva
255

 of the Rgveda - the name given 

in Vedic Astronomy to Orion holding apart the Old and the New Years as the Sun rises against Orion/Nakṣatra 

Mrgaširas - two Nakṣatras ahead of Krttikā/Pleiades at a very ancient Spring Equinox point
256

 (more of the 

Indian Nakšatras under Icon D). Tilak derives the name Orion from the Sanskṛt word Āgrāyana257, meaning 

start of the Sun's Journey (the Nakṣatra Mrgaširas is also called Āgrāyanī, meaning 'that it is the marker of 

the Āgrāyana, or restart of the journey of the Sun in the month of Mārgaširša
258

): Revealing also is the 

derivation from the Sumerian Uru-Anna (Light of the Sky), though Uru can also mean First, and therefore by 

association, Lord of the Sky – a contender for Leader of the Stars/Mul Apin along with Sirius and Ursa Major. 

Millennia later, the symbolism is now embedded in the Christian tradition, the position at the Polar Centre 

taken over by Christ as Sun/Orion encircled by the planets in the role of Kosmokrator/Ruler of the Universe, 

placed in a cross with its arms holding the animal symbols of the Four Quarters of the Cosmos, now assigned 

to the Four Evangelists – and in the Book of Revelation assigned to the Four Beasts of the Apocalypse 

displaying the Cross of Existence as the final framework at the End of the World. On the altar front
259

 below, 

the 12 Apostles/Months in triads encircle Christ seated on the Throne of Earth and Heaven in the square 

compartments whilst Leo, Taurus, Aquarius and Scorpio (identified with the Polar Eagle) are shown in the 
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 Ibid. 
255

 One of Shiva's symbols is the gazelle, hence Mṛgashiras is linked to this God, though in fact any horned prey is covered by the 

epithet. A Mesopotamina-style double check was given for the equinoxes where, as Mṛgashiras/Āgrāyana sets, Mula (Scorpio) rises, 
exactly corresponding, but in reverse, to the astrolabe fragment (Ill.19-154)-that gives Marcheswan(= Mula/Antares) rising opposite Apin 
(= Aldebaran/Foundation, above Orion. 
256

 The God is sometimes seen as personifying the day of Višuvān, the exact mid-year day at the opposite equinox – another version of 
the role of Lord of the Two Halves of the Year.   
257

 Itself identified with the Mṛgashiras group of stars just illustrated. 
258

 Tilak interestingly quotes the line from the Bhagavadgītā where Krišna tells Arjuna he is Mārgaširša of the months and Vasanta of the 

seasons, meaning that Krishna also is Orion! Note the play on words Mṛga/Deer and Mārga/Way or Journey. 
259

 From S.d’Agincourt History of Art by its Monuments pl.xxviA London 1847 
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four arms of the cross. The idea of a Cosmic Master of the Beasts/Zodiac for the Christian tradition goes back 

to early church mosaics that adapted Graeco-Roman iconography: Orpheus and his Beasts (Ill.19-40) is 

reinvented in several Early Christian mosaics to Christ the Good Shepherd.  

 
Ill.19-175  Central panel of bronze altar presented by the Archbishop of Milan to the Basilica of St Ambrose 1835 
showing Christ surrounded by the symbols of the planets placed in the Cross of the Four Beasts of the Quarters 

The fourfold sky in particular fixes the Four Quarters in relation to that part of the sky associated both with 

the start of the New Year, and with the process of intercalation to square the lunar with the solar cycles in 

order that New Year's day/Easter starts accurately at the same time each year sidereally speaking. Whether 

we talk of Prajāpati, Rudra/Shiva, Mithra, Orpheus or Christ, they are all equated with their command of the 

the Year as a whole being, and with their self-sacrifice as time passes in order for the cycles of Time to be 

realigned. This is only a slight variation on the Sumerian myth of the Sacrifice of Tammuz the Bull, and the 

Journey of Inanna to bring him back, celebrated at the restart of the year
260

 when Tammuz, the complete 

Bull-Year, comes back, ready (in Mithraic terms) for slaughter once more at meridian-knife-point! 

                                                 
260

 By the drinks party seen so often on cylinder seals, and celebrated in the Soma drink and its preparation in the Avestan and Vedic 
traditions. 
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THE AVESTAN CONTEXT OF THE FAROUGHI BOWL 

In the same way that the seven-fold zodiac is a variation on the six-fold zodiac with the insertion of Orion on 

the bowl, we have already noted how the bowl is in essence a ninefold zodiac as an adaptation of the 8-fold 

zodiac we saw in Icon B, and possibly even be a clue to what was intended for the centrepoint of the 

planisphere! Orion is an outstandingly bright constellation that happens to rise alongside the Milky Way at 

the darkest and most significant time - the start of the New Year. As Barnett points out in his paper on the 

Faroughi Bowl, Orion is not simply Vizier (šitadallu)
261

 of Venus (Ishtar)’ but also ‘Doorkeeper (Papsukkal) of 

the Sky (Anu)’ and we have seen repeatedly how Orion holds an exceptional place in the sky over and above 

the signs of the zodiac along the Ecliptic, borne out by his central position on the Faroughi Bowl. Though 

standing below the Ecliptic, as herald of the Winter season Orion from the dawn of history earned the status 

of an extra-zodiacal super-sign - to which mortal rulers would compare themselves and the patron who had 

the bowl made from its dating could well have been a known king or princeling of the Amarna Period! 

The decoration on the bowl is partly in pictorial form but overall uses star outlines as we do today for 

constellations, showing that the practice goes back to to at least the second half of the second millennium. 

Through the good fit of Taurus and Leo against the standard zodiac we have been able to identify the 

positions of the other two cardinal points on the bowl - and thence the intermediate four sky zones - using 

the principles of (a) star oppositions (Sky Anchor 8) and (b) the Four Quarters (Sky Anchor 9) to interpret it. 

Although the star groups represented are slightly irregularly spaced, their sequence allows us to identify 

most of them with certainty - especially those inside the eight petals on the bowl’s rim - since the star 

oppositions as used in the Mesopotamian convention and listed in the Mul Apin Star List are identifiable on 

enough counts for its decoration be more than the random arrangement it might at first seem, bearing in 

mind each petal crosses an average of one-and-a half to two signs of the 12-fold zodiac. Despite their 

position well below the Ecliptic, from the very beginning of this chapter the role of the Hunter Orion and his 

dog Sirius as the unofficial 7th, 9th, 11th or 13th sign of the Zodiac has been obvious and the case did not need 

to be made again here to show why
262

. During the process of identification we saw for the first time how, not 

only in the central cartouche but also round the rim, paranatellonta are substituted for one or two of the 

usual zodiac constellations (and we have already seen – as in the cases of Ursa Major as the upturned tail on 

Leo, or Perseus kneeling on Taurus - how they could even be blended with them into one image).That such 

substitution was common astronomical practice gives credence to the further instances of reading of the 

Faroughi bowl where Zone of Enlil or Ea stars, due to their position in the sequence, must be substitutes 

(sometimes unusual ones) for two, three - or even four - of the Signs we would expect to find depicted (this 

could reflect local observational conditions in mountainous Luristan, where the bowl was found). We need to 

understand the reasons for their use before leaving Icon C – mostly as groundwork for understanding Icons D 

and E whose content rests largely on disentangling paranatellonta from each other. So this is the point at 

which, belatedly, to introduce a further Sky Anchor. 
                                                 
261

 With reference to the Indian visualisation of Orion as Mrgaširas (Ill.19-174) Ugnad writes that šitadallu is an ambiguous word which 
could mean 'he who strikes with his weapon or 'he who is struck by a weapon' (šitadar/ šitadal)' depending on whether Orion's Belt is 
taken as his sword, or as an arrow that has pierced him! 'Bemerkungen zur babylonischen Himmelskunde' ZDMG LXXIII 1919 159-175.  
262

 Canopus and Fom el-Hut, also low paranatellonta in the Zone of Ea, never achieved such a central status. 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON C 

181 
 

SKY ANCHOR 11: NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN PARANATELLONTA AS ZODIAC SUBSTITUTE SIGNS 

We have already seen under Sky Anchor 7 how circular versions of astrolabes listing The Thirty-Six Stars 

(Ill.19-136) give in the central circle the circumpolar stars that never set, in the Way of Enlil. These are the 

paranatellonta, or alternates higher in the sky for the Anu stars of the Ecliptic shown in the middle circle of 

such diagrams. They are crucial for overall orientation throughout the year since they always relate to the 

centre of the sky and are always visible, in contrast to the Anu stars which rise and set. The corresponding 

stars below the Anu stars listed in the outer circle with the names of the months are not always as 

important, because not so often visible above the horizons – but there are notable exceptions of 

outstandingly brilliant stars used with all the others as signposts of the seasons, and these include Sirius, the 

brightest star of all, with Canopus and Fom-el-Hut not far behind in clarity – and of course not forgetting 

Orion which, although beneath the horizon for all but a quarter of the year, yet features as a Sky Hero! 

We have also seen how, when Anu stars of the Ecliptic are not distinctive, the paranatellon often features as 

its alternate and given more attention, because more visible or because rising ahead of the main sign. For 

instance, in the case of Aquarius/Gula, bright Nun/Fom-el-Hut in the Path of Ea below it is often mentioned 

instead, and we have already come across other paranatellonta given precedence as straight substitutes for 

constellations above or below the Anu-zone stars on the Ecliptic. As Dupuis so rightly says in L’Origine de 

tous les Cultes, ‘Il est impossible d’expliquer les attributs des Divinités sans la connaissance des 

Paranatellons’. 

ZODIAC CONSTELLATION NORTHERN PARANATELLON 

ARIES   KASSEBA = CASSIONPEIA 

TAURUS   MARGIDDA = AURIGA 

GEMINI   KAIKAUS = CEPHEUS 

CANCER   URSA MINOR 

LEO   URSA MAJOR 

VIRGO   BOOTES 

LIBRA   NUTSIRDA - OPHIUCHUS 

SCORPIO  ♏ HERACLES 

SAGITTARIUS   LYRA 

CAPRICORN  AQUILA 

AQUARIUS   ANSUKURRA - PEGASUS 

PISCES   ENTU/MULIDTU (THE PREGNANT 

WOMAN) - ANDROMEDA 

 

Ill.19-176  Brown’s list of Northern Paranatellonta, from the sources available to him in the 19C 
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The paranatellonta - due to the difficulty of identifying the less distinctive Anu constellations - are vital in 

providing an inner hand to the clock of the heavens as indicators for Signs lower down. Indeed (depending on 

the angle of direction taken) we have already noticed how they can serve for more than one sign - as in the 

case of Ursa Major for both Leo and Virgo. Looking at a star map, the most important northern ones stand 

out as the Head of Draco, Ursa Major, Cepheus, Cassiopeia, Capella in Auriga, Cygnus, Altair and Vega in Lyra 

(with Perseus borderline). It is interesting to note Brown’s sometimes insightful translation of the northern 

paranatellonta as tabulated above. He had worked at translating the 36-Star Astrolabe itself with the help of 

other sources - and despite inaccuracies due to the infancy of knowledge in the late 19C when he was 

working, the table credibly explains the more unusual star choices in the Bogazhkoy Star List (Ill.19-84). 

AVESTAN EVIDENCE FOR CIRCUMPOLAR STARS STANDING IN FOR THE CARDINAL SIGNS 

Apart from the Olmec example quoted by Baity a few pages back, there is Mesopotamian textual evidence, 

alluded to by Weidner
263

 as cited in an unpublished text giving the opposition of four stars (but not all Royal 

Stars) that squared the Year at the equinoxes and solstices c. 2200BC: these were Girtab to the West 

opposite Zappu to the East (which must be along the Scorpio-Taurus opposition we are now familiar with –

which would seem here to be the Hyades) - because at right-angles to them we have - not Leo and Aquarius 

as we would expect - but Margidda (which we think is Auriga) is named for the North, and Kha/Khu/Fom-el-

Hut to the South (instead of Gula) below Aquarius/Capricorn.  

 
Ill.19-177  The Generals of the star opposition quarters

264
 mentioned in the Avesta - from Filliozat (ibid.) fig.1 

                                                 
263

 HBA p.47 
264

 Planets other than Sun and Moon are assigned to each General in conflict with them: Mercury to Sirius; Jupiter to the Great Bear; 
Mars to Vega (Vanant); Venus to Sadwes and Saturn to the Polar Axis (MacKenzie ibid.) 
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This approach is boosted by matches with the ancient Iranian traditional stars of the Four Quarters 

mentioned in the Avesta, as explained by Filliozat
265

 on which the whole of their tradition of astronomy 

hangs (see also the papers by Henning and MacKenzie on this theme, see footnotes 273 and 39). They are the 

four Generals appointed by Ahuramazda to lead the army of stars against the Aggressor, darkness and chaos): 

 East: Tishtrya (Sirius); 

 West: Vanand (probably Vega); 

 North: Haftorang (Ursa Major), and 

 South: Sadwes/Shatavaeša  (Aquarius). 

They circle round Meh-i-Gah, the Sky Peg at the Polar Centre. His diagram above, based on this information 

shows what could be a much older Zoroastrian tradition than the Sumerian, and again one that only used the 

Aqrab-Aldebaran opposition out the four cardinal Signs on the Ecliptic to mark the Four Seasons. He discusses 

the etymology for each of the Generals: 

 Tishtrya is linked etymologically to Tir, meaning arrow, which fits in exactly with Mesopotamian 

words for Sirius such as Kaksidi, usually translated as Arrow. However, the words Sirius and Arrow 

also refer to the rays of light coming from this brightest star in the sky, and may simply refer to its 

radiance, the -trya at the end referring to the superlative (most bright). The word is related to the 

Sanskrit twish to shine/twashtr shining one, which in turn relates to the Maker/Craftsman God, 

Twashtr
266

, seen as the coordinator of the Seven Sages – ‘the One beyond the Seven'. In terms of the 

spectrum, Twashtr is the White (or Bright) in relation to the seven colours of the rainbow within it. 

For Vedic contrast, in the Aitareyabrahmana Sirius, as already noted above, is called Mrgavyādha 

(the Gazelle Slayer) where Orion is the Gazelle head with the arrow through it (Ill.19-173). 

 Vanant (Victorious) equates to the Vedic Sanskrit Abhijit almost certainly Vega in Lyra. We therefore 

have an opposition posited between Sirius, low down in the sky, and Vega, high up in the sky to mark 

the Solstitial Line (c.f. the presence of Vega in the Boghazhkoy Star List). As Koch suggests, this line 

refers to the Age previous to the Age of Taurus, Sirius being a lower paranatellon for Gemini. 

 Shatavaeša
267

  can mean of a hundred dwellings', or of a hundred sons', which is perhaps more 

likely
268

. Filliozat comes down in the end to identifying it as Aquarius, in opposition to Haptorang 

(Ursa Major), relating it to the Vedic Shatatāraka (having a hundred stars). He mentions how the 

Avesta at one point discusses Tishtrya and Shatavaeša in one breath in relation to the waters, which 

refers to the period when the Sun is in Aquarius and Sirius rises at the time of the Autumn rains in 

Iran (compare the association in Egypt between Sirius rising and the Nile floods in high Summer). 

 Finally we have the Avestan Haptorang, which could be translated literally as the Seven Colours, but 

relating to the Sanskrt Saptarshis, or Seven Sages, are almost certainly the seven stars of Ursa Major 

(we will run through all the Seven-Star groups under Icon D).  

                                                 
265

 Jean Filliozat ‘Notes d’Astronomie Ancienne de l’Iran et de L’Inde’ Journal Asiatique CCL 1962 325-50 
266

 (Implying that Vulcan is exalted in Ursa Major.) 
267

 Other experts identify it with Scorpio, but the etymology given by Filliozat is more convincing. 
268

 Hesiod describes Gaia (Earth) and Uranus (planetary ruler of Aquarius) as bearing three children, ‘each with 100 arms and 50 heads’. 
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Filliozat also refers two other stars mentioned in the Avesta without quite the same status as the main four: 

Paoiryaeini and Upapaoirya which Filliozat equates with the ancient Indian Nakṣatras, Kṛttikā/Pleiades and 

Rohinī/Aldebaran
269

– marked on his star map also (Ill. 19-193). As these two are often listed immediately 

after Tishtrya it suggests they did have considerable importance, with the same central emphasis as given in 

Mesopotamia, and of course we know by now from our study of the Duat region of the sky that these two are 

significant in relation to the start of the New Year, along with Sirius. 

Clearly these stars do not occupy the four quarters at exact right angles to each other, but they do form 

meaningful corridors across the sky with Ursa Major as the centre-piece, in an assymetrical Grand Cross, not 

of Aldebaran opposite Antares and Regulus opposite Fom-el-Hut as for the Four Quarters in the 

Mesopotamian tradition, but of Sirius/Tishtrya as leader of the stars
270

 opposite probably Vega/Vanant) and 

Ursa Major/Haptorang) opposite what Filliozat sees as Aquarius/Šhatavaeša.  

Tilak271, however, quotes Haug as saying that Vanant could be the Milky Way (truer perhaps of Šhatavaeša of 

the hundred abodes) said by the Parsi Dasturs to stand right over Hell, and the very weapon/Vajra used by 

Mithra to kill the Bull. In the Vedic tradition it is Rudra, Lord of Cattle, who kills Prajāpati/Šiva272 at the 

beginning of the Year as the Ganges/Milky Way runs down through his head. This act is seen as a 

Sacrifice/Yajna, dividing Hell (the Old Year) from Heaven (the New Year). The Devayāna (journey of souls to 

the Gods) takes place between the heliacal rising of Orion/Šiva at the Spring Equinox and the acronycal 

rising of Orion at the autumn equinox (the ‘strong’ half of the Year). However, having just remarked that 

Orion does not seem to feature amongst the foremost stars in the Avestan tradition, Tilak translates Tishtrya 

as Trishrya, meaning three stars (the Belt of Orion), giving rise to the idea – because of nearby Sirius - that 

the entrance to Hell was guarded by a Dog with three heads. The reason the drinks party shown on Sumerian 

cylinder seals was associated with the New Year was because the God Soma/Sacred Drink was associated 

with the asterism of Mṛgaširas, while the Avesta describes the God Haoma as having a star-studded belt. 

These traditions concerning Orion, Sirius and the Milky Way are evidently intermingled. 

Henning’s
273

 interpretation differs slightly from Filliozat in placing Tishtrya (Sirius) opposite Vanant/Vega 

(E/W), and Sadves/Scorpio (square to Aquarius) as contrasting with Haftorang/the Great Bear - with the 

Pole marked by Mekh-i-Gâh, or Mekh-I miyân âsmân (the Peg at the Centre of the Sky) - whatever it might 

have been at the time (Ursa Major is usually only mentioned in the same breath as Scorpio if they are both 

placed in opposition to Orion – only at a stretch can they be seen as in the similar zone of the sky). We have 

seen that the Eagle sometimes take the place of Scorpio and Aquila/Horus can also refer to the Polar Centre. 

Brown
274

 mentions that in July at Babylon round 2000BC briefly in the evening the constellation of the Eagle 

(Idkhu/Aquila, often mentioned as paranatellon to Aquarius/Capricorn) was seen low down in the sky as 

Sirius rose on the opposite side of the sky (in the 21st century this now happens in the first week of June).  

                                                                                                   END OF SKY ANCHOR 10
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 Using the argument that Upa has the sense of following, and Aldebaran also means Following. 
270

 Plutarch specifically writes that for the Persians Sirius was Leader of the Stars 
271

 B G Tilak Orion 1893 pp.123/127/143 
272

 (who often adopts the form of a Deer – however Mṛga in Sanskṛt can also mean ‘lion’, or ’tawny one’ according to Shāyana. 
273

 W B Henning 'An Astronomical Chapter of the Bundahishn, JRAS 1942 229-248 
274

 'Euphratean Stellar Researches I' PSBA XIV April 5 p.295 
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CONCLUSIONS ON THE USE OF PARANATELLONTA ON THE FAROUGHI BOWL 

We positioned this Sky Anchor at this juncture by way of saying that the use of paranatellonta on the 

Faroughi Bowl ties in with the traditions described above, helping to understand the stars apportioned in this 

case to stages in the cycle of the Year with its starting point at the rising of Orion. The bowl certainly 

follows an old Mesopotamian (possibly Zoroastrian) tradition of the four-fold sky with Ursa Major taking the 

position of one the cardinal points and possibly even standing in for two Signs, doubly useful because of its 

multivalence in acting also as pointer to the fixed Polar Centre by its opposition to Ursa Minor on the bowl.  

The inclusion of Mul Zappu (4. on Icon C) as paranatellon in place of one, two, or even three zodiac signs is 

of as high status as that of Ursa Major. Since I have argued from the start that I take it literally that 

Margidda is a name for Auriga and not Ursa Major, in a situation where Leo has not yet risen and the stars of 

Aquarius are unremarkable - we have to take on board the fact that Auriga, further over in the sky than Ursa 

Major, indeed on the same side of the Polar Centre as Aquarius, has to come into play simply because Fom-

el-Hut opposite is so very low-down that it is below the horizon most of the time. This fits in with our 

analysis of Orion’s position on the Faroughi Bowl, since in some ways he personifies the Charioteer of Auriga 

with, I contend, Auriga at the Sagittarius/Capricorn slot (also just touching on Aquarius) to emphasise the 

Fom el-Hut corner- - which explains the choice of the Zappu/Bunch of Grapes stars being nearest to the fish 

in Orion’s hand. 

 

Ill.19-178  In January in the middle of the night, looking South, Sirius, Orion, Auriga,Taurus and Perseus form an 
vertical block of bright stars-leading up to the Polar region and are also the most distinctive in defining the Duat 
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On the bowl Mul Zappu is shown as the familiar seven-star outline noted on Assyrian seals under Icon A, but 

if we are on the right track in our reading of the sealing drawn out in Ill.19- 6, then the lower register - 

which at first glance does not look astronomical, since it shows a Sumerian chariot of the type found at Ur 

setting out for battle and at the right a hunter walking out followed by his dog – could in fact refer to the 

chariot of the Sun as well as the constellations of Perseus and Auriga (in ancient mythology they echoed each 

other on planetary and stellar levels, as in the story of the Fall of Phaethon)
275

. If we read the figures 

following as Orion the Hunter and dog Sirius, with the upended figure as Andromeda – all star groups near 

each other as on a present-day star map - given its 3M date, this extends the ancestry of Icons A and C 

considerably! 

It can hardly be coincidental that these very constellations are linked together over and over again in the 

astronomical star lists and we should expect pictorial renditions along the same lines. Perseus, indeed, takes 

on the stance of bull-leaper in relation to Taurus (see star map above) (the Bull blended with the Earth 

horizon as depicted on the upper register of the seal) - but more of that later. 

This does therefore mean (as pointed out in our journey round the bowl) that Mul Zappu/Barnett’s Bunch of 

Grapes group, simply from its place in the sequence of the zodiac circuit on the Bowl, cannot represent the 

Pleiades, which is a huge step forward in sorting out differences in representation and nomenclature 

between key Seven-Star groups. But we will still have to test this by discussing all the different Seven-Star 

circumpolar groups fully under Icon D (amongst them Auriga and the Two Bears) - and we can also consider 

their rival candidature - along with single stars such as Sirius - for the title given in Section 1 of Astrolabe K 

of ‘LEADER OF THE STARS’. 
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 Charles Dupuis L’Origine de tous les Cultes 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF ARTEFACT D 

We use our next artefact as the focal point to consider the evidence for which star (or stars) astronomers in 

ancient Sumer, Iran and Egypt placed first in their star lists: the Avestan and Egyptian traditions seem to give 

most glory to Tishtrya/Sirius, and then to Ursa Major. But there seems also to be a more esoteric tradition 

that places certain other stars at the top of the list, notably Ursa Minor, or one or all of the Four Royal Stars 

(Sky Anchor 9). We hope in the process to ascertain whether the label Mul Apin on Section 1 of Icon B refers 

to a Seven-Star group or not, and whether it - or some other single star - earns the title, Leader of the Stars. 

 

Ill.19-179  Fragment of inlaid steatite bowl c. 2250 – from Woolley
276

 

Philadelphia University Museum CBS 14968 

Dug up by Woolley at Ur from under the Kurigalzu floor level of rooms 16/17/18 in the E-Nin-Maḫ temple 

where the priestesses lived, and bearing a third-millennium dedication on the underside to Shulgi of the Ur 

III Dynasty, this broken fragement of a shallow circular bowl in black steatite is unique in its astronomical 

decoration of white limestone or shell inlay
277

 which includes the distinctive outline of Ursa Major (or Minor) 

picked out in small white dots on the intact bull’s foreleg. The bodies of two bovids, possibly meant to 

represent the two bulls of the horizon (c.f. Ill.19- 6) recline rump to rump on the surviving arc, leading us to 

wonder whether they would have been repeated symmetrically on the other side of the circumference now 

lost to us. Their two flanks are inlaid with rounded triangular blobs which (looking at their use on other 

inlaid Sumerian pieces) probably represent clouds, whilst the chest area of the complete bovid with tiny 

plaited beard has a bib consisting of two squared-off octagons, maybe just ornamental, but possibly also a 

deliberate reference to Venus’ 8-year cycle and/or the eight-fold zodiac, now familiar from Icons B and C. 

Above their meeting rumps the Sun floats over a crescent as large as a boat: both are picked out in the same 

white inlay and are flanked by two six-pointed stars that could refer both to the Mercury cycle and the 

sexagesimal system (see under Sixfold Zodiac). Three millennia later Olympiodoros the Neo-Platonist 

quoted ancient theologians: ‘The Moon is drawn by two Bulls; by two, on account of her increase and 
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 L Woolley The Development of Sumerian Art 1935 pl. lv 
277

 Woolley ‘Excavations at Ur’ AJ III pl.xxxiv   says the inlay is ivory - but in his The Development of Sumerian Art (1935) that they are 
shell (the latter is more likely). The facsimile in the British Museum simply uses a light paste. 
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diminution; by bulls, because as these till the ground, so the Moon governs all those parts which surround the 

earth…
278

’ (the ancient world was aware, then, of the effect of the Moon on the biosphere). To the side of 

the six-pointed star behind the bull’s head is what looks like the lower third of another octagon - but with 

curved sides - perhaps matched symmetrically on the other side. The crescent moon is repeated on the 

forehead of the baby bull, reminding us that traditionally the Moon is Exalted in Taurus (and is expressed 

thus on the Seleucid tablet for Taurus, Ill.19-67). 

  

Ill.19-180  Two further views of the bowl showing the incurved rim and thick walls of the bowl, taken by the 
writer from the facsimile of the Philadelphia original in the British Museum: the lens cap gives the scale. 

The prominence of the Sun and Moon at the juncture of the two rumps proclaims their central importance 

for daily time-keeping, as well as the problem of squaring their cycles in the Luni-Solar calendar. By the 3M 

BC, and probably from a millennium earlier at least, the Sumerians at the Moon Temple of Ur, with its 

attached giparu and ziggurat, were systematically tracking the behavior of the Moon (Ill.19- 4) to measure 

not only months and predict eclipses but also at the New Year to use its position against stars to decide 

whether an intercalary month would be needed (see Chapter 22).  

Another warning to the reader here so they know what to expect. At times we will lose sight of our bowl 

fragment as we run off at various tangents in our systematic search to understand every possible 

alternative for its interpretation. The star sets in this search itemised under subheadings A-Q in Sections I-

IV are added to under Icon E in one further related Section V with further subheadings R-T – all leading to 

an overall perspective on the nature of the Seven-God/Sibitti at the close of the chapter.  

Our next step, then, is to stop and briefly consider the centrality of the Lunar cycle for the Mesopotamian 

calendar, in the next Sky Anchor. 
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 Quoted by Brown ibid. 
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SKY ANCHOR 11:  THE MOON AND DAYS OF THE MONTH IN THE LUNAR YEAR 

The Mother of the Moon-God, Lady of Nippur (Inanna/Venus) calls Nannar the Moon ‘King, the pure boat that 

sails through the sky’
279

. On Early Dynastic sealings the crescent moon is shown in a boat whose millipede-

like oars count the days: the inclusion of Scorpio and/or Leo with water pot suggests we should interpret the 

whole image at an astronomical level. On other seals, a plough is shown over a human-faced lion (below left) 

(the Sumerian version of the Sphinx denoting the Leo-Aquarius Axis). 

  

Ill.19-181  Sumerian cylinder seal designs c. 2700: (left) GMA 1780, Louvre; (right) GMA 1779, Louvre 

Mapping the cycles of the Moon was a primary concern of the Sumerians, Akkadians and Babylonians. Not 

only does it act as the second hand on the clockface of the sky, measuring out the months by its changing 

phases during its 27½-30-day cycle, but interpretatively the Moon’s crossings of the Ecliptic at the lunar  

 
Ill.19-182  The Lunar Cycle leading up to the Spring Equinox 

nodes, temporarily blotting out the Sun or vice versa (Sky Anchor 1) involves Eclipses - seen as particularly 

portentious for the fate of the kingdom and important to predict ahead of time (the Eclipse cycle is 

discussed in Chapter 22).  

                                                                                                               END OF SKY ANCHOR 11 
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 Sjöberg (trsl) Mondgott 1: 41 (apud. Heimpel Festschrift Sjöberg 50) 
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PRINCIPAL SYMBOLIC TRADITIONS CONCERNING THE TWO BEARS 

Coming  back to Icon D with its Moon implications in mind, a particularly apt line comes to mind from the 

Sumerian EMEŠ-ENTEN
280

 in which the two halves of the Year, Summer and Winter, are described as ‘pushing 

against each other like massive, straining oxen’. We already have seen from seals that bulls could personify 

the horizon (Ill.19- 6) so the further consideration that the two oxen on our artefact could refer both to the 

horizon and to the junction of the two halves of the year is not a wild interpretation
281

. On inspecting the 

complete bull more closely, it is the absolutely clear-cut outline of Ursa Major running down its foreleg that 

captures our attention, especially if it is meant to refer to the first constellation of the New Year, Mul Apin, 

the only constellation represented on the object. A close-up photographed from the replica in the British 

Museum shows its unmistakeable outline amongst the cloud formations on the rest of its body, since it is 

picked out with small round white insertions running down its shoulder and foreleg: 

 
Ill.19-183  Head-on view of the vase fragment showing the outline of Ursa Major fitted onto the foreleg of the 

Bull. In this view the plaited beard strapped round its muzzle is shown, and one eye is still inlaid – photo author 

Tantalisingly, we do not know whether its twin on the other side would have been similarly decorated, 

making not only their pose but also their decoration symmetrical, and if so whether on the other side it 

would have represented Ursa Minor (or vice versa).  

Four different names have come down to us for Ursa Major in the Anglo-Saxon world: the Bear, the Plough, 

[Charles’] Wain/Wagon (the closest equivalent to Margidda) and the Dipper, none of them associated with 

the Bull. The change in etymology for this constellation from Boar or Bear to Bull in different traditions may 

seem to follow giant leaps of logic across time and countries in the move from one totem animal to another 

or, indeed, to Plough or Cart, drawn by a Bull (but not by a Bear). Although Wain and Dipper might be 

thought to come down to us through country folklore, the names Apin (Plough) and Margidda (Cart) are often 

mentioned in the Mesopotamian texts: but whether they are one and the same as the Bears is ambiguous 
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 J van Dijk SSA 45, 19’ 
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 B. Landsberger in ‘Jahreszeiten im Sumerisch-Akkadischen’ JNES VIII, 248-297 describes the idea as fitting into a common genre of 
the literature of the time which includes also the struggle between Silver and Gold, or between the Palm and Tamarisk trees. In this 
paper which is mainly about the different ways the Year was divided up (the two half-years could be sub-divided into two sets of three 
double months, as in ancient Egypt, for instance) texts describing seasonal tasks are also cited, including the months when the oxen are 
harnessed to the Plough (Apin/Epinnu) so at first glance there would seem to be absolutely no doubt about the meaning of the word 
used to describe the first star on the key Mesopotamian star lists. 
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(Horowitz himself
282

 admits this, even while making the connection seem definite). We have already 

provisionally given Margidda to Auriga and Mul Apin to Ursa Major – but as we proceed, our thinking on this 

may yet change in a final twist of logic! 

 

Ill.19-184  Neo-Assyrian seal readable on the astronomical level as Bootes driving the Plough behind 
Taurus (9-7C) with Spica behind him - Pierpoint Morgan Collection no. 633 

The scene above shows similar ingredients to the two seals in Ill.19-181, where the inclusion of Moon 

crescent, Venus and Zappu underlines that it is not simply to be read as a scene from daily life.  

Overall the two similar-looking constellations of large and small dipper have been associated either with 

Bears or Bulls which points to traditions of the North meeting traditions of the South, which we will look at 

in more detail. Brown himself amongst his many pronouncements on Ursa Major
283

 reminds us that the Bear is 

a northern animal, for which in cultures further south bovines were substituted (it is not clear whether the 

constellation Bootes (Bo-otes the Bull Driver) is meant to refer to the Ploughman driving a Bull, Boar or Bear, 

since the syllable Bo could refer to any of them (Ill.19-57, repeated above for ease of reference). So we have 

a dual tradition to untangle, as the association between Bull and Bear was made for the same constellation 

in regions where two cultures met, so that people coming down from the mountains to cattle territory 

combined the two, or changed from one to the other. Our first step is to build up some background for 

understanding the central place they occupied in Egypt where, as in Sumer and Akkad, they were firmly 

linked to Bull iconography. Then we will look at the more European association with Bears. 

ANCIENT EGYPT'S VISUALISATION OF URSA MAJOR AS MESKHETIU, THE OX-LEG  

That a leg of the Bull of Heaven is associated with Ursa Major is supported by the fact that the New Kingdom 

Egyptians called Ursa Major ‘The Bull-Haunch’ - one of the very few hieroglyphic star names successfully 

translated from Egyptian astronomical texts, we are told. Their depiction of the Bull Leg (which seems to be 

the back leg), often with the seven stars clearly marked out along it (Ill.19-187) occurs repeatedly on 

ancient Egyptian astronomical documents, most notably Middle Kingdom coffin lids and New Kingdom star 

ceilings. For instance the label for Ursa Major appears clearly on Seti I's tomb ceiling below in the 

centrepiece scene (top right) representing the stars of the Circumpolar Region set within an overall 

framework of the successive rectangles of the 36 Decans. In this particular star ceiling, just one star is 

marked on the bull’s head as a red dot – presumably Aldebaran - and another at the top of the back leg
284

, 

both retained on the Bull in the top right corner of the drawing of it (Ill.19-35).  
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 Wayne Horowitz ‘The Akkadian Name for Ursa Minor’ ZA LXXIX 1989 242-5 
283

 Robert Brown ‘On Euphratean Names of the Constellation Ursa Major’ PSBA 1887, 127-130 
284

 Belzoni, the person who rediscovered the tomb in the 19C, recorded the tomb chambers and their ceilings in many drawings and 
paintings now stored in the Bristol Museum which give precise details of the ceiling if it is not possible for you to visit the actual tomb. 
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Ill.19-185  Three hieroglyphs spell out ‘Meskhetiu’ above the Bull’s head (top right corner): Seti I Tomb c.1250BC 

The hieroglyphs just above the bull in the top right corner consisting of three fox-tails (mess), a circle (khe) 

and a crow (tiu) spell out mess-khe-tiu, meaning adze/ploughshare (c.f. Ill.19-97 showing seven 

ploughshares/adzes), confidently translated by scholars expert in Egyptian Astronomy such as R A Parker as 

Bull Haunch (though literally meaning hoe/adze) and equated with Ursa Major because of its shape. Now 

along with Artefact D itself we have clear proof that in both Egypt and Sumer there was a tradition for 

seeing this seven-star constellation as a Bull’s Leg (ḫpš), understood as one of the legs of the entire Bull of 

the Sky, Gu-Anna
285

. Whether there is a distinction to be made between the rear leg as Ursa Major and the 

foreleg as Ursa Minor we cannot judge yet. It is certainly interesting to consider that the constellation of 

Taurus is conventionally illustrated on zodiacs as the forepart (head and forelegs) of a whole bull only, with 

the presumption that the other legs stretch back to another area of the sky. This strongly reminds us of the 

scene in the Gilgamesh story where Enkidu ‘tears off the imittu/right hand of the Bull of Heaven’ and throws 

it before Ishtar, who wails over it’
286

. The incident ends with the Bull’s horns being encased in gold and lapis 

lazuli by craftsmen on Gilgamesh’s orders and hung up for Lugalbanda to use as oil-containers.  

                                                 
285

 Brown (Primitive Constellations) says Ursa Major is shown as an entire Cow on some Cretan coins (compare this with the idea that 
in Vedic India Orion was seen as a gazelle, the four corner stars being its feet and Orion’s Belt the arrow-pierced head (Ill.22-164). 

286
 Observation by Dr Eisler in ‘Egyptian Astronomy’ JEA XXVII 1941, 149-52. Where Eisler gives imittu as ‘right hand’ (implying a 

foreleg), N K Sandars translates the word as ‘right thigh’! The episode (abbreviated) translated by Andrew George (ibid.) runs: Enkidu,.. 
tearing a haunch off the Bull .. hurled it towards her.. [then] Ishtar over the Bull of Heaven’s Haunch...began rites of mourning. 
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There is one time of the year when it is easiest to visualise the two Bears as the legs of Taurus
287

, when they 

do not look as dislocated from each other as they usually seem. This is in Autumn when both Ursa Major and 

Ursa Minor lie above each other parallel to the horizon and level with the Taurus protome further along the 

horizon – a positioning enabling one at least in imagination to give Taurus a head (turned backwards) and two 

of its legs. This would be the Egyptian variation to our explanation of the ploughing scene on the  

 

Ill.19-186  The state of the sky in the middle of the night in October – from Science News 1948 

Mesopotamian seal (Ill.19-184) where instead Ursa Major is put in the place of the Plough - given we know 

the Akkadian word Apin means Plough (in this scenario, from the star map it looks as if Hercules is as well 

placed as Bootes to walk behind the Plough!). Equally, from the star map above, Auriga appears as Margidda 

on its side along the horizon at the same level, and is even closer to the Bull than the plough!  

 

 

Detail showing the Seven 
Stars outlining the Bull 
Haunch 

Ill.19-187  Section of Middle Kingdom coffin lid showing left to right the Sky Goddess Nut, the Bull Haunch, and in 
the next main column Orion/Osiris and Sirius/Isis holding hands – from R A Parker 1974 

                                                 
287

 Eisler (ibid.) goes on to say that ‘the Foreleg constellation was familiar to the Hebrews... as Kesil (Babylonian kaslu)’ and referred 
to in the dual as keslayīm/the two forelegs in Isaiah XIII 10, which he says must refer to Ursae Majoris et Minoris. ‘it is probable’, he 
says, ‘that the Hebrews got the foreleg constellation from Egypt since no constellationof this name is found in the Babylonian star 
lists...’ However, if not named as such, they still feature by other epithets, given they are so central - and we do have this early 
instance of Shulgi’s bowl with one Kesil very obviously marked on the foreleg. 
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There are many examples of Middle Kingdom Egyptian coffin lids decorated with decan lists that always start 

with the seven star group marked out quite clearly on a bovine leg and labelled as Meskhetiu – preceded only 

by the hieroglyph for ‘sky’, a blue horizontal line held up by the Sky Goddess, Nut
288

 (one and the same as 

Neith and Athena, as discussed under the Eightfold Zodiac tradition above). Osiris as Orion, looking back over 

his shoulder, and Isis as Sirius are next in line (or are they Perseus
289

 and Andromeda?). These are the exact 

Egyptian parallels to the Sumerian Tammuz as Orion and Ishtar as Sirius/Venus (whose names, we now know 

well, appear in different forms on at least three sections of Astrolabe K
290

): 

The seven stars on the Bull Leg Joint are quite distinctively marked, but are we sure whether they represent 

Ursa Major, or Minor? Wainwright states, ‘In Pharaonic days Orion and Sirius were considerably lower in the 

skies at their meridian altitude than they are today, and they also rose and set farther along the horizon 

towards the south. This, along with the fact that the Great Bear stood in place of the invisible Pole, being 

the stepping stone to it, changed the perspective on the two as a tightly counterchanged opposition’
291

 (see 

Ill.19-196 and Ill.19-199). The trio on the coffin lid calls to mind several phrases from the Coffin Texts in 

which the speaker is the soul of the departed now returning to the skies, and Bauval’s books
292

 on the 

orientation of the Pyramids of Egypt makes the case for the Pharaoh identifying himself with Orion as he 

makes his way back to the Polar Centre via Ursa Major in order to attain immortality: 

Spell 399: Orion and the Great Bear are [together] as stars… 

Spell 482: It is Orion who has given me his warrant: it is the Great Bear which has 

made a path for me to the western horizon; it is Sothis (Sirius-Isis) who greets me as 

[at] the birth of a god.  

This matches the approach to the Haptorang (meaning Seven-Range) which in the Zoroastrian tradition refers 

to Ursa Major as leader of the northern stars, seen by that religion as the gate and passage to the 

Underworld of dead spirits whose entrance is at the Polar point itself. Such traditions were now and again 

taken up in the Greek world
293

 - as by the Mycenaeans inside one of the royal tombs at Midea (Chamber 

Tomb II, c.1200BC, named ‘the Cenotaph’ by Persson
294

), where Egyptian, as well as Mycenaean, objects 

were found. There were seven holes bored into the wall behind two menhirs and an altar that picked out the 

outline of Ursa Major: ‘the holes were 15cm deep and could have served for fastening metal stars - or 

perhaps an object representing the constellation’. He then goes on to refer to the Bull labelled Meskhetiu 

(as on the Seti I ceiling) as a possible influence, citing it as ’a symbol of immortality’. The Dipper outline 

therefore played a central part in ritual, as we show next. 
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 (Simply read by Eisler (ibid.) as Ishtar wailing over the Bull of Heaven’s Haunch.) 
289

 G A Wainwright in ‘Orion and the Great Star’ JEA XXII 1936 notes that Orion is shown looking backwards only on Heracleopolitan 
coffins of the Middle Kingdom whereas in other periods he is shown looking forwards (important for our analysis of Icon E). 
290

 See Haleem 2008 http://www.cosmokrator.com/download/book7a(s).pdf and the discussion about Sectors 0 and 1 of Astrolabe K in 
Haleem 2010 http://www.layish.co.uk/astronomical_iconography_of_5_icons.pdf . 
291

 Wainwright (ibid). 
292

 Most notably The Egypt Code 2006 (for other titles see Bibliography) 
293

 Charles Dupuis himself noted how even in his day ‘les habitants du Pélepponese continuaient à se diriger sur la Grande Ourse’ 
Origine de Tous les Cultes (OTC) 
294

 A Persson The Royal Tombs at Dendra near Midea Lund 1931 p.115 and figs 53/54 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/download/book7a(s).pdf
http://www.layish.co.uk/astronomical_iconography_of_5_icons.pdf
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URSA MAJOR/MESKHETIU AS A RITUAL INSTRUMENT IN EGYPT  

The practical as well as mystical significance of Meskhetiu is emphasized by surviving ritual instruments or 

paintings from Egypt. Painted on a wall section of Tutankhamun’s tomb, one panel shows seven cows and a 

Bull, as invoked in the Egyptian Book of the Dead and used in other New Kingdom tombs – a clear version of 

which in the tomb of Nefertari, chief wife of Ramses II, is cited by Ramadan el Sayed
295

.  

 

Ill.19-188 The seven sacred kine and their Bull, with four oars below – Tomb of Nefertari 

We remind ourselves of the Egyptian concept, described earlier in this chapter, of the Sky as The Cow 

Goddess Mḥt Wrt (literally meaning The Great Waters). In the Coffin Texts
296

 She is sometimes described as 

having ‘Seven Nodes’ which are the ‘Seven Celestial Kine’ - under whose power Spells were written:  

Oh you Seven Nodes of the Celestial Kine, I know you and I know your names: may you make me 

whole, may you make my flesh whole, may you make my members whole, may you grant supports 

for my bones: may you save me from all things evil, may nothing evil happen to me..... I will not go 

upside down, I will walk on my feet, and I will be enduring in my place (407 ll.222 to end). 

The translator of the Coffin Texts comments: ‘Note that the clauses   correspond to the Seven Cows and Bull 

of the Mḥt Wrt’. The precise meaning of ‘Nodes/Knots’ has not been satisfactorily ascertained, but there is 

good reason for thinking that they are descriptions of the powers of the seven stars of Ursa Major)
297

 since 

each star is so bright in comparison to the fainter ones of Ursa Minor. Certainly in these texts, each cow has 

a name and together are seen as the seven-fold personification of Mḥt Wrt, Sky Cow [Mother of the Sky Bull] 

- her planetary manifestation as Venus/Hathor making her Goddess of the Four Quarters and Earthly Time as 
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 In his magisterial paper ‘Les sept vaches celestes, leur Taureau et les quatre Gouvernails’ MDAIK XXXVI 1980 357-390 
296

 Translated into English by R O Faulkner as The Coffin Texts (3 vols) Warminster 1977 
297

 see in Bibliography under authors Ermann, and Röder 
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well. As the Seven Powers or the Seven Vortices, do they actually represent the Seven Stars of 

Meskhetiu/Ursa Major, and does the Bull represent Taurus, instigator of the Year
298

, or the Year itself? Just 

as Meskhetiu itself is invoked in spells, both as protector (or even from whose power protection is sought – 

see next footnote but one), so also can each Cow be invoked individually by its own name and power 

(varying from text to text) appealed to for individual protection by the soul of the dead. The four oars refer 

to the journey the Sun/soul makes by rowing across the Night Sky in the Underworld before reappearing at 

Sunrise. Sometimes involved in the iconography are not only the Four Sons of Horus, guardians of the 

northern sky, but also all the souls of Pe and Nekhen of the earliest aeons of time.  

The Museum of Modern Art has a wooden example from Queen Hatshepsut’s reign of the ritual Dipper-shaped 

instrument, clearly a solid rendition in wood of Meskhetiu, used in the opening of the mouth ceremony to 

give life to the Royal Mummy (Wainwright says traditionally it should be made of meteoric iron
299

). The 

appeal to Meskhetiu, and the use of an instrument shaped like it, ritualises the idea that just as the Leg of 

the Bull is the first in the queue of stars, so the opening of the mouth ceremony initiates the resurrection 

journey of the pharaoh’s soul as it orientates itself to return to its starry prototypes. Just as the astronomer 

looks for the Great Bear from which to jump to other stars, metaphysically Meskhetiu is associated with the 

 

Ill.19-189  Isis knot amulet of cedar, Meskhetiu instrument of another wood (10.5” long) and inscribed travertine 
pebble, all from the reign of Queen Hatshepsut, Rogers Fund, Metropolitan Museum, N.Y. 

first step on the journey to immortality (though if the entrance to the Underworld is through the Polar 

Centre itself – as in the Avestan tradition – factually we are talking about Ursa Minor!). Next to the scene 

with the Seven Kine and their Sky Bull in the painted ante-chamber of Tut-Ankh-Amun’s tomb, just such an 

instrument is depicted twice in a rendition of the Opening of the Mouth ceremony for the deceased Pharaoh. 

The top one is held to the Mummy’s mouth by the leopard-skin clad astronomer-priest to bring his mummy to  

                                                 
298

 He is thus the Apis Bull, the Mnevis Bull, Osiris the Bull, fertiliser of the Sky whose child is Rac the Sun. in Ptolemaic temples the 
Seven Cows are led by Hathor at the New Year). 
299

 G A Wainwright ‘Letopolis’, JEA XVIII 1932 159-72. The Letopolis Nome especially worshipped Meskhetiu (rather than specialising in 
a particular planet or animal God or Goddess as in the other Nomes) and it appeared on the Nome standard, though other symbols also 
occur that refer to aspects of Seth/Reshef as the God of Darkness - the thunderbolt (hence the meteroric iron) or other weapons, 
especiallys arrows (Plutarch wrote that ‘the Great Bear is the soul of Seth’). 
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Ill.19-190  Opening the Mouth Ceremony in the Antechamber of Tutankhamun’s Tomb - Valley of the Kings 

life and initiate the journey of Tutankhamun's soul to the Imperishable Stars
300

. The second instrument 

underneath is cleverly placed over what looks like a leg of beef, as in texts a leg of beef is the hieroglyph for 

Meskhetiu followed by the determinative of a five-pointed star with 7 I’s preceding it (read from right to 

left): 
301

). 

In passing, we can mention Ursa Major (or is it Minor’s) importance in Chinese Astronomy: the stone relief 

below depicts the Chinese Emperor (identified with the Pole in relation to the government of the land) riding 

in a carriage said to be made up of the seven stars of Beidu/Ursa Major. 

 
Ill.19-191  Beidu (Ursa Major) visualised as the carriage of Di, the Emperor – Han stone relief - Xiuchian 1997 

On an annotated Chinese calendar for 956 AD certain days are marked with the character standing for some 

stars in Ursa Major, meaning it was a special day when sins are pardoned. Furthermore, every seventh day is 

‘marked with the character Mi, for Mithras’
302

! 
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 (Referring to the Circumpolar Stars which never set, Ursa Major being outstanding amongst them.) 
301

 Taken from a protection incantation (BM 10083) reproduced in Hieratic Papyri in the British Museum: Oracular Amuletic Devices 
of the Late New Kingdom ed. I E S Edwards 1960 
302

 L Giles ‘Dated Chinese Manuscripts in the Stein Collection VI’ BSOAS XI 1943 pp 154-5 
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OTHER BULL AND PLOUGH IMAGES ASSOCIATED WITH URSA MAJOR 

As we are focusing on the seven stars of Ursa Major picked out on the foreleg of the Bull on Icon D in 

particular (always bearing in mind that we still don’t know whether they actually refer to UrsaMinor) we 

should move to a quick look at the Sumerian traditions lying behind Ursa Major where, again, it was certainly 

associated with the Bull – possibly due to periods of close relations with Egypt. We cannot stop to trace the 

transmission of Ursa Major’s different names in full detail, but here and there a stepping stone survives in 

the record useful for our enquiry. Certainly in the Western tradition we do not associate the Dipper with the 

Bull (or Cow) at all, though we do imagine Taurus as pulling it to explain its name of Plough – from the seals 

we have looked at, clearly this is an image directly linked to Sumero-Akkadian culture and not used in Egypt. 

If we start at the end of the line of transmission and follow it backwards we know that for the Romans Ursa 

Major’s stars (which we have shown is not only a paranatellon to Virgo but also aligns significantly with 

Arcturus in Bootes, the Bull Driver) was called ‘Septem Teriones – the seven-fold sledge used to thresh the 

wheat - presumably referred to by Virgo’s wheat-ear  star, Spica, very often shown with seven seeds on it. In 

ancient Greek astronomy, if they do not actually mention Taurus pulling the Plough they certainly see Bootes 

as the Bull-driver guiding the Plough from behind: this layout is especially clear-cut in the October night sky 

along the horizon (as in the map below, which matches closely the composition on the seal in Ill.19-184): 

 

Ill.19-192  Ursa Major at the time of the Autumn Equinox in October at 2300 

Brown in Primitive Constellations even quotes Arcturus in some contexts as an alternative candidate for 

Sibzianna/Orion (or maybe here he means Hercules). Note again on this simpler map the horizontal 

relationship of Ursa Minor to Perseus (as his curled-hook weapon) and Ursa Major to Taurus - and the position 

of Zappu/Auriga as thejunction between the two pairs. Of all the Polar pointers, the Plough is supreme in 

visibility and locatability, with Ursa Minor its fine-tuner, explaining why Aratus mentions them together, 

immediately after the Polar Centre.  

But are we getting any closer to distinguishing which is Mul Apin, which Iku, which Zappu, and which 

Margidda? Margidda is not mentioned often in the Babylonian star lists compared to the name Mul Apin, and 

if one expects such an outstanding constellation as the Great Bear to be constantly be mentioned, in the way 

Mul Apin is, then we cannot particularly associate the Great Bear with Margidda, as the scholars routinely do 

We cannot rule out that it may be an alternative name not often used, but it does makes more sense as an 
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alternative name for Auriga/the Chariot, since Margidda means Cart, not Plough. Capella makes it as 

prominent a constellation as the others in the Duat and Circumpolar Zones, so that possibly Zappu and 

Margidda are both names for Auriga). We have to keep going, picking up new crumbs of information in the 

hope the tangle on this crossways knot can finally be unravelled - without tying ourselves up in knots! 

So looking further, not only are the names of each star in Ursa Major (surviving in their Arabic version) worth 

remembering, but we should take in its fainter stars which extend it into a trident outline, as below, since 

 

Ill.19-193  The full constellation of Ursa Major, with trident outline of outfliers – Collins Night Sky 2005 

that shape is sometimes associated with the Plough on some seals. For instance, in the design below, not 

only does a Plough float over Leo with human face, but the figure holding a large trident corresponding to 

this wider web of small stars with bird-shaped lower body looks like Bootes, echoing its trapezoid outline,. 

We treat it as a stellar configuration since it could not possibly be a real-life scene. 

 

Ill.19-194 Detail of seal design (GMA 1402) from Ur cylinder seal GMA 1268  

We keep returning to the fact that the precedent for calling Ursa Major the Plough lies in the very word, 

Apin, due to its shape – but we do not know if it is ever applied to Ursa Minor, which is the same shape! In 

the seal below probably showing the Boat of the Moon Nannar sailing through the Sky, behind is either a 

bearded Bull or maned lion with a literal Plough above it again (instead of a seven-dot representation of Ursa 

Major or upright curled tail that featured on the Uruk Stance artefacts. 

 

Ill.19-195   Sumerian cylinder seal design c.2700  GMA 1777 
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If oral tradition is unbroken and we take the word literally, then Apin is simply the straight translation of 

Plough, whilst Margidda is more likely to refer to the Chariot/Auriga. Hunger and Pingree’s text
303

 does 

translate the word Apin as Plough, yet they do not associate it with Ursa Major, going along with van der 

Waerden (see next page) in taking Apin to be the unremarkable Triangulum with one faint star from 

Andromeda joined in (Ill.19-198) simply because he assigns to it the shape of a plough’s tine, stretching our 

credibility too far. 

 

Ill.19-196  Note Orion and Taurus setting in the West in the evening, as Leo with Ursa Major soars at the zenith. 
Note also the delineation of two dragons, both with four stars for their head – Hydra and Draco 

If we look at an actual star map for the Spring Equinox at 2200 hours
304

 when both Ursa Major and Leo are at 

the top of the sky - possibly just the scene represented on the seals we have just seen - this is when Bootes 

and Ursa Major are in positions where they are especially strong candidates for the pointers in Section 1 of 
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 Tablet I line 1 of their edition of Mul Apin runs Epinnu Enlil ālik pāni kakkabī šῡt Enlil (‘The Plow [sic], Enlil, who goes at the front of 
the stars of Enlil’ - the latter phrase being an exact reiteration of the phrase ‘Bel who goes before...’ in Section 1 of Astrolabe K .  
304

 Taken from James Stokley ‘The Longest Constellation’ in The Science Newsletter XXXIX March 1941 202/3 
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Astrolabe K (as already discussed), whilst Spica in Virgo is prominent - along with Corvus - as on Sections 5 

and 6 of Astrolabe K (Ill.19-80) or the Seleucid Clay tablet for Virgo (Ill.19-86) – see lower map: 

A Plough is again literally depicted on the baked bricks of the Khorsabad gates along with Leo, Corvus, 

Taurus - and possibly a naturalistic Lunar Tree later to be stylized into the Tree of Life in many Neo-Assyrian 

ritual scenes in the palaces of of Nimrud and Nineveh. It seems obvious to read the Plough literally as Apin, 

  

Ill.19-197: Stellar representations on the baked brick decoration at the sides of the Gates of Khorsabad 

yet Triangulum over Aries is conventionally equated with Mul Apin by scholars since Van der Waerden
305

 

(Koch agrees with him), because Aries was read as luḫunga/ the hired labourer (imagined as guiding the 

plough tine in a measly version of the original Bootes-Ursa Major image). Really the stars are too faint to 

deserve the new status of Leader of the Zodiac - and the imagery is too sparse to fit the nomenclature (note 

also how Iku is assigned to Pegasus: 

 

Ill.19-198: Van der Waerden’s allocation of Mul Apin to Triangulum over Aries and Iku to the Square of Pegasus 

When due to Precession the unremarkable group of Aries started to be designated a separate Sign it was 

named Lu-ḫunga, or [Hired] Farm Worker by the Babylonians and Assyrians. Ugnad's explanation306 is that 

(taking it to be the Pegasus Square) next to the field Iku one would expect the Apin/Plough to be nearby, 

but this comment surely misses the bigger picture we drew earlier of the Bull drawing the Plough (Ursa 

Major) guided by Bootes (Ill.19-184). Aries as the Hired Man is of an entirely lower status than Bootes, and as 

already mentioned, not a true candidate for the driver of the Plough demoted to Triangulum with Hamal. Of 

course it is understood that with Precession the Vernal Point moved out of Taurus into Aries from around 
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 B L Van der Waerden ‘Babylonian Astronomy II: The Thirty-Six Stars’ JNES VIII 1949, 6-26. 
306

 ibid. as with van der Waerden 
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2000BC but this does not mean that the names of stars as they were first named would slip back to other 

stars. Furthermore, Hamal cannot qualify as the Ploughman or have anything to do with the original Mul 

Apin, because he is in front of both the Bull’s head of Taurus and the Plough/Ursa Major which notionally he 

should stand behind. Hamal and Triangulum are so close to each other that the imagery does not hold and - 

most crucial of all - I see no evidence of the image being used on artefacts intentionally referring to those 

stars rather than Bootes/Ursa Major.  

The interpretation of Bootes’ role is supported by Brown most strongly from the Classical Tradition, given 

the Greek word Bootes translates as He who follows/drives the Bull/Bear. But given the syllable Bo is 

ambiguous, we now consider how Ursa Major was as much associated with the Bear in the North and West, as 

much as with the Bull in the South and East. 

THE NORTHERN TRADITION OF THE BEARS 

The point of asking whether on the Shulgi bowl (Icon D) the two bulls could have been decorated 

symmetrically, with the broken-off bull also sporting a Dipper outline on its foreleg, is that we tend to think 

of Ursae Majoris and Minoris in the same breath since one leads the eye to the other to locate the Pole 

(Ill.19-224). As we forge on, the distinction between the two is starting to become a key issue. Aratus
307

 in  

 

Ill.19-199  The Codex Phillippicus zodiac (mirror image for easier comparison) 1830 fol.11 u.12308 

his Phaenomena, quite possibly following the order of the Mul Apin Star List itself (or others like it that that 

have not survived)
309

, after naming the Polar Centre lists both Bears as the first two constellations: 

                                                 
307

 Aratus came from Cilicia, the very region Ulansey (see Icon A) calls the birthplace of Roman Mithraism. It was the home territory of 
several eminent fellow Stoics, who embraced the philosophy that astronomical cycles cause one’s Fate, to be borne with stoicism. 
308

  Reproduced by M J Vermaseren in ‘The Mithraeum at Ponza’ (which has a ceiling with the two Bears shown in this Ying-Yang 
arrangement) in Mithraica II Leiden 1974 
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On either side of it [the Polar Centre] the two Bears wheel in unison, and so they are called the 

Wagons
310

. They keep their heads for ever pointing to each other’s loins, and for ever they move 

with shoulders leading, aligned towards the shoulders, but in opposite direction…. Now one of the 

Bears men call Kunosura
311

 (Ursa Minor) by name, the other Helice (Ursa Major). Helice
312

 is the one 

by which Greek men at sea judge the course to steer their ships, while Phoenicians cross the sea 

relying on the other. Now the one is clear and easy to identify – Helice - being visible in all its 

grandeur as soon as night begins; the other is slight, yet a better guide to sailors, for it revolves 

entirely in a smaller circle; so by it the Sidonians sail the straightest course
313

. Between the two 

bears, in the likeness of a river, winds a great wonder, the Dragon, writhing around and about at 

enormous length; on either side of its coil the Bears move, keeping clear of the dark-blue ocean. It 

reaches over one of them with the tip of its tail, and intercepts the other with its coil.  

The tip of its tail ends level with the head of the Bear Helice, and Kunosura keeps her head within 

its coil. The coil winds past her very head, goes as far as her foot, then turns back again and runs 

upwards. In the Dragon’s head there is not just a single star shining by itself, but two on the 

temples and two on the eyes [see Ill 19-209], while one below them occupies the jawpoint of the 

awesome monster. Its head is slanted and looks altogether as if it is inclined towards the tip of 

Helice’s tail: the mouth and the right temple are in a very straight line with the tip of the tail. 

(Lines 27-62)
 314

 

In the centuries following Aratus’ death pictorial renditions of the Ptolemaic sky adapted Aratus’ description 

into a schematic (rather than astronomically accurate) Ying-Yang arrangement of the two Bears 

counterchanged inside the loops of Draco as in the illustration above. The actual positioning of the Bears in 

relation to Draco on an actual star map shows how Ursa Minor does indeed come inside the first loop from 

the tail end, though Ursa Major is well outside – however, its head does nearly touch Draco’s tail as Aratus 

describes. Aratus’ use of the word ‘Wagon’ for them both is interesting (and it brings Margidda back into the 

picture as a candidate for them rather than Auriga!). 

Due to its added accuracy for navigation Aratus' description forces us to consider straight away that we 

should hold at the back of our minds right until the end of the chapter the possibility that Mul Apin could 

actually refer to Ursa Minor! Looking again at the first triad of heavenly bodies given in the Mul Apin star 

list, this means the Great Bear could even be Iku (bearing in mind that later Arab astronomers in the same 

region gave the pan part of the Dipper a separate name, calling it Banāt NaCsh/The Daughters’ Coffin, or 

just The Coffin
315

 - Ill.19-228). Dupuis points out that the Charioteer of Auriga/the Chariot (described, as we 

have just done under Icon C, as holding the three Kids and Amalthea the Nanny Goat – Ill.19-171) can be 

                                                                                                                                                                      
309

 Maunder 1908 apud Baity 1973 p.406 worked out that Aratus in his description of the constellations ‘was using a far older sky-chart 

or description, one made around the 28th century BC at or near 40 north latitude’. 
310

 Of course in the Western tradition Ursa Major is sometimes called ‘Charles’s Wain’ (possibly because cart is an anagram of arctos). 
311

 Literal meaning is ‘Dog’s Tail’, the reason for which is discussed further on. 
312

 Because, as we have just demonstrated, Ursa Major spins round and round the Polar Centre like a spiral 
313

 No wonder that for navigation Kunosura was the more accurate, being closer to the Polar Centre, but no wonder also that Helice, for 
ever turning, was more obviously identifiable for most orientation purposes. 
314

 Translated by Douglas Kidd, Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries XXXIV 1994 
315

 The four stars called ‘The Daughters’ Coffin/Banaat Nacsh’ were associated with death - the three stars of the ‘tail’ being seen as 
the daughters destined to fill it – showing continuity with both ancient Egyptian and Iranian attitudes to the Bears and Polar Centre. 
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seen as pointing outwards and upwards to both the Bears on either side of the Sky Centre in such a way that 

the Two Bears mark two corridors leading down either to Perseus from Ursa Minor, or Orion from Ursa Major, 

 

Ill.19-200  Night Sky showing top left Ursae Majoris and Minoris inside the coils of Draco, the former leading down 
via Gemini to Orion, the latter down via Perseus to Taurus, with Auriga the junction between the two corridors 

with Auriga as the spacer between, truly earning its status as Mul Zappu –pointed out in Ill.19-192, but worth 

checking again from a wider viewpoint in contrast to both Bootes and Orion in the map above. With Ursa 

Minor lining-up so obviously to Perseus brushing past Cepheus his father (as opposed to the well-known 

Homeric line-up of Ursa Major looking down on Orion across Gemini), the special curlicue on Perseus’s 

weapon that appears in some representations (Ill.19-54) could well precisely refer to it (for a literal image of 

Kunosura’s short curly tail see Ill.19-81 top left). A later dawn sky-shot (below) of the forked corridors higher 

up shows lower down a perfect display of the Virgo-Leo swathe of stars over Hydra (just as illustrated on 
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Seleucid tablet) running at right angles to those corridors crossing it over the other parallel sides of Auriga’s 

rectangle. Below that is another sweep of stars we do not usually see because so low down, notably Sirius, 

Lepus and Orion, swooping up to Taurus (relevant to Icon E). Next to Auriga, half off the map Perseus snakes 

down to the Pleiades in that line of 7/8 stars so often remarked on. Which in their competition for the title 

of Mul Zappu stands out – Auriga or the Pleiades – in channelling the Two Bears? 

 

Ill.19-201  Sky at 05.45 a.m. 10 December, Britain – Note the line of the longer Perseus fork of 7 stars ending at 
the Pleiades over Taurus, noting also how one Taurus horn-tip forms the lowest corner of Auriga 

 
THE NORTHERN TRADITION OF THE BEARS 

To the Greeks the seven stars of Ursa Major were the arktoi, The Bears
316

. In Europe we have retained the 

dual tradition of this constellation being both Plough and Bear, as in Sumer, and not at all with the Bull 

connection. Although referring to the rare association as far north (in Estonia) of Ursa Major with an Ox, and 

in Syria’s early history with the Boar
317

, Gibbon (1964) mentions the majority view of Ursa Major as a bear 

(sometimes white) as coming from tribes living in northern Asia or America where bears were common (true 

                                                 
316

 Brown p.257 
317

 Other folklore cited by Gibbon includes Ursa Major as a pregnant, six-legged elk (with Castor and Pollux as the elk hunters following 
it), matched by several other very northern tribes’ view (e.g. the Lapps’) of the constellation as a reindeer: very unusually in Mexico 
Ursa Major is seen as a Scorpion (though not necessarily Scorpio) perhaps because of its sting-like tail. 
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of northern Europe too) who brought the association southwards. Although some of Robert Brown’s work is 

inaccurate, when it comes to his knowledge of ancient texts he is useful
318

. Looking at α Ursa Major (Dubhe) 

he points out that, rather than inherited from dubhe meaning ‘tail’, the word is better traced back to the 

Hebrew dob and the Assyrian dabu, meaning she-bear, and that the Arabic for the constellation is Al-dub-al-

akbar, the Great Bear. However, the Arabs had simply preserved that name from the classical sources, and 

in the heyday of their own astronomical activity, as just mentioned they concentrated more on the square of 

stars, seeing the pan of Ursa Major as a Coffin, maybe inheriting that view from the Mesopotamian Iku, 

meaning ‘square field’ – we will check out comprehensively later. 

For Brown, because the female bear is always in rut, and extremely affectionate with her cubs, ‘such an 

animal naturally became connected not only with a set of stars which never set, but also with the cult of the 

Great Goddess Mother
319

 of Western Asia, the Sky herself’. So it is the constancy associated with the Bear 

whose stars never set that links the constellation with the idea of the Sky as overarching Great Mother, and 

in the ancient world she was worshipped as such as far South as Hierapolis in Syria - where bears were still 

native to its mountains. The two Bears in the sky together were seen by the Greeks as the Guardians of the 

Pole, and as the Greek tradition moved over to male Gods their myth describes Rhea (the Earth) as giving 

birth to Zeus/the Sky in a cave in Crete and leaving him to the nurture of Ursae Major and Minor (described 

by Pythagoras as ‘the two hands of Rhea’). Although this suggests the Minoan/Mycenaean civilization had 

their own astronomical tradition with Crete as the main centre for the Greek Islands
320

, their stamp seals 

always showed bulls, rather than bears. 

Following this tradition further back, as noted earlier in the Avesta Ursa Major is called Haptorang, which 

has almost the same meaning as the Sumerian Sibitti (The [Divine] Seven) - in their minds was the Seven-Star 

par excellence (also called The Seven Enthroned Ones because of their height in the sky and nearness to the 

Pole). Brown assumes Haptorang means The Seven Bears, but etymologically it literally translates as The 

Seven-Range
321

 - some scholars taking it that they refer to the Seven Planets and the seven days of the week 

(which has some truth in it if related to the prototype of the Seven-Star group itself). Brown explores the 

word ‘Bear’ from the Aryan perspective - which he says could be down to an etymological shift from the 

Vedic word rikshas, meaning ‘bright-eyed’, to riksha meaning ‘bear’, which also morphed into rishi meaning 

‘sage’, and finally in transmission to the Greek the addition of t in arktos, meaning not only ‘Bear’, but also 

North/Arctic. Thus the Vedic meaning of Sapta Rikṣah originally referred more to the ‘bright eyes’ of the 

constellation, whilst its variation of Saptarṣayah is correctly translated as the Seven Rishis, or Seven Sages.  

In the Middle Assyrian sealing below the Lion and Bull group features as the sole subject with Ursa Major 

immediately above the lioness in the sky, juxtaposed with the eight-rayed Venus - and crescent Moon over 

the Bull – is quite possibly a neat depiction of Mul Apin/Iku and Dilbat triad of the Mul Apin star list – the 

Lion and Bull signifying the onset of the New Year as we will confirm in Chapter 22:  

                                                 
318 Brown ‘On the Euphratean names of the Constellation Ursa Major’ PSBA 1887 March 127-31 
319

 Brown Primitive Constellations, quoting Bachofen 
320

 Jean Richer Géographie Sacré du Monde Grec Paris 1983 
321

 Rang = Range = Rainbow 
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Ill.19-202  Sealing from Assyrian serpentine seal 1000-600BC (PierMorCat 629/WardCat no.179 – UrustaCat 34)    

Again, we cannot rule out that Ursa Major in these sealings may actually be Ursa Minor because of its more 

precise reference to the Polar Centre. Now having filled in enough background on the Two Bears and coming 

back yet once more to consider the Shulgi Bowl fragment, we should bear in mind the real possibility that 

the damaged bull completing the pair might also have had Dipper outline on its foreleg. Indeed, both appear 

on the Faroughi Bowl, and as quoted above, Aratus mentions both together throughout the passage, citing 

Ursa Minor as even more important than Ursa Major to the Sidonians and Phoenicians (inheritors in particular 

of the Sumerian tradition) since closer to the Polar Centre and more accurate. In fact, even for the intact 

Bull on the Shulgi bowl, given the outline appears on the foreleg it might logically refer to Ursa Minor 

anyway to contrast with the evidence from Egypt that says Ursa Major is represented by the back haunch. 

THE TWO BEARS IN THE ANCIENT INDO-PERSIAN TRADITION 

To glean further clarification, we may learn something more from Vedic/Avestan traditions concerning the 

Nakṣatras (asterisms/star markers of nightly Moon positions) - and their oppositions.  

URSA MINOR AND THE 28 STAR MARKERS OF THE ARYAN LUNAR STATIONS (NAKŞATRAS) 

 

Ill.19-203  Mesopotamian matches to the Indian Naksatras and their Gods – from Pingree 
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In our discussion of stars marking the Four Quarters in the Avestan and Vedic traditions we have already 

referred to a handful of the Nakṣatras - notably the Generals of the Four Quarters (Ill.19-177). Pingree 

usefully matched up all 27/28 of the Vedic Nakṣatras with probable Babylonian equivalents322 (28 for 

intercalation years requiring the full complement), and then polished up the list (above) in a later paper323): 

The Lunar Asterisms are regularly spaced star markers on or near the Ecliptic, which means neither of the 

two Bears are themselves counted as Lunar Stations, but most oppositions between Nakṣatras do cross one or 

other Bear – or different parts of Draco. As the stars that the Moon clocks past each night are distributed 

evenly round the sky, they are not always the brightest since each one marks a day of the monthly circuit. It 

is interesting to note the ones that match up with the key stars in the Pacific System (Ill.19-42) such as 

Kṛttikā/Pleiades, the first lunar station during the 2-1M BC marking the start of of Spring, maybe coinciding  

 

Ill.19-204  Oppositions between the Vedic Nakṣatras start at the Spring Equinox at Kṛttikā - from Filliozat 1962 

                                                 
322

 ‘Venus Omens in India and Babylon’ in Language, Literature and History: Philological and Historical Studies presented toErica 

Reiner pp293-315 New Haven Cttct 1987 
323

 ‘Mul Apin and Vedic Astronomy’ Sjöberg Festschrift 1989 439-445 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON D 

209 
 

with the solar year start marker elsewhere in Asia during the same era (bearing in mind we should still check 

Pingree’s equivalences, given his particular translations for stars in Mul Apin. Just as in Mul Apin, observing 

the setting of one asterism against the rising of its opposite number (Sky Anchor 8) played a large part in 

the Vedic tradition too, and looking at the crossing lines between Nakṣatras drawn out by Filliozat above, we 

see immediately that, due to its central position more of them cross Ursa Minor than Ursa Major (the latter 

features most in solstitial oppositions). 

For those using the Aryan astronomical tradition it is obvious how these nakṣatra oppositions would also play 

a part in pinpointing Ursa Minor and locating the Polar Centre - all of which takes the emphasis off Ursa 

Major as the most important constellation in the sky, and putting them more on the equal basis accorded by 

Aratus. The pairs of opposing asterisms on the diagram can also be usefully be expressed in this table: 

AXIS No. NAME AXIS No. NAME 

EAST 1 Krttikā WEST 8 Anurādhā 

2 Rohinī 9 Jyeshtā 

3 Mṛgashiras 
10 

Mūla 

4 Ardrā 11 Purvashadhā 

5 Pūrnavāsu 12 Uttarashadhā 

6 Pushya 13 Abhijit 

7 Ashleshā 14 Sravana 

NORTH 15 Dhanishta SOUTH 22 Māghā 

16 Shatabhishaj 23 Pūrvaphalguni 

17 Pūrvabhadrapadā 24 Uttaraphalgunī 

18 Uttarabhadrapadā 25 Hasta 

19 Revatī 26 Citra 

20 Ashvinī 27 Svatī 

21 Bharānī 28 Vishākhā 

Ill.19-205   The Vedic Nakshatras arranged in axial oppositions  

The importance of the Two Bears, Sirius, the Pleiades, Mṛgashiras/Orion and Vega is obvious, but at this 

point in the narrative what stands out most in Filliozat’s diagram is how the Polar Centre at the end of Ursa 

Minor’s tail stands on the crossing points of many oppositions, as well as featuring on the Sirius-Vega line 

(Sirius itself is not counted as one of the asterisms, probably because too low down, but remember in the 

Avesta how this line is chosen as one of the axes of the Four Generals). The Polar Centre itself has precessed 

over the centuries, which we consider next. 
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THE PRECESSION OF THE BEARS 

Filliozat (ibid.1962) was intrigued by the tradition in Vedic astronomy of the precession of the equinoxes as 

measured out by one grand revolution (backwards through accrued small slippages over thousands of nights) 

of the Great Bear (in harness with Regulus) in relation to the 27 nakshatras (28 in an intercalary year) which 

took 2,700 years to complete - in other words it spends 100 years
324

 against each nakshatra (the entire 

process, of course, is locked in to the Sun’s Precession via its link with Leo/Regulus’ (see Chapter 22). In 

other words, its acts as Grand Paranatellon double-checking the Sun’s own precession through the Signs! 

 

Ill.19-206   The Vedic Nakshatras and the Ursa Major-Regulus circle of displacement - Filliozat fig.2 

                                                 
324

 This could be what Shatavaesha (one of the four great stars of the Avesta at Aquarius), meaning ‘100 mansions’, refers to. 
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There is no doubt that what we have in the Aryan tradition - over and above all its other roles - is textual 

evidence for the central importance of The Seven Sages (Saptarshi/Saptarksha) as sign-posts of precession, 

giving a clue to the highest level of importance of the Sibitti in Mesopotamian Astronomy–- though we cannot 

yet take that final step and equate the Sibitti (the line of seven holes on Icon B) with Mul Apin.  

To the Indians each star in the Plough/Great Bear had its own identity (c.f. Ill.19-193): 

 The three stars of the shaft of the Plough were Marichi, Vasistha and his wife Arundhati/Alcor, and 

Angiras. 

 The four stars forming the bed of the Plough were Atri (N-E), Pulastya (S-E), Pulaha (S-W) and Kratu (N-

W), Pulaha and Kratu being the first to rise across the horizon (because India was further south than 

Mesopotamia the Plough was seen more as an Anu Star – but we have seen this is so for certain times of 

the year further north in Mesopotamia also). 

We note here a similar attitude as the Arabs towards giving separate identities to the linear ‘Handle’ part of 

the Dipper and its square ‘Pan’.  

According to the Aryan tradition, when at the Spring Equinox the two top stars of the Great Bear, Pulaha and 

Kratu, lined up against Maghā (Regulus in Leo)
325

 this marked the start of the new era known to the Hindus as 

the Kali Yuga, calculated to start in 3102 BC. Again we have that link between Ursa Major and Leo, and even 

more significant than we realised. The only other stars serving later as meridional lines that are mentioned 

in the texts are Tishya/Pushya and Ashleshā, both in Cancer, the sign after Leo. This approximately 27,000-

year long era thus encompasses the entire gamut of all World Ages, any one of which only lasts around 2,500 

years. This is why the Palm tree/Phoinix is an ancient symbol both of the Polar Axis and of Precession - often 

depicted next to a lion (or even the lion-bull attack  - see Chapter 22). The Phoenix bird in Egyptian imagery 

stood for than entire cycle, and also stood for the Great Return of the next Grand Cycle of Precession – 

hence reborn from the ashes of the former Aeons now devoured by Time). We look at the whole question of 

Precession and the more precise numbers for what Plato and the Zoroastrians called The Great Year in 

Chapter 22, but it is worth making a quick reference back to Icon A here, to say that Ulansey (ibid.) in his 

last two chapters cites the evidence for why Mithras was regarded not only as Kosmokrator (Ruler of the 

Cosmos), but also Lord of Precession.  

                                                 
325

 However, the Bears do not precess independently of the Ecliptic – which is what the Aryan tradition seems to assume, since all the 
strs are locked together in one motion – further enhanced by the spinning of the Earth. 
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SEVEN-STAR GROUPS 

Back to our focus of study - the Shulgi Bowl - we are faced not only with a degree of interchangeability 

between Ursa Major and Ursa Minor and the ambiguity of which is which in their depiction on artefacts, but 

there also seems to be rivalry between them for prime candidacy for the title of Mul Apin, Leader of the 

Stars. Since, going by the line of 7 holes in Section 1 of Astrolabe K, Weidner believed it referred to the 

Seven-Star character of Mul Apin mentioned in the caption nearby, to be methodical we have reached the 

point where (but also useful in paving the way for reading Icon E) there is no avoiding going through the 

exercise of contrasting other Seven-Star groups against the Bears to test their relative importance - whether 

as pointers on orientation lines to the Polar Centre, or markers for meridional crossing points on the Ecliptic 

of calendrical significance.  

This is an exercise Brown
326

 first undertook in the 19C to which we can add – though we will hold back any 

seven-star group with a pointed outline (of which there are four) until Icon E. 

I:SEVEN-STAR RECTANGULAR/CROSS CONSTELLATIONS UNDER THE CIRCUMPOLAR ZONE 

Brown usefully summarised the foremost candidates qualifying for the epithet of the Divine Seven-Star (Ilu-

Sibitti) thus: ‘Seven stars form the Bear-Wain, the Pleiades and Orion’. It is surprising how many other 

prominent Seven-Star groups there actually are - and confusingly most of them are near each other in the 

same sky zone. Having already gone into the differing outlines of the Bears and of the Pleiades under Icon A, 

let as look at the basic star structure of Orion, which we know rises well under the Circumpolar region under 

the ‘Bear Wain’. But to be systematic we should look at any other bright seven-star constellations, perhaps 

lower down in the sky most of the year, but in some seasons rising to take a prominent position in the sky as 

Orion does – and then at most of the Circumpolar constellations. 

A: ORION  

Orion does not jump to mind as a seven-star constellation, but looking at the map below, its main structure 

clearly is. We have suggested that the crossed lines with the arrow running towards the Polar Centre in 

Section 0 of Astrolabe K probably doubled up as Orion/Tammuz to mark the Year starting point sidereally as 

well as indicating the solstitial extremes like the Nebra Planisphere. Checking on the map below, because 

the constellation is arranged as two sets of stars with its four bright corners making a rectangle, and the 

band ofthree stars on Orion’s belt within it making seven, although it can never be confused with the Bears 

or the Pleiades it does also break down to a linear element and a rectangular element like Ursa Major, and 

cannot be confused with any V shaped string of stars (a key issue for Icon E). Although Orion’s distance from 

the Polar Centre puts him in the Way of Ea along with Sirius we have already seen from particular examples 

that this does not disqualify it from taking centre stage in that dramatic Duat sector of the sky as a key 

pointer for calendrical purposes! The candidature of Orion as a seven-star constellation thus ranks high when 

comparing its outline with, for instance, the fluffy arrangement of the Pleiades cluster (map inset below). 
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 Brown Primitive Constellations p.254 
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Ill.19-207   The visibility of the seven stars of Orion compared to those of the Pleiades and Taurus, plus other 
credible 7-star groups such as Gemini, Sirius-Ban and Lepus (Perseus we consider as Circumpolar) 

 

B:  THE PLEIADES  

We have already exhaustively analysed the different graphic arrangements of the Pleiades under Icon A as a 

7-star (sometimes 8-star) group. In European cultures, notably ancient Greece (and not so often for other 

 

Ill.19-208  The Perseus- Andromeda chain in September ending at 1he Pleiades as a rosette-  BBC Focus Magazine 
Sept 2008: note the position of Auriga on its side on the horizon, with bright Capella a stronger focal point 
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lands until the mid-First Millennium van Buren
327

 tells us), the Pleiades were used as a New Year marker, and 

in relation to the Moon helped decide whether an intercalary month was needed (discussed in Chapter 

22).though the cluster’s powdery (sometimes called bristly) texture does give more status to Perseus by 

being The myths vary as to whether the Pleiades cluster has 6, 7 or 8 stars. In a book review
328

 Anthony F 

Aveni quotes J W Fewkes on the Pleiades as saying, ‘I cannot explain its significance - and why of all stellar 

objects this minute cluster of stars of low magnitude is more important than other stellar groups is not 

clear to me’. This is precisely why I persist in trying to demote the equivalence of the Pleiades with Mul 

Zappu: one does need very sharp eyes to see separately even the seven/eight largest stars of the Pleiades 

with the naked eye
329

, and the Mul Zappu arrangement often assigned to them
330

 does not particularly spring 

to mind. Even in BBC Focus magazine sky maps as recently as January 2008 (Ill.19-58), the Pleiades cluster 

was shown as a broken rectangle of 7 stars - yet in the following September the same magazine changed 

their representation (see above) to a rosette (note in passing how much brighter Capella in Auriga stands out 

nearby), possibly as shown on the Nebra planisphere and one or two Susan/Sumerian inlays. Van Buren (ibid.) 

makes the same observation about the varied ways in which the cluster can be represented – or could the 

rosette in fact refer to Capella as the one bright star in the middle? 

C:  GEMINI  

Looking back to Ill.19-207, clearly along with Orion we can also count in Gemini, though there is no record of 

it being associated with the notion of seven stars. And it is a zodiac sign with three names for different 

sections of it already, Its narrow rectangle separately delineated and sufficiently distinctive in Section 4 of 

  

Ill.19-209: Section 4 on Astrolabe K (c.f. Ill. 19-86) showing Gemini with a pointer from it running to the Centre 

Astrolabe K not to qualify for serious inclusion in our Mul Apin/Leader of the Stars trawl. It is exceptional 

that on Astrolabe K its outline is actually drawn out, and in the text nearby mentioned in the same breath as 

Orion, suggesting the arrow extended from it points to Betelgeuze - or even Aldebaran (the star map of 

Ill.19-207 shows the two possibilities). 

                                                 
327

 E. Douglas van Buren ‘The Seven Dots in Mesopotamian Art and their Meaning’ AfO XIII 1939-41 277-289 
328

 Journal of American Folklore CV 111-12 
329

 J E Harry in ‘The Bright Aldebaran’ (The Classical Review XXVIII 1914 190-1) refers to the lines of Agamemnon in Euripides’ play 
who describes at dawn how the Pleiades is extinguished, leaving only Aldebaran shining brightly as the Sun’s presence becomes stonger. 
In other words the Pleiades are useful as a herald for Taurus (or later Aries) only. (In the line in question, Aldebaran is described as 
‘Seirios/very brightly twinkling’ which is an adjective that became the Greek name of the Dog Star. 
330

 This is a good point at which to remember that Eisler (ibid.) reckons the Hebrew 
C
ash represented the Pleiades, in Egyptian 

hieroglyphs written as  , pronounced sbϟw 
C
ašw/the seven stars –to be distinguished from the Meskhetiu hieroglyphs.   
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D:  LEO  

Counting its main stars, a case can even be made for Leo as a Seven-Star. However, the distinctive sickle 

shape of its head and its long-standing association with the outline of a lion have always taken precedence, 

and like Gemini, being a zodiac sign it already has its own distinctive name. 

E:  SIRIUS-BAN  

The Mesopotamians’ name for Sirius, Kaksidi/Arrow
331

 shows they understood the brightest star in the sky as 

shot from the seven-star group of Ban, the Bow (Ill.19-207). Another bow of many stars is traditionally 

attached to Orion when on clear nights its outline can be clearly seen pointed towards Taurus (see further 

discussion on this under Icon E).  

F:  LEPUS  

Surprisingly, Lepus under Orion's feet also forms a definite seven-star-group, looking almost like the Mul 

Zappu group. The hare in folklore symbolises the Moon, which may allude to its inclusion in the intercalation 

mechanism. 

G & H:  CYGNUS & ALTAIR  

In correspondence
332

 Brown cites Cygnus/Udkaduha
333

 (paranatellon to Capricorn) and Aquila/Našru/Idkhu 

(paranatellon to Sagittarius) (Ill.19-211Ill.19-212) as further (more cross-shaped than rectangular) candidates 

for the seven-star epithet, flying down the Milky Way at right angles to the Bears and Auriga, thoughit is hard 

to drum up the full seven star complement for each, and like Bootes their placings fringe-the Circumpolar 

zone. Yet though they may not at first appear in the same league as other star pointers, the top grade bright 

star Altair in Aquila and the several scintillating stars of the Swan do mean they both feature on the 

Boghazhkoi Star List (Ill.19-41) and Pacific Ocean Top Stars (Ill.19-42) so they usefully stand midway 

between this and the next section. 

With all these, we have stretched the Seven-Star template to the limit, with only one or two in serious 

contention for the status – together or singly - of Mul Zappu, Mul Apin and/or Leader of the Stars. 

                                                 
331

 Earlier we looked into etymological alternatives, such as Top Dog – and saw also how the Arrow was in the Vedic tradition associated 
with Orion’s Belt instead. 
332

 Brown PSBA February 1889 p.149 
333

 (usually translated as ‘leopard’. 
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II: CIRCUMPOLAR CONSTELLATIONS OTHER THAN THE BEARS  

If from the next map we take an overall view of the Circumpolar Region without the help of labels (if this 

chapter has been read carefully our eyes should be now trained to pick out key single stars or constellations) 

see which ones really stand out - even better, out and check the actual sky. 

With half-closed eyes we notice again the two corridors across the sky from Bootes along Ursa Major, Gemini 

and down to Orion - and the second, higher one linking Ursa Minor’s Polaris, Cepheus, Cassiopeia and down 

Perseus’ long fork to the Pleiades with Auriga acting as a wedge between them. But more than that - if 

glanced at very quickly, we can easily pick out the wider sweep of a huge V shape of the very brightest stars 

fanning out from Arcturus in Bootes in three vertical pairs made up of one star from each corridor very much 

reminiscent of the Seven-Star as depicted in the seal from Tyre (Ill.19-229). The lower arm jumps to Regulus 

and then to Canes Minoris et Majoris, whilst the upper arm jumps to Dubhe in Ursa Major, Capella and then  

 

Ill.19-210  The sky at 2200hrs in April, when a huge V-shape of stars stands out under the Polar Zone from Bootes 
to Sirius, with Orion lying inside its open end  



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON D 

217 
 

either the Pleiades (or Aldebaran in Taurus) at the top, with Orion framed between the two open ends of the 

V. We should hold this grand sweep of Seven Stars at the back of our mind for Icon E, where the search for 

the identity of the Sacred Seven-Star, so often mentioned in the texts, reaches a finale.  

Nearly all the Seven-Star constellations we looked at in the previous section provide useful alignments 

guiding the eye to the Polar Centre – always of perennial concern for initial orientation in naked-eye 

astronomy. The star groups that fall into the zone of Enlil in the circumpolar region above them never set as 

they rotate around the Polar Centre. It is clearly stated in star lists that Mul Apin travels in this zone (the 

Way of Enlil). On the other hand we have already seen examples of Ursa Major and the Circumpolar stars 

appearing low down in the sky at night at certain times of the year, descending to what we would normally 

think of as the Anu or Ea zones – so we have to remember these three ‘cattle pens’ are three bands of the 

sky in relation to the polar centre, and not to the horizon. Because they are special cases we will, however, 

reserve discussion of two groups – Auriga and Perseus – for Icon E, where they are dealt with under IV: V-

ENDED SEVEN-STAR GROUPS and follow the alphabetic order started under the I: SEVEN-STAR 

RECTANGULAR CONSTELLATIONS heading beginning this exercise – hopefully to end in some conclusions.  

When considering all the circumpolar stars we need to bear in mind that since the Polar Centre (dayān-same) 

itself has shifted over millennia due to the dual precession of both the Bears and the Equinoxes (mentioned  

 
Ill.19-211  Starting from today’s position of the Pole at Polaris in Ursa Minor from 2000BC, the precessional 

ellipse has moved over the millennia from the vicinity of Draco’s Head and Tail to Ursa Minor and Ursa Major – 
and will move in future to Cassiopeia, Cepheus, Cygnus and finally Vega  
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earlier - Ill.19-206), due to which the Sun slips backward against the Vernal Point in tandem with the Polar 

Centre going round in a correspondingly tighter circle (see map below). It means that over time, different 

stars closest to the Centre were used as pointers to locate the Pole, so apart from the Seven-star 

constellations inside the Circumpolar region that ‘guard the Pole’, we should remember the sometimes more 

peripheral star groups in the Circumpolar Region also acted as pointers when one or other was brought to 

bear in stronger orientation lines with other stars to bear on the centre. So despite the high importanceof 

the Bears as Polar pointers in Aratus’ eyes, in fact there are star groups as close, or even closer, to the Polar 

Axis Centre - and we have seen how the Axis was at times swung up to any star line close enough to blend 

with the Vernal Point 0˚ Meridian and made to do duty for both.  

 
Ill.19-212  The Circumpolar Region: note the line from Capella through Polaris to Draco’s head, and from Draco’s 

head to the tail of Ursa Major 

Let us look at them in turn – most we have mentioned already in relation to Icons A-C. 

 (a) CEPHEUS 

Apart from Ursa Minor, Cepheus’s star group has been the very closest group to the Polar Centre for several 

millennia, though not much use in observational terms because most of its stars are so faint, yet the epithet 

given to him of‘Son of Phoenix (Palm Tree of the Polar Axis) indicates his hidden importance. Certainly in the 

myth of Perseus and Andromeda, Cepheus is Perseus’ father and Cassiopeia’s husband, and this is why 

Weidner considered Cepheus a serious candidate for the upper triangle of Astrolabe K’s Section 1, because 
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the star on the point of the constellation is the closest to the Polar centre of them all. Nonetheless, finding 

its outline is difficult, given that stars like the W of Cassiopeia, and Capella nearby are so much brighter,  

 
Ill.19-213  Cepheus’ oblique position in relation to the Polar Centre 

with alignments so much straighter, so is a feature of arcane star-lore known more to the seasoned 

astronomer or esoteric astrologer. 

(b) CASSIOPEIA 

Also in the Winter Night Sky for January looking north, the middle corner of Cassiopeia lines up to the root 

star of Ursa Major’s tail, to run exactly across the Polar Centre (today almost exactly marked by Polaris): It 

is then possible to sidestep from the alignment between Ursa Major, Polaris and Cassiopeia to locate 

Cepheus, sometimes cited as a minor paranatellon, along with Lulim/Cassiopeia, for Aquarius/Gula. 

 
Ill.19-214  The Cassiopeia-Ursa Major lineup crossing Polaris 

(c) DRACO 

The name for the Pole in the Mul Apin star list is Rikiš Same, or Dayān Same, meaning ‘The Judge, or Centre, 

of Heaven’. But five thousand years ago at 3000 BC the polar centre lay at an inconclusive point in the sky 

between the Two Bears near the tail-end of Draco (Ill.19-199) and therefore needed other stars to help 

home in on it. As we see from the map above (Ill.19-211), in the earliest millennia covering the late 
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Neolithic period into the start of urban civilization, it was Draco’s bright head, so well described by Aratus, 

that was nearest the Polar Centre. However, considering the skirting movement of the Polar Centre in the 

vicinity of Draco during the last five millennia BC, the opposition of Ursa Major to the brightest stars in its 

head (Caput Draco) must always have been a reliable stepping stone: 

 

Ill.19-215  Alignment along Phad and Megrez in Ursa Major to Caput Draconis 

What is more arresting is Aratus’ statement in line 63 of his Phaenomena that The head of the Dragon 

passes through the point where the end of settings and the start of risings join up with each other –which 

seems to refer to the 0 meridian itself. Going back to Ill.19-212 above showing all the circumpolar stars it is 

obvious how the head of Draco lines up with Capella (the line continues, as we know, down Betelgeuze and 

Sirius) (Ill.19-46) which means that Sayce & Bosanquet were on the right track, and that the head of Draco, 

too, lies on what used to be the 0 meridian! Interestingly Robert Brown
334

 quotes Proctor as saying ‘It is 

impossible not to recognize, from the configuration of this constellation that the ancients … looked on the 

stars which form the Lesser Bear as forming a wing of Draco’ – worth bearing in mind for any final views on 

Icon D. 

(d)- THE DRAGON OF THE LUNAR NODES AND ITS EXALTATION ON THE GEMINI-SAGITTARIUS AXIS 

We should here remind ourselves of the highly important virtual dragon in the form of that invisible axis 

described in Sky Anchor 1 as crossing the Polar Centre over Draco (hence the same name perhaps) - across 

which the Moon’s path cuts the Ecliptic twice along the Gemini-Sagittarius axis (though this, too, is subject 

to precession – see Chapter 22) at the two points where Eclipses can occur. As Hartner showed in his crucial 

paper
335

 on the subject, the workings of the Dragon were nonetheless explained as if running through this 

particular part of the zodiac. His fig. 12 is reproduced below (though in the coloured version taken from the 

Spanish publisher Moleiro’s fine facsimile) from which he points out how it illustrates the ancient near 

eastern tradition of the Dragon’s exaltation, not so often dwelt on in the West, but adhered to in Islamic 

                                                 
334

 Brown 1887 p.130 
335

 W Hartner ‘The Pseudoplanetary Nodes of the Moon’s Orbit in Hindu and Islamic Iconographies’ Ars Islamica V 113-154 
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astronomy. The hypsoma of the Head of Dragon of the Eclipse is on the rising Lunar Node at 3 Gemini whilst 

its tail, at the setting Lunar Node opposite at the same degree in Sagittarius, is in Fall (Sky Anchor 2). 

 

Ill.19-216  Detail from EL LIBRO DE LA FELICIDAD (commissioned by Ottoman Sultan Murad III, grandson of Suleiman the 
Magnificent, 1582) showing the Dragon Tail Lunar Node in fall in Sagittarius (with Bow, left) and the Dragon Head 
of the rising Lunar Node (a chain of 14 lunar days) in exaltation in Gemini on the right – Pierpoint Morgan Library  

The way the exalted head of the Dragon of the Eclipses is represented separately in the right-hand vignette 

(with two heads) and an arc of fourteen dots round its neck, not so much like the stars of Draco itself 

crossed by the ☍Colure but calling to mind the double creature of the Hippo/Crocodile on the Seti I 

ceiling and the hippo-monkey with a similar loop of stars over it occupying the Gemini zone of the Faroughi 

Bowl. The dots, originally coloured silver and now tarnished, may even also refer to the fortnight of Moons of 

the bright half of the month.  

What is  more, from the way they are shaped, the string of dots winding round the double dragon in the 

miniature could even be taken as a composite of the seven plus seven stars of the Two Bears put together 

end to end - round which Draco the constellation weaves and across whose territory the Dragon of the Lunar 

Nodes runs - but though there is no need to further disentange the relative identity of the two Dragons, with 

finer-tuned eyes we will now need to come back yet again to the iconography of the Two Bears - which we 

will do after doing duty for our final candidate of fringe pointers to the Circumpolar Centre. 

(e) THE SUMMER TRIANGLE [VEGA, ALTAIR & DENEB] 

The Vedic Nakṣatra system (Ill.19-205) highlights the importance given to Vega in Lyra, Deneb in Cygnus and 

Altair in Aquila (as has the Bogazhkoi Star List). The latter two constellations were already listed under I & J 

above, all three skirting the fringes of the core Circumpolar region (the map below puts them into relative 
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perspective). Their importance in astronomy today is that the trio of stars during the Summer forms a 

prominent night-sky Triangle. All three are bright stars in the same league as Capella – and were certainly 

  
Ill.19-217   Overview of the Polar Region with (top right) Vega in Lyra (associated with Apollo) and Deneb in the 

Swan (linked to Leda, Apollo’s mother) and detail of the two birds Altair and Cygnus flying up the Milky Way 

prominent in Greek mythology and star lore for similar reasons. But, rising above Sagittarius/Capricorn as 

their paranatellonta in ancient astronomy they were also used for the longer alignments stretching across 

the sky near the Polar Centre that highlighted the Gemini-Sagittarius and Cancer-Capricorn axes - more or 

less along the line of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes so ancillary side-lines helping to emphasise it. 

Now we have gone into all possible alternatives for Seven-Stars and Polar pointers other than the Bears, if 

we are to solve outstanding queries not only on Icons D but also A, B & C - as we inch forward to a solution 

by logical steps of reasoning - the next step is to come back to the Two Bears and decide what still sets them 

apart from them all - and see whether finer differentiations between them can finally help us decide: 

 whether both are likely to have been depicted on the Shulgi Bowl (Icon D), and  

 whether one, other - or both - could be Iku and/or Mul Apin. 
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III: THE SUPERIOR ROLE OF URSA MINOR AND URSA MAJOR AS SKY REPRESENTATIVES 

Sayce
336

, wrote about the line of seven dots in Section 1 of Astrolabe K (our Icon B – Ill.19-137) and the text 

underneath it which he translated as Bel who goes before the star, as follows:   

‘Since Tammuz/June [named in Section 0] was the month of Martu, it would seem that the seven 

dots represent Ursa Major, and the four dots arranged in a triangle between these and the Ecliptic 

Pole would probably be Ursa Minor. The words underneath would fix the day of the month to which 

the planisphere belonged, since the revolution of the Moon was called Bel (Enlil) from the 10th to 15th 

day’. 

Jumping back to Icon D we think of the multivalent and central uses of both Ursa Major and Ursa Minor for 

sky orientation and since they share the same outline, either could be picked out on the Bull’s foreleg – 

especially since Aratos says Ursa Minor/Kunosura was superior in providing greater accuracy! If, as I think 

likely in a period when the Greeks had adopted Babylonian Astronomy as their own, Aratus’ Phaenomena 

actually follows the order of the Mul Apin Star List (though leaving out the Planets), then it is telling that he 

mentions the Pole first, followed by the Two Bears. He gives them the same priority as the Gilbertese 

tradition where the Pole and the duo of the Two Bears inside Draco’s fainter loops feature at the very top of 

their Sky Disc (Ill.19-42). 

As we have just shown shown in relation to the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, Ursa Major/Helice would be 

taken in the ancient world as the constellation standing in for both / (with / on the opposite end of 

that axis) but following a line from its narrow end as we established earlier (Ill.19-200) it was also read as a 

paranatellon to Orion on one side, and back along its tail end to Scorpio (thus it is perhaps not so strange 

that the Mexicans see Ursa Major as a Scorpion – c.f also Ill.19-16 right in which Rotblum (verbal 

communication) assigns the scorpions to the Bears!).  

In the same way Ursa Minor, standing in horizontally as high-up paranatellon for / in a line crossing the 

Ursa Major line at right-angles is sometimes described as opposing / at the other end of that double axis 

on the line starting at Sirius, running up through Gemini and across Draco’s head to Sagittarius. Certainly, 

looking at the sky map below (Ill.19-200 repeated for ease of reference), having first located Ursa Major over 

Leo and Virgo, it is easy to then take the line up from Sirius to Gemini and see how it continues upwards to 

pass over Ursa Minor before going down on the other side to Sagittarius (off the edge of this particular map). 

Thus Ursa Minor (along with Auriga and Perseus) is the Polar Seven-Star most closely identifiable with the 

Axis of the Lunar Nodes, thereby participating with Mul Zappu-Auriga in the Dragon’s exaltation along it, so 

from its narrow end it can be also be read as a paranatellon to Perseus (as his weapon) - and Taurus 

beneath. This all makes much more sense of the information on the Seleucid tablet for Taurus (Ill.19-67). 

This association of Ursa Minor with the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes gives it very high status, and we have 

more to say about it near the end of our study. Suffice it to say for the time being that between them Ursa 

Minor and Ursa Major are in some contexts read together as a cipher - consisting of the complementary  
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 In ‘The Astronomy and Astrology of the Babylonians’ Trs.Bibl.Arch. 1874 p. 172 – reiterated in different words in Sayce & 
Bosanquet’s MNRAS paper four years later 
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Ill.19-218   The Northern Hemisphere sky early February at 2200hrs: Ursa Major is paranatellon to Leo and Virgo, 
while the line running up from Sirius to Gemini when extended runs through Ursa Minor the Head of Draco 

pair of constellations in a Ying-Yang arrangement (as, for instance, in the Mithraeum at Ponza
337

 or on the 

Bianchini Planisphere – next illustration) –providing in a nutshell crucial observational axes encompassing the 

Sky that also express the calendar, in an esoteric summary of the Four Quarters. 

We showed under Icon C how the megaconstellations for the Four Quarters could also stand for the whole sky 

– and also that they could be represented by stars higher up, as in the Avestan tradition (Ill.19-177). If we  

                                                 
337

 Vermaseren, ibid. 
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Ill.19-219  The Two Bears inside Draco (fortuitously on the only complete zodiacal axis of Taurus-Scorpio) on the 

Biancini Planisphere (Roman) –Louvre, from Dupuis OTC pl.4:  Note the personifications of the Planets Jupiter, 
Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun and Mars at the top (Saturn is broken off) 

look at a plate from Dupuis
338

’ (Ill.19-220) showing in the circumpolar region of the ancient Egyptian zodiac a 

Bull in a boat with its Ram’s head prow inching into  with the main body of the boat stretching backwards 

across the    quartile of the zodiac, followed by a Lion in a boat covering the next quartile extending 

across the signs of    (bear in mind this zodiac is shown with the Signs in reverse order, Pole’s eye 

view), it means the Bull in the boat corresponds to Ursa Major/Meskhetiu above Leo/Cancer/Gemini and the 

Lion in the boat to Ursa Minor over Scorpio. Thus the Bull and Lion in the Polar Boats seem to mean Ursae 

majoris and minoris represent those two sky quarters (and by implication the opposite ends of their axes) in 

an even more succinct way than the megaconstellations of the Four Beasts.  

                                                 
338

 Origine de Tous les Cultes (OTC) pl.6, reproduced by Dupuis from Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiaca 
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Ill.19-220  Bull and Lion on barques at the Polar Centre –Dupuis pl.6 

This in fact helps to throw light on the juxtaposition of Athena and Artemis riding together in the same 

Chariot (illustration below, top right), named at head level on the Archaic period Krater painted by Sophilos 

c. 580 BC in the British Museum as they take part in the procession of the entire Pantheon of Gods and 

Goddesses attending the marriage of Thetis and Peleus. Artemis is documented as Bear Goddess/Ursa Major 

by Pausanias
339

 who describes how Artemis-Kallisto, Mother of Arkas, is ‘made into the stars called the Great 

Bear’ and revered in Arcadia (Greece’s Bear country), thence Goddess of the Circumpolar Zone
340

, as well as  

                                                 
339

 VIII, iii 3 
340

 Whilst we use the word ‘Arctic’ to refer to the North, the Greek word arktos also means Bear. 
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Ill.19-221   The Sophilos Krater (British Museum Greek & Roman Dept 1971.11-1.1) with (bottom R) marriage 
procession detail at rim and (top R) close-up of Artemis & Athena in chariot, their names in front of their faces 

of the Moon. In contrast, Athena is Zodiac Goddess whose divinity was extrapolated onto the whole sky out 

of the Virgo sector, and since Venus can also stand for the entire sky because of her harmonic movements 

across it, we have seen how they both represent the 8-fold zodiac with lines crossing at the centre of the sky 

at Ursa Minor (Ill.19-206) as could well be the case on Astrolabe K/Icon B. If Ursa Major is the constellation 

of Artemis, Goddess of the Circumpolar stars, then here Athena/ can be said to be represented by Ursa 

Minor as ‘der Kopf der Welt’
341

, her shield representing the 8-fold zodiac and its Zenith (Ill.19-102). 

Dupuis
342

 again has more to add here: the two nymph daughters of Erichthoneus
343

 the Charioteer/Auriga are 

in Greek myth named by him as Aega and Helice - none other than Ursae Minoris and Majoris, a telling 

indication that Ursa Minor takes precedence (Aga/Aega, he says, is in turn linked to the Goat Axis along 

Capella in Auriga as already discussed in relation to the Faroughi bowl (punning on Aega/Goat, Aga meaning 

‘First’)344 - this etymology may help us when coming to a final conclusion about which star is meant by the 

phrase, ‘Leader of the Stars’ in Section 1 of Astrolabe K. We ourselves today only use Ursa Major, because so 

                                                 
341

 Böll apud. Gündel ibid. col.1046. 
342

 OTC III p.100 
343

 The same protohistoric King of Athens we know of as Erechtheus in other texts (shown on the Sophilos Vase above as a chthonic 
serpent just behind Athena and Artemis’ chariot). 
344

 Wayne Horowitz in ‘The Akkadian Name for Ursa Minor’ ZA LXXIX 1989,242-4 is equally uncertain about whether in an incantation 
(CAD E 297 3) Ursa Minor, rather than Major, is being invoked: as he says, ‘final proof for the Akkadian nams of these conste llations 
[has] remained elusive’. 
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outstandingly visible, as a means to locate the fainter Ursa Minor (Ill.19-224) and thence to find the Polar 

Centre at the very end of its tail (for which we quoted earlier a sole reference that Polaris is Margidda).  

It is Dupuis345 who tells us that Theon was the first, chronologically, to assign a curly tail to Ursa Minor and 

call it a Dog/Kuno (perhaps because (horizontally on the Lunar Dragon axis) it lines up with Sirius, as just 

pointed out above), whereas the Persians in the Avesta call it Haptorang Kīhīn (as opposed to Haptorang 

Mīhīn for the Great Bear) - which is where the K could have come from. Another important tip from Theon 

that Dupuis gives is that at midnight Ursa Minor crosses the meridian when Aries rises
346

, so became 

immediately engaged in the new Vernal Point that replaced Taurus from c.1000BC, even though Taurus was 

the ancient benchmark still referred to from the good old times. This gives even more depth to the Seven-

Star in the Mithraic iconostasis and may make us change our mind about its identity, as also will a quotation 

from the Mithraic rites given by Gündel that we quote a few pages on. 

What is more, in the star myth of Perseus and Andromeda, it is described in certain sources how her father 

Cepheus’' feet bestraddle Ursa Minor (Ill.19-246) such that the Small Bear, too, implicitly participates in that 

particularly mythical meridian running all the way down to the Sea Monster Cetus on the horizon. We are 

therefore not surprised to learn that Cepheus is described, not only as husband to Cassiopeia, but also as 

‘Son of Phoenix347’, meaning in other words that he is ‘Son of the Polar centre’ which Ursa Minor’s tail 

marks. Worth noting too is Dupuis’ point that Vulcan gave to Perseus as his contribution to his armour the 

Harpé weapon which uncannily (like the Egyptian ritual instrument for the Opening of the Mouth ceremony)  

 
Ill.19-222  Bronze Harpé weapon for fighting off chaos found at Sechem – original in The Hague Museum 

has the shape of one or other of the Bears and indeed is commonly held by Mesopotamian Gods (such as 

Ninurta or Venus
348

) – as well as Neo-Assyrian Kings - to fight off demons. We have said we consider the little 

hook on some renditions of Perseus/Mithra’s weapon refers to the small curly tail of the Dog Sirius which as 

we have noted from the star map above lies on the same axis as Ursa Minor by way of Gemini – the tightness 

of the curl suggesting the tight shape of Ursa Minor compared to the expansive outline of Ursa Major. 

However Robert Brown
349

 was not happy with the translationof 'dog's tail' for Kunosura and suggests it derives 

from the Assyrian Antah-surra/Annas-surra meaning 'Star of the Upper Sphere' or 'Sky High Soaring’ 

respectively, the latter being particularly appropriate. It fits with the line in Aratus' Phaenomena  

  Then, too, the head of Kunosura runs very high when night begins. 

                                                 
345

 OTC III p.77 
346

 Compare with the Olmec example with Ursa Major crossing the meridian described under Icon C 2. 
347

 The word for palm tree – often used as a symbol for the Polar Axis – see Chapter 22 
348

 See my paper referred to earlier on The Venus Cycle and Venus Worship’ (available on my website www.layish.co.uk at Level 2, 
(click on the enthroned Goddess link) 
349

 Robert Brown PSBA 1893 P.464 
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It is entirely plausible the Greeks could have added the consonant K to the beginning of what might have 

originally come to them transliterated as Uno/Anosura, by association linking to the word/line of Dog/Sirius. 

THE TWO BEARS’ VERSATILITY AND INDISPENSIBILITY  

Having noted some very remarkable new characteristics about Ursa Minor, now to be kept to the forefront of 

our minds, we should from now on, as Aratos and his contemporaries did, always take the Two Bears 

together (as shown on the Biancini Planisphere above, showing the Two Bears at its centre – and not the 

Sun!). We have seen how the Gilbertese tradition puts them at the very top of their Sky Disc (Ill.19-42) too.  

Taking into account all the distinctive Seven-Star groups above and below the Ecliptic as well as all the other 

Circumpolar groups (A-Q in sections I-III) we cannot avoid homing in on the centrality of the Bears as: 

o star locators;  

o Polar pointers;  

o Sky clock hands, and even 

o substitutes for other constellations -  

since singly or together they are undoubtedly the most ‘user-friendly’ indicators on all counts, as well as 

providing the most accurate results. We summarise these four pointer functions in quick succession. 

THE TWO BEARS AS LOCATORS OF OTHER STARS 

Given that often it is Ursa Minor’s own location that is sought, the role of Locator usually falls to Ursa Major, 

which still today is valid as the orientational point de repère from which to jump to other star groups in the 

sky. We have kept returning, in this chapter and in Haleem (2008) to Ursa Major’s importance in particular, 

because so easy to spot in the sky and supremely versatile - all of its stars can singly, in pairs or altogether 

act as signposts in every direction. We have during this chapter looked at several alignments between Ursa 

Major and other groups: the following diagrams, which speak for themselves, sums this up. 

   

Ill.19-223  Examples of the use of Ursa Major to locate other stars – see earlier illustrations for other instances 
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All indications are that it has maintained this primacy over the past three millennia. As Santillana
350

 writes 

‘...the Seven Stars of Ursa Major… are normative in all cosmological alignments on the starry sphere. These 

dominant stars of the Far North are peculiarly but systematically linked with those which are considered 

the operative powers of the cosmos… .’  

THE TWO BEARS AS POLAR POINTERS 

Putting aside that multivalent role held by the Bears reaching outwards to large areas of sky, highly 

important though they were, and concentrating on one particular orientation function focusing inwards 

explains the highest status held in Aratus’ eyes by Helice and Kunosura due to their position – and that is 

their role of ever circling round, and thus defining, the Centre of the Sky (markaz same). As late as the 8-7C 

BC, Romulus founded Rome by erecting a fire altar over a pit at the centre of the chosen site and, just as 

the Plough circles the Pole, so with white and black bulls ploughed a circular furrow around the Palatine Hill. 

The etymological link between Urbs (City), Orbis (round) and Urvum (plough) explains the parallel idea of 

the centrality of a capital city. Taking into account all possible Polar pointer candidates discussed above 

(Seven-Star or otherwise) still the Bears stand out as the most essential Polar Pointers - since Ursa Minor’s 

tail star, Polaris, since c.2000 has more or less marked the Pole, and Ursa Major is so easy to find as the 

starting point for alignments up to Polaris.  

  

Ill.19-224  Locating the Polar centre today along the side of Ursa Major (L), and Chinese jade instrument used for 
the same purpose (R) 

What becomes clear from our process of systematic sifting for alternative Polar Pointers is that the Two 

Bears still usually become involved with them in alignments to, or across, the Pole. Whatever star is taken as 

the Polar Centre, one, other or both Seven-Star Bears are never out of the picture in helping to close in to it 

- whereas the Bears themselves do not need other stars to perform that function to find them. This is true 

even of Capella, the brightest star closest to the Pole - as shown under K above. 
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 Santillana et al. Hamlet’s Mill 1969, Introduction 
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THE TWO BEARS AS CLOCK HANDS OF THE SKY 

Homer’s description of the Great Bear as ever-turning and never setting refers equally well to both the Great 

and Little Bears, but being so prominent and visible the Great Bear is the easier to use as the more visible 

sky clock hand as it makes an entire circuit of the Polar Centre every 24 hours.  

 
Ill.19-225   Ursa Major’s position on any one night gives the time of year and the sidereal time for that day, 

independently of the Sun 

In the course of the Solar Year it is later coming back to its starting point by just on 4 minutes every night at 

midnight, and one can therefore tell the date by this as it lines up with Capella on the other side of the sky, 

especially at the time of the Akitu Festival between 25 December and 6 January (see Chapter 22).  

However, there is a lesser known tradition that uses Ursa Minor to do the fine-tuning for measuring time and 

date351 which in conjunction with the Moon was still used by the Church to help calculate the Paschal Moon 

and the start of Easter (see also Chapter 22). As Gündel
352

 puts it, ‘Natürlich konnte der Stand des 

Sternbildes am Himmel zu einer bestimmten Nachtstunde Hinweise geben für bestimmte Jahreszeiten… aber 

solche Verwendung ist selten, weil man dafür viele geeignetere Merkgestirne hatte’ [though not as precise]. 

Interestingly amongst the many myths associating Ursa Major with seven brothers (Gibbon 1964) 

exceptionally the Kurds assign these brothers to Ursa Minor, whilst in a Kirghiz variation the seven thief stars 

of Ursa Major pursue two horses that are tied to an iron stake - the stake being Polaris and the horses the 

remaining stars in Ursa Minor. Thus it is easy to see how, over time, the two could get mixed up with each 

other.  

THE TWO BEARS AS PARANATELLONTA OR PERMANENT SUBSTITUTES FOR ZODIAC SIGNS 

We have already dwelt on Ursa Major’s frequent use as paranatellon to both Virgo and Leo – and even to 

Orion: and how at certain times of the year it could be deemed a permanent substitute for one or other of 

the latter constellations if still low on the horizon or even below it. For instance, at the Autumn Equinox the 

Plough and Leo can even appear opposite each other on either side of the zenith. 

                                                 
351

 Clare Vincent and Bruce Chandler ‘Nighttime and Easter Time: The Rotations of the Sun, the Moon and the Little Bear in Renaissance 
Time Reckoning’ Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin NS XXVII 372-84 
352

 ibid., col. 1044 
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Ill.19-226  Leo in opposition to-Aquarius and the ‘Taurus of Marathon’ just above Aquarius (Sud) –Dupuis pl.8 

Conversely, Dupuis
353

 recounts the story of how in Archaic Attica the Great Bear was observed rising so low in 

the sky that to all intents and purposes it lay opposite Aquarius (indeed in the Avestan tradition, as we have 

shown, it was listed instead of Leo as one of the Generals of the Four Quarters). In this low position (see 

Dupuis’ illustration above) the Plough was renamed ‘Taurus of Marathon’ (referring to the place-name and 

season of the landmark battle between the Greeks and Persians in the 5C BC)354 when the sky featured these 

stars in this position), even though Taurus itself would have been at right-angles to that opposition –so it 

makes more sense if in actual fact it is Ursa Minor that is standing in as paranatellon for Taurus! Certainly it 

gives a new angle on making sense of how both Bears can be seen as legs of the Greater Year Bull of the Sky. 

                                                 
353

 OTC pl.8 
354

  Described by Dupuis in OTC. 
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Ursa Minor’s function as paranatellon is less often mentioned than that of Ursa Major: since horizontally it 

lies opposite Ursa Major, it, too, can sometimes be taken as Polar paranatellon for Aquarius instead of 

Cassiopeia, as just described. Less obvious, but perhaps of even more importance, however, is how 

lengthwise (as fully demonstrated above) it runs down to Perseus and Taurus explaining more precisely and 

credibly not only its depiction as Taurus’ foreleg (surely a deciding factor for the identity of the stars on the 

foreleg of the bull on Icon D) but also the deeper significance of the curve of Perseus’ weapon. Gündel
355

 

amongst some fascinating references collected for the entry URSA (very heavy reading but with its odd 

rewards, as this one) records the following: 

In spätantiken Religionen kommt der Kleinen Bärin als Attribut des über dem Pol waltenden Gottes, 

des Polokrator besonder Bedeutung zu. Im P. Paris. 574 (A Dieterich Mithrasliturgie p.14 16ff...) 

kommt Mithras herab ‘in der rechten hand haltend des golden Schulterblatt eines Rindes: es ist das 

Bärengestirn, das den Himmel bewegt und zurückwendet, stundenweise
356

 am Pol hinauf- und 

hinabwandelnd; seine Sterne sind im gleichen Text (Preisendanz I p.96, 675f.) personifiziert: ‘und 

es kommen hervor andere sieben Götter mit Gesichtern schwarzer Stiere
357

... Das sind die 

sogenannten Polherrscher... die du... begrüssen must... “Seid gegrüsst, ihr Weltachsenwächter... 

die ihr umdreht auf ein Kommando die drehbare Achse des Kreises des Himmels...”’                 

(Column 1053) 

He believes that in that same Mithras Liturgy it is highly likely a further Seven-Star Group named the Seven 

Maidens of Fate - with snakey faces acting as Guardianesses of the Four Quarters - refers to Ursa Major (in 

one Mesopotamian text given the epithet, ‘Mother of the Gods’). The fact that the seven gold stars of Ursa 

Major are contrasted with the seven black bull heads of Ursa Minor against supports the approach of linking 

them together into one Ying-Yang group (as on the Biancini Planisphere), and as having a Lion-boat and Bull-

boat identitites (Ill.19-220). Gündel cross-refers to Böll’s interpretation of the Messiah inheriting the role of 

Polokrator in the Book of Revelation, described as holding the Seven Stars of Ursa Minor in his right hand at 

the end of Time.  

From our exercise of looking at the four categories of the irreplaceability of the Bears we have made it more 

clear why we should not try too hard to disentangle them from each other – and instead count them together 

as a duo. On the other hand we have finally been able to bring Ursa Minor’s supreme role into much higher 

relief, within both Draco and the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, as Ruler of the Pole - so that altogether its 

more esoteric dimension vis-à-vis Ursa Major now stands out dramatically. The more obscrue stray clues we 

have unearthed also show that we should double-check all our information, even in the documents, and that 

by cross-referring between visual images and actual star maps we can sometimes correct long-standing 

misinterpretations copied by successive authors over time.  

Does this take us any further in pinning down the first Mul Apin triad? 
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 Hans Gündel in Paulys Realencyclopädie der Classischen Altertumswissenschaft 2 Reihe 9,1 1961 (presented as a separate 
Sonderdruck to Henri Frankfort and now in the Warburg Institute Library, London University. 
356

 See above under The Bears as Clock Hands. 
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 A reminder, that on the Dendereh Zodiac Ursa Minor is shown as a slim Bull Leg with a Jackal (Wepwawet: Opener of the Ways) 
standing on it representing the Darkness of Seth/Typhon  - see ‘Letters from Dr Eisler and Dr Chatley’ JEA XXVII 1941 149-152 (note also 
in their exchange that Eisler sees the Dendereh Zodiac as entirely influenced by Babylon - not Greece!). 
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FURTHER CONSIDERATION OF THE FIRST MUL APIN TRIAD  

After all this detailed analysis, at the outset prompted by the Shulgi Bowl, we now revisit the first Mul Apin 

Triad to see if they are anything to do with the Two Bears – and whether we can get any further in reliably 

identifying Dilgan and Mul Apin. In other words, can we relate the constellation picked out on the foreleg of 

the Bull on the Shulgi Bowl (and possibly both Bulls when complete) to the information in Section 1 of 

Astrolabe K - as also to the trio Mul Apin/Dilgan/Venus as spelled out on the Mul Apin Star List? It would 

surely be inconceivable that neither one of the Bears featured as the beginning of the list, and looking at the 

parallel of the start of Aratus' Phaenomena just quoted, it is feasible that the Bears cover Dilgan and Mul 

Apin between them, and that, as Sayce (ibid.) suggested (as just quoted above), the two sets of dots in 

Section 1 do refer to them. Our reference document for the Thirty-Six Stars, Astrolabe P, originally 

illustrated under Sky Anchor 7, is reproduced again below for ease of reference. 

 
Ill.19-227   Astrolabe P - from van der Waerden

358
 (his Fig.1) showing one star each for the Way of Enlil (centre), 

Anu (middle) and Ea at the horizon (outer circle): Section I with the Mul Apin Triad is at the top. 

We are reminded that on Section 1 of Astrolabe P, Mul Apin is listed at the centre, Iku at the circumference 

and Venus/Dilbat on the Way of Anu in the middle - as the triad for the first month of the Year (not 

                                                 
358

 ibid. 
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forgetting that much other information on Astrolabe K corresponds to that given on Astrolabe P). We can 

deal with the easiest of the three – Venus - first, since we have mostly dealt with that Planet already under 

Sky Anchor 5. In order to proceed further there is some repetition of what we have established already. 

THE VENUS CYCLE AND ITS PLACE IN THE MUL APIN TRIAD 

On the circumference of Section 1 of Astrolabe K (Ill.19-137) we have the label Anunitum along with the 

partly preserved label for Šimmah (Pisces). As already discussed, Anunitum can refer to  Andromedae, the 

top star in the Square of Pegasus, or the whole constellation as paranatellon to Pisces below - but in the 

context of the canonical first three names of the Mul Apin Star List, as already pointed out there are 

precedents for reading it as Anunet/Venus as consort of the Sky God Anu, placed here at the start of her 

synodic cycle to coincide with the Solar New Year, and aligned with Mul Apin and Iku. We have already 

shown how the synodic period of Venus serves as an accurate double-check on the passage of the Solar Year 

and we have also shown that it is canonical for Venus to be exalted at 27 Pisces, only 3º away from Aries so 

that grouping her with Iku and Apin in the Aries/Pisces zone is what we would expect. 

VENUS AND THE BEARS 

In Sumerian myth Inanna/Venus’ journey to the Underworld is divided into seven stages, and this appears to 

be another allusion to the Sibitti, itself associated with either Bear, and since Venus is linked to Mul Apin 

and Iku in the Mul Apin star list it not only means that they are one and the same, but it also ties in with the 

Egyptian idea of the Polar Centre is the goal for the soul taking its journey to immortality. But a more 

practical inner meaning for the myth of Inanna’s journey to the Underworld is about the dying and 

resurrection of the Year (Tammuz/Goat/Osiris/Bull) to which Venus/Inanna gives renewed life.  

Bérard states in Cultes Arcadiens ‘l’Ourse … est la bête d’Aphrodité’. Here we have a correlation between 

Venus and Ursa Major
359

, and Dupuis quotes Servius
360

 who says that not only does Venus rule Taurus, but she 

is exalted in the Great Bear (a.k.a. the Foreleg of the Bull!) so again we have the same components in the 

Mul Apin Triad mentioned together. We cannot be certain whether on the Shulgi bowl the three octagons 

(one broken with curved sides, and two the same under the Bull’s head with stepped sides (one broken) is 

meant to refer to Venus – I certainly do not think the shapes are just decorative. From the information on 

Astrolabe K concerning the eight-fold zodiac, too, we have already described how the Venus cycle is tied up 

with Mul Apin at the starting point of the year, mentioned in the same breath as Mul Apin in the Mul Apin 

star list itself – so is it possible to say whether either Bear, Helice or Kunosura could be Mul Apin or Dilgan? 

As just mentioned, even though in the astronomical literature Venus is often described alongside other 

constellations there are several mentions in The Venus Omens of Ammidasuqa
361

 that Venus/Ishtar is to be 

identified with Ursa Major. In the first month Nisan from Middle Assyrian times we are told that every 8 

years Venus would rise in a line-up with Margidda/Auriga) directly above her as the Sun sets in the evening 

against Iku (this gives us a different view on reading the Seal of Adda – Ill.19-122). Sayce & Bosanquet 
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 See my paper, ‘The Venus Cycle and Venus Worship’ (referred to under earlier footnotes) on the www.layish.co.uk website, level 2 
at the Throned Goddess link. 
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 Chronicles of Alexandria p.109 
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argued
362

 that this meant Auriga is in the frame to be either Iku and/or Mul Apin (at one point they said they 

must be one and the same) – but we showed on the Faroughi Bowl/Icon C that the outlines of the Bears are 

to be differentiated from that of Mul Zappu/Auriga on the rim. But as Auriga was on or around the 0º 

meridian we should take it instead as an important outflier and pointer to the Bears - as already shown in K 

above. In our discussion of Icon A we saw how Venus as an eight-rayed star persistently takes centre stage on 

Neo-Assyrian seals along with the Sun and Moon, and the Seven-Star group of Mul Zappu standing as proxy 

for both Bears, while we noted other seals using a definite Ursa layout of seven-stars instead (Ill.19-202), 

sometimes next to a lion and prey group which, if Auriga is already accounted for, looks very much like one, 

other (or both) Bears are being associated with the Venus Star, given the lion-bull attack is often a symbol of 

Venus at the New Year hiatus.  

Can we go further in making the case for Iku and Apin as being none other than Ursa Major and Ursa Minor? 

DILGAN/IKU AS URSA MAJOR 

In the seal below I believe we have a depiction of the veneration of the four stars of Iku, specifically named 

in the texts as ‘Star of the New Year’, on a stool with an S-bend cushion, or drape. 

 

Ill.19-228   Ritual of an astronomer-priest beneath Venus and before Iku in the ziggurat precinct before a fire 
brazier, possibly even to celebrate the start of the New Year –Vorderasiatisches Museum Berlin 

This is closely comparable with a similar Middle Assyrian seal described by Edith Porada
363

 as ‘found in Tyre’, 

probably dating to a period when the Levant was open to the Assyrian Empire (roughly 1375-1230) – most 

likely in the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta I:  

 

Ill.19-229   Middle Assyrian Seal from Tyre - from Porada (ibid.) no.14 
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It shows a young priestess standing before a Fire Altar and the same square of four stars placed on a double-

bend cushion shaped placed on a stool – possibly a literal reference to the curves of Draco (the shape could 

not be meaningless, since repeated in the previous seal). She is paying obeisance to a mountain God Porada 

says must be Ninurta, though the lightning fork and club are more reminiscent of Adad/Jupiter the Sky God 

(this God’s iconography is discussed in some detail in Catalogue C: The Rear Attack). In the sky we have 

the usual triad as seen on later Neo Assyrian seals (discussed under Icon A): Mul Zappu, the Moon and the 

eight-fold star of Venus, but this time accompanied also by the symbol for the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes 

rightly inserted immediately next to Mul Zappu/Auriga! The Seven-Stars this time form less of a rectangle 

and more of a V-shape, the type of layout we saw in Ill.19-210 (to be kept in mind for Icon E). 

Dilgan/Iku in more recent scholarship has been assigned by the experts to the Square of Pegasus, given its 

prominence at start of the year as the age of Aries succeeded the Age of Taurus. Standing over Aries/Ku, it 

certainly helps to amplify the smallness of that two-star constellation – thus the consensus is to take 

Iku/Dilgan in Section 1 of Icon B to be the pointer on its circumference (so without α Andromedae as its 

fourth corner that makes it into a square - a contradiction of the very etymology of Iku (see Van der 

Waerden and Koch’s diagrams). It appears the continuity of the Arab tradition in downplaying Ursa Major’s 

three tail stars has something in it that gives more credence to the idea of Iku being the pan of Ursa Major. 

Originally Iku was the word for a square field (analogous to our word acre) and I think it could stand for Ursa 

Major, whose square end is named in later Arab astronomy as ‘the Coffin’, with the stars of its ‘tail’ assigned 

to the three ‘Daughters of the Coffin’. If so, this relieves Ursa Major of being Mul Apin, meaning the 

etymology of the Apin/Plough idea in fact referring to Ursa Minor, leaving Ursa Major as the field! Looking at 

a Northern Hemisphere star map for 22hrs in January, Ursa Major at this time of the year stands in a vertical 

line in a string of seven stars running straight down to the horizon, lining up with Capella at the zenith 

(already discussed above), with Ursa Minor in the Plough position over its Iku section: 

 

Ill.19-230   Night Sky looking North at 22hrs in January, a week or two after the Winter Solstice 
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However, we cannot deny Ugnad’s telling argument that Pegasus/Iku derives from Equos meaning Horse via 

the Hittite word ekue (the etymology is certainly close to Iku though he does not explain the transition to 

Latin via the Greek word ippos
364

. The similarity between the word for Aries, Ku and Iku itself points to the 

same meridian line – but its original identity may have been transferred from origin higher up: we have now 

seen several examples of the transference of a feature from one point in the sky to others further along - 

such as the many instances along both the Goat Colure and that of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes. Athenian 

iconography of the 7-6C BC certainly confirms trends in a period when it had close links to Ionia and the near 

eastern culture of the hinterland at the very time Astrolabe K was being used in Nineveh: on the 

Hecatompedon, the temple to Athena built before the Persian War (it was rebuilt as the Parthenon after it) 

the pediment not only featured a lion and prey group (see Catalogue F: The Bilateral Attack) but also 

showed Erechtheus (Athens’ protohistoric King who as we have found in Dupuis’ account is associated with 

Erechthonius, the driver of Auriga) and Chrysaor, a persona of Perseus
365

) the hero who rides Pegasus – surely 

all pointing to an iconography celebrating the Gods and Goddesses of the precessed Duat at the New Year.  

There is no denying that, even after the Age of Taurus had given way to the Age of Aries, Capella was not 

only the top candidate for marking for the 0meridian but at the zenith could also have stood at the Centre 

point of Astrolabe K, as Sayce & Bosanquet thought. Although it fits the generalisation about Iku ‘sailing 

across the middle of the sky at the New Year’ (see Haleem 2008
366

), Sayce & Bosanquet believed it implied 

this gave Auriga the top candidacy to be Iku, and thus to be identified with the top pointer of Icon B’s 

Section 1 as well – in fact the labelling is ambiguous, but going by the placing of the information on 

Astrolabe P, Iku is more likely to be the pointer at the circumference. Since, as Dupuis states, Capella sets as 

Iku rises, they could not both be in the Circumpolar Zone.  

If the pointer at the circumference can believeably be identied with Iku/Ursa Major when at certain seasons 

it lies close to the horizon, it remains for us now to see whether it is plausible for Mul Apin to be Ursa Minor. 

MUL APIN AS URSA MINOR 

We have already dwelt at length on other competitor for the title of Mul Apin, such as Capella which, though 

not as close to the Polar Centre as Ursa Minor, is certainly the brightest star closest to the Pole, but we have 

shown that it still needs Ursa Major to locate the Pole itself! Aldebaran or the Pleiades could also be a strong 

candidates for Mul Apin, but in the texts these are both given their own specific names – and we are now 

also won over to the case for Mul Mul/Mul Zappu being Auriga (K above) with Capella its chief star. If in 

Mesopotamia the start of the New Year is at the Winter Solstice, then on Twelfth Night on 6 January below 

are given the starting positional points for Ursa Major in relation to Capella at the Zenith (Ill.19-249 and 

Ill.19-250) – exactly the position it is shown at as the hind leg of the Bull on the Egyptian coffin lids - whilst 

Ursa Minor is in precisely the position it takes on the foreleg of the Bull in Icon D!  Indeed, Ursa Minor, 

Draco and Ursa Major could conclusively be said here to be a very close match for the line and two pointers 
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on Section 1 of Astrolabe K (Ill.19-137), and looking again at the last two cylinder seals we wonder whether 

in fact the four stars nestling in the S-bend cushion could even be those of Ursa Minor!  

 

Ill.19-231   The striking upright position of Ursa Major/Bull Haunch at 2200hrs looking north on 12th Night 6 
January 2007 (both halves of the sky at this time are shown in Ill.19-64) 

At the end of the very last subheading of the previous section on the superiority of the Two Bears in their 

various roles it became very clear just how important Ursa Minor was in ancient astronomy: but because it 

has not been equated with Mul Apin before, commentators have consistently overlooked  it, concentrating on 

Ursa Major alone and often confusing the two. It had always puzzled me that, given the Bears’ prominence in 

the sky, they should be mentioned so little in all the documents under their supposed names. However, 

given their telling configuration in relation to Draco in the star map above, assigning them to Dilgan/Iku 

and Mul Apin immediately rectifies those seeming omissions since those two names fittingly appear over 

and over again, in line with their central roles. I believe, after the new, more esoteric, material we have 

unearthed on Ursa Minor, that there is no option but to assign Mul Apin to Ursa Minor. 

As a double check, three months later at the Spring Equinox, as Orion starts to sink away from the sky on the 

western horizon, at midnight Ursa Major is now mmediately overhead at the zenith with Leo and Virgo rising 

up over Hydra below, just as depicted on the Seleucid clay tablet, and Ursa Minor now lying underneath, 

parallel to it. Here the configuration of the Two Bears as the two pointers on Section 1 of Astrolabe K still 

makes sense, and if, just as Weider was not sure, we were to reverse the ambiguous labelling to give Dilgan 

to the inner pointer and Apin to the outer pointer, for the Spring Equnox scenario this would actually 

continue to make sense – meaning that for this time of the year Weidner would be right! 
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Ill.19-232   The striking zenith position of Ursa Major in the early evening in April, with Auriga over Taurus 

further down signalling the arrival of Spring
367

 

 

THE SEVEN-STAR OUTLINE ON ICON D 

With apologies for jumping back and forth to established footholds in Icons A-C in order to move forward, 

finally we can summarise our conclusions on the Bear outline on the Shulgi Sky-Bull Bowl/Icon D. 

We believe that circular bowl dedicated to Shulgi could when complete have been meant to depict both Ursa 

Major and Ursa Minor on the contrasting Bulls, but on the remains we have, since it is depicted on the 

foreleg of one of them, from the other parallels we have looked at, we have to accept the implication that 

it must represent Ursa Minor rather than Ursa Major, given we have seen how the latter tends in ancient 

near-eastern tradition to be thought of as a hind leg. In Akkadian Antaḥsurra similarly fits Ursa Minor 

‘soaring high’ - as already mentioned. We are reminded by Brown
368

 that ‘the star α Ursae Minoris has always 

been known as the ‘chariot’ (or should we say Wagon/Margidda-star, the Alrucaba of the Alphonsine Tables, 

otherwise Errucchaba
369

, Arrucabatho, etc.... originally the name, not of a single star, but of the 

                                                 
367

 From James Stokley The Science Newsletter XI, no.312 p.209 
368

 Primitive Constellations p.21 
369

 C.f. Erichthoneous, driver of Auriga  
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constellation’. This again underlines where we should start in identifying Margidda – simply to one star 

within Ursa Minor – with a devolved connection to Auriga beneath, to which it aligns. As so often happens, 

over time the term ‘Wagon’ was applied both to the entire constellation of the Lesser Bear and also to the 

Greater Bear – but the question is whether this association through similarity of outline occurred in ancient 

Mesopotamian astronomy – or later as the Greek world rose to prominence and took over the tradition. 

Perhaps whilst the material is still at the forefront of our minds we can work out one more related puzzle 

before moving on to Icon E. If it is Mul Apin that appears on the foreleg of the Shulgi Bull, to which star do 

we assign the further epithet, ‘Leader of the Stars’, written on Icon B near the Mul Apin pointer? Does the 

phrase refer to Mul Apin, to another fiducial star in the vicinity - or even to an earlier star that used to be 

Leader of the Stars and still cited as king pin alluding to ‘the First Time’ when the calendar was first 

systematically organised (see Icon E)? We can at least outline the possibilities. 

CANDIDATES FOR THE TITLE, ‘LEADER OF THE STARS’ 

The name Mul Apin has been differently translated by words as varied as Linch Pin, Foundation Star (Sayce 

and Bosanquet, Budge, Bertin), a Gate to be Begun (Sayce), and Channel (Pinches)
370

 - whereas Hunger
371

 

simply literally translates it as Plough. In other Mesopotamian texts Mul Apin is often linked to the phrase, 

‘Leader of the Stars’, and we have just gone through an exercise resulting in the conclusion that Mul Apin is 

Ursa Minor! Yet, given there is evidence from copies of older texts that the Mul Apin star list originated at 

the end of the third millennium BC when, from comparison with Pacific traditions today, it is likely that 

single bright stars alone were the main preoccupation (for instance in the case of Bootes, it is Arcturus we 

look for - or for Virgo, Spica), we should try and explain why Ursa Minor should deserve the title, ‘Leader of 

the Stars’, given that only one of its stars (at the end of its tail) is bright, but not outstandingly so. 

We may have overlooked the qualification given in most Babylonian star lists: that Mul Apin is ‘Leader of the 

Stars of Enlil’, which means we will probably clear up any confusion quite quickly if we look also for a leader 

from those that stand out in the other two groups - in the Ways of Anu and Ea. Having distinguished between 

seven-star claimants for the title of Mul Apin, and even significant strings of bright stars running between 

constellations, we need to look at the most outstanding stars that we would automatically think of as coming 

very first for any ancient culture – if not still today. We should expect a star, possibly in a constellation, so 

outstandingly distinguished that its absence would be disastrous for the upkeep of the annual calendar.  

(i): URSA MAJOR AND URSA MINOR 

If we go back again to Astrolabe K, Robert Brown (1887), who had read Sayce & Bosanquet’s paper on it, 

analyses the phrase ‘Bel who goes before’ or ‘Bel the Confronter’ (the words written under the line of seven 

dots in Section 1 of Icon B) as meaning ‘the Lord in Front’. He then quotes Hesychios who, writing of Agana, 

The First Star/The One Going First/The One at the Tip ‘says they are the stars of the Heavenly Bear. As 

already shown in the previous section, therefore, we should take both Ursa Major and Ursa Minor together as 

heading the Mul Apin Star List, one or other of which will be ‘Leader of the Stars of Enlil’. At first glance we 

                                                 
370

 Robert Brown cites most of these variations in PSBA Jan 1890 pp 140-1 
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 Ibid. 
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thought, in our discussion of Icon B (including our detailed analysis of it in our fuller paper
372

) the choice of 

candidate for Leader of the Stars would be straightforward. However ignorant people are generally about 

the night sky, if asked which stars they can identify or know about, the majority cite Ursa Major as the one 

constellation they recognize - perhaps followed by Orion because of Orion’s Belt - thence to locate the Polar 

Centre. Why, after van der Waerden’s paper on the 36 Stars should so many writers afterwards follow his 

assignment of Mul Apin to the barely noticeable tine-shape of Triangulum alongside Aries, using the lame 

explanation that the tine is the important component of the plough (Ill.19-198)? In the West we have never 

associated any part of Aries with the Plough, and it is unlikely in cylinder seals showing a ploughing scene 

that the figure holding the plough, if astronomical, would represent the Hired Man, a demeaning name that 

arrived late on the scene to describe Aries without any of the charisma of Bootes, Orion or Mithra, and for 

naked-eye astronomy that assigns importance to the brightest stars, this makes no sense either, since the 

only really bright star in it is Hamal, assigned to the zodiac Sign Aries that has its own name anyway. What 

we are saying is that Mul Apin
373

 as the Great or Little Bear deserves the title, Leader of the Stars of Enlil, 

and Triangulum or the Hired Man do not! We do concede that Aries might have been seen as Head of the 

Zodiac as Taurus used to be, but these are stars on the Ecliptic. 

We described how Nin-Maḫ/Ninhursag as the virtual pyramid of the sky (Ill.19-27), like Mount Meru in Vedic 

astronomy, has the Polar centre at its peak, and In the Mul Apin text the star of Ursa Minor closest to the 

Pole is called ‘Son of Nin-Maḫ and first-born of Anu’. We must therefore stick to the idea that the 

importance of the Bears matches the frequent mentions of Mul Apin in the literature (rather than Margidda, 

mentioned seldom, which seems originally, as just quoted two pages back, to have referred only to the 

brightest star in Ursa Minor), and that if both compete for the title, Leader of the Stars of Enlil, Ursa Minor 

has the edge due to its centrality, and Ursa Major due to its visibility.  

In the zone bridging the Circumpolar region (Way of Enlil) and the Ecliptic (Way of Anu) we have a prominent 

stars that keeps being mentioned, and which we have spent many paragraphs trying to assess. It could 

almost qualify for the title, ‘Leader of the Stars’ - and yet not quite. 

(ii)   CAPELLA in MUL ZAPPU/AURIGA 

The constellation of Auriga/Mul Zappu has as its brightest star Capella, and we are already aware of the 

primacy Sayce & Bosanquet give to Capella as the zenith New Year star of Astrolabe K, probably in its 

capacity as paranatellon
374

 to the Duat constellations.  Dupuis's Origine de Tous les Cultes, a truly rich 

source for understanding the mythological background to ancient astronomy, does not fail us when it comes 

to the importance of Auriga the Chariot and its key star Capella:  

                                                 
372

 Haleem 2008/10 
373

 Both Hunger and Pingree's rendition of the Mul Apin star list
373

 and Ulla Koch-Westendorf
373

 straightforwardly translates Mul Apin by 
Plough, one of the four names we currently use for the constellation (so, in earlier papers, do R D Barnett

373
 and Barbara Parker

373
). In 

ordinary cuneiform texts discussing agricultural activities the word apin/epinnu is translated as Plough without a moment’s thought. 
374

 Baity 1973 p. 443 describing field investigations by Aveni and Linsley in central Mexico and the Yucatan says the programme ‘utilizes 
a set of tables...giving rise-set dates of bright stars for a combination of epochs, latitudes and horizon elevations. Preliminary results 
with regard to Building J at Monte Alban... have been analyzed... which suggest the possible importance of the heliacal rising of Capella 
as an ‘announcer’ of a solar zenith passage.’ 
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'Quelques auteurs prétendent que Vulcain ayant forgé la foudre de Jupiter, ce Dieu lui promit de lui 

accorder ce qu'il lui demandrait; et que Vulcain lui demanda la main de la fille Minerve. Le Dieu la 

lui accorda, mais en même temps il enjoignit à Minerve de défendre sa virginité. C'est dans cette 

lutte que les germes féconds du Dieu du Feu tombèrent sur la terre; allusion manifeste à l'Equinoxe 

du Printemps, annoncé par le lever du Cocher'                                                     [OTC III p.93] 

Brown in Primitive Constellations375, who accepted Sayce & Bosanquet’s interpretations, reminds the reader 

that Capella (which they understood as Dilgan/Iku) was well-known in ancient tradition as the Storm Star 

and described in the Tablet of the Thirty-Six Stars
376

: 

Kakkab Dilgan = kakkab ma- ātu (Death Star) - ma- ātu Tintirki (Death Star of Babylon)377 

This designation fits in with the idea of both Ursa Major and Ursa Minor as routes for the Pharaoh’s soul to 

the Polar Centre after death, and we have looked at Auriga’s place at the junction of two star corridors 

leading one to Ursa Major and the other to Ursa Minor. We remember that in Egypt Ma’at meant Cosmic 

Order and was a Goddess, whilst Mut was the Vulture Goddess who brought death. Looking more closely at 

the word ‘Tintir-ki’ which is associated with Babylon, Brown says Babylon gets its name from Bāb-Ili – Gate of 

the God, which in Sumerian is Kā-Dingira. Tintir must be a variation on Dingir. Certainly –ki after a word 

defines it as a place. Brown translates it as ‘Place of the Tree of Life’, but more likely it translates as ‘Place 

of the Gods’ [the Planets], but perhaps we should understand the Tree of Life as a kind of orrery, depicted 

as a realistic apple tree in Ill.19-197.  

The point here is that because Sayce & Bosanquet equated Mul Apin with Dilgan, and assigned Mul Apin to 

Capella, their circular argument meant that for them, Capella must be Dilgan/Iku! The only way to get out 

of this contradiction is to state that if Capella is Iku, then both Bears must be Mul Apin, which is not totally 

out of the question. Though Capella, hugging the thousands of powdery stars of the Milky Way, could at a 

stretch qualify as ‘Leader of the Stars’, its ambiguous position between zones means it is not clear whether 

that would be for the Way of Enlil or the Way of Anu, and it makes far more sense to leave Capella/Auriga 

assigned to Mul Zappu - a conclusion we arrived at some time ago, under Icon C!  

 (iii)  SIRIUS – with ORION 

in contrast to Meskhetiu’s Leadership on Egyptian Decan Lists (Ill.19-187), it is obvious from the Ancient 

Aryan tradition that, although Ursa Major was one of the Four Generals, Sirius was their ‘Leader of the Stars’ 

- but in the Way of Ea, well beneath both the Ways of Enlil and of Anu! In the comparatively late Zoroastrian 

scripture of the Aryan tradition, the Avesta, we have already seen that it is Tishtrya/Sirius that is named as 

heading the stars against the uncertainties of planetary movements which bring disorder. We are reminded 

also by Janda
378

 that in the Avestan Nakṣatra system the Sirius station was the mansion of the Moon, thus 

also associated with the sky Cow and the Haoma/Soma ritual drink (worth remembering for Icon E). In texts 

Sirius is often specifically called ‘Leader of the Stars’, whilst the Vedic tradition quite clearly states that 
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 p.222 
376

 (Astrolabe P) 
377

 See also Robert Brown PSBA 1893 P.325 
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 Michael Janda ‘Häuser des Mondes: Ein indoiranisches Mythenfragment im avestischen Hymnus an Tištriia-Sirius’ in Brigitte Huber et 
al. (eds) Chomolangma, Demawend und Kasbek: Festschrift für Roland Bielmeyer II 2008, 483-503 
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'The Dog commences the Year'
379

. Burrows in his short paper on a ‘Hymn to Ninurta as Sirius’
380

 reminds us 

that ‘It may be recalled that the reappearance of Sirius has been thought to mark the term of the 

lamentations for the dead Tammuz [that had originally begun at the summer solstice]. The expert on 

ancient Aryan scriptures, Max Müller, says the oldest Vedic word for Sirius was Shunāsirau, with an adjectival 

form of Sairya - close to the Greek word, Seirios, meaning ‘bright’. As a reddish star it was also sometimes 

given the epithet Sairameya, meaning with glittering jaws full of bladed teeth (perhaps referring to the 

almost painfully dazzlilng rays of its light).  

Brown
381

 showed that the syllable 'Ka(k)' (in Kaksidi) and variations in other languages can simply mean 'Dog', 

though the whole word Kaksidi can certainly be translated as 'Leader of the Stars' (following his reasoning it 

surely means ‘Leading Dog’ (Sid being the same root as the present-day Arabic word Sidi, or Sayyid, meaning 

Lord as well as 'sidereal'). However, if Kak is simply short for Kakkab or Kaukab (Arabic for star), then the 

name does literally mean ‘Leader of the Stars’ and certainly one would think that in ancient Egypt there was 

no question that Sirius was the First of Stars - Isis/Sopdet - with Horus her son on the Polar Axis as Sopdu 

(notice how Horus holds the Polar Axis, elided with the Vernal Axial meridian on Seti I’s ceiling – Ill.19-35). 

Indeed, Brown
382

 agrees the name for Sirius in Mesopotamia, Kak-sidi could be interpreted from its 

etymology as simply meaning kakkab-sidi, or star-leader (Semitic Sayyid = Lord), in the same way that 

Taurus was sometimes named ‘Gut-sidi’ or Bull leader (of the zodiac – see under (iv) below and under Icon 

E). Interestingly Sirius is often described as on the opposite side of the sky from Altair in Aquila (Idkhu) so 

that the primacy of Sirius at the base of the Polar Axis can sometimes be expressed by the Eagle or Lion-

Eagle (Imdugud) image, both associated with the month of Tammuz in high Summer (Section 0 on Astrolabe 

K). As the season proceeds Sirius gets higher in the sky at dawn (Canis emergit) whilst within a week or two 

Aquila starts to set at daybreak (Aquila occidit) so their appearance together usefully marks a narrow 

corridor of time.  

Given its importance in both the Avestan and ancient Egyptian traditions it would certainly seem obvious to 

name Sirius as Star of Stars, and so inseparable from Orion the mighty hunter that we should take them 

together, even though Orion has never been treated as Leader of the Stars as such, appearing after 

Meskhetiu - yet before Isis/Sirius on Egyptian Decan lists (Ill.19-187). We have already looked at how in 

Mesopotamia Kaksidi/Sirius was sometimes seen as a Seven-Star group with the Bow/Ban, Sirius itself being 

the arrow aimed at Orion’s Belt. On Icon C we showed how the ring of stars below left of Orion’s feet was an 

alternative way of showing Sirius with its surrounding stars. It is represented as a dog on Icons A and E and is 

probably referred to on Astrolabe K as Ishtar in Section 0, in relation to Orion/Tammuz. We cannot say for 

sure whether it featured anywhere on the complete Shulgi Bowl, and whilst it features on Astrolabe K in 

association with Tammuz, it is not given extraordinary prominence in Section 0 – given Mul Apin, ‘Leader of 

                                                 
379

 Ṛg Veda I, 161.13. In Ṛg Veda X, 86,4 a Dog is described as let loose on the ear of Mṛga/Orion, and X,14 describes Yama's dogs and 
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380

 JRAS vol.C 33-40 + 3 pls 1924 
381

 'Euphratean Stellar Researches' PSBA April 5 1892 pp 290-303 
382

 Primitive Constellations 120-21 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON D 

245 
 

the Stars’ is referred to in Section 1 following. Elsewhere Sirius is called Rab sami (Lord of the Sky
383

), which 

means its mention in Section 0 of Astrolabe K signifies that despite Sirius being The Star par excellence as 

Top Dog, and a star mentioned in another Mul Apin Star triad, we have to understand it almost as a Deus ex 

Machina star standing beyond the Naksatras (Ill.19-204 and Ill.19-205) - an outstanding lower paranatellon 

for the start of the Year in the Gemini-Sagittarius Era. Whether marking an era out of date or not, along with 

Sibzianna/Orion it is implicitly ‘Sirius, Chief of the Stars of Ea’.  

Sirius has a precessional cycle of 1471 years (to be discussed more fully in Chapter 22) and as 6 Venus 

precessional cycles of 243 years are equal to 6 Sothic cycles of 1471 years we can see why the starting point 

of the Venus cycle would be coordinated not only with Mul Apin, Leader of the Stars on the Mul Apin star list, 

but also with Sirius below, and explains why Venus/Hathor the planet and Isis/Ishtar the star were often 

interchangeable Goddesses, or treated as one Goddess with the attributes of both. 

All that is left is for us to to find mentions of a‘Leader of the Stars of Anu’ near the Ecliptic, for which there 

two candidates, one a decoy for the other. 

(iv)  THE PLEIADES 

Mul Mul/Mul Zappu has usually been assigned by scholars to the Pleiades, but we have strongly argued 

against that identification. We only consider the Pleiades in passing as a candidate for ‘Leader of the Stars 

of Anu’, because given so much prominence by Hesiod in Works and Days as indicator for the start of 

Autumn as the Babylonians do to Dilgan and Mul Apin as heralds of the New Year. Lying above and to one 

side of Taurus, the Pleiades are above, but not on the Ecliptic whereas Aldebaran in Taurus is below, on the 

other side of the Ecliptic. Because the Pleiades group appears fuzzy (or bristly – the meaning of the word 

zappu) given it consists of a cluster of 7/8 stars surrounded by hundreds of others) it does of course have a 

distinctive character in that respect but, though it did play a stronger part in the Perseus chain once Aries 

started to head the Zodiac, when looking out for it in the night sky it does not stand out nearly as 

prominently Aldebaran. In our analysis of the Pleiades under Icon A we quoted Dupuis' on the words for 

Pleiades meaning 'powdery', or 'dusty', which describes the cluster perfectly
384

 as very much their texture. 

But it fits better to be classified as a composite powdery-looking single star than as a seven-star group since 

I doubt all its separate stars could be seen with the naked eye without a telescope. And we have to point out 

that only comparatively late in time, at the end of the First Millennium, did the Pleiades come into their 

own, more as the end of the outstretched leg of Perseus whose foot in Mithraic cult images is placed very 

deliberately on the extended rear leg of the Bull he kills (Ill.19-44). Due to its ambiguous position, however, 

the Pleiades also gained significance as outflier to, and component of, the whole Bull of Heaven/Taurus, as 

indicated by Taurus’ bristly hump on the 2C BC Seleucid tablet for Taurus (Ill.19-67). 

Although the Pleiades cluster - considerably further East - rises a short while before Aldebaran - pre-empting 

for itself the claim to be deemed the First of Stars - its importance lies in being a paranatellon - herald of 

Aldebaran - perennially accurate marker of the Taurus-Scorpio opposition line (Sky Anchor 8). 
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 (v)  ALDEBARAN 

When considering the famous Minoan and Mycenaean rhyta in the form of Bull-heads with a gold disc or 

flower on their forehead, we are surely talking about the ritualisation of Aldebaran, given it marked the 

Vernal Point on the Ecliptic of the Spring Equinox at the New Year in the 4-3M BC. It certainly has very often 

 

Ill.19-233: Aldebaran, principal star of Taurus, part of the distinctive V-shaped outline of the Hyades 

been called 'The First Star' which comes down to meaning ‘Leader of the Stars of Anu’. We could even argue 

that the name Aldebaran (dropping the d and rand softening the b to p) is an Arabized version of the word 

Apin – such word shortening and softenings have happened in the history of other star names (Inanna/Venus 

used to be Nin-Anna in full, for example). In very early star lists Taurus is sometimes called Alp (also close to 

Apin – Ill.19-95) meaning Bull, or Te meaning Foundation (Ill.19-94) -which Sayce & Bosanquet translate as 

Apin!. But we have made a case for Mul Apin being associated with The Bears, themselves visualised as the 

limbs of the Bull of Heaven. So if one, other, or both are the Leader of the Stars in the Way of Enlil, then we 

must pursue our exercise to find the Leader of the Stars for the Way of Anu, whose candidate looks pretty 

obvious. We referred earlier to the fact that Taurus overall, as the Bull of Heaven, is sometimes called Gut-

Sidi/Bull Leader, and we have gone through this present short exercise as preparation for looking at Icon E 

just following, since we will arrive at the conclusion that the V-shape of stars on an Etruscan Mirror refers to 

Taurus as primordial Leader of the Zodiac from the First Time - with Orion the original Sky Hero beneath.  

By now through our discussion of four artefacts we have made considerable headway in distinguishing 

between the different seven-star groups featured on them – to the point that we can tell the difference 

between Zappu/Auriga, Apin/Ursa Minor and Iku/Ursa Major – and we have now reached the further 

conclusion that we have three Star Leaders, one each for the Ways of Enlil, Anu and Ea - each so important 

in calendar calibration that it would be hard to choose which was deemed the Leader of the Leaders.  

Beyond that, the last thing we will try to do via our final artefact, an Etruscan mirror back, is to find out 

which of the Seven-Star groups we have analysed could be the God Sibitti/Sacred Seven, whose significance 

is deeply fundamental to Mesopotamian cosmology and could be related to at least one of the Seven-Star 

groups we have systematically listed so far. When it comes to the Seven-Star V-shaped outline on the mirror, 

it is more splayed out than Mul Zappu, which might help us arrive at a final conclusion. 
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ICONOGRAPHY OF ARTEFACT E 

The backs of bronze mirrors used in the 9th to-6th centuries BC by the Etruscans
385

 provide a fund of 

interesting iconography: Gerhard in Etruskische Spiegel points out how conducive the Etruscan mirror 

disc shape is for themes connected with heavenly phenomena. The often profuse use of Greek 

mythological subjects on many such mirrors bears this out
386

, as they were often decorated with 

anthropomorphic renditions of Greek sky mythology showing the feats of Zeus, Venus and Mars, 

Hermes, the Sun Apollo, the Moon Artemis – and sometimes Orion/Uranos too (usually beautifully 

drawn). 

THE V-LINE OF STARS ON BARON DE RAVESTEIN’S ETRUSCAN MIRROR 

The design on a mirror back found in Praeneste, our Icon E, is reproduced in Gerhard’s book
387

. The 

handle ends in a feminine three-petalled flower whilst the reflective side of this unique mirror is 

slightly concave. When polished, it would have reflected back a dull image of the male owner’s face.  

 
Ill.19-234   Etruscan mirror back from Lambrecht's388 Catalogue, Brussels Royal Museum 
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 Their ritual practices derive in many ways from the earliest Mesopotamian tradition of the eight-fold zodiac - and modes of 
divination such as bird augury and liver extispicy. 
386

 Corpus Speculorum Etruscorum is the work in progress companion series to Corpus Vasorum Graecorum, composed of many 
volumes cataloguing mirrors in the museum collections of Europe and America 
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Spiegel des Herrn de Meester, welcher zuerst mit Brunn’s text in den Monumenti dell’Istituto VI, 24,5/Annali XXX p.388 
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Etruscorum (Royal Museum of Brussels), though his scorn for an astronomical interpretation is surprising (he simply rates the 
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It is therefore a shock to see the unusually rough drawing engraved on the back which according to 

Gerhard delineates with a deeply scored double line the crude shapes of Orion, Lepus and Sirius with a 

crescent moon and star inside two lines of stars forming a V-shape above his head.  

 

Ill.19-235  Drawing of the Etruscan mirror back design from Gerhard (ibid.) 

Echoes of the Mul Zappu stars as seen on so many cylinder seal designs immediately come to mind, 

though here, strictly speaking, we have a 7-star group with an eighth standing outside the wide end (it 

is only remotely possible others stars in the design could have been obscured, and the centre point on 

which the mirror was turned showing as a small round depression over Orion’s head probably should not 

be counted as an astronomical feature, such as Sky Centre). An initial thought would be to equate the 

stars with those pointed out in Ill.19-210, but though we might have jumped to the right conclusion we 

should move forward cautiously, in gradual steps. 

Our initial response might be not to take it seriously, and to sympathise with Lambrecht’s opinion of it 

(ibid.) since the drawing is so crude that it does look more like graffiti. But the original owner, Baron 

de Ravestein himself, commenting on it in the early catalogue of his collection
389

, wrote: ‘…par les 

dessins de notre miroir on a voulu donner une idée de ces constellations. Nous disons une idée de 

l’ensemble, non une imitation parfaite’. Nonetheless he quotes Brunn’s first account of the artefact in 

the same catalogue entry who after exclaiming at its crudity said, ‘moins on retrouve un principe 

artistique dans ce dessin, plus on est porté à reconnaître dans le choix des sujets une intention 

sérieuse de representer un fait ou une idée quelconque’.  

                                                                                                                                                             
images as graffiti). The Museum’s collection consists almost entirely of the former private collection of Baron E de Meester de 
Ravestein, who as a diplomat in Rome (1847-59) in the company of H Brunn, Secretary of the Institut Archéologique de Rome, 
foraged, more as treasure-hunter than archaeologist, in the surrounding countryside for native and imported Classical 
antiquities. 
389

 Musee de Ravestein – Catalogue Descriptif 1882, Vol. I Cat. No. 830 p.550 
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Gerhard had no hesitation in naming the figure in contrapposto pose as Orion because of the displaced 

animals of Lepus and Canis Major (Sirius) to the side. On the mirror, Orion's raised arm faces right, and 

the Sirius dog, as on an actual star map, lies to the left, meaning that only Lepus is severely displaced 

from where it should be under Orion's feet. But due to the ambiguities and displacements attributable 

to artistic licence already present in the rendition of Orion, Lepus and Sirius, we are left with a degree 

of uncertainty about precisely which stars are being marked in the V-lines - and at what scale to read 

them. Despite the fact that a male figure with two displaced animals is more or less identifiable on a 

star map, it is not absolutely clear whether our candidates for the V-shaped group of stars directly 

above Orion are immediately above his head and local to that constellation; wide-sweeping on a much 

larger-scale to either side beyond Orion as plotted out in the map below - or even an actual Seven-Star 

group over Orion enlarged from its actual size, such as the Pleiades. The wide end of the V-line of stars 

faces right, in the same direction as Orion’s glance. If Sirius and Lepus are displaced because in their 

true positions they would fall outside the circle of the mirror, this could also be true of the V-line of 

stars. If today we looked out for such a band of 7 or 8 bright stars forming a V shape across the sky, 

starting from Orion's Belt to orientate the eye, a very obvious group is picked out below - roughly the  

 

Ill.19-236  The Seven-Star Chain starting at Regulus (for orientation locate Orion’s belt first) with 
possibilities for the eighth at Al-Nath (L) or the Pleiades (R)  - or even over Mirfaq in Perseus  
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same grouping of stars as pointed out in Ill.19-210, though if the drawing on the mirror is to scale, the 

starting point of the V on the map above is given as more likely to be Regulus in Leo instead of Arcturus 

(look for the sickle of its head above bright Alphard in Hydra), with the role of lone star outside the V 

taken up either by Al-Nath in Auriga (westernmost +), by the Pleiades (the easternmost +) – or even 

Mirfaq in Perseus just beyond the top line. A clinching factor for this combination, guided by the mirror 

back drawing, is how two stars are closer together on the top line - in the kind of ratio we get between 

α and β Aurigae (Menkalinan and Capella). 

  

Ill.19-237: Tentative identifications (left) comparied with Gerhard’s own labelling (right) 

There are various alternatives and combinations for the stars in between, but a key consideration to 

bear in mind is that this is a zone where many of the brightest stars fall just above or below the 

Ecliptic, so that 

 On the lower line starting at Regulus the obvious bright stars to jump to are: 

o Procyon; 

o Betelgeuze in Orion; 

o Aldebaran in Taurus. 

(On the mirror-back drawing these three stars dip together almost horizontally on the same 
level with each other, which fits the star map.) 

 For the three stars on the upper line those that most obviously link to Regulus are:  
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o Pollux in Gemini
390

; 

o Menkalinan in Auriga; 

o Capella in Auriga (the latter two closer together than the spacing of the other stars). 

On checking the star map, whilst admitting one or two nearby alternatives could be substituted, if we 

juxtapose it with Gerhard’s original interpretation in Ill.19-237, we arrive at a pretty convincing star 

labelling for the V-shape above Orion (above left) which we can take as a temporary, but plausible 

working hypothesis. We mostly agree with Gerhard - the only points of difference being that he does 

not mark the Pollux star at all, preferred Al-Nath below Auriga to Betelgeuze – and chooses Hamal as 

the lone star under the Moon
391

. 

How far can we accept artistic licence, as in the case of Perseus, where the V starts from the top, or 

starting below Auriga, on the tip of the lower horn of Taurus, just above Orion’s Bow, when the 

direction on the actual design puts it as horizontal, as in our first wide-flung options starting at 

Regulus, or even as far West as Arcturus? From the artistic licence already used in moving Lepus and 

Sirius up and aside from their true positions against Orion, we know already we are not necessarily 

looking at an inch-perfect, accurate star map on the mirror back for the V-line of stars, but more a 

diagrammatic set of interrelationships. Yet because of the care taken to show two stars at the top line 

closer together than the others in the V-line, it might still be a precise clue about their actual grouping 

in the sky – hence our labelling for Ill.19-237 (left).  

At this point it is worth stopping to look further into the most interesting background to this artefact. 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT AND ICONOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND TO THE DE RAVESTEIN MIRROR 

Although the site of the tomb from which the mirror came is not specified, Brunn and de Meester 

recorded that they found it inside a large metal cistus
392

 resting on three lion paws with a leonine 

creature squeezed between them, decorated with incised drawings of athletes. Inside, along with the 

mirror were a strigil, comb and piece of cloth suggesting the owner was himself an athlete
393

 keen on 

keeping in good condition.  

But the presence also of three model vulvae in the cistus extend the possibility, according to the 

Baron, that the owner was a follower of the Anatolian cult of Kybele since, as in the equivalent Greek  

                                                 
390

 Bright Al-Hena at the bottom of Gemini is below the Ecliptic and might be intended though Pollux fits better (his twin Castor 
is pale in comparison). Al-Wasat in Gemini is exactly on the Line of the Ecliptic, but unfortunately is very faint and not obviously 
usable. 
391

 Remember also that the Sirius Nakṣatra was the mansion of the Moon in the Avestan system – footnote 378 
392

 Cat. no. 599 in Vol.I of the Baron’s own publication of the collection which came out in 1882 in two volumes as Musée de 
Ravestein – Catalogue Descriptif, the mirror alone being separately listed as no. 830 later in the same volume 
393

 One other Etruscan mirror deemed by Gerhardt to show Orion (see Vol.IV pl.cclxxxix) is in the British Museum and shows a 
male figure running in swastika formation over 7 fishes framed by a vine round the rim. As Orion was understood as Poseidon’s 
son out of the mermaid Euryale, he interprets the fishes as the stars of the Pleiades which Pindar called ‘Orion’s doves, never far 
away’. I find it hard to accept, but if the figure is Orion, then the allusion to an athlete sprinting at full pelt is interesting.  
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Ill.19-238 Statue of Kybele in the Capitoline Museum, Rome – from Inghirami  Monumenti Etruschi  VI pl.R4 

Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter, such objects were hidden in cistae and revealed in the dark during 

rites. We need to digress briefly, then, to consider the iconography of the Universe as Great Mother, 

since one of her attributes, a mirror, explains why an athlete would own such an item. Indeed, 

returning to the mirror back we see how the crescent moon nestles distinctively inside the V-space 

created by the two lines of stars and are reminded that Kybele, Great Earth Goddess (from the 

Sumerian Ki/Earth and Belat/Lady) was often inclusive of the Moon because of its influence on Earth, 

as shown in the drawing of an Etruscan sculpture above. Variations of the Greek or Roman myths 

describe how traditionally Orion and/or the Pleiades would accompany Artemis/Diana the Moon 

Goddess on the hunt (this echoes the first heavenly bodies mentioned in Mul Apin since Kybele also 

equates to Venus). The Capitoline Museum statue illustrated above shows her seated on the Lion 

Throne of Time and the Solstices, holding not only a poppy head
394

 suggesting Sleep and Night, but a 

Mirror for the clear Day sky. The crescent signifies not only the Moon, but also the crescent of Venus 

conjunct with the first star of the year (Mul Apin, whatever its identity) serving as the stud holding up 

the V-shaped cascade of her stellar veil which both hides and reveals the unfolding of her power. 

                                                 
394

 On statues of the Great Goddess the larger and easily identifiable pomegranate was more common, and on statues of Diana 
of Ephesus the seed pods for the counting of the days, years and aeons are exteriorized in the fruits of her many-tiered necklace. 
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Ill.19-239 Roman floor mosaic from the villa at Rudston, now in Hull Museum395, 3-4C AD 

A Roman floor mosaic from Rudston in Yorkshire (above) shows Venus anthropomorphically - somewhat 

crudely rendered - in the more familiar naked Graeco-Roman version at the centre of an eight-fold 

zodiac holding just those two attributes of mirror and poppy, accompanied by a Triton holding up the 

torch of Life/Day and Death/Night, underlining Venus’ exaltation in Pisces at the start of a new synodic 

period. Her doves, pecking at poppies or pomegranates, fill in the corner quadrants. This mosaic re-

emphasises for us the importance right into Classical times of the Venus cycle in an eight-fold division 

of the sky in the cosmology of the ancient world – expressed in Britain with the charming naiveté of 

Anglo-Saxon taste. Given the main astronomical purpose of this chapter, the links of the de Ravestein 

mirror with the rites of Kybele confirms our thoughts on the importance of the Venus cycle on the 

eight-fold zodiac given to us on Astrolabe K and the Faroughi Bowl. Though Neal and Cosh simply 

                                                 
395

 David S Neal and Stephen R Cosh Roman Mosaics of Britain I: Northern Britain London 2002 – Mosaic 143.2 Ill.no. 325). This 
eight-fold zodiac compares interestingly with those, illustrated in the same volume, found in other villas of the region at 
Winterton (Mosaic no. 68.1) and Horkstow (Mosaic no. 53.1) showing Orpheus with his lute at the centre of eight-fold zodiacs 
(c.f. Ill. 19-46). The Winterton Mosaic is the more complete, showing Bear/Boar/Pegasus/Dog/ Elephant/Fox/Lion and Stag as his 
animals (Horkstow only has elephant (?for ) and bear remaining).  
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interpret the mosaic as a depiction of the participants in the gladiator games (citing Venus as patroness 

of the amphitheatre) the Games in turn (initially held every eight years, then at mid-cycle every four) 

reflected the drama of the clashes and harmonies of cosmic cycles and the mosaic shows in the four 

surrounding semi-circles the opposing Four Cardinal signs representing the Four Seasons: 

 SPRING: TAURUS with crescent Moon held on a rod parallel to its back, with the caption 

TAURUS OMICIDA – ‘Man-Killing Bull’, an interesting reversal of the Mithraic idea;  

AND OPPOSITE 

 AUTUMN: AQUARIUS as Leopard (in Akkadian sometimes a paranatellon such as Vega or 

Udkaduḫa/Cygnus) with spotted starry sky disc over its back reminding us of the perennial 

association in the ancient world of leopard with the Night Sky, and  

 WINTER STAG with bare-branched trees echoing the twig-like structure of its antlers, 

seemingly standing for Scorpio, possibly a visual rendition of the Akkadian Lulim 

(Stag)/Cassiopeia - used in Hyperborean Britain as a circumpolar substitute for Scorpio 

which rarely reaches the horizon that far north;  

AND OPPOSITE 

 SUMMER LEO transfixed by a spear and spurting blood, with the caption [LEO] F[R]AMMEFER – 

‘Spear-pierced Lion’ (a reversal of its usual killer role), the spear suggesting a meridian;  

WITH AT CROSS-QUARTERS TO THESE FIGURES IN THE SMALLER COMPARTMENTS OF THE OCTAGON 

 four gladiatorial hero figures resembling OPHIUCUS, PERSEUS and HERCULES (the fourth, 

missing, figure could have been BOOTES or ORION).  

In its own way Mithraism combined all four male constellations into one Sky Hero. In fact, taken as 

whole, the mosaic floor with Venus in an 8-fold zodiac has many of the ingredients of the Mithraic Bull-

killing scene, in a differently arranged set of images. Herodotus himself
396

, we remember, refers to 

Mithra and Venus as one and the same, perhaps misunderstanding yet indicating the truth of the link 

between the Duat sky region at the New Year, the Sky Hero and the starting point of the Venus cycle. 

In the Venus mosaic it is one Triton that holds the torch of Night and Day rather than the two male 

personifications that appear in the Mithraic Taurochtony. That Neal and Cosh interpret these figures as 

participants in the animal games is a valid level of meaning
397

 – which we do not need to stop and 

resolve, since our main point is our reading of Venus at the centre of an eight-fold zodiac holding the 

attributes of Kybele, most notably the mirror, in itself a reference to the Great Goddess of the 

Universe as the Sky. The significance of this is that every Etruscan mirror, and certainly Icon E from its 

archaeological context, can be taken as a ritual allusion to the Goddess. 

                                                 
396

 See earlier footnote for ref. 
397

 Ibid. 
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The interpretation that the owner of this mirror followed the cult of the Great Goddess is reinforced by 

the fact that the mirror itself, though perhaps surprisingly found in a male tomb, is totally in context 

as one of several artefacts associated with the rites of the Great Goddess, much as a cross indicates 

allegiance to the rites of Christ. Indeed, we illustrate below a striking example of the retention of an 

old icon for the new religion as the Pantheon gave way to Christianity. Guthrie in his study of 

Orphism
398

 published a conical haematite seal in the Berlin Museum showing seven stars and a crescent 

above Christ on a Meridional Tree with Ecliptic Crossbar and the inscription ORPHEOS BAKKIKOS in 

Greek letters below, showing there was unbroken continuity in the mystical societies that kept alive 

the secret rites of the cycle of death and rebirth. On this seal the seven-star downward sweep over 

God Incarnate is carried over from the Classical world's rites of Bacchus or Mithra and applied to the 

figure of Christ instead, since in all the icons of this nature, physical (in this case astronomical) 

realities were used to express the spiritual promise of the soul’s resurrection. 

 

Ill.19-240  Seal showing Christ beneath the Paschal Moon and the Seven-Star – drawing after Guthrie 

This makes absolute sense when one thinks that the historical events of the Crucifixion and 

Resurrection were made to coincide in the Christian calendar with the Spring Equinox at the start of 

the Jewish (also Babylonian) month of Nisan
399

, whilst the birth of Mithra/Christ was aligned to the 

Winter Solstice, showing that the pagan version of the death and resurrection of the Year as a God, 

whether Osiris, Bacchus, Dionysos, or Tammuz, was fused into Christianity at Christmas in a reiteration 

of the everlasting story of the rise and fall of the old cycle into the new. And we know from the 

similarity to the myths of the descent and return of Inanna/Ishtar as the Venusian dimension of of Ki-

Belat that these are the female divinities who were the original protagonists of that story cycle - 

millennia before male gods took their place. In the Indo-European world, for instance, Dyaus/Zeus the 

Sky God becomes Father of the Universe, usurping Kybele’s primacy – meaning a myth had to be 

                                                 

398
 W C K Guthrie Orpheus and  Greek Religion 1935 

399
 See a fuller discussion in Haleem (2008) in the section on Intercalation quoting Roger T Beckwith's work on the Jewish and 

Christian calendars. 
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invented to have Athena born from his head!). But, as we see from our Etruscan mirror and its factual 

context, the Old Religion of the Mother Goddess never completely died out and was kept alive 

especially by groups celebrating the Mysteries in the Graeco-Roman world, some of which in turn 

passed on their secret knowledge to the Christian Gnostics. 

But our task, as stated at the outset of this section, is to identify that V-shape of stars - whether over 

Christ’s, or Orion’s, head. We have made an initial rough attempt to identify the stars it from the 

strongest stars in the region, but are still not certain whether the V-shape is in the same proportion to 

the size of Orion in the sky as shown in either of the drawings: and thus whether it is a wide sweep of 

stars running over a quarter of the sky (as we have so far read it) or a single constellation. They must 

be stars that help define the section of the Ecliptic lying above the New Year constellation par 

excellence, Orion, with one or two of them tying in vertically with the 0 meridian of the time, to 

make a Cross. Only on this one Etruscan Mirror do we have such an image of a chain of seven stars 

incised over Orion’s head, with the Moon and one more star inside the open end of the V, suggesting 

that its position against them counts. Compare with the Nebra Planisphere, Ill.19-128) and the several 

close parallels on cylinder seals under Icon A. 

Under Icon D, apart from Ursa Major and Ursa Minor we considered the most important Seven-Star 

groups. Our last line of enquiry, threading in and out of our assessment of the mirror-back, takes the 

opportunity to look at the overall concept of the God of the Divine Seven/The Sibitti in Mesopotamian 

religion to see if it applies specifically to any one of the Seven-Star groups we have studied, including 

this new V-line of stars. 

Having said all this, coming back to our last Icon neither the outlines of the Two Bears nor that of 

Auriga match the outline of the V-line of stars over Orion which is widely splayed at its open end with a 

single star floating in the space between the two ends. I believe we need to treat it as yet another 

Seven-Star group with a different identity. 

ELIGIBLE SEVEN-STAR CONSTELLATIONS FOR WEST-POINTING V-LINES OF STARS 

Clearly the V-shape as on the mirror, with apex pointing more or less West, does not represent either 

Ursa Major or Ursa Minor, despite Homer’s description
400

 of Ursa Major as ‘watching Orion
401

 with wary 

eye’ from far on the other side of the sky (Ill.19-210). As well as the widely dispersed forked line of 

stars we picked out in Ill.19-210 and Ill.19-236 (backed up by Stokley in our first bullet point below), by 

holding up the mirror back like a planisphere and matching it against single constellations, several 

immediately obvious Seven-Star groups in the vicinity of Orion could be more local candidates.  

                                                 
400

 Iliad XVIII, 486 (see also footnote 00) 
401

 Gibbon (1964) refers to the Indians of the Bering Straits and down western North America as not mentioning more than the 
most prominent stars: the Pleiades, the Milky Way, Orion – and Venus (and sometimes Ursa Major as well, but not first on the 
list). 
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 Stokley
402

 wrote a special piece on the ‘Seven Brightest Stars Visible in December’ (see his map 

for it, Ill.19-242 below), evidently picking up on an astronomical tradition other than ones 

about the Seven Stars of the Bears, giving credence to our idea of the wide star sweep of Ill.19-

210. He names Procyon, Sirius, Betelgeuze, Rigel, Pollux, Capella, Aldebaran – with an eighth 

Hamal rather than the Pleiades (interestingly, Gerhard labels the lone star as Hamal). Rigel is 

the only one we did not see as part of the mirror’s V-line, instead inserting (as did Gerhard) 

Mekalinan in Auriga because of its close placing on the mirror (as in the sky itself) - to Capella 

(Ill.19-237). From other parts of the sky in Stokley’s piece he only adds Deneb, Altair and Vega 

as providing any competition to the Seven – and these, we noted earlier, are likely to be the 

less usual star names on the Boghazhkoy Star List precisely because exceptionally bright.  

For the other candidates on a more local scale we used Bauval’s high definition photograph of the Duat 

(Ill.19-60) with an overlay on it, marking over it any V-shaped lines whose apices start more or less 

from the Western direction around Orion (next illustration), arriving at the following possibilities: 

 
Ill.19-241 Key V-line Seven-Star star-groups around Orion 

                                                 
402

 James Stokley ‘Seven Bright Stars’ Science News Letter Nov 28 1942 pp346-7 –  
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 A not very clear V (shown as copper dots) starts at Procyon and takes in the foot stars of of 

Gemini, with some of it running into the extension of Orion traditionally seen as his raised right 

arm brandishing a sword (Ill.19-242) – note also Orion’s bow, picked out in small stars on the 

same map (different from the Bow/Ban imagined round Sirius by the Babylonians). Although it 

might not seem not definite enough,  this is the only V-line of stars above Orion matching the 

actual proportions and layout of the image on the Etruscan mirror back, so should not be 

discarded lightly;  

 the Pleiades themselves (the tiny cluster under Perseus) are often shown as a miniscule V-

ended cluster though with overall rectangular outline. Brunn, the first to try to analyse the 

meaning of the mirror, referred to one of Pindar's Odes
403

, identifying the 8 stars above Orion 

as the Seven Pleiades and their Mother Pleione. 

 

Ill.19-242   Full depiction of the constellation of Orion with fighting weapons – from Stokley (note also on the 
other half of the sky Perseus at the Zenith in December leading down to Andromeda and Pegasus) 

                                                 
403

 Nemesis II,16 



THE CANON OF ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN ART 

19: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF ANCIENT ASTRONOMY 

ICON E 

259 
 

When we considered Icon A we gave a thorough look at the various ways the Pleiades cluster 

(closer to the Ecliptic than Aldebaran) has been represented: as zig-zag, rosette or rectangle - 

even Mul Zappu early on was a candidate - but if they are the stars represented by the entire 

V-shape shown on the mirror, its scale has surely been inflated out of all proportion in relation 

to Orion and their actual outline in the sky does not form a definitive spalyed-out V.  

For completeness we include the next two constellations because they are also V-shaped, but since 

their E-W orientation is ambiguous, we discuss them more fully under the criteria of V-outlines with 

apex starting from the East in the next section: 

 a strong V shape is formed by Auriga’s stars (shown as gold dots, but leaving out the Kids). 

However, it runs upright, and its apex falls outside it on the Crab Nebula (Taurus’ lower horn 

tip). We have in any case argued that Auriga is Mul Zappu – and although it might be borderline 

there is no independent single star between its two ends; 

 even Perseus can be read as a loosely cascading V alongside Auriga (shown as silver dots) but it, 

too, is upright, its apex the other way round from Auriga - and its furthest lower arm includes 

the Pleiades at one end, which could be taken as the independent single star; 

 
ALTERNATIVE IDENTIFICATIONS FOR THE DE RAVESTEIN V-LINE IF REVERSED 

When we happened to check the crudely drawn outline of Orion on the mirror against Stokley’s star 

map above, we noticed the upraised shoulder on the mirror did not match the traditional full rendition 

of the stars of Orion in it which includes his upraised arm on one side, and his shield or bow on the 

other arm, held out towards Taurus at waist level. We suddenly realized from the disposition of his 

body on Icon E, that it is Orion’s right elbow under Gemini which should be raised, not the one closest 

to Taurus, as depicted on the mirror. It became clear that we might be looking at the image on the de 

Ravestein Mirror the wrong way round! 

Certainly if we look at other Greek mirror-back designs in the Etruscan Mirror Corpus Catalogues 

referred to at the very start, we see how titles for the Gods are often written backwards, in mirror 

writing, which could mean the image will have been reversed in the process of transferring the design 

by a tracing (though we do know early Greek inscriptions could be written in either direction, with 

letters facing either way). Looking at the outline of Orion in Stokley’s diagrammatic map, the upraised 

arm under Gemini is to the left, and the arm held out sideways with shield/bow is on the right, facing 

Taurus - meaning that the general tilt of the constellation has the right shoulder higher than the left – 

very obvious in an actual star map. Sometimes the small spray of stars in the Crab Nebula above 

Orion’head (Ill.19-60), rather than taken up by the end of one of Taurus’ horns, is shown as an upheld 

torch or blade of the weapon in his raised right arm. 
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Ill.19-243: Drawing of the mirror back from Lambrecht (left) - and reversed image (right) 

There is also an early tradition - in later centuries no longer adhered to - that Orion looks back over his 

shoulder towards Sirius (as on Middle Kingdom Egyptian coffin lids (Ill.19-187) or in the Avestan 

tradition where the Hunter looks back at his Dog. In other renditions he looks over his raised shoulder 

backwards and upwards towards Gemini away from the direction of his main body action (more 

commonly the stance of Perseus as discussed under Icon A). However, most representations do not 

have him twisting back, but looking towards Taurus with sword and bow at the ready to defend himself 

(see the characterisation of Taurus on the Rudston mosaic as ‘Taurus Omicida’ - Ill.19-239) – so 

although his head is twisted back on the mirror, we cannot make this a criterion in our argument for 

which way round he should be as we were able to do in identifying Perseus.  

All the same, since the unreversed drawing on the mirror gives the highest point on Orion on the 

‘wrong’ side, we had serious grounds for reversing the design on the mirror back (in line with the maps 

both above and below), given that a notable feature of the constellation on any star map is how 

Betelgeuze appears as the highest star on the raised shoulder of Orion nearest to the Milky Way. Below 

is the entire star field of separate Seven-star constellations around Orion, including the wider sweep of 

individual stars across constellations between Leo and the Pleiades we started out with – and before 

that we considered the V pattern starting even further west at Arcturus (Ill.19-200 or Ill.19-218). 
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Ill.19-244 Orion in relation to Sirius, Lepus, Taurus, Auriga, Gemini and Procyon 

If we look at the reversed image, even though this puts Sirius and Lepus more out of kilter by having 

them on the other side, Orion’s raised elbow is now where we would expect it to be
404

, meaning we 

should at least check out the design this way round to see if we obtain different readings since flipping 

it over reverses the direction of the V-line of stars, putting the candidates we have only just itemised 

out of contention - but bringing others in. Immediately one or two strikingly close matches present 

themselves - Taurus and Auriga – followed by less strong runners-up, Perseus and even Bootes.  

So, continuing on from the order of the rectangular Seven-Star groups we looked at for Icon D under    

I: SEVEN-STAR RECTANGULAR CONSTELLATIONS BELOW THE CIRCUMPOLAR REGION, we now look 

individually at these four candidates in terms of a Seven-Star group in a V outline with apex not 

originating in the West and in the vicinity of Orion as on the reversed design – each sufficiently 

distinctive (though not always in terms of brightness in the cases of Bootes and Perseus) to associate 

them with the V-line of stars on the mirror. 

                                                 
404

 Robert Brown (PC p.137) writes ‘Geminos says that on the xxivth day of the Twins according to Euktemon the shoulder of 
Orion rises, and according to Eudoxos Orion begins to rise’ 
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IV: V-ENDED SEVEN-STAR GROUPS WITH VERTICAL OR EASTERN APEX 

I: BOOTES  

Brown includes Bootes in his Seven-Star roster even though just outside the central Duat zone. To him, 

Bootes is more significant as an alternative Good Shepherd of the Sky/Sibzianna, the epithet usually 

given to Orion (we know the more common Greek characterization for Bootes as Ploughman). The 

etymology for Bootes could feasibly be traced back to the Assyrian Ri'uBut-Same
405

/Lord of the Sky, 

Ri'ubu/Rabb meaning ‘Lord’, though in stanceOrion is more interchangeable with Perseus as ‘Warrior of 

the Sky’, as shown up in our discussion of Icon A.  

 
Ill.19-245   Continuity between Arcturus in Bootes and Ursa Major as an aid to star location  

On a dark night it is not too difficult to pick out the characteristic trapezium shape of Bootes and even 

though six of its stars are not strong, Arcturus makes up for that at its lower point: and when Spica in 

Virgo further below comes into the picture (and they often are mentioned together (Ill.19-147)), 

Bootes is easier to spot without strain. More often linked with Ursa Major, as we pointed out under Icon 

B, Bootes could be one of the pointers in Section 1 of Astrolabe K (Ill.19-141) - but overall it really is 

not bright enough to qualify as the V-line of stars on our Etruscan mirror-back. 

J: PERSEUS 

We have already considered the place of Perseus in relation to the not fully identifiable 7-8 long chain 

of stars in the Andromeda story for Icon A (depending partly on whether the Pleiades are included). 

Šugi/Perseus can at a stretch (again depending on whether faint stars are included or not) be counted 

a 7-star group –the brighter stars on both forks as below add up to 7. Being so close to Auriga, at times 

he has been referred to as the Chariot front or (due to its forked shape) even its shaft
406

 - but in First  

                                                 
405

 Robert Brown PSBA 1893 P.323 
406

 Robert Brown PSBA 1893 P.329 
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Ill.19-246   Auriga, Perseus and Andromeda at the zenith + in Autumn at 2200 

Millennium Greek myth he is accorded the role of the Charioteer (of Auriga the Chariot). The map 

above shows how from the perspective of the Polar Centre (Polaris on Ursa Minor is to the left) 

Perseus’ brightest star, Mirfaq, is actually closer to the Polar Centre than Capella nearby! This is 

another reason why, due to the new 0˚ meridian Perseus found himself lying over in the Age of Aries, 

solar myths were woven round Auriga, Mithra/Perseus as the Charioteer being identified by association 

not only with the Vernal Sun but also (in Herodotos’ mind) with Venus – due to the measuring of her 

synodic cycle from that same meridian.  

If we check how Perseus looks (without labels) in the January sky at night (illustration below), the V 

starting at Mirfaq, the very brightest star in Perseus, is strong enough to be noticeable, and the outline 

of the V with three stars level on one side and a shorter side with two stars much closer to each other 

is a very credible fit to the Etruscan design, the Pleiades here playing the role of lone star. Yet its 

ambiguous orientation in relation to Orion does not fully enthuse us to choose it as the V constellation, 

unless we consider its full extension into the two pairs of lower stars! 
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Ill.19-247: The Seven-Star Chain of Perseus ending in the Pleiades alongside that of Auriga ending in 

Aldebaran in January 2009 from London (for orientation locate Orion first) 

 

K: AURIGA  

Consisting of a square and triangle Auriga closely matches the alternative representations given for the 

Pleiades in the Chinese tradition discussed under Icon A, and there is the same ambiguity of whether to  

 

Ill.19-248   The seven-star constellations of Auriga and Ursa Major and their Polar orientation lines 
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include an eighth star (Ill.19-252). By now, though, as part-rectangular, part V-ended, we have almost 

certainly come to the conclusion that Auriga is Mul Zappu. Having already looked at its importance in 

documents and on cylinder seals, it is also a highly relevant candidate for the mirror back design - 

either way round, since more or less vertical in the sky. Looking again at the sky maps above, and the 

detail of its individual stars in Ill.19-251, with Capella at the apex it just qualifies as a V-ended Seven-

Star if the two smaller stars on either side are counted in (its bottom corner doubles as the horn tip of 

Taurus). The leading star of Taurus, Aldebaran, would then be in place as the lone star outside the V, 

but we could equally take it the other way round and see Capella as the lone star outside a V with its 

apex at Aldebaran (see L below). Note also from the star map above (Ill.19-247) how brightly Auriga 

stands out compared to the V-shape of Perseus alongside. 

Early in this chapter we dwelt on the primacy given by Sayce & Bosanquet to Capella in Auriga due to 

its likely role as marking the 0˚ meridian (it does not feature as one of the Nakṣatras). In fact the line 

Menkalinan-Theta in Auriga and Dubhe-Merak in Ursa Major meet each other at the Polar Centre 

slightly off the last star in Ursa Minor/Kunosura, or expressed in reverse, from the Polar Centre at 

Polaris, Capella forms an almost perfect right angle with the side of the ‘pan’ of the Big Dipper/Ursa 

Major, making it possible to pinpoint the Pole accurately that way. Hence the high status of Auriga and 

one of the reasons why we equate it with Mul Zappu: 

 

Ill.19-249   The right-angle created at the Polar Centre by Capella and the side of Ursa Major’s pan 
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As a check, there is also a straight-line alignment from Capella down the handle of Ursa Major (but 

bypassing the Pole), especially visible in the January night sky at the Winter Solstice when as we have 

shown in earlier pictures the Bull Leg stands low down and upright in the sky (next illustration). 

 
Ill.19-250  Capella at top links in a straight line to the pan handle of the Dipper 

We should mention in passing how in the next map, starting at Capella we could even pick out a 

disjointed V-shape running down Orion in pairs, then ending at Sirius and Procyon (various combinations 

are possible) – but it is dislocated and immediately we can dismiss the likelihood since both Sirius and 

Orion are already spoken for on the mirror, and the V-line of stars is placed above Orion rather than 

inclusive of his figure. 

Capella in Auriga served as the major seven-star paranatellon to the imminent rising of Taurus/Guanna 

just below it c.5000-2500BC when the latter was the first sign of the zodiac at the Spring Equinox  - as 

opposed to Ursa Major for Leo. But as the Vernal Point slipped back to Aries, along with Perseus it still 

served the same purpose because so close to the Polar Zone - as Dupuis put it, 'Lorsque l'Equinoxe était 
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au Taureau, l'entrée du Soleil dans cette Constellation, son arrivée au point Equinoxial était annoncé 

par le lever du Belier, de la Chèvre [Capella] et du Cocher [Auriga]'). 

 
Ill.19-251: The principal constellations lying over Orion’s head  

On the Faroughi Bowl under 4. we noticed the importance of Auriga’s alignment to Capricorn on the 

Goat meridian running through both Capella the She-Goat and her three Kids (Ill.19-171). Dupuis gives 

further insight into the later mythology behind Auriga/the Chariot, with precession still useful as 

paranatellon to Aries at a time when the Archaic Greeks formulated their own up-to-date rendition of 

the starry myth. For them, Erichthoneus was the Charioteer, and credited with inventing the Chariot, 

which he rode with his companion in the Panathenaic Games. Auriga the Chariot is particularly linked 

to the story of Pelops’ Chariot race
407

 for the hand of Hippodamia, one of the Pleiades (her mother was 

Asterope, another of the Pleiades, and her father Oenomaus son of Mars in Aries). In order to win, he 

gained the help of Myrtilus, the charioteer of Oenomaus, then killed him off on gaining victory. As 

Dupuis writes:  

On voit par ce tableau abrégé que tous les acteurs de cette fable, et leurs parents, sont 

groupés autour de l'Equinoxe de Printemps, et dans la partie du Ciel opposée ou sont les 

paranatellons du sign Equinoxiale. On ne peut méconnaitre à ces caractères une fiction 

                                                 
407

 Represented on one of the Pediments of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia 
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astronomique. Myrtile précipité dans la mer éprouve le sort de Phaeton précipité dans 

l'Eridane.   (OTC III p.94) 

 

Ill.19-252   Detail of the stars of Auriga/Mul Zappu which can be read as a Seven-Star constellation 

Dupuis goes on to point out that Gemini is sometimes linked to Auriga too because it rises soon after it, 

whilst Pegasus rises just before, and thus the figure of the Charioteer, either as Erichthoneus or Pelops, 

is sometimes replaced by Bellerophon408 mounted on Pegasus holding the Kid Capella on one arm
409

. 

The myth of Phaeton refers to the Chariot of the Sun falling as it reaches Capella/Auriga at the Autumn 

Equinox. Phaeton is said to have fallen headlong at the sight of Scorpio
410

, which well describes what 

happens astronomically - since as Scorpio rises high in the sky, Auriga sets (and there is the better-

known, similar myth about Orion). 

L: TAURUS 

Sayce & Bosanquet take as the linch-pin for their understanding of the clay planisphere (Icon B) the 

line 0 running between Sirius, Betelgeuse and Capella (Ill.19-46) but they could have remarked on the 

equally strong alignment from Sirius along Orion’s belt to Aldebaran in the Hyades (Gišli-e/Bull-Jaw), 

and the Pleiades beyond (the remains of its name close to a cartouche is given in Section 2 of Icon B -  

                                                 
408

 Hesiod Theognis V, 320 
409

 These visual constituents, Dupuis writes, ‘entre dans la composition de la Chimère, monstre Astronomique du Lion Solstitial, 
et des deux paranatellons des Equinoxes, le Cocher et la Chèvre d'un côté, et le Serpent du Serpentaire [Scorpio’s paranatellon] 
de l'autre’. 
410

 Ovid Metamorphoses I, 2,i  
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Ill.19-253 The Orion’s Belt-Aldebaran/Pleiades alignment 

Ill.19-85). We remember the first Phoenician letter A when originally invented was written on its side 

with horns pointing left like a bull-head, a clue that it is compared to Taurus as First Sign of Anu. 

 
Ill.19-254 The Duat region in January at 2200hrs 

It means the constellation Weidner and Koch interpret as Gemini in Section 3 of the planisphere could 

just as well be Auriga, with its line of stars curving down and round from it to Aldebaran at the centre, 
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leaving the Pleiades as the sprouting wheat-ear on the bull’s back - or its bristly hump. The star map 

above shows how these constellations look in the sky in January in the Northern Hemisphere, at a time 

when Gemini/Auriga and Taurus are disposed round Sirius and Orion in the main sky field - in positions 

very much echoing those on the astrolabe, showing how all the stars competing for the centre of 

Astrolabe K are disposed in relation to the Ecliptic. It is the winter sky for January, 15 days after the 

Winter Solstice, that provides the most striking parallels with the layout of the planisphere. Dupuis 

reports how in the Alphonsine Tables the brightest star in Perseus, the Corpus Pleiadum, is in Arabic 

called Al-Thurayyā' indicating a link to Taurus (in Arabic Al-Thaur).  

Without the Pleiades but inclusive of its horn tips Taurus must be taken as a seven-star group in its own 

right. Certainly with the reversal of the design on the mirror, the one V-shape that jumps into view in 

the right place and at the right scale in relation to Orion is the constellation of Taurus, at its heart 

consisting of the Hyades but when extended to include its horns becoming a Seven-Star with the 

addition of Al-Nath in Auriga and the Crab Nebula (the latter often treated as the top of Orion’s upheld 

weapon).  

 

Ill.19-255: Overlay on Bauval’s photo picking out the star fields of Orion in relation to Taurus, and a 
‘Greater Taurus incorporating Perseus (more relevant to our Icon A) 
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THE GREATER V OF GU-ANNA and THE LESSER V OF GIŠ-LI-E  

If we follow the text of Star Lists such as Mul Apin, according to whether the horn tips are included or 

not explains why two names are given to Taurus: one to the small V shape of the Bull’s Jaw 

(Hyades/Giš-li-e) and a second to the larger V forming the full Gu-Anna/Bull of Heaven.  

 

Ill.19-256: Positioning of Orion in relation to the Hyades and Taurus at full extent, with the the horn tips of 
Al-Nath and the Crab Nebula - and Pleiades beyond sometimes included as his hump 

The V shape of the Hyades, like the three Kids below Capella in Auriga, is characterized by two stars 

closer together than the more even spacing of the others, a characteristic adhered to by the mirror 

design (though admittedly not quite in the same sequence (we have pointed out how Gemini and Auriga 

both also have a close star pair in their outlines too). As shown in the wider skymap above, the full 

constellation of Taurus is completed by the extension of the lines of the Hyades to include its horn-

tips, on the basis of which we could plausibly relabel our mirror. However– given the Arab tradition of 

the Pleiades/Al-Thurayya as part of Taurus - in a last-minute turn of logic we decided to relabel Icon E 

as below, to include the Pleiades (treated as one star) at the outside apex of the V-line of. In this way 

we account for all 8 stars on the mirror back.  

The match is not exact, and we do not know whether or not we are getting closer to reaching the right 

conclusion. Being in the zone of artistic license as we have said all along, it is hard to tell just how far 

the designer of this very crudely scratched star map has shifted the components around. All we can say 

is that it is highly plausible that we simply have Orion on the mirror back with Taurus overhead, as they 

appear in the sky at the Winter Solstice, and on the same scale to each other as they would be in the 
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actual sky. If the V-line is quite simply the constellation of Taurus, the benchmark for the slippage of 

the Vernal Point, and thus for ever the starting line for the zodiac from the First Time, this explains in 

 

Ill.19-257 The V-line of stars as the entire constellation of Taurus, starting at the Pleiades  

the Mul Apin text why Taurus is called Aga-Anna (the First of the Sky), as referred to above in our 

discussion of Star Leaders. This truth is enough to base a mystery cult upon, especially once the 

Precession of the Equinoxes pushed Taurus out of line with the Vernal Point, giving it ancient 

benevolence for Icons A and E. Thus the circle between all five icons is closed. 

 

Now we can recapitulate the use of the Seven-Star in the Five Icons whose study in this chapter we 

have almost completed - and on the back of that see if we can come to any conclusions on whether any 

of them has the status of ‘Ilu Sibitti’ and what the Divine Sevenness might signify on different levels. 
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DIFFERENTIATING SEVEN-STAR ICONOGRAPHY IN ICONS A-E 

Icon E brought in a further Seven-Star grouping which refers neither to the Two Bears, nor to 

Auriga/Mul Zappu: the outline of Taurus seems to be the best candidate to explain the V-outline of 

stars – but only if we are correct in reversing the original design – otherwise we will still have to bear in 

mind the more far-reaching star-line alternatives originally considered in the map below, repeated 

again for ease of reference: 

 

Ill.19-258 Night sky on  March 13 at 2200hrs 

This particular view of the sky, at 2200hrs close to the time of Spring Equinox, fits well the Homeric 

description of Achilles’ shield, fashioned for the Trojan War by Hephaestos, with different levels of 

decoration:  
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‘representing, first of all, Earth, Sky and Sea, the indefatigable Sun, the Moon at the full, and 

all the Constellations with which the heavens are crowned, the Pleiades, the Hyades, the great 

Orion, and the Bear nicknamed the Wain - the only constellation which never bathes in Ocean 

Stream, but always wheels round in the same place and looks at Orion the Hunter with wary 

eye
411

. 

The shield’s circular shape, just as the bronze bowl of Icon C, lent itself to a zodiacal representation 

emphasising the leading stars of Enlil, Anu and Ea at the start of the First Millennium as also used in the 

East Greek world, enmeshed as it was at the time within the wider ancient near east. By summarizing 

the Seven-Star factor in our icons we hope to find out whether one of them might represent the Seven-

Star God so often referred to in the texts as Ilu Sibitti – and what the Sibitti fully referred to in 

Mesopotamian cosmology. 

MUL ZAPPU ON ICON C AND THE TAURUS-GEMINI SELEUCID TABLET 

On the Faroughi Bowl (reproduced again below right for ease of reference) we saw representations on 

it of both Ursa Major and Minor, as well as Mul Zappu on the rim. We could already see from Icon C  

  

 

 
 

Ill.19-259: The Taurus and Gemini Tablet recto, and verso with partially broken off 8-fold zodiac (the 
signature of the scribe is given underneath, states it is recopied from a Sumerian original); the Faroughi 8-

fold zodiac Bowl is compared for the outline of Mul Zappu, showing also that it could not be Taurus 

                                                 
411

 Iliad XVIII, 486 - Penguin Classics translation from the Greek by E V Rieu (this is evident in Ill 00 where Ursa Major high in the 
sky looks down on Orion via Gemini) 
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how its position was to be distinguished from the unambiguous dipper shapes of Ursa Major or Minor 

that also feature on Icon D and related cylinder seals. Though in the past identified by scholars as the 

Pleiades, from its position on the rim of the bowl along the Gemini-Sagittarius axis, we argued it was 

more likely to be Auriga. On the Seleucid Taurus tablet (also illustrated again above, this time also 

showing the remains of the eight-fold zodiac drawn on its reverse) the seven stars of Mul Zappu appear 

on the left, labelled as such (note how its apex is to the right, but could not be the constellation 

Taurus, since on the Faroughi Bowl Taurus is shown three signs further round). By the time the scribe 

was copying this tablet in the 2C BC from an earlier original, the precession of the Vernal Point 

backwards into Aries during the First Millennium had brought in a different First Sign of the Zodiac, but 

the Bull was a reminder that it had always been the First Sign from which the progress of the Calendar 

had originally been measured, an obvious message in the Mithraic images of the Roman era (also the 

priority adhered to by astrologers to this day). The Bull on the tablet is certainly shown with a bristly 

hump which seems to refer to the Pleiades as included within Taurus.  

So after our lengthy analyses of Icons C and D, we can definitely now assign the separate depiction of 

Mul Zappu on the left of the Seleucid tablet to Auriga, not only as marker of the Dragon of the Lunar 

Nodes and therefore part of its exaltation on the Gemini-Sagittarius axis, but also as proxy for the Two 

Bears - triply representing The Sibitti and the Dragon crossing them! We attained a measure of 

confirmation when we saw The Sibitti actually named in an Arab miniature (Ill.19-264) under a 

representation of Sagittarius-Gemini, absorbed into the imagery of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes 

(discussed further very shortly). This is why in the end the Seleucid tablet must represent Taurus on 

the right, Perseus/Mithra in the centre and Mul Zappu over the space for Gemini, implicitly exalted in 

that sign, following the pattern of the other two Seleucid zodiac images. 

Coming back to the Faroughi Bowl, Weidner’s statement and my reasoning seem to strongly confirm 

that the representation of Mul Zappu, placed on the Sagittarius-Gemini axis of the bowl is again rightly 

positioned to be none other than Auriga, enmeshed though it might be with the constellations Perseus, 

the Pleiades and Taurus as Weidner himself said – understandable when we look at the region of the 

sky (detailed map below) linking Betelgeuse, Capella, Aldebaran, Mirfaq, Al-Gol and the-Pleiades in 

one enmeshed network that borrows each other’s stars. 

It is Weidner who interpreted the figure inside the lunar disc in the centre of the clay tablet as 

Šugi/Perseus, a precursor of the Mithraic hero in several iconographical details, whilst the fact that 

the Moon is exalted in Taurus next door follows the pattern of exaltations Weidner spotted in the 

surviving Seleucid images covering Virgo; Leo-Cancer and Taurus-Gemini (it is unfortunate the rest of 

the set is lost). Weidner cites BM text 55466/486/627 where Šugi (identified by him as Perseus, lying to 

the east of both Auriga and Taurus) and Zappu are mentioned together as the Moon’s hypsoma, which 
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is what he thinks the clay tablet represents, given the other surviving clay tablets of the series feature 

the planets in their exaltation positions. Weidner (ibid.) writes: ‘Nun ist das hypsoma des Mondes der 

Stier; kakkab Zappu ist der Name der Plejaden [sic], also muss Kakkab Šugi dem eigentlichen Taurus 

 

Ill.19-260: The four bright stars of Betelgeuze, Aldebaran, Capella and the Pleiades 

entsprechen. Da Kakkab Šugi nicht selbst mit dem Taurus identisch ist, so kann nur ein Gestirn in Frage 

kommen das in seiner Nähe steht und zu dem er unter Umständen wenigstens teilweise gerechnet 

werden konnte. Das muss der Fuhrmann [Auriga] sein; der Perseus steht dagegen über dem östlichen 

Teile des Widders und seine östlichsten Sterne auch nur über den Plejaden. Dagegen standen im 

Altertumer α Tauri, der Hauptstern der Hyaden, und α Aurigae der Hauptstern des Fuhrmanns, nahezu 

übereinander.’ (p.49). Thus on the clay tablet the figure inside the Moon is probably Shugi/Perseus, 

fighting the lion of the eclipse inside a Moon disc (a rudimentary expression of the Dragon of the Lunar 

Nodes). The mention of Zappu and Perseus together along with Weidner’s own view of them confirms 

our equation of Zappu with Auriga. 

V-LINES OF STARS ON ICONS E AND C 

Now if we compare Icon E (as reversed) with Icon C, which we reproduce side by side below, can we 

take a few more steps forward?  To start with Orion, his stance on the Etruscan mirror does bear some 

resemblance to that of the constellation itself, whereas on the Faroughi Bowl there is little 

correspondence because he strides forward in sideways profile in the guise of a Syro-Pharaonic Ruler, 

and being an extra-zodiacal figure is placed at the centre of the bowl with Ursa Major and Minor on 

either side, at a slant along the axis of the line of his belt, Ursa Minor lying just below Taurus’ head 

(very much in the position of the foreleg of the Bull on Icon D). The Crescent moon appears above 

Orion’s head on the mirror: at his feet on the bowl. 
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Ill.19-261: Icons C and E (reversed) compared, the right elbow of Orion accentuated in the opposite direction 
to the V-line of both Taurus and Scorpio (note also on the bowl how the Mul Zappu-Gemini Axis realistically 

cuts the opposition between the Two Bears at right-angles – as in Ill.19-248 and Ill.19-249) 

We cannot avoid noticing on its rim that right next to Mul Zappu is the clear V-shape for Scorpio, 

similar to that for Taurus opposite, and either side of Orion both have a single star at either end. 

Orion’s Belt and right elbow, too, are extended and exaggerated into a V-shape lying on the same 

horizontal as the V-shapes of Taurus and Scorpio across the diameter of the plate, its apex pointing in 

the opposite direction. Because so diagrammatic we cannot prove it deliberately refers to our V-line of 

stars, though if it does bring into question again the possibility of the wider sweep of stars on the 

unreversed design we explored at the very start (shown again for ease of reference in Ill.19-258). 

Other interesting points of comparison are that instead of Lepus near Orion’s feet on Icon E, on the 

bowl Orion stands on a goat or ibex. At first sight we seem to have no parallel for the Dog of Sirius on 

the mirror– but we do, since we came to the conclusion in our analysis of Icon C that on the rim of the 

bowl under Taurus the ring of stars - following Chinese precedent - represents Sirius, as in the 

Dunhuang map below. Barnett believed it to be Corona Borealis, above Bootes, but as already referred 

to in the Sou Sung map (Ill.19-68) the Chinese often used star rings – the most notable being the one 

next to Orion’s right foot in precisely the region of the whole constellation of Canis Major, though in 

the Dunhuang map, due to space constraints it is higher up than it should be (compare with the actual 

star map below), but it still remains roughly in alignment with Orion’s Belt. The stars clustering around 

Sirius have been rendered in several different ways on maps, but in some traditions, according to 

Brown that very group is called ‘the Crown of Ishtar-Ariadne’ (maybe mixing up the two, hence 

Barnett’s choice, who would have read Brown). Bearing in mind the other Egyptianising elements on it, 

I would identify the circle of stars on the Faroughi Bowl as referring to both the Sopdu and Sopdet  
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Ill.19-262 The Dun-Huang Star Map showing the Autumn constellations in the middle panel, with the ring of 
stars lining up with Orion’s belt in the middle panel (BL Ms. S3326) 

identities of Sirius as in the Egyptian tradition – i.e. to both Sirius and Isis/Ishtar - given the importance 

of Sirius as the Star Leader for Egypt. The bow and arrow under the Head of Hydra in the left-hand 

panel of he Dun Huang map (which also seems to have a large V-shape of stars above it) looks like 

Kaksidi, the usual Mesopotamian description of Sirius as Arrow Star, but in the Chineses tradition it 

seems to have been translated westwards and grafted onto the stars of Puppis/Argo (see the actual 

star map above, and compare also with Ill.19-172 where the arrow in the Vedic tradition of Mrgashiras 

was translated eastwards to Orion’s Belt!).  

 

Ill.19-263 Equivalent Night sky for February at 2200hrs 
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THE SIBITTI IN MESOPOTAMIAN COSMOLOGY  

Gibbon (1964) cites the Mongols’ name for Ursa Major as gźedy burxan, the Seven Gods which is surely 

the straight equivalent of Ilu Sibitti. He also points to their popular name for the constellation, the 

Seven Khans (Ity Gan) as becoming confused with Utygan, their word for Bear. The description in the 

Avesta of Ursa Major as Haptorang (The Seven-Range, or The Seven Thrones) 412 clinches here in favour 

of the match between Seven Stars and the Plough/Sledge, as well as the Vedic idea of the Seven Sages. 

It is hard not to automatically revert to the most obvious identification as Ursa Major because it needs 

absolutely no stretching of the imagination to attach it to the exalted concept of ‘The Sacred Seven’ 

since they are so spectacular. It seems unreasonable to think that any of the other candidates, even 

the quite strong ones, could take precedence over its obviousness. And yet, when we look at other 

strong star groups that have seven stars too, still slight doubt remains about what was being referred to 

by The Sibitti, when we consider that apart from a constellation the concept could also be intended to 

cover: 

o The Seven-day quarters of the Moon 

o A Seven-Star constellation 

o The Seven Planets, 

o The Seven days of the week, and (at a more abstract level) 

o The Zoroastrian Heptad (Ill.19- 8). 

SIBITTI , THE MOON AND THE ECLIPSE CYCLE 

Brown (ibid.)
413

, aware of the tendency in Mesopotamian culture to fit the phenomena of nature into 

patterns of cosmic numerology - especially the sacred number Seven - tried to comprehensively list the 

all Seven-Star constellations, finding it hard to know where to draw the line in the case of the more 

peripheral examples. We followed him in trying to list Seven-Star groups from the Polar area 

downwards, finding it most likely to mean either or both of the Bears, Auriga, Perseus or the Pleiades. 

Under Icon D we included a host of further candidates lower down in the sky whose stars easily qualify 

for Seven-Star status, and under Icon E added the V-line of stars to complete the sample, adding 

Taurus itself as a candidate. 

Seven was cosmologically an important number for the Mesopotamians, not simply because of key 

seven-star groups such as Ursa Major or Orion, but also because from time immemorial they had used 

                                                 
412

 Henning 1924 p.232 quotes the verse from the Avesta that runs ‘[Ahuramazda] posted the Great Bear to the northern direction 
where Hell was to be at the time of the Aggressor’s arrival. A tether ties each of the seven continents to the Great Bear, for the 
purpose of managing the continents during the period of the Mixture. That is why the Great Bear is called Haftorang’. 
413

 We have drawn on Brown’s insights into seven-star groups throughout this chapter. 
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the natural phases of the Moon (28-29½ days) to divide each mo[o]nth into four quarters of seven days 

each. The seventh day, sibitti was considered so sacred that it ranked as a God (the Chinese called it 

Mithra
414

 - see earlier footnote).  

Included in Moon observation was its significance for the Eclipse cycle, which we described under Sky 

Anchor 1 describing the nature of the Dragon of the Lunar Eclipse along the Gemini-Sagittarius axis. 

 

Ill.19-264  14C Arab astronomical manuscript of the Baghdad School - Leningrad Museum, Hartner Fig.17 

In his paper on the pseudoplanatery nodes Hartner (ibid. – see footnote 37) reproduces a particularly 

interesting Arab miniature (above), captioned in large Arabic letters as Kawākibat As-Sabacah - The 

Seven-Stars. It depicts the turbanned figure of Sagittarius holding a seven-petalled wand, with 

leopardess
415

 beneath. Although the dots on the body of Sagittarius may be intended to represent the 

main stars of the constellation, we did not include it as a Seven-Star constellation, so the Kawākibat 

As-Sabacah do not refer to Sagittarius. But melded to his horse body are two Dragons, one knotted and 

running off the horse’s tail with head down as the downward Lunar Node/Knot in Fall in Sagittarius, 

and the other running like a wing off the horse’s foreleg with head up, as the upward Lunar Node, 

exalted in Gemini.  

AURIGA AND THE TWO BEARS 

                                                 
414

 In the Greek world every Seventh day was dedicated to Apollo. 
415

 Udkaduḫa/Cygnus) along that axis in the Mesopotamian world was translated Leopardess, rather than Swan in the Greek 
world 
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The feline, along with with the human forepart of Sagittarius could simply refer to the Leo-Aquarian 

axis at the Summer Solstice, but in the light of all we have discussed so far, the Seven-Star label in 

large writing underneath the belly of Sagittarius seems to refer to The Sibitti acting as paranatellonta 

for the Gemini-Sagittarius axis of the Lunar Nodes. In fact, if we look at the Arabic again, it reads 

precisely Kawākibat [plural] As-Sabacah, which is ambiguous as to whether it means two lots of Seven-

stars. We counted 2 x 7 = 14 stars on a different miniature representing the Axis of the Lunar Nodes 

(Ill.19-216) believing them to represent the Two Bears. On this one we note the large head of the tail 

dragon compared to the small head of the other one spiralling over it - in the kind of size ratio we 

would expect between the Two Bears within the loops of Draco, highlighting the fact that they are 

included in the axis line of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes. The two types of Dragon coincide with the 

Two Bears are round the Pole - and could also be referring to the Dragon beneath Leo, Hydra as lower 

paranatellon to them both. We should not forget, either, that a feline is often a reference to Venus in 

contrast to the solar symbolism of the maned male Lion and we may therefore be looking at an 

illustration of the Arab equivalent of the first bodies in the Mul Apin star list (Venus, Mul Apin and Iku – 

which we have decided are the Two Bears) corresponding to the two first constellations named by 

Aratus in his Phaenomena. This opens up our idea of The Sibitti as possibly referring to both Bears, as 

was suggested also in the Turkish miniature!  

Can we find any precedent for this further back in time?  Let us look again at the Seleucid clay tablet, 

initially cited in our study of Icon A (Ill.19-67), reproduced again below for ease of reference: 

  

Ill.19-265  : Seleucid clay tablet (drawing and actual) showing Taurus on the right with the  Seven-Star on 
the left, labelled Mul Zappu; in the centre, Vernal Point Solar hero Perseus inside the lunar disc in battle 

with the Lion of the Ecliptic that cuts the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes exalted in Gemini  

We know that whilst traditionally Venus rules Taurus, the Moon has its hypsoma in Taurus – and the disc 

next to Taurus is usually interpreted as something to do with the Moon. But what we have within it is 

the suggestion of the Ecliptic in the form of a lion or lioness elongated into a colure which, as Azarpay 

(ibid.) suggests, looks like a primitive rendition of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes. He also noted how 

the figure of Perseus/Mithra stabs the colure with a dagger, suggesting an actual point on the colure, 

the rising Node, whilst his coarse club points down, evoking the falling Node. 
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If we again reconsider the meaning of the Seven-Star group to the left, specifically labelled Mul Zappu, 

we remember that on the corresponding clay tablet for Leo (Ill.19-88) Jupiter is shown on the left, and 

we described in Haleem (2008) that according to Weidner this planet is not exalted in Leo, but in the 

sign of Cancer next door, and that we should therefore allow for this tablet to actually represent both 

signs on one side. It is therefore logical to argue that Mul Zappu on the Taurus tablet refers to a further 

Sign next to Taurus in which the central image of Perseus is exalted.  We have already pointed out that 

traditionally the Head of the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes, crossed by the Moon at its two nodes, is 

exalted at the Gemini end of the Gemini☍Sagittarius axis (Sky Anchor 2). It would therefore seem 

obvious to equate Mul Zappu with Gemini (compare with its representation on Icon B in Section 4). 

However, on the tablet we are specifically given the caption Mul Zappu/Auriga, with good reason, since 

it also lies on the pseudo-planetary axis. We have now twice suggested that the Two Bears became 

inextricably blended with the Dragon of the Lunar Nodes by helping to describe its two ends, since in 

the sky they are positioned at the central crossing zone of the Dragon of the Eclipses round which 

Draco itself winds (Ill.19-215). And we have twice emphasised how Auriga can be used as an easily 

identifiable junction constellation lower down in the sky (Ill.19-200 and Ill.19-217) that looks up on one 

side to Ursa Major and on the other to Ursa Minor, with Capella leading directly to Polaris on Ursa 

Major’s tail. In Icon D above, because we have argued not only that Mul Zappu must be Auriga, but also 

that Auriga is the signpost for the Two-Bear group at the Pole, its means the Sibitti are by implication 

bound up in Auriga as well, usefully representing three lots of Seven-Stars. 

If, therefore, the Seven-Star of Auriga actually refers to both Bears
416

, themselves standing in for the 

Dragon of the Lunar Nodes with its head exalted in Gemini, this makes us look at the Seleucid tablet 

very differently. Given that under Icon D we came to the conclusion that Mul Zappu is Auriga, and that 

it can stand as proxy for both Bears at certain times of the year given it stands over both the Gemini-

Sagittarius and Capricorn-Cancer Goat lines (Ill.19-212) with itsdirect alignment between Capella and 

Polaris and the 0˚ meridian, we therefore have a coincidence between three Sibitti and the Dragon of 

the Lunar Nodes as well as with the meridional and Polar axes.  

It is no wonder, then, that Mul Zappu should be a potent, multi-dimensional cipher for Ilu Sibitti. 

THE SEVEN PLANETS  

Some scholars are certain that the Seven Planets are included in the concept of The Sibitti, and there 

is no reason why they should not be implicit in the God: we are reminded of the early Eight-Fold 

zodiacs of Sumer (Ill.19-104), our basic diagram reproduced again below for ease of reference) which 

appropriately gives each of its sections ruled by a planet, with the eighth being Ki/Mother Earth itself 

(we could cross-refer to Icon E here, with each star representing a planet, the lone star being Earth). 

                                                 
416

 (Shown in Ill. 212 at the junction between the star-lines running up and along each of the Bears.) 
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Ill.19-266  The traditional Planets in their Sumerian-named Domiciles  

We found in the Iconography commentary in Catalogue C: The Rear Attack, however (summarised in a 

separate paper –see footnote no.88) that Venus often holds the Seven-Star in her hand as a weapon, 

and since she is one of the planets herself it is more than likely to refer to stars, though it could still be 

a level of reference. 

THE SEVEN DAYS OF THE WEEK 

It is a well-known fact that the days of the week are named after the planets. We in the West use the 

following line-up, with clues from both French and Nordic traditions: 

DAY OF THE WEEK PLANET 

SUN-DAY SUN 

MON-DAY MOON 

TUES-DAY (MAR-DI) MARS 

WEDNES-DAY (MERCRE-DI) MERCURY 

THURS-DAY (THOR’S DAY) JUPITER 

FRI-DAY (FREYA/VENUS’ DAY) VENUS 

SATUR-DAY SATURN 

Ill.19-267  Present-day assignment of days of the week to the planets  
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It is obviously a key dimension of the worship of The Seven as a God, that the week, regulated by the 

Moon’s phases, should then each be named after a planet – but this is not the moment to go into the 

ancient documentary sources proving the extraordinary importance Sevenness had for the 

Mesopotamians in all periods of its history – that we pursue on an extensivescale on 

www.cosmokrator.com. 

THE ZOROASTRIAN HEPTAD 

We referred to the Zoroastrian Heptad at the very outset (Ill.19- 8). How far back its concepts go are 

partly linked to controversies on how far back in time the Zoroastrian tradition reaches. Whether it was 

specifically ‘Zoroastrian’ or not, we should not underestimate the genius of the ancient cosmologists 

through their understanding of correspondences between material, planetary and sidereal levels to 

have an understanding of a more abstract hierarchy of realities also implicit in the starry cipher chosen 

to represent it (much as the cross for Christianity). 

CONCLUSION: THE IDENTITY OF THE CONSTELLATION REPRESENTING THE SIBITTI 

If the V-line above Orion is meant to refer to the Sacred Seven (Ilu Sibitti) its position seems right for 

both Mul Zappu/Auriga and Gu-Anna/Taurus. The Sibitti is mentioned only once in the Mul Apin Star 

List
417

, in the context of just those stars in the Duat region in the map above that we would expect:  

i.42: The star which stands behind [beyond] Iku/the Field: Anunetu (Andromeda) 

i.43: The star which stands behind [beyond] it: Luhunga/the Hired Man/?Perseus 

(Dumuzi) 

i.44: Zappu/Mul Mul, the Seven Gods (Sibitti), the Great Gods (Ilu rabūtu) 

ii.1 : The Bull of Heaven (Gu-anna), the Bull Jaw (Hyades) foremost of Anu (AGA Anim)
 
 

ii.2:  Sibzianna (Orion), Guardian of the Gate of Heaven, Vizier of Anu and Ishtar 

ii.3:  Gemini, next to LuLal and Latarak
418 

 

The Sibitti are mentioned between Mul Zappu and Taurus, and Sayce & Bosanquet when reading that 

line interpret as Mul Zappu as Auriga (Barnett repeats this opinion, but considers the Sibitti to be 

different group). Weidner, on the other hand, as already quoted, believes Mul Zappu is Šugi, referring 

to Perseus, both of which we have shown feature as significant V-lines in the close-up star maps above, 

and adjacent to Auriga and Andromeda).  

Certainly the excerpt from the Mul Apin text indicates the Ilu Sibitti are at the very heart of the stars 

of the Duat region, listed as it is before Taurus, Orion and Gemini and after Perseus and Andromeda. 

But if we follow the pattern of the other information where one constellation is referred to per line, 

with lesser names in apposition, it does means line i.44 is referring to Mul Zappu as the Divine 

                                                 
417

 Hunger’s translation in the Hunger/Pingree edition of Mul Apin  
418

 (The same wording as on the Gemini Section of Asrolabe K.) 

http://www.cosmokrator.com/
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Seven/Sibitti and as being The Great Gods/Ilu rabūtu (but could be a phrase referring separately to the 

Planets). 

Even if in essence The Sibitti does not necessarily refer to stars at all, but to Sevenness, since the 

Sibitti are mentioned in the context of astronomical texts, it still must be that a Seven-Star group was 

taken as symbolizing this cosmic number by which so much store was laid, not simply on specific 

artefacts as we have shown, but in general in primordial Zoroastrianism. We look again at the the 

frequent appearance of the Mul Zappu group on cylinder seals under Icon A, realising that as cipher for 

The Sibitti, it would refer to all levels of Sevenness – from the abstract notion of Seven to its 

manifestation in star groups, the planets and the days of the week as the more material manifestations 

of an underlying philosophy and religion.  

 

We hope we have not only established the identity of three separate seven-star groups found on 

Mesopotamian artefacts which can so easily be confused with each other, but also finally the full 

character of the Sacred Sibitti, even though in the final analysis we must leave the final answer on the 

nature of the V-line above Orion on the de Ravestein Mirror in a state of ambiguous potential, in the 

hope that more material could emerge in the future that will finally resolve it once and for all. Perhaps 

we rely on the Gnostic ring seal in Ill.19-240 to be the deciding factor, given the apex of the V is 

placed at the top, making it look more like Auriga than the stars of Taurus, Leader of the Sky – or is its 

placement simple artistic licence once again? 

 

 

We are now in a position to move on in the last three Chapters to what in Mesopotamian Astronomy the 

Lion attacking its Prey group refers to, first by looking at ancient near-eastern beliefs about the Bovine 

God and Feline Goddess (which we realise now must involve astronomical realities as well as earthly 

phenomena and animal life). In the last chapter there are three or four further astronomical issues to 

grapple with before we can read in full all the calendrical implications of the Lion-Bull group and its 

place in the Canon of Ancient Near Eastern Art – perhaps for the first time in hundreds, if not 

thousands, of years. 


