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On the demotic-hieratic horoscopes from Athribis*

Andreas Winkler, Freie Universitit Berlin

Abstract: In a previous issue of this journal (53/1), M. Escolano-Poveda published four elaborate demotic-hieratic
horoscopes from Athribis. Three of the texts are new (O.Athribis 17-36-5/1741), and the fourth is reedited
(ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 633). The present paper engages with two features of these texts. The first concerns the
synchronization of the 25-year lunar cycle with the civil calendar. The editor of the horoscopes claims that the
year count as it appears in the Greek P.Ryl. IV 589 is the basis for the correlation between lunar years and regnal
years in these texts, but this paper shows that the horoscopes instead follow the cycle according to the scheme
found in P.Carlsberg 9. The second issue is the nature of eight entities listed after the four cardinal points.
Escolano-Poveda interprets them as an idiosyncratic system of arranging the places (in Greek, typically ténot) in
the Dodecatropos. Several of the readings for the names of these eight entities, however, must be revised, which
leads in turn to a reconsideration of the identification as places. They are better understood as astrological lots (in
Greek, typically kAfjpot), and the system partially overlaps with the one known from the canonical Hellenistic

astrologers.
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Introduction
In Egyptology, it is often said that any first edition of a text, in particular a demotic one, requires
a second edition or a corrigendum in order for it to be used more or less reliably as a historical
source. One of the texts for which this certainly holds true is the elaborate demotic-hieratic
horoscope ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 633. The astrological text, which we now know comes from
Athribis, was first edited by O. Neugebauer and R. A. Parker in 1968.! The horoscope has since
been discussed in the context of the astral sciences, and—as expected—a few new preliminary
readings have been suggested.” Most recently, in this journal M. Escolano-Poveda offered a
reedition of the abovementioned piece (Text 4) together with the publication of one other
ostracon (O.Athribis 17-36-5/1741) of the same kind containing three similar horoscopes
(Texts 1-3). The piece is inscribed with two texts on one side and one on the other: a total of
four horoscopes.? In addition, she quotes extensively from a number of other texts of the same
type and provenance kept by the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.*

Although the editions of Escolano-Poveda clarify some issues of this corpus, the
Egyptological dictum given above continues to hold. I will discuss some of the problems in a
longer article in which the horoscopes kept by the Ashmolean Museum will be published;’ the

aim of this paper is to correct a few misinterpretations that have found their way into the recent



publication. The intention here is not to provide a complete reedition or discuss every debatable
reading or interpretation. Instead, I wish to clarify two points highlighted by the paper in

question.

Which lunar scheme?

As has been recognized, seemingly independently by both Escolano-Poveda and me,® the
horoscopes correlate the date of the recorded nativity, given as a year of the solar civil calendar,
with a year of the current lunar cycle. A lunar cycle is the time taken for the Moon to return to
the same position relative to the Sun at a given date. Using the traditional Egyptian civil
calendar of the annus vagus, the lunar cycle has a period of roughly 25 years, more precisely
309 synodic months or almost 9125 days.’

The Demotic P.Carlsberg 9 is the best known witness to lunar calendars for Egyptologists,®
but there is another example of such a text: the Greek P.Ryl. IV 589.° There are many
difficulties in the interpretation of these two texts, but it suffices here to recognise that they
follow two discrete lunar cycles that began on different dates. Although the system must be
several centuries older than the extant manuscript, !° the Egyptian papyrus, which was probably
written sometime after year 7 of the reign of emperor Antoninus Pius (AD 143/144), is
configured such that the first day of the first lunar year (New Moon) in the 25-year cycle
coincides with the first day of the civil year, Thoth 1. The Greek manuscript, on the other hand,
must have been written close to the year in which king Ptolemy VI Philometor ascended to the
Egyptian throne (181/180 BC). Extrapolation of the dates of the first year of a lunar cycle in
the latter text yields a coincidence with a “year 2” of the system found in the Demotic text, and
thus the first day of the first lunar year according to that cycle falls on Thoth 20.!! The reason
seems to be that the cycle as represented by P.Ryl. IV 589 was devised in honour of the
enthronement of Ptolemy VI. The fact that the system was constructed to accord with the
beginning of a particular reign, or at least the year of the king’s coronation, should give pause
regarding its wider (and later) applicability.

In the Athribis horoscopes, the presence of the lunar cycle is indicated by the word hsb.t,
lit. “numbering year’, followed by a digit indicating which year it was. The same terminology
is found in the lunar calendar of P.Carlsberg 9. In the horoscopes, this notation is written after
the date of the nativity, and usually following the positions of the two luminaries, the Sun and
the Moon. Table 1 below gives the dates and the lunar years of Texts 2—4. The disposition of

Text 1 will be considered further on. The first two nativities listed in Texts 2 and 3 date to the



reign of emperor Augustus, and the one in Text 4 took place in the reign of queen Cleopatra

VII Philopator.

Date of nativity Lunar year
Text 2 May 15, 21 BC (hsb.t 9.t tpy Smw sw 21) 11
Text 3 Aug. 10, 6 BC (hsb.t 24.t ibd-4 Smw sw 21) 1
Text 4 Apr. 22, 44 BC (hsb.t 8.t ibd-4 pr.t sw 22) 13

Table 1.

Which of the two lunar schemes mentioned above would have been used at Athribis?
According to Escolano-Poveda it was the one reflected in the Greek P.Ryl. IV 589. But does
this claim hold up to scrutiny?

Given the dates of the nativities, the relevant lunar cycles are those that began in 57, 32, and
7 BC according to the scheme found in the demotic text (P.Carlsberg 9), or those that began in
56, 31, and 6 BC according to the system of the Greek papyrus. Escolano-Poveda notes that
P.Ryl. IV 589 starts a new year in 6 BC (Thoth 20) and concludes from the dating of Text 3 to
Aug. 10, 6 BC that the lunar cycle attested by the Greek papyrus was the one in use. Her method
of calculation, however, is not explained. For Texts 2 and 4 she reaches a similar conclusion.
The latter can be dated to April 22, 44 BC, which she suggests was year 13 of the cycle that
started in 56 BC. Text 2 dates to May 15, 21 BC, which in her reckoning is year 11 of the 25-
year lunar cycle that began in 31 BC.

A lunar year, however, certainly did not start on Jan. 1 of a Julian year. The lunar cycle
described in the Carlsberg papyrus begins with a lunar conjunction (New Moon) on Thoth 1.
The first mentioned cycle began on Sept. 6, 57 BC. The period from Jan. 1 of 57 BC until the
new lunar cycle began was of course part of the previous lunar year, that is, year 25 of the
previous lunar cycle. That year began in 58 BC. As for the first lunar year of the cycle that
began in the autumn of 57 BC, it ended Sept. 25, 56 BC. Year 2 of the same 25-year cycle
started on the same Julian date and lasted until Sept. 14, 55 BC. Year 3 began on the same date
and lasted until Oct. 3, 54 BC.

A pattern should now be clear. The 13th year of the lunar cycle described in the Carlsberg
papyrus would have begun on Sept. 23, 45 BC and ended on Sept. 15, 44 BC, at the time when
lunar year 14 started. The nativity recorded by Text 4 would have fallen in the 13th lunar year
following the scheme in the Demotic papyrus. The same applies to Texts 2 and 3. The lunar

year that started in 21 BC following the Carlsberg cycle was lunar year 12, but only after lunar



year 11 ended, which ran from Sept. 10, 22 BC to Aug. 29, 21 BC. Text 3 dates to year 6 BC,
when a new cycle would have started on Thoth 20 according to P.Ryl. IV 589. Nevertheless,
the lunar year mentioned in the horoscope had begun in the previous Julian year on Aug. 25
(Thoth 1) and lasted until Sept. 13, 6 BC (Thoth 20), which is the date when the Greek papyrus
would in theory begin a new cycle.

What about Text 1? The text dates to year 4 of the reign of emperor Augustus, day 4 of the
month of Hathyr, which corresponds to Nov. 1, 27 BC. According to Escolano-Poveda, it was
written in the fifth year of the lunar cycle. Given that the text dates to the first season of the
Egyptian year, this would fit well with her proposal that the lunar scheme presented in the
Greek papyrus was in use. The problem is that the numeral 5 cannot in fact be read after the
second hsb.t indicating the year of the lunar cycle (I. 3). Neither the photograph nor the
facsimile provided by the editor is clear at this point, but the numeral 6 appears to give a better
fit with the scant traces of writing than 5. This result would in that case again agree better with

the structure of P.Carlsberg 9.

Lots, not places
After the planets were listed with longitudes in the zodiac signs, the compilers of the
horoscopes turned to the four cardinal points: Ascendant, Descendant, Upper Midheaven, and
Lower Midheaven. These points are also provided with exact longitudes down to the degree.
Then follows what Escolano-Poveda understands as the enumeration of the remaining eight
places of the Dodecatropos, but in an alternative order, conceptualized as entities 180° opposite
each other on the ecliptic, and with unusual orthographies of the names of the places. This
analysis, however, is problematic. As discussed in detail below, several of the readings of the
names require revision. The relation to the Dodecatropos itself should also be reconsidered.
Two of the pairs fall in the same zodiac sign, which is unexpected for the suggested system.
The twelve places are typically sequences of 30° each on the ecliptic arranged in a consecutive
order from the Ascendant.'?> Furthermore, there are no parallels for the reconstructed system
in any of the canonical astrologers, or in any of the published horoscopes from Egypt—of

which some 350 are known in Greek alongside a smaller number in Egyptian. '3

The first problematic reading is Vit (Text 3.11), which Escolano-Poveda interpreted as
shn-nh, ‘Provisions of Life’. A parallel for the reading is given in writings of the word shn in
wine jar labels from Athribis, ' but it is difficult to see the resemblance, particularly when one

considers the other examples of this word attested in the texts that are kept in Oxford (e.g. 4@



in ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 641). The word is explained as follows: ‘[t]he orthography of shn is a
common demotic abbreviation of this word, with the tall s and the V36-sign ligatured, followed

by the hieratic forms of ‘nh and the divine determinative’. The last sign is correctly interpreted.

The rest, however, is the hieratic pustule sign (Aa2) and the coiled string (Z7): 4‘90.15 The
word is to be read as $;w following standard phonetic values of the initial sign in the Graeco-
Roman period. '

The second sign, = (Text 1.10) or - (Text 3.11), which represents an entity on the
ecliptic 180° opposite $w, is interpreted as — (X5) and read as sn,!” which would be the
third place in the Dodecatropos: ‘(Place of the) Brother’. Nevertheless, there is another, more
convincing reading. Even if the two signs can be next to identical in hieratic, it is better read
as the arrow »—— (T11).'® A caveat, however, is the fact that the name of Sagittarius (ps-nty-
sth), which is also written with an arrow, looks as follows: =+* (e.g. ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 641).
The sign can also be tilted, as 4 (Text 1.9) or / (Text 4.6)."° It is possible that the scribes
employed varied orthographies for the same sign in order to distinguish between different
entities.?® The sign is surely to be read as ssr/shr.?!

While there is no doubt that the words interpreted as Spsy.t (Spsy.t), wr3(.t) (wry.t), snh, and
mwt are correctly read, A (Text 1.11) and A (Text 3.12) cannot be taken as a snake and
read as $y as Escolano-Poveda proposes. The sign is the piece of flesh £ (F51).2? It can be
transliterated here as either iwf(.w) or h¢(.w). Both words would refer to limbs, and perhaps

healthy limbs or a healthy body, but the latter rendering is perhaps more likely given the time
period. It represents a position on the ecliptic 180° opposite # (Text 1.11). The latter word is

understood by the editor as written with the hartebeest head # (F5) and a fallen enemy
determinative, with a suggested sound value of ss(r). The sign is in fact the horn =/ (F16)
followed by the same determinative.?®> Considering the phonetic value that the horn can take,
it should be read as (y)<b(.t).

The result is four pairs of opposing entities, which should be identified as the Egyptian
version of the astrological lots. Lots are points in an astrological chart calculated according to
various formulae (see below).?* S;w is the Lot of Daimon, and ssr/shr is a lot with the opposite
effect on the native’s life, thus the Lot of Evil Daimon.?> Greek astrologers often called the
first one kAfjpog daipovoc. Spsy.t and wrs(.t) are understood to be the Lot of Fortune and Lot
of Misfortune respectively.?® In Greek texts, the first of these often corresponds to KAfjpoc

toymc. The other pairs of opposites are the Lot of Life (snh) and the Lot of Death (mwt)?” as



well as the Lot of Limbs (h<(.w))—considering its name and the lot with which it is paired, one
can assume that it has to do with physical soundness—and the Lot of Disease ((y)<b(.t)).

The Lot of Daimon and the Lot of Fortune are well known from the canonical astrologers,
such as Dorotheus of Sidon (fI. 1st cent. AD), Vettius Valens (fI. 2nd cent. AD), and Paul of
Alexandria (fl. 4th cent. AD), but the opposite lots are not. The two additional pairs also seem
not to have survived in the Graeco-Latin tradition in such a configuration.?® It can further be
observed that while the horoscopes from Athribis place the Lot of Daimon before the Lot of
Fortune, the common order in the Greek sources is reversed. This indicates that there were at
least two distinct traditions in Egypt of how to arrange these points.*’

Traditionally the Lot of Daimon and the Lot of Fortune were calculated as follows:

Chart Lot of Fortune Lot of Daimon
© KAsc. + (7\4(( - }VO) }\aAsc. - (}&(_ }VO)
C 7\4Asc. - (}\.( - 7\‘0) >\«AscA + O\a(C - 7\‘0)

In other ostraca from the site now kept by the Ashmolean Museum, the first two pairs are
usually provided as points on the ecliptic. That is, their respective longitude is specified as a
degree in a zodiac sign. In the newly edited material, they appear instead to have been
simplified to full sign lots, similarly to how the last two pairs of lots are arranged.** That is, as
full sign lots. The same pattern, however, can still be observed.

This same method appears to have been used to assign the two lots in Text 1, where lines

10—-11 should be read as follows:

[w] [F] ssr [ spsy.t 2] wr(.t) [&] |9 [np (] mwt 2T he(.w) [ (y)b(.t) [T]

[(Lot of) Daimonl]: Aries; (Lot of) Evil Daimon: Libra; (Lot of) Fortune: Aquarius; (Lot of) Misfortune:
Leo |V [(Lot of) Life: Scorpio]; (Lot of) Death: Taurus; (Lot of) Limbs: Libra; (Lot of) Disease: Aries.

Considering that the Ascendant was in 10° of Pisces, a longitudinal arc of at least 21° is
required to obtain these values. A smaller distance is not possible. The Moon was in 28° of
Libra. Given that only the numeral 10 of the Sun’s position in Scorpio (I. 3) is preserved, its
longitude has to be between 10° and 19°. Any value below the latter would place the Lot of
Daimon in the same zodiac sign as the Ascendant. Applying the measured distance between

the Sun and the Moon according to the formula given above leaves the Lot of Daimon in Aries



(1°) and the Lot of Fortune (19°) of Aquarius. The fact that the solar longitude would exceed

the expected range compared with the computed one (13°) is a complicating factor, but one
can compare the two positions of the Moon at the time of birth in Text 2: the given [ 16° vs.
the computed /2 19°. Slight “miscalculations” of the longitudes of the lots can also be found
in the material in the Ashmolean Museum.

The first four lots found in Text 2 should be restored as follows according to the formula

above:

Sun Moon Distance Asc Daimon Evil Daimon  Fortune  Misfortune
Bl B 109° I [EHeyn ([@Een = [[P] (16°)]
27° 27° (16°)]

As a general rule, the Lot of Life (L1) seems to be placed in the zodiac sign following the
one in which the Moon was, while the Lot of Limbs (L>) is found in the zodiac sign preceding
the position of the Sun. This can be seen in Texts 1 and 3 and also, where preserved, in the
texts in the Ashmolean Museum. Ipso facto, the Lots of Death (D1) and Disease (D) are always
180° opposite these locations (see Table 2).

© ¢ L D L D
Text 1 [ E
Text 2 B E (Eh deh (eh (&
Text 3 =] (4]
Text 4 E = (Eh i [E]
ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 5190bv. (Bl 15
ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 641 B
ANAsh.Mus.D.O. 685 (el (&

Table 2. In addition to the published texts, the table contains the Ashmolean horoscopes (arranged according
to inv. nos.) where the positions of the two luminaries and at least one of the lots in question are preserved.

The positions of the Sun and the Moon are given here only in relation to a full zodiac sign.

Text 3 poses a problem with respect to the formula for calculating the first four lots given
above. As it stands, the longitudinal arc is 45° between the luminaries, and the Ascendant is in
21° of Sagittarius. We would expect the Lot of Daimon and the Lot of Fortune to be in 6° of

Aquarius and 6° of Scorpio respectively. Only the latter position fits the data of the horoscope.



Since the longitude of the Sun (21°) was rather carelessly written ({b), it can perhaps be
assumed that after writing it down, the astrologer misinterpreted it as 11° when he was
calculating the lots. An arc of longitude of 35° between the Sun and the Moon would indeed

produce the results that are found on the ostracon:

Sun Moon Distance Asc Daimon Evil Daimon Fortune Misfortune
6> 45°(35°) 21° (26°) (26°) (16> [El (169
21°

The latter is merely a suggestion and should be approached with caution. The ancient
astrologers were not always as diligent as a modern scholar would wish. Thus, one also has to

be cautious when following the proposed restoration of Text 4 in the recent edition.

* This paper was written in the framework of the project ‘Zodiac: Ancient Astral Science in Transformation’
(885478) financed by the European Research Council under its Horizon 2020 program, Advanced Grant scheme.
I am grateful to Mathieu Ossendrijver and Michael Zellmann-Rohrer for having discussed aspects of this paper
with me as well as the three anonymous referees whose comments have improved the quality of this paper. Any

error is my responsibility alone.
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