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3a: [11-14] Early Influences


Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 1 

How did people in the Ancient World view time?
The cultures of the ancient world developed powerful ideas about time in order to explain how things change.
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The Egyptian and Mesopotamian religions of around 3000 BC had circular timeframes. Time was thought of as cyclical, with no beginning and no end.

These people saw the world as unstable and unreliable, ruled over by gods who squabbled amongst themselves, and could do things out of time, or out of the normal sequence of events. For example, the Egyptian God Thoth could win a part of the Moon’s light to create extra days within existing time. The gods could die and be born again every day, and fight every night with evil powers which they would always overcome.

The Egyptians and Mesopotamians wanted order and harmony. They did not think in terms of progress. If they wanted to improve their knowledge, it was simply to make the gods happy and look favourably on them, or to work out what the gods intended to do next (Mesopotamians), or to create a better balance between order and chaos (Egyptians).

The Hebrew religion of about 1000BC was different. It had a linear (or directional) timescale. The Hebrews thought the world was designed to go somewhere, sequentially. This is because their religion was monotheistic. That means they believed in only one God, whom they called Yahweh. They believed that because only one rational and all-knowing God had created the world, then that world could be expected to be coherent, unified and planned, and everything that happened had a purpose known to Yahweh. Yahweh existed before the universe (he had to, in order to create it) and so he himself had created not only space and matter, but time as well.  And time began with the world’s creation. Yahweh too had a special relationship with humans. They were to be the guardians of his world, made in his image, capable of communicating with God and understanding his creation.

These new ideas were later absorbed into Christianity and Islam. Then much later still, in mediaeval times, European thinkers discovered long lost and forgotten works from Ancient Greek maths and philosophy. The Ancient Greek philosophers had made great discoveries in maths and astronomy. They, too, had thought of the world as being rational, and open to being understood. They too thought of time as linear, not cyclical.

All this led to a cultural outlook that was ready for science. The world was going somewhere, along a time-line which could be used to predict things. It could be relied on to make sense. By discovering facts about the world, a body of knowledge could be built up, and progress could be made.

1: The Ancient Egyptians
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The earliest divisions of the Egyptian year derive from the floods of the Nile. The seasons named were Flood, Subsidence of Flood, and Harvest.

The Nile always started to flood in early June. Around 4500BC the Egyptians noticed that the star Sirius (their name for it was Sepdet) rose in the sky just before the sun at this time. For them, this created one of many links between the ‘sky gods’ and human affairs. The coming of the sky god Sirius and the flooding of the Nile were connected.

The Egyptian sun god was known as Ra. The sun, travelling from east to west across the sky every day was also Ra rowing across the waters of the sky in his boat. When he slipped below the horizon at nightfall he spent the night hours travelling through the underworld beneath the earth, to emerge next morning in the east.

As Ra travelled through the underworld, he had to go through twelve gates or portals, reciting the correct spells each time.

By reading the stars, the Egyptians could reckon how many portals Ra still had to pass through before being reborn at dawn. The ancient ‘Book of Gates’ gives codes for reading the stars to find out where Ra was in the underworld at any given moment.

This is how we get our division of night and day into twelve night hours and twelve day hours.
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Also central to the Egyptian calendar were the summer and winter equinoxes at which there are an equal number of daylight hours and darkness.

Ra was reborn every year at the time of the winter solstice in January. This was just as the days were beginning to lengthen - signs that Ra was growing bigger and stronger.

Also, the length of a year was worked out by counting the days necessary for Ra to return to the same spot in the sky. The days were ordered into 12 months of 30 days each, with 5 days added to the end of the year - quite accurate, considering they had only the naked eye (telescopes were not invented until several thousand years later!). 

So, astronomy, religion, and the cycles of night and day, the seasons and the years, all came together in Ancient Egypt.

2. Mesopotamia
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Ancient Mesopotamia is now called Iraq. Its capital, once called Babylon, is now called Baghdad.

Mesopotamian readings of the sky began around 3000BC, and regular records of the skies were kept in Babylon after 2000BC.

Babylonian sky gods were different from those of the Egyptians.

Just like the Egyptians, the Mesopotamians depended on rivers for life and sustenance in an otherwise hot, dry part of the world. The Babylonian rivers were the Tigris and the Euphrates. However, life was more unpredictable for them, with more severe floods and droughts than for the Egyptians with their kind, predictable River Nile.

This is why the gods of the Babylonians were more fierce. Human beings were seen as their slaves, and the gods could be cruel. So the people wanted to work out what the gods were thinking of doing next. What trick or disaster were they cooking up, up there in the sky?

Their reason for learning about astronomy, and marking the passing of time, was to ‘read’ the messages in the stars in order to get forewarning of what was to happen.

Once they knew, they could do something to prepare and protect themselves if necessary.

Like the Egyptians, they observed that the Moon and planets travel along a narrow band in the sky, which is the same as the sun’s path among the stars (this is called the Zodiacal band).

Around 2000BC, fixed or unmoving stars were used as marker points along this band. By using these marker points, the wanderings of the moving planets could be observed and recorded.

These records were written into wet clay with a wedge-shaped stylus. They fixed the position of the Moon and planets with regard to the sun for special dates. They are among the earliest astronomical records. 

By 500BC the Zodiacal Band was divided into the twelve signs of the zodiac we use today. The sun took 30 days to pass through each sign. A year of 360 days provided an ideal number for the division of circles. The Babylonians worked out the 360 degree circle, with 30 degrees for each sign. From this, mathematical and co-ordinate geometry came into being.

The development of maths gave astronomy a greater power. It had been used to look for omens and forewarnings. Now it provided abstract numbers which could be used to produce far-reaching conclusions. Mesopotamian maths became more and more sophisticated and it was used to analyse and explain phenomena more and more accurately - but still in the service of religion, harmony and order.
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