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Eclipse History 
A total solar eclipse is such an amazing, and even frightening, event it is almost certain that our most distant 

ancestors took the time to observe them. We do not have any records of the impact of such an event on the 

human psyche until the dawn of written history some 5000 years ago. 

Babylonian clay tablets such as the one below, provide the first physical records of the earliest eclipses viewed 

by humans, in this instance between 518 and 465 BCE. There is also some evidence for sightings of total solar 

eclipses as far back as 2500 BC by ancient Chinese astrologers. Babylonian astrologers kept careful records 

about celestial happenings including the motions of Mercury, Venus, the sun, and the moon on tablets dating 

from 1700 to 1681 BCE. Later records identified a total solar eclipse on July 31, 1063 BCE, that "turned day 

into night," and the famous eclipse of June 15, 763 BCE, recorded by Assyrian observers in Nineveh. By 

carefully noting local lunar and solar eclipses, Babylonian astronomers were eventually able to predict lunar 

eclipses and later, solar eclipses, with a fair accuracy. Their tool was the so-called Saros-cycle: this is the 

period of 223 synodic months (or 18 years and 11.3 days) after which lunar and solar eclipses repeat 

themselves. http://sunearthday.nasa.gov/2006/locations/babylon.php 

 
Babylonian eclipse tablet 
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In 1999, the Irish archeoastronomer Paul Griffin investigated the Loughcrew Cairn L Megalithic Monument in 

Ireland, and discovered that a set of spiral-shaped petrogyphs that might correspond to a solar eclipse which 

occurred on November 30, 3340 BCE. The symbols display a consistent coding of the sun, moon and horizon, 

and of the 92 tracks of total solar eclipses, only the one for 3340 BCE visible at this site displayed the same 

geometric relationships. 

There are many stories of how eclipses have been used to foretell important political events, and for nearly all 

human civilizations with a recorded history, total solar eclipses were regarded with fear and dread prior to the 

advent of mathematical schemes for predicting when they would occur. 

By 450 BCE, the Greek civilization was in its ascendancy. The historian Herodotus (ca 460 BC) mentions that 

Thales was able to predict the year when a total solar eclipse would occur. Details of how this prediction was 

made do not survive. The eclipse occurred in either 610 BCE or 585 BCE. Apparently the method used worked 

only once because what is known of Greek scientific history does not suggest that the method was ever reliably 

used again. Thales is said to have visited Egypt, and from the empirical rules in use there for land surveying, 

brought back to Greece the ideas of deductive geometry later codified by Euclid. Before 450 BCE, Meton 

realized that a single period of 235 lunar months (19 years) would cause the popular lunar calendar to return to 

synchrony with the solar, seasonal calendar. At this time, the same lunar phase would be recorded at the same 
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time of the solar calendar year. This period also gives a rough guide to when a lunar eclipse will recur at the 

same geographic location. 

Ptolemy (ca 150 CE) represents the epitome of knowledge of Grecian astronomy. Records such as the 

Almagest show he had a sophisticated scheme for predicting both lunar and solar eclipses. Ptolemy knew, for 

example, the details of the orbit of the Moon including its nodal points. He also knew that the sun must be 

within 20 degrees 41' of the node point, and that up to two solar eclipses could occur within seven months in 

the same part of the world. Lunar eclipses were especially easy to calculate because of the vast area covered by 

Earth's shadow on the Moon. Solar eclipses however required much greater knowledge. The shadow of the 

Moon on Earth is less than 100 kilometers wide, and its track across the daytime hemisphere is the result of 

many complex factors that cannot be anticipated without a nearly complete understanding of the lunar orbit 

and speed. 

So by the Second Century CE, total solar eclipses could be predicted with some reasonable accuracy. So, for a 

growing segment of the human population they were no longer the sinister avatars of hostile gods or natural 

forces, but simply an interesting regularity of the orbits of the moon and Earth about the sun! 

 
Eclipse drawing ca 1873 book 

Credit: "Fourteen Weeks in Descriptive Astronomy" by J. Dorman Steele, 1873 (Barnes and Co., NY) 
 

For the last two centuries, total solar eclipses have been the sought-after events of intrepid explorers, scientists 

and the general public alike. By the 1800’s, newspapers announced their appearance on their front pages, and 

recounted the detailed preparations being made by explorers and scientists to travel to far-flung places to 

observe and measure them. An increasing number of sketches of what the mysterious solar corona looked like 

began to appear in newspapers, books and scientific reports. Above we see an eclipse drawing from the book 

"Fourteen Weeks in Descriptive Astronomy" by J. Dorman Steele, 1873 (Barnes and Co., NY). During this 

eclipse, Francis Baily noticed bright flashes of light from around the limb of the moon, later named 'Baily’s 

Beads’ in his honor. With the advent of photography, even more detailed studies of the corona could be 

conducted for the first time without human imagination and poor eyesight affecting the accuracy of what was 

seen. 

 


