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Abstract

This short note responds to a recent article on “Occultation Records in the Royal
Frankish Annals for A.D. 807: Knowledge Transfer from Arabia to Frankia?”’ by Ralph
Neuhduser and Dagmar L. Neuhduser (JHA 55, no. 3). It shows that, contrary to a key
claim made in this article, the presence of rules for predicting solar and lunar eclipses in
manuscripts associated with the so-called Seven-Book-Computus of 809 is due to the
influence of the Liber Nemroth, a text with roots in the pre-Islamic Near East.
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In 2006, Arno Borst published his critical edition of a voluminous Carolingian compila-
tion of mostly computistical and astronomical material, which according to his hypoth-
esis was first assembled in Aachen in 809. Modern scholars have referred to this
compilation by a variety of different names, though the label Seven-Book-Computus has
proven especially popular.! One section in Borst’s reconstruction of the Seven-Book-
Computus that may be considered particularly interesting to historians of pre-modern
astronomy is the one his edition identifies as ch. V.15a and reproduces from three manu-
scripts. It deals with the prediction of eclipses, presenting a 24-year rule for the reoccur-
rence of solar eclipses and a 177-day rule for expecting a lunar eclipse after a solar one.?
These two rules have no precedent in earlier Latin computus literature, nor can the infor-
mation in question be found in classical Roman sources circulating in Carolingian
Europe such as Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis historia.’ Their actual point of origin was first
revealed in print by Immo Warntjes, who in 2014 reported on an earlier discovery made
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by David Juste that the same eclipse rules appear in the Liber Nemroth, a unique cosmo-
logical and astronomical treatise written in dialogue form and accompanied by illustra-
tions and diagrams.*

Research on the Liber Nemroth has been hampered to some extent by the lack of any
printed edition of the text, let alone a critical one. Nevertheless, recent efforts by Barbara
Obrist, David Juste, and Isabelle Draelants have led to the accumulation of a large body
of reliable information about the work—its content, sources, and manuscript transmis-
sion.> One of the most important findings in this respect has been that many of the cos-
mological and astronomical doctrines that characterize the Liber Nemroth have
counterparts in Syriac texts written up to the eighth century. Although its precise origins
are still shrouded in uncertainty, it is now clear that the Liber Nemroth is a Near Eastern
work originally written in a Semitic language, or at the very least based on such works.®

While it is not easy to assign a definite date to the Liber Nemroth, a reference to Annus
Mundi 6298 (according to a version of the Alexandrian world era) in its discussion of
solar eclipses suggests that the text underwent some stage of its redactional history in or
shortly after 807.7 A recent manuscript discovery made by Thomas Falmagne and Isabelle
Draelants has pushed the date of the earliest surviving textual witness to the middle third
of the ninth century.® From two references to Nemroth in a text by Eugenius Vulgarius,
which were first brought to the attention of scholars by David Juste, it had previously
already been clear that the Liber Nemroth must have existed by ¢.900.° Based on the
chapter division used in a 2018 study by Draelants,' the following chapters in the Liber
Nemroth can be identified as sources underlying ch. V.14a—16a in Borst’s reconstruction
of the Seven-Book-Computus:

V.14a: Liber Nemroth, ch. 16—17 (on the rising and setting of signs).
V.15a: Liber Nemroth, ch. 30, 36, 40 (on eclipses).
V.16a: Liber Nemroth, ch. 48-56 (on periods of planetary motion)."!

This information is crucial when it comes to assessing the validity of a hypothesis put
forward in a recent article on “Occultation Records in the Royal Frankish Annals for
A.D. 807,” published in JHA vol. 55, no. 3.'” According to the two authors (Ralph
Neuhéduser and Dagmar L. Neuhduser), a diplomatic delegation that was famously sent
by the Abbasid caliph Hartin al-Rashid to Charlemagne served as a vector for the trans-
mission of astronomical knowledge from the Islamic world to Carolingian Europe. They
propose that this knowledge transfer left certain traces in the Royal Frankish Annals, in
a passage that immediately precedes the annalist’s account of the arrival of Hartin
al-Rashid’s envoy in Aachen in 807. Specifically, the passage records: (i) a lunar eclipse
on 2 September of the previous year (806), with the Sun at 16° Virgo and the Moon at
16° Pisces; (ii) a conjunction of Jupiter and the Moon on 31 January, which was the 17th
day of the Moon; (iii) a solar eclipse on 11 February, with the Sun and Moon located at
25° Aquarius; (iv) a second lunar eclipse on 26 February, with the Sun at 11° Pisces and
the Moon at 11° Virgo; (v) an alleged solar transit of Mercury lasting at least 8 days from
17 March, which was probably a sunspot; (vi) a third lunar eclipse on 22 August, at the
third hour of the night, with the Sun at 5° Virgo and the Moon at 5° Pisces.'?



144 Journal for the History of Astronomy 56(2)

One argument the authors of “Occultation Records” make is that the “completeness”
of the record of solar and lunar eclipses visible between September 806 and August 807
reveals that these eclipses were predicted in advance using knowledge about eclipse pat-
terns that was available to astronomers in the Islamic world, but not to Latin Christians.'*
Besides the mentioned passage in the Royal Frankish Annals, the authors see evidence
of such a knowledge transfer in the Seven-Book-Computus, namely, in the aforemen-
tioned chapter V.15a and its use of a 177-day period in connection with lunar eclipses. '
According to them, this period amounts to “the first working eclipse prediction scheme
in the Latin West, which can be applied successfully; this knowledge was transferred by
the A.D. 807 delegation and may originate from the A/magest.”'® The authors are in fact
aware of the parallel attestation of the same rule in the Liber Nemroth (ch. 40), but they
dismiss the importance of this fact by arguing that the Liber Nemroth depends on the
Seven-Book-Computus, as opposed to vice versa.!’

In support of this position, they refer to a 1981 article on the Liber Nemroth by Steven
J. Livesey and Richard H. Rouse, who suspected that the text was composed after the
ninth (namely, in the tenth or early eleventh) century, suggesting Montecassino as one
possible place of origin.'® The authors of “Occultation Records” follow this suggestion,
noting that two ninth-century witnesses to some chapters of the Seven-Book-Computus
(MSS Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, 641, and Montecassino, Archivio della Badia, 3)
originated at the same monastery. They treat this as evidence that “the Seven Book
Computus with solar eclipse knowledge would have been available in Montecassino,
when the Liber Nemroth might have been compiled,”!® even though neither codex con-
tains any of the three chapters (V.14a—16a) connected with the Liber Nemroth. The
authors’ reliance on Livesey/Rouse is somewhat puzzling given the degree to which this
study has been corrected and superseded by the research published over the past two
decades and more. Their own assertion according to which “[i]t is disputed whether
Liber Nemroth or Seven Book Computus is earlier” wrongly suggests that scholars are
currently divided over this chronological question.?’ In actual fact, scholarship on the
Liber Nemroth has progressed considerably since 1981, to the extent that many of the
conclusions put forward by Livesey/Rouse, especially their insistence on a late and
purely Western origin of the text, must now be considered refuted and out of date.

A second argument that “Occultation Records” adduces to confirm the anteriority of the
Seven-Book-Computus concerns a list of eight solar eclipses that allegedly occurred in
760812, which Borst’s edition numbers as ch. V.10.2! The authors assume that copies of
this list appear in the two aforementioned manuscripts from Montecassino, which is what
underlies their claim about the “solar eclipse knowledge” available at that monastery.?? Yet,
this is not borne out by Borst’s edition of the list in question, whose apparatus indicates that
the Montecassino manuscripts contain an entirely different account of the solar eclipses of
760, 764, and 787 and make no mention of the remaining five eclipses up to 812.

In its standard form the list mentions eclipses on 30 November 810 and 27 April 811,
the latter being a fictitious date that the authors believe was predicted on the basis of a
5-month period for solar eclipses known from the A/magest. They conclude from this
that the “eclipse periods inherent in the Seven Book Computus go beyond the rules in
Liber Nemroth,” which is supposed to confirm that the latter were derived from the for-
mer work.?* This argument carries no logical force, however, since there is no good rea-
son to assume a shared origin for the eclipse list in ch. V.10 and ch. V.15a, which contains
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the rules for predicting eclipses. Here it is important to note that ch. V.14a—16a do not
appear in the earliest known witnesses to the Seven-Book-Computus such as MS Madrid,
Biblioteca nacional de Espafa, 3307 (¢.820), which Borst used as the guide manuscript
for his edition. The authors of “Occultation Records” instead refer to the attestations of
these chapters in MS Melk, Stiftsbibliothek, 412, pp. 29-30 (written at Saint-Germain
d’Auxerre, ¢.840) and MS Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Reg. lat. 309,
fol. 3r (from Saint-Denis, 859/860),%* but they fail to mention that the former manuscript,
which is our earliest witness, contains only a small handful of chapters associated with
the Seven-Book-Computus, while in the latter manuscript the relevant material (ch.
V.15a—16a) was added by a later hand. Far from being a precisely circumscribed work
with a single place of origin, the computistical “encyclopaedia” reconstructed by Borst
is, in fact, a heterogeneous compilation of individual textual objects, which are attested
in varying configurations across dozens of early medieval manuscripts.?® The notion that
these objects must have all been derived from a single “master text” produced at Aachen
in 809-812, which is what the authors seem to have assumed,?® should accordingly be
questioned.

The possibility that ch. V.14a—16a were somehow refashioned to produce the corre-
sponding passages in the Liber Nemroth is extremely remote and deserves to be rejected
on several grounds, starting with the internal cohesion of the Liber Nemroth. One of the
hallmarks of this text is its calendrical style, which is alien to the mainstream of early
medieval Latin computus but has known counterparts in the Christian Near East. This
includes the habit of counting the days and months of the year from 1 October and a
reckoning of years based on a version of the Alexandrian (sometimes known as
“Antiochene”) world era.?’ In line with its habit of beginning the year in October, the
Liber Nemroth counts the signs of the zodiac from Libra rather than Aries.?® This very
unusual convention is mirrored in the second half of ch. V.14a of the Seven-Book-
Computus (Ortum signorum duodecim qualibet diei vel noctis hora . . .), whose content
corresponds to that of ch. 16-17 in the Liber Nemroth,” but nowhere else in the same
compilation.

It can hardly be considered plausible that the Liber Nemroth’s characteristic approach
to counting signs and years was an import from the Seven-Book-Computus, or that its ch.
16-17, 30, 36, 40, and 48-56 somehow originated as highly creative elaborations upon
the chapters edited by Borst. Instead, the conclusion that best fits the known facts is that
the 177-day rule regarding lunar eclipses entered circulation in Carolingian Europe via
the Liber Nemroth. Any additional knowledge transfer from the Islamic world, such as
that supposedly facilitated by the delegation of 807, is unnecessary to explain why the
rule is attested in manuscripts associated with the Seven-Book-Computus. What remains
possible, and is perhaps worth considering, is that the delegation of 807—which included
two monks from Jerusalem—was somehow causally connected with the appearance of
the Liber Nemroth in the Latin West.

Acknowledgements

I thank David Juste and Immo Warntjes for their advice and helpful comments on an early draft of
this note.



146 Journal for the History of Astronomy 56(2)

Notes on Contributor

C. Philipp E. Nothaft is a £50-fellow at All Souls College, Oxford. He has published widely on the
history of astronomy in the Middle Ages, including the recent monograph Graeco-Arabic
Astronomy for Twelfth-Century Latin Readers (Leiden: Brill, 2023).

ORCID iD
C. Philipp E. Nothaft /%" https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7454-8058

Notes

1. A. Borst, Schriften zur Komputistik im Frankenreich von 721 bis 818, 3 vols. (Hannover:
Hahn, 2006), vol. 3, pp. 1054—1334. Relevant literature up to 2010 is cited in [. Warntjes,
The Munich Computus: Text and Translation; Irish Computistics between Isidore of Seville
and the Venerable Bede and Its Reception in Carolingian Times (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2010), p.
xxvi (n. 46). See also E.M. Ramirez-Weaver, A Saving Science: Capturing the Heavens in
Carolingian Manuscripts (University Park, PA: Pennyslvania State University Press, 2017).

2. Borst, op. cit. (Note 1), p. 1297.

3. On the place of such sources in Carolingian astronomy, see B. Eastwood, Ordering the
Heavens: Roman Astronomy and Cosmology in the Carolingian Renaissance (Leiden: Brill,
2007). The key passage on eclipse periods in Pliny’s Naturalis historia is bk. 11.(10.)56—
57. See Pliny, Natural History: Preface and Books 1-2, ed. and trans. H. Rackham, rev. ed.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1949), pp. 204-207.

4. 1. Warntjes, “An Irish Eclipse Prediction of AD 754: The Earliest in the Latin West,” Peritia,
24/25 (2013-2014), 108—115 (109—111). See also C.P.E. Nothaft, Walcher of Malvern: “De
lunationibus” and “De Dracone”; Study, Edition, Translation, and Commentary (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2017), pp. 38-9.

5. B. Obrist, “Les vents dans 1’Astronomie de Nemrot,” Publications de [’Observatoire
astronomique de Strasbourg, Série astronomie et sciences humaines, 10 (1994), 57-76; B.
Obrist, “Measuring the Location of the World’s Center in Nemroth, Liber de astronomia,”
Micrologus, 19 (2011), 89—111; D. Juste, “On the Date of the Liber Nemroth,” Journal of
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 67 (2004), 255-7; D. Juste, “Neither Observation
nor Astronomical Tables: An Alternative Way of Computing the Planetary Longitudes in
the Early Western Middle Ages,” in C. Burnett, J.P. Hogendijk, K. Plofker, and M. Yano
(eds), Studies in the History of the Exact Sciences in Honour of David Pingree (Leiden:
Brill, 2004), pp. 181-222 (210-215); D. Juste, “Horoscopic Astrology in Early Medieval
Europe (500-1100),” in La conoscenza scientifica nell’Alto Medioevo: Spoleto, 25 aprile—1
maggio 2019, 2 vols. (Spoleto: Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo,
2020), vol. 1, pp. 311-33 (324-9); L. Draelants, “Le Liber Nemroth de astronomia: état de
la question et nouveaux indices,” Revue d’Histoire des Textes, n.s., 13 (2018), 245-329; 1.
Draelants, “La mesure du monde dans le ms. Montecassino 318: étude, édition et traduc-
tion des chapitres cosmologiques (dont un chapitre sur le abysses, les eaux et le fond de la
terre tirés du Liber Nemroth),” in L. Albiero and 1. Draelants (eds), Sciences du quadrivium
au Mont-Cassin: regards croisés sur le manuscrit Montecassino, Archivio dell’Abbazia 318
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2018), pp. 63—113; 1. Draelants, “‘Depingo ut ostendam, depictum ita
est expositio’: Diagrams as an Indispensable Complement to the Cosmological Teaching of
the Liber Nemroth de astronomia,” in R. Brown-Grant, P. Carmassi, G. Drossbach, A. D.
Hedeman, V. Turner, and 1. Ventura (eds), /nscribing Knowledge in the Medieval Book: The
Power of Paratexts (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2019), pp. 56-92; 1. Draelants, “Le Liber floridus
comme ‘encyclopédie visuelle’: 1’occasion d’une enquéte sur les manuscrits du De ordine


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7454-8058

Nothaft 147

10.
I1.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.

29.

ac positione stellarum et ’iconographie du Draco inter Arctos,” in P. Carmassi (ed.), Time
and Science in the Liber floridus of Lambert of Saint-Omer (Turnhout: Brepols, 2021), pp.
183-235 (199-201); I. Draelants and T. Falmagne, “L’épisode véronais du Liber Nemroth?
Un manuscrit du ix® siécle dépecé, aux Archives départementales du Bas-Rhin a Strasbourg,”
in S.L. Serensen (ed.), Sine fine: Studies in Honour of Klaus Geus on the Occasion of his
Sixtieth Birthday (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2022), pp. 259-97.

D. Juste, “The Lost Astrological Chapters of the Liber Nemroth and the Syrian-Palestinian
Origin of the Text,” in I. Warntjes (ed.), Computus in the Carolingian Age (forthcoming); E.
Villey, “Au sujet d’une cosmographie étrange attribuée a Bérose, Rufin et Stomathalassa: his-
toire d’un mythe sur la destinée des ames aprés la mort,” Semitica & Classica (forthcoming).
I thank Dr Juste and Dr Villey for sharing their work with me ahead of publication.

C.P.E. Nothaft, “Dating the Liber Nemroth: The Computistical Evidence,” in I. Warntes (ed.),
Computus in the Carolingian Age (forthcoming).

Draelants and Falmagne, op. cit. (Note 5).

Juste, “On the Date,” op. cit. (Note 5).

Draclants, “Le Liber Nemroth de astronomia,” op. cit. (Note 5), pp. 320-26.

Regarding parallels between the Liber Nemroth and ch. V.14a and V.16a of the Seven-
Book-Computus, see Juste, “Neither Observation,” op. cit. (Note 5), pp. 189-215; Juste,
“Horoscopic Astrology,” op. cit. (Note 5), pp. 325-8.

R. Neuhduser and D.L. Neuhiduser, “Occultation Records in the Royal Frankish Annals
for A.D. 807: Knowledge Transfer from Arabia to Frankia?,” Journal for the History of
Astronomy, 55 (2024), 364-95.

Annales regni Francorum, a. 807, ed. in G.H. Pertz and F. Kurze (eds), Annales regni
Francorum, inde ab a. 741 usque ad a. 829 qui dicuntur Annales Laurissenses maiores et
Einhardi, MGH Scriptores rerum Germanicarum 6 (Hannover: Hahn, 1895), pp. 122-3.
Neuhéuser and Neuhduser, op. cit. (Note 12), pp. 375-9.

Neuhéuser and Neuhduser, op. cit. (Note 12), pp. 380-81.

Neuhéduser and Neuhiuser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 383.

Neuhéduser and Neuhiuser, op. cit. (Note 12), pp. 381-2.

S.J. Livesey and R.H. Rouse, “Nimrod the Astronomer,” Traditio, 37 (1981), 203-266 (229—
231, 250). Neuhduser and Neuhéuser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 381, attribute to Livesey and
Rosue the opinion that the text was compiled “in the 9/10™" century”.

Neuhéuser and Neuhduser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 381.

Neuhéuser and Neuhduser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 381.

Borst, op. cit. (Note 1), pp. 1277-9.

Neuhéuser and Neuhiuser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 381.

Neuhéuser and Neuhéuser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 382.

Neuhduser and Neuhéuser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 380.

See on this point Warntjes’s spoken remarks recorded in I. Warntjes, “The Formation of
Medieval Time-Reckoning as a Scientific Discipline of Christian Learning in Seventh-
Century Ireland,” in 1l tempo nell’Alto Medioevo: Spoleto, 13—19 aprile 2023, 2 vols.
(Spoleto: Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, 2024), vol. 1, pp. 69-107
(105-106).

Neuhéuser and Neuhduser, op. cit. (Note 12), p. 376.

See Nothaft, op. cit. (Note 7).

See, ¢.g., the wheel diagrams in MS Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, lat. 14754, fols.
203r and 204r, which belong to ch. 10 and 13.

Borst, op. cit. (Note 1), pp. 1295-6. See Juste, “Neither Observation,” op. cit. (Note 5), pp.
212, 215 (n. 89); Juste, “Horoscopic Astrology,” op. cit. (Note 5), pp. 326-8.



