
Astronomy in 
Ancient 
Civilisations

By Myriam Rizkallah

EXPLORATION & DISCOVERY 



Introduction

There are clues hidden in the archaeological findings of 
pre-history that show that the heavens inspired and 
shaped the beliefs of the earliest civilizations. The first 
peoples saw that the Moon was linked to the tides and to 
women’s monthly cycles. Later they observed a belt of 
fixed stars (constellations), along with five prominent ones 
(planets) that had their own irregular movements.

Gradually, the early sky gazers noticed patterns, and 
began associating them with events happening around 
them. Creation myths often came from observing the sky 
and seasons, with important rituals timed against an 
astronomical calendar. 



Chapter 1
Ancient Egyptian 
Astronomy

Egyptian astronomy begins in prehistoric time. In the 3rd 
millennium BCE, the 365 day period of the Egyptian calendar 
was already in use, and the observation of stars was 
important in determining the annual flooding of the Nile. 
The Egyptian pyramids were carefully aligned towards the 
stars, and the temple of Amun-Re at Karnak was aligned on 
the rising of the midwinter sun. 

Astronomy played a considerable part in fixing the dates of 
religious festivals and determining the hours of the night by 
watching the stars and observing the conjunctions, phases, 
and risings of the sun, moon and planets. 



The Egyptian Star Religion
The Adoration of the Sun
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Classical Egyptologists believe 
that the Egyptians practiced a 
solar religion, centering on the 
worship of Ra. This cult of Ra, 
centered around Heliopolis, the 
City of the Sun, was no doubt 
important, but it seems as 
though it was an offshoot of a 
much more ancient stellar 
religion.

All the evidence that is now 
coming to light suggests that Ra 
was merely one of the 
instruments by which the King 
returned to the First Time, 
rather than his goal.

The application of astronomy to 
the study of Ancient Egypt 
shows that the stars were of the 
utmost importance as the 
destination of the King:

Sons of Ra

Interactive 1.1 This carving depicts King Akhenaten and Princess Nefertiti. Only 
the king could talk to Ra, the Sun god; he mediated between the gods and the 
people.

  Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Tap on hyperlinks and scroll down for more Tap image to enlarge



Ra Worshiping Verses
Prayers Found on the Pyramid’s Walls
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"O Shining One (Ra)! O Shining 
One! O Khepera! O Khepera! You 
are for the King and the King is 
for you; you live for the King and 
the King lives for you."

(Pyramid Texts Utterance 662)

"Go aboard this boat of Ra to 
which the gods desire to draw 
near, aboard which the gods 
desire to go, in which Ra rows to 
the horizon. Raise yourself, O my 
father Osiris the King, for you are 
alive!"

(Pyramid Texts Utterance 667)

"O Great One of Atum (another 
attribute of Khepera, the 
creator), son of a great one of 

Pyramid’s Text

Interactive 1.2 The Pyramid Texts are a collection of ancient Egyptian religious 
text from the time of the Old Kingdom. They are possibly the oldest known 
religious texts in the world. 

  Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Tap on hyperlinks and scroll down for more Tap image to enlarge



Besides their magnificence, the 
pyramids of Guiza have got a 
common feature: the cardinal 
alignment of their faces. Every 
one of them however shows a 
specific east-west (or north-
south) alignment : a deviation 
from the cardinal orientation 
which the bad state of 
preservation of a few of them 
naturally emphasizes. 

In the absence of any 
contemporary writing telling 
about the method used to 
achieve their alignment, 
numerous hypothesis were put 
forward, this last century, by 

world wide Astronomers and 
Egyptologists: the hypothesis of 
a polar orientation, the 
hypothesis of a bissectorial 
orientation, the hypothesis of 

an equatorial orientation,  etc. 
With the help of the most 
recent astronomical and optical 
developments, let's study their 
respective validity. 

The Pyramids of Guiza
An Astronomical Orientation

5

A theory suggests the pyramids were designed to propel pharaohs' souls to heaven.                             
This documentary was based on book, The Orion Mystery.

Movie 1.1 The Pyramids of Guiza - Gateway to the Stars

  Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Tap to view video



At first glance, the 
pyramids - seen from 
above - seem to be 
imperfectly positioned. 
Classical Egyptologists 
maintain that this was 
either a mistake or a 
result of the terrain in the 
Giza Plateau. (Look at the 
1st image and things 
become a little clearer).

Far from being a mistake, 
the Pyramids are aligned 
almost exactly as the 3 
stars of the Orion’s Belt:

1- Like the pyramids, the 

3 stars are not perfectly 
aligned, the smallest of 
them is slightly offset to 
the East. All 3 are slanted 
in a Southwesterly 
direction. 

	2- The pyramids’ 
orientation to the Nile 
recreates Orion’s 
orientation to the Milky 
Way. 

Obviously, the layout and 
sizes of the pyramids were 
a deliberate design plan, 
and not the result of three 
king’s enormous egos.

The Pyramids
& The Orion Myrstery
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Left the pyramids seen from above. Right the Orion Belt. The two 
pictures demonstrate the amazing correlation between the 3 
pyramids and the 3 stars forming the Orion Belt.

Gallery 1.1 The Pyramids are aligned with the Orion Belt

Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Swipe to view gallery

figure:CDBD0C29-9753-4977-8689-0579CCE22AD6
figure:CDBD0C29-9753-4977-8689-0579CCE22AD6


The Constellation of Orion
A Celestial Landmark
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Orion is a prominent 
constellation located on the 
celestial equator and visible 
throughout the world. 

It is one of the most conspicuous 
and recognizable constellations 
in the night sky. 

It was named after Orion, a 
hunter in Greek mythology. Its 
brightest stars are Rigel (Beta 
Orionis) and Betelgeuse (Alpha 
Orionis), a blue-white and a red 
supergiant respectively. 

Many of the other brighter stars 
in the constellation are hot, blue 
supergiant stars. 

The three stars in the middle of 
the constellation are known as 
Orion’s Belt. 

Orion’s Belt

The Constellation of Orion

Interactive 1.3 Orion Constellation Map.

  Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Tap on hyperlinks and scroll down for more Tap image to enlarge



Orion, The Hunter
A Mythical Giant

8

Orion was a handsome giant 
gifted with the ability to walk on 
water by his father Poseidon. He 
served King Oinopion of Khios 
as huntsman for a time, but was 
blinded and exiled from the 
island after raping the king's 
daughter Merope. 

Orion then travelled across the 
sea to Lemnos and petitioned 
the god Hephaistos for help in 
recovering his sight. Lending 
him his assistant Kedalion, the 
god directed the giant travel to 
the rising place of the sun, 
where the sun-god would 
restore his vision. 

Upon returning to Greece, Orion 
sought out Oinopion, but the 
king hid himself in an 
underground bronze chamber to 

Orion is the most well known constellation in the night sky.

Gallery 1.2 Various illustrations of Orion, the Hunter.

Tap on hyperlinks or scroll down for more

 Tap arrows (<) & (>) to navigate

Swipe to view gallery



Chapter 2
Greek 
Astronomy

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor placerat fermentum, enim integer 
ad vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna tincidunt. 
Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra.



Chapter 3
Indian 
Astronomy

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor placerat fermentum, enim integer 
ad vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna tincidunt. 
Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra.



Chapter 4
Islamic 
Astronomy

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor placerat fermentum, enim integer 
ad vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna tincidunt. 
Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra.



Chapter 5
Midieval 
Astronomy

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor placerat fermentum, enim integer 
ad vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna tincidunt. 
Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra.



Chapter 6
Native Amrican 
Astronomy

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor placerat fermentum, enim integer 
ad vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna tincidunt. 
Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra.



Quizzes



Constellation: a group of stars forming a recognizable pattern 
that is traditionally named after its apparent form or identified 
with a mythological figure. Modern astronomers divide the sky 
into eighty-eight constellations with defined boundaries.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Greek mythology: is the body of myths and teachings that 
belong to the ancient Greeks, concerning their gods and 
heroes, the nature of the world, and the origins and 
significance of their own cult and ritual practices.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Orientation: the determination of the relative position of 
something or someone.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Orion: a hunter in Greek mythology.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Orion's Belt: three stars located in the middle of the 
constellation of Orion.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



Pyramid's Text: verses of worship to the gods engraved on the 
pyramid's inner walls.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



The pyramids: ancient Egyptian tombs dedicated for the 
pharoahs.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term



The worship of Ra: the feeling or expression of reverence and 
adoration for a deity, in this case: Ra. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do 
eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut 
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Drag related terms here

Find Term


