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What are the Astronomical Diaries?

Scientific endeavour written with 
precise language for precise 
observations by scribes who spent their 
whole lives training for the role.

Key to this data is the fact that it was 
written in clay and has therefore 
survived. It is one of the few mediums 
that benefits from fire, a common way 
we have lost countless other documents 
in our history.

It provides us with a unique window 
into the past, allowing modern scholars 
to explore the past in great detail.

Series of clay cuneiform tablets containing data pertaining to the movement of stars and planets, meteorological data 
with sub-daily resolution in places, monthly summaries of market prices for six commodities (barley, dates, mustard, 
sesame, cress and wool), historical events, and river heights for the Euphrates River.  

British Museum
78942

K.2039, 
British 
Museum



236,596 
rows of data

Spread over 
40+ columns

Encompassing 52 unique key 
variables, including 22 
meteorological variables 

1342 pages of data
671 in English translation
671 in transliteration text





Interdisciplinary research – pitfalls & triumphs

Historical 
Climatology

• Methodology

• Content 
analysis

History

• Source analysis

• Source 
criticism

Climate Science

• Reproducibility

• Transparency



Potential for the introduction of errors.

Preliminary tablets / 
diaries

(few days)

Short tablets / 
diaries

(approximately one 
month)

Standard form 
tablets / diaries

(half year)

Reading 
tablets

Preparing 
transliterations

Preparing 
translations

Reading data
Categorising & 

cataloguing 
data

Ancient scribes
652 – 61 BCE

Series editors
1980s-2022

Researcher (Me!)
2019-2024



Pitfalls
- Common Language

- Effective 
Communication

- Full understanding of 
the lexicon involved in 
each research field

- Time required to find 
an effective method of 
working

Triumphs
- Learning to work in 

diverse environments

- Accessing specialist 
knowledge 

- Gaining interpersonal 
skills

- Broadened knowledge 
of theoretical principles 
underpinning different 
disciplines and 
methodologies



Cold (overall)

37.5%

Cold (max)

41.67%

Heavily 
dependent on 

data availability

Halo (overall)

33%

Halo (max) 

63%
•72% of all frequency values are higher 

than average in tropical eruption years 
(or lag years → 1:3 years post 
eruption)

Tropical

•63% of all frequency values are higher 
than average in northern hemisphere 
eruption years (or lag years → 1:3 
years post eruption)

NH

•70% of all frequency values are higher 
than average in southern hemisphere 
eruption years (or lag years → 1:3 
years post eruption)

SH

Precipitation: 
Overall higher than average frequency values in 
volcanically active years 68% of the time.



Thanks for listening!
Any questions?

Rhonda McGovern

mcgoverh@tcd.ie
Dr. Francis Ludlow

ludlowf@tcd.ie

Rhonda McGovern, mcgoverh@tcd.ie
Dr. Francis Ludlow, Dr. Conor Kostick, 
Dr. Selga Medenieks

Thanks for listening!
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