Lilybaeum (Marsala) and the Major Lunar Standstill
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Here we discuss a possible astronomical orientation of the Decumanus Maximus of Lilybaeum
(Marsala). Its direction is coincident to the northernmost direction of the moonset on a major lunar
standstill.
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Marsala is an Italian town located in the Province of Trapani in the westernmost part of Sicily. The
town was built on the ancient Lilybaeum, and includes in its territory the archaeological site of the
island of Motya, an ancient Phoenician town.

In 397 BC, the Phoenician Motya was invaded and destroyed by Dionysius I, the Syracusan tyrant.
The survivors founded a town nearby, which they called by a Punic name meaning "Town that
Looks on Libya". This was recorded in Greek as Lilybaion (AtiOBaiov) and in Latin as Lilybaeum.
It was at Lilybaeum that the Punic army landed and therefore the First Punic War began, in 265—
264 BCE [1].

Actually, the Punic fortress Lilybaion was never conquered although it was besieged several times.
In 241 BC it was given to the Romans as part of the peace treaty ending the First Punic War and
became one of the most important towns in Sicily [1].

In today Marsala, Lilybacum took up a rectangular area on Capo Boeo, a low and rocky
promontory, which is sloping gently down towards the sea [1]. As told in [1], the urban layout of
the town can be dated back to the 2nd century BC, taking the typical urban layout of a Roman
camp. The modern-day Viale Vittorio Veneto is the Decumanus Maximus and Viale Cesare Battisti
the Cardo Maximus [2]. Based on the archaeological findings at Capo Boeo, Marsala has been
rebuilt twice, one time in the 1st century BC and another in the 3rd century AD [1].

In several articles and discussions [3-20], we have shown that many Roman towns had an
astronomical orientation according to the sunrise/sunset, and some according to the
moonrise/moonset. So let us investigate if, also in the case of the ancient town of Lilybaecum, we
have such an astronomical orientation of its main axis, that is, of its Decumanus Maximus. Before
this investigation, let us discuss a little about the motion of sun and moon in the sky.

Of all the objects of the sky, the sun is the fundamental one; it has a clear and simple apparent
motion, characterized by solstices and equinoxes, and by the zenith passage in the tropical zone.
From the winter solstice to the summer solstice, the sun increases its height in the sky and the angle
between its rising and setting azimuths increases. It has an opposite behaviour from the summer
solstice to the winter solstice.

The moon is obviously the other body attracting our attention: on the basis of its phases many
aspects of the natural calendar had been devised. However, the motion in the sky of our satellite
was, for the ancients, more complex to analyse. The moon does not behave like the sun, being more
intricate and "moody". On each month, the moon is like the sun on a year. For 14 days, the moon
behaves like the sun during the time period from the summer solstice to the winter solstice,
decreasing its altitude in the sky and having rising and setting azimuths moving southwards. For the
other 14 days, the moon behaves like the sun from the winter solstice to the summer solstice; the
moon increases its altitude in the sky and the rising and setting azimuths move northwards.

A further complexity is due to the fact that, while the solar cycle is completed in 365 days, that of
the moon lasts about 18.6 years (the Metonic cycle). During this cycle the moon has a major
standstill; on it, the moon reaches its maximum declination North, so that the moonrise azimuth can
be the northernmost possible one. In the same month, two weeks later, it has its rising at the
southernmost possible azimuth, being closer to the South and lower on horizon. During the Metonic



cycle, a major standstill corresponds to the maximum declination of the Moon varying from roughly
28.5° to -28.5°, with a total movement of 57° (as explained by Wikipedia in the item on lunar
standstills, "enough to take its culmination from high in the sky to low on the horizon in just two
weeks"). After 9.6 years the moon has a minor lunar standstill; the moon will change its declination
during the nodal period from +18.5° to —18.5°, which is a total movement of 37°, and then the angle
spanned by the azimuth of moonrise and moonset is reduced to its minimum value. Wikipedia tells
us that we had a minor standstill in October 2015, and that we will have a major standstill in April
2025. The past one was in June 2006.

To investigate a possible astronomical orientation of the main axis of Lilybaeum, let us use a
software, which is showing sunrise / sunset and moonrise / moonset on satellite map. Let us use The
Photographer’s Ephemeris. We consider a major lunar standstill, in April 2025 and the
northernmost direction of the moonset. The result is given in the Figure 1. In the Figure 2 we can
see that, on a major lunar standstill, the northernmost setting has the direction which is passing
between the islands of Marettimo and Favignana.
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Figure 1: The Photographer's Ephemeris (TPE) is a software giving, besides the direction of sunrise and sunset
(yellow and orange), also the directions of moonrise and moonset (pale blue and dark blue). We use the reference
point, shown by a pin in the images, at one end of the Decumanus. The dark blue line, which shows the direction
of the moonset, is coincident to the Decumanus.
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Figure 2: On a major lunar standstill, the moon is setting along the northernmost direction which is passing
between the islands of Marettimo and Favignana.



As we can see using the software, the direction of the Decumanus is coincident to the northernmost
direction of the moonset on a major lunar standstill, that is, to the northernmost direction of setting
that the moon can have during the Metonic cycle. This direction is also remarkable because it is
passing between two islands (Figure 2). Therefore, the moon seems passing, during this moonset,
through a “gate” on the horizon, symbolically represented by the two islands.

As told in [2], the layout that we see today is a Roman layout. However, it is possible that the
Romans considered, and maintained, the orientation of the old Phoenician town. Aiming to find a
reference to the Phoenician religion, let us shortly discuss about the chief deities of this people. It
seems that they were Tanit and her consort Baal-hamon. Tanit was worshipped in the Western
Mediterranean, [21,22], and she is considered equivalent to the moon-goddess Astarte, later
worshipped in Roman Carthage in her Romanized form as Dea Caelestis, Juno Caelestis, or simply
Caelestis. On coins, “Tanit se encontraria representada realmente por el signo astral y el creciente
lunar” according to the “iconografia religiosa ptnica de Tanit” [23].

Being Tanit a moon-goddess, a specific orientation of the Phoenician Lilybaeum according to the
moon is possible, as a form of worship of this goddess. If it were so, the Romans had maintained the
original astronomical orientation in honour of to moon as the Dea Caelestis. Let us note that, an
astronomical orientation of another Phoenician town, Palermo, is observed [24]. Due to their
different geographic positions, in the case of Palermo it was the sunrise direction on the summer
solstice to determine the orientation; in the case of Lilybaecum, at the westernmost corner of Sicily,
it was the northernmost moonset direction on a major lunar standstill to prevail.
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