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A Critical Critical Comparison of the fixed star Aldebaran in three primary source documents
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This essay critically compares and contrasts the treatment of the fixed star Alpha Tauri, commonly referenced as Aldebaran, in three primary source documents: Claudius Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, written in 2nd century CE Koine Greek, translated by F. E. Robbins in 1940, Vivian Robson’s The fixed stars and constellations in astrology, first published in 1923, and Bernadette Brady’s Book of Fixed Stars, published in 1998.  Three works of astrological interpretation were selected from distinct eras to analyse themes in cosmology, soul concept, psyche concept, and philosophical concepts such as fate and the purpose of life.  A critical review of astrological interpretations from distinct eras provides insight into developmental trends in astrology as a profession and in astrological works as instructional treatises and philosophical expository.  The essay will conclude with a treatment of central themes, including the modalities offered as persuasive evidence, the priority of spiritual subjects, and the research limitations, such as cultural appropriation and refutation or appeal to contemporaries.
Background and Expertise
Claudius Ptolemy and his contemporaries were silent regarding his biographical life; therefore, scholars relied heavily on his scientific contributions and achievements to understand his life and background.  Ptolemy was born in Hellenic Egypt in the first decade of the 2nd century CE.  Alexandria was a thriving hub of learning where techne, the Greek concept of skills mastery in arts and science, was a cultural priority.
  Ptolemy’s ancestry is unknown, corresponding to the intercultural milieu and syncretism that defined Alexandria, Egypt, during his life.  Ptolemy’s legacy rests on using a lingua franca, koine Greek, to write treatises on mathematics, geography, astronomy and astrology.  
Vivian Robson wrote his work contemporary to Edwin Hubble’s discovery of the first galaxies.  Robson revealed a detailed knowledge of scientific discoveries and precessional cycles.
  The 20th century was an information age.  Unlike Ptolemy, Robson’s biography was published with striking detail 45 years after his death.  Robson was, at first, a geological curator in Yorkshire, England, with an intense interest in ammonites.
  He suddenly changed his career in 1921 to astrological journalism, held a position as joint editor for Modern Astrology, and published eight books.
 
Bernadette Brady is a professional consulting and teaching astrologer in Bristol, UK.  Her doctoral dissertation was on beliefs in fate in 20th and 21st-century astrology.
  She has received two awards from astrologer groups, one for theory and understanding and one for outstanding service to the field.  Brady is the most published of the three authors and writes as an academic and a practitioner.  Brady shares Robson’s cultural connection to England; however, her work post-dates desktop publishing and astrological software.  Brady shares Ptolemy’s interest in classical philosophical inquiries on determinism and cosmology but focuses her interdisciplinary studies on astrology and related cultural topics.
Literary Style and Context

Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos is predominately an empirical and observational treatise about the motion of the heavens that draws theoretical conclusions.  Ptolemy addresses a Greek audience familiar with competing cosmogonies, theories of natural science, and spiritual beliefs and, more importantly, colleagues prepared for potential debate or refutation.  Ptolemy had a mixed audience of Aristotelian and Platonic thinkers. He described heavenly bodies and their relationships with unembellished descriptions, such as Aldebaran in Taurus, “one of the Hyades that is bright and somewhat reddish, called the Torch.”
  Polemics about the compelling force of similar or dissimilar combinations followed these observations.
  The intended audience is revealed through a compendium of examples as applications of theory.  Stated theory may be absent because it lacked a label, such as the Doctrine of Correspondence attributed a century later to Plotinus, or because specific topics aroused disharmony between Platonists and Aristotelians or other groups.
Vivian Robson provided an explicit rationale in the preface of The Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology, “…fixed stars and constellations has aroused the interest and curiosity of the astrological student who has been debarred from examining their effects owing to the lack of available information.”
  His audience was a growing population of students of modern astrology in the early 20th century.  The author and audience expected entertainment and education, evidenced by the historical and tangential information mix.  Robson also extensively used qualifiers such as “could be” or “in practice.”
  This behaviour may appear irresolute, but it may also suggest a distancing from metanarratives and an exploration of postmodern truth. 
Bernadette Brady credited two influences for her study of fixed stars: Aratus of the 4th century BCE and an anonymous writer of 379 BCE.
  This suggests her motive is to share insights with the astrological community.  She began her work with a historical narrative of the problems attributed to measuring precession and plotting parans, then a short list of the high-profile stars and how the planet would be affected.  Ptolemy and Robson described the stars as subjects.  Brady told the process that leads to identifying stars of importance in an astrological chart.
Source Content and Use of References


Tetrabiblos is a synthesis of astrological knowledge without references to specific astrologers or contributing cultures, “such, then, are the observations of the effects of the stars themselves as made by our predecessors.”
  Alexandria was known for its extensive library, which suffered sporadic attacks.  The most recent to Ptolemy was a partial destruction in 48 BCE.  At the time of Ptolemy’s writing, the library was thriving and offers insight into the availability of cross-cultural works of considerable age and another motive—to preserve knowledge of generally known and antiquated works.
Robson simultaneously claimed his “book will be found to contain practically everything that has been published since the Middle Ages” and acknowledged his “indebtedness to The Science and Key of Life Vol. IV, by Alvida’s…and to R. H. Allen’s Star Names and their Meanings.”
  Alvida is the pseudonym of spiritualist astrologer Henry Clay Hodges.  Richard Hinckley Allen was not an astrologer but a researcher of astronomy.  Later, astrologers noted a greater accuracy of R. H. Allen for Greco-Roman lore than outdated star names from other cultures.
  Syncretism and synthesis in the early 20th century often included elements of spiritism and nostalgia.
Brady includes the interpretations of Ptolemy and Robson in her listings of fixed stars.  For instance, “Ptolemy states that Aldebaran has the nature of Mars. Robson indicates that the star can give great honour but says this honour will not last.”
  Brady compiled the interpretations of her predecessors, as Robson did and as Ptolemy likely did, with the addition of consistent attributions.  Attributions are crucial in interpretive arts. Otherwise, the whole content loses validity due to one inaccurate source.
Evidentiary Support for Conclusions

Ptolemy used the visual characteristics and relationships of the fixed stars to infer a corresponding symbolic similarity to the planets.  First, Ptolemy defined a rationale for determining interpretive qualities, “the natures of the fixed stars with reference to their special powers, we shall set forth their observed characters in an exposition like that of the natures of the planets,” then applied this rubric to the visual cues of colour, placement, and planetary allusion.  For instance, “Of those in Taurus, the stars along the line where it is cut off have a temperature like that of Venus and in a measure like that of Saturn; those in the Pleiades, like those of the moon and Jupiter; of the stars in the head, the one of the Hyades that is bright and somewhat reddish, called the Torch, has a temperature like that of Mars; the others, like that of Saturn and moderately like that of Mercury; those in the tips of the horns, like that of Mars.”
  Physical attributes of the symbolic bull, horns as weapons or a fiery red eye, may diverge from the vesuvian quality of the sign they constitute.
Vivian Robson wrote at a time of expansive astrological knowledge.  As a modern astrologer, he sought to include stories that referenced the newly discovered planets.
  He coupled this with a reliance on Greco-Roman lore, connecting the ancient imagery of constellations with the interpretive potential of myths.  In this manner, a legend and its influence were presented for each of the fixed stars.  Robson was unique in the application of non-Western or hermetic content to suggest a universal application for his interpretations.  For instance, in one case “this area of the sky has always been associated with birds”; however, only a single Chinese reference was listed.
  Many star influences also include a Hebrew letter and a Tarot Trump.  Robson may have taken license to fill in gaps wherever he could to create a working reference guide for interpretation.
Brady used case studies to offer anecdotal support, illustrate concepts, and apply knowledge.  For instance, “The English king Edward VIII had Aldebaran rising with his Jupiter on the day he was born. Heir to the English throne, he fell in love with a divorcee” and “Galileo Galilei also had contact with Aldebaran. His Mars set with Aldebaran on the day he was born. Late in his life he rebelled against the Church…” both offered as examples of moral dilemma and challenges to personal integrity.

Cosmological Implications
Ptolemy appeared to espouse an Aristotelian cosmology, “a certain power emanating from the eternal, ethereal substance is dispersed through and permeates the whole region about the earth.”
  Belief in an Aristotelian fifth substance may have included the idea that it forms an obstacle to fixed star influences.  
Robson mentioned the issue of undefined and uncertain boundaries of constellations.
  For Robson, these imprecise boundaries have a similar distinguishing role to house cusps.  Although he took liberties to fill interpretive gaps, Robson intentionally separated the zodiacal fixed stars from established boundaries, the Arabic manzils (mansions), Hindu nakshatras, and Chinese sieu (Houses).  Notably, Aldebaran is a star that occupies an Arabic mansion.  Robson describes the influences as negative, “causes the destruction and hindrances of buildings, fountains, wells, gold mines, the flight of creeping things, and begets discord,” but when paired with the moon, “pursue business, travel, marry, and take medicine.”  Robson approached the cosmos as a complex collection of numerous aspects where influences combine similarly to chemical reactions.  Several motivators could contribute to this behaviour, including a desire to create detailed interpretations or satisfy a consumer demand or as a response to the advent of postmodernism.
For Brady, the sense of place and a visible recognised cosmic centre were historically crucial for human thriving.
  This is not a surprise because she referenced Plato frequently and relied on the order and structure of an astrological process.
Spiritual Focus and Soul Concept


Ptolemy understood the planets, as well as reason, to act as “governors of the soul.”
  The soul's character benefits when the planets, as governors, are domiciled in rulership.
  Diseases of the soul, including demons and severe physical illness, result from improper domicile.  One insight that may be drawn from these descriptions is that Ptolemy is a monist. 
Robson believed stars could emphasise qualities rather than bestow them; however, he also stated planets could experience natal strength or weakness.
  These beliefs relate to the concept that stars “cast no rays” and are only affected by conjunct or parallel aspects.
  Robson described combinations of a planet conjunct Aldebaran that are generally positive as a collection; however, the malefic, Saturn and Mars, require conscious balancing.  This view resembles an Aristotelian and humanistic view of directed personal growth.
  Robson does not reference the soul concept, per se.
Brady connects the human soul to the cosmic soul, and because of her reliance on Plato and the omphalos of a culture, an underlying ordering principle is likely present in her spiritual cosmology.

Concept of Psyche

Ptolemy did not explicitly reference the psyche, and his interpretations were focused on external outcomes, such as a strong mind or noble mind as an action potential.

For Robson, Aldebaran and fixed stars accentuated or enhanced the energy of a conjunct planet.
  The implication is that the entire sky has the potential to influence the chart native.  Stars require a close aspect.  The psyche is not explored as a concept but only indirectly treated through interpretive listings (delineations).
For Brady, the psyche is a collective as well as an individual.  We look for a cosmic centre to orient our lives communally.
  Psyche is also linked to the symbolism and understanding of the lived era.

Philosophical Concepts

For Ptolemy, relationships and structures are mathematical. Temperaments are expressed by individual bodies and in combinations.  The qualities and relationships develop complexities through interactions.  Brady viewed Ptolemy’s approach as a reference to Plato, “Thus Ptolemy, who would have been familiar with the work of Plato, would have felt it was proper and correct to translate the mythological impact and meaning of every fixed star into a planetary combination. The purpose here was not to ignore the fixed stars mythologically but to seek their possible planetary power, hinted at by Plato.”

Planets move faster than stars, but Robson attributed a slow, gradual effect to the influence of planets.  By contrast, fixed stars are “much more dramatic, sudden, and violent, where they “may elevate from poverty to the extreme height of fortune or vice versa, whereas the planets do not.”
  Robson may have applied a Platonist view of fate to fixed star influences because they act in the background, are sought for explanation after extreme events, and because of the tradition of medieval interpretations.  Robson also stated that similar energies can resonate to magnify an event.

Brady conversationally used fate, such as “In summary, then, my client's list of fixed stars tells me, the astrologer, that he will lead a normal life, fulfilling his fate or family expectations until the middle years of his life, when the themes of helping, caring, and sacrifice become the major focus.”

Conclusion

The astrologers’ style and tone represent their perceptions of the audience.  Brady is a teacher, so for her, the audience is students.  Ptolemy occupied an era of competing, sometimes acrimonious, ideologies.  His tone and depth appeared self-constrained in the chapters on astrological interpretation; however, chapters and books were topically segregated.  Every era has a distinct concept of expositive clarity.  Unlike Brady, Robson did not reference Plato, yet there were implicit groundings in classical thought.  These examples spark a broader question of where the astrologer’s philosophy may fit in treatise literature.  Offer too little theoretical support and the treatise may appear disharmonised or suspect.  Offer too extensive academic support, and the treatise loses its application.
At times, the astrologers acted on a presumed or implied philosophical grounding.  Ptolemy used temperament, modalities, orientations and correspondences, but he did not label these distinct concepts as done now.  Robson acted on a zeitgeist of renewed spiritism, cross-cultural sensibilities, and late modern and early postmodern thought. Brady, by contrast, was transparent and orderly in explaining an astrological process, but her personal beliefs were less identifiable.
Symbolism and interpretation for Aldebaran have a consistent theoretical basis in planetary energy.  All authors addressed the theory with a distinct focus.  Robson discussed speed and magnitude.  Brady discussed parans.  Ptolemy briefly described the defining relationships with other stars.  The authors addressed a need to communicate the product of a systems theory, if not the underpinning views.  Much content is lost or untranslated in astrological history.
  Brady explicitly mentioned a central yet anonymous source.  The opposite scenario is when content is either falsely attributed or borrowed unvetted for generations.
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