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A Critical Comparison of Saturn in three primary source documents
Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast the astrological treatment of Saturn in the following three sources: Vettius Valens’ second century CE Greek text, Anthologies, which is one of the oldest and most comprehensive astrological texts from antiquity, Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Beginning of Wisdom, written in Hebrew in the 11th century, and Liz Greene’s book, Saturn: A New Look at an Old Devil, first published in 1976.
  After putting the authors and their works into their historical contexts, I will proceed to analyse and compare their contents before considering their respective philosophical concepts and ideas of fate and concluding that while the basic meanings of Saturn have remained largely unchanged, there has been a continuous loss of ancient traditional doctrines that can alter these basic meanings over the period of seventeen centuries that lie between Valens’ and Greene’s writings.
Vettius Valens
Vettius Valens was a practicing astrologer who lived in the second century AD. The Anthologies were written in Greek as a collection of manuscripts divided into nine books that were produced, according to Neugebauer, mostly during the years AD 152 to 162 with some later additions.
  It is one of the very few surviving manuscripts of that period and of particular interest and significance not only for its range of astrological methods but also because he illustrates these methods with more than a hundred horoscopes.  The Anthologies was a much-used work in the Middle Ages and has strongly influenced later astrological textbooks
, it was first translated into English in 1908, later by Pingree in 1986 and most recently by Mark Riley, retired professor for Classics at California State University in 1996.

The text is addressed to his students
, and he repeats frequently that the reader must vow not to divulge the contents to the uninitiated or vulgar
.  He claims that the knowledge of astrology was bestowed upon him ‘from heaven by the Divinity’
, while also frequently referring to his various ancient sources.  It is unknown, to what extent he had to keep his teachings secret because of the rise of Christianity in the Roman Empire. But he laments the fact that this divine knowledge was now ‘dishonored and rejected, even though it is primordial and governs everything in life.’
  This suggests a subjective sense of adversity against astrology. 

Even though the Anthologies were written for his students, they don’t follow a didactically coherent structure as one would expect for readers unfamiliar with the subject. Instead, some foreknowledge is assumed and key concepts, such as sect (day or night births), are introduced while explanations only offered at later or not at all.
  Perhaps these concepts were considered to be common knowledge or his students were already on an intermediate level. 
He starts his discussion of the planets with the Sun and the Moon, followed by Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Venus and Mercury giving brief descriptions of the nature of each planet, mostly listing a number of attributes without following a clear pattern, sometimes he starts with describing attributes of character, sometimes he just offers a general list of attributes and circumstances that are ‘indicated’ or ‘caused’ by the planet. He always includes the parts of the body and materials ruled by a planet, its colour and taste. In all cases except for Mercury he indicates which sect team the planet belongs to. This may be because traditionally, Mercury’s sect status is attributed according to its position relative to the Sun.
  For some planets he also attributes rulership over certain plants or fruits. 
In his description of the planet Saturn, he starts with attributes of those ‘born under him’ which means people with Saturn in the ascendant. A list of attributes follows without further qualification: 
Saturn makes those born under him petty, malignant, care-worn, self-depreciating, solitary, deceitful, secretive in their trickery, strict, downcast, with a hypocritical air, squalid, black-clad, importunate, sad-looking, miserable, with a nautical bent, plying waterside trades.
 
The factual statement ‘Saturn makes’ sounds like it cannot be avoided or as if no mitigation was possible. There is no sense of free will, rather as something that simply is and has to be accepted. He then proceeds to describe situations ruled by Saturn, such as obstacles in business, lawsuits, unemployment and imprisonment. When discussing professions ruled by Saturn, there are some more positive possibilities offered, such as farming, property management and supervisory work.  He then lists the limbs of the body ruled by Saturn as well as physical and psychological illnesses. Completing the section on the nature of Saturn he writes:
Saturn makes bachelors and widows, bereavements, and childlessness. It causes violent deaths by water, strangulation, imprisonment, or dysentery. It also causes falling on the face. It is the star of Nemesis; it is of the day sect. It is like castor in colour and astringent in taste.

At the end of this section on the planets he explains that benefics are not always purely beneficial and malefics not always bad. If they are in their own sect, and well-placed, even the malefics can be ‘bestowers of good and indicative of the greatest positions and success.’ 

Throughout the book, Valens refers to the need to differentiate between nativities of ‘lofty or mediocre fortune’.
  To assess this, he describes a method of analysis for the relevant sect light, i.e. Sun or Moon. This leads to a ‘judgement’ regarding the nativity’s overall fortune and all subsequent judgements regarding the planets’ positions and aspects must be based on this.

In the section on conjunctions between two and three planets, he starts again with Saturn and depending on the planet it is joined with, the negative ‘baseline’ description of Saturn is mitigated, as in combination with Jupiter, or confirmed, as in conjunction with Mars, but even here there are  mitigating factors that can produce a positive outcome, e.g. when the planets are not in their own signs or angular and if they receive aspects from the Jupiter or Venus. The fatalistic sounding negative descriptions of Saturn, according to Valens, therefore need to be modified depending on his overall condition in the horoscope. 
Abraham Ibn Ezra
Abraham Ibn Ezra was a Jew born in Muslim Spain in the 11th century (AD 1089 – ca. 1161). After leaving Spain at the age of fifty, he spent his life as a ‘vagabond scholar, roaming through Italy, France, and England’. He became famous not only for his nineteen treatises on Arabic astrology written in Hebrew, but also on a great variety of other topics, especially biblical commentaries.
  His work enjoyed great popularity among his Jewish contemporaries, and after his death his astrological texts began to be translated into Latin and spread more widely across Europe.
   He was strongly influenced by the Arabic sources he translated directly into Hebrew, especially Abu Ma’shar (AD 787 – 886), and incorporated paraphrased sections of his translations into his own work.

The Beginning of Wisdom was written in AD 1148 and first translated into Latin by Henry Bate in 1292
. By this time, a revival of Neoplatonic and Aristotelian philosophical concepts had done much to completely change the intellectual and religious climate in Western Europe and re-formulate man’s relationship with the cosmos. With it came a renewed scholarly interest and a growing acceptance of astrology within both Catholic and Jewish communities in Europe.
  His opening words reflect his deeply religious attitude: ‘The beginning of wisdom is the fear of god.’ 
  This fear of god he claims will release the reader from the dictates of heaven, i.e. the stars. For  him the science of the stars showed the mechanisms of fate, but the fear of god and a chaste life could offer protection from what the stars otherwise indicate.
 

With this introduction and the structure laid out at the beginning, the book makes a much more professional impression than the somewhat disorderly collection of manuscripts by Valens. This book was written for a much wider audience than Valens had anticipated for his writings. 

The first chapter is an overview of the different components of astrology, listing the zodiac signs, fixed stars, constellations and planets as well as giving general astronomical information.  In chapter two he gives a detailed description of the zodiac signs before discussing the angular relationships between them and the meanings of the houses in chapter three. In contrast, Valens started out with the planets, seemingly setting different priorities in terms of importance, but possibly only following a convention that changed over the centuries and astrology’s Arabic transmission.  

In chapter four he begins his detailed discussion of the planets, unlike Valens, starting with Saturn rather than the luminaries, for being on the ‘seventh orb above the earth’
, a reference to the Aristotelian concept of celestial spheres.  His discussion of Saturn’s meanings in the various aspects of life is much more detailed than Valens’, stretching over almost four pages. He starts with Saturn’s general nature being ‘cold and dry’, a reference to the post-Galenic medical doctrine of the four temperaments or humors and their mixtures
  and pointing to the primary importance astrology had come to play in Arabic medicine.
   At Valens’ time of life, the mixing of humoral medicine as established by Hippocrates in the 5th century BC and the Aristotelian elements with astrological doctrine had not yet been established.
  The application of astrology in medieval medicine was, however, a great contributing factor to the growing acceptance of astrology by religious authorities in the twelfth century.

Ibn Ezra goes on to describe Saturn’s nature as being ‘inauspicious; harmful. It indicates corruption, destruction, death, sadness, mourning, crying and wailing, and ancient matters.’
 There is no reference here to deceitfulness and trickery, no reference to waterside matters but instead he reports a connection of Saturn with ‘ancient matters’. In the following paragraphs he differentiates further and classifies Saturn’s nature in a total of thirty-five categories, including those set out by Valens, but without mentioning sect.
  He, too, points out that Saturn can bestow good or evil depending on its position and aspects with benefics or the other malefic, Mars. However, the conditions he proposes are less detailed than Valens’, there is no reference to the condition of the sect light and its triplicity rulers, in fact since he does not mention sect at all, it appears that this concept has got lost in the time since Valens. The concept of malefic and benefic planets, however, had obviously survived. 
Liz Greene
Liz Greene is a contemporary, American-born astrologer, psychologist and Jungian analyst who has been most influential in the development of modern, psychological astrology since the publication of her first book, Saturn: A New Look at an Old Devil in 1976, when she was thirty years old. She had just been awarded her doctorate in Psychology and moved to the UK where she began setting up a consultancy practice as a Psychologist and as an Astrologer. She co-founded the Centre for Psychological Astrology in London in 1983 and the CPA Press and has since published extensively on a variety of astrological topics.

The psychologist Carl-Gustav Jung (1875-1961), whose analytical methods Greene practices, was himself interested in astrology and considered it to be a valuable aid to the therapeutic process.
 His models of the collective and personal unconscious, the ‘archetypes’ as a further development of Plato’s eternal forms and the concept of synchronicity provided astrologers with an interpretive scheme and justification for how astrology works
 which is still widely accepted and practiced across the world today. 

Greene’s book on Saturn has become a classic of psychological astrology
 and was translated into several other languages. It is directed at the astrologically and psychologically interested public and is written in an accessible style without assuming much previous knowledge on the part of the reader. 

The book – fittingly for Saturn - consists of seven chapters, following a general introduction. She discusses Saturn in the signs and houses by element, unlike Valens and Ibn Ezra, without differentiating between signs and houses. Then she dedicates a chapter to Saturn contacts in relationships and one to Saturn’s aspects with other planets in the birth horoscope, including Uranus, Saturn and Pluto which Valens and Ibn Ezra were not aware of since they hadn’t been discovered.

In the first paragraph of her introduction she proposes that myth and fairytale are a ‘symbolic portrayal of the values of the collective unconscious’
 and that no symbol is wholly good or bad suggesting therefore, that there should be no wholly good or bad planets. And, that planets are to be understood as symbols for the contents of the collective unconscious. For Greene Saturn as a symbol only speaks of human experience, whereas for Valens and Ibn Ezra he represented a great variety of things, human nature being only one of many and encompassing almost every conceivable aspect of earthly life, as Ibn Ezra’s long list of correspondences for Saturn demonstrates. For her, Saturn is a symbol for a ‘psychic’ process and the ‘educational value of pain’
. So Saturn still represents those difficult and painful things the ancients termed ‘malefic’, but with the insights from modern psychology one could be released from Saturn’s evil by means of personal development.
 She does not attribute Saturn’s difficult manifestations to fate, as Valens and Ibn Ezra seem to have done, instead she claims ‘it is the free will of the individual, contingent upon the degree of his self-knowledge, that decides whether Saturn will be lead or gold…’

In her descriptions of Saturn in the signs and houses, she often starts with ‘traditional meanings’ assigned to houses or signs and then moves on to her psychological interpretations. Where Valens differentiated between lofty and mediocre fortunes in nativities, Greene differentiates between levels of awareness,  e.g. ‘to an unconscious person with this placement…’,
  implying again that it is not up to the stars and a person’s fate thus indicated, but a person’s free will and willingness to ‘develop’ and gain self-understanding that determines the final outcome of a particular placement. 

In line with this outlook it is not surprising that her language is rather vague and tentative compared with Valens and Ibn Ezra, since, by her understanding, it is not possible to tell from the planetary placement how a person will behave or experience a situation, it is not possible to say with confidence how it might work out. Valens would probably have disagreed while one might find a similarity with Ibn Ezra’s belief that ‘the fear of god’ could deliver one from the dictates of fate as indicated by the stars. 

Her general descriptions of Saturn are not so different regarding the basic meaning of Saturn signifying painful experience, obstacles, bad fortune, reversals, fears, limitations, etc.
   The ‘new look’ she is proposing to cast on the old devil is the individual’s freedom to transform and overcome these difficulties and grow personally in the process, like the alchemical process of turning lead to gold, leading to the liberation of the soul through understanding and personal growth through effort. 

With Greene’s primary focus on the human psyche, the astrological Saturn lost much of his traditional significations that relate to other aspects of earthly life as well as astrological enquiry, such as Horary (interrogative) and Electional astrology (selection of auspicious times to start a project) which becomes especially clear in comparison to Ibn Ezra’s discourse on Saturn’s meanings.   

Reflecting the ‘watering down’ of ancient astrological knowledge after the 17th century in the West, Robert Hand said: ‘Ancient astrology was a giant reservoir. India got a water main, we got a garden hose and John Partridge was the nozzle’
, referring to a 17th century astrologer who, according to Hand, played a major role in discarding ancient astrological methods, thereby interrupting further transmission. Comparing the significations and applications of Saturn listed by Valens and Ibn Ezra with Greene’s does indeed give the impression of such a watering down of concepts, while at the same time adding an innovation with her psychological approach to interpretation. 
Philosophical Outlook and Concepts of Fate
In her introduction, Liz Greene refers to Saturn as ‘The Lord of Karma’, introducing a concept widely disseminated in the West by the Theosophical Society in the late 19th century which had a great influence on astrology.
  While she proposes the overcoming of such a fatalistic description of Saturn, she nevertheless refers to ‘esoteric’ doctrines and spiritual planes
 , suggesting a binary conception of life between physical and spiritual existence. In contrast, Valens and Ibn Ezra don’t seem to make such distinctions, instead, the Hermetic doctrine of ‘as below, so above’ and the idea that everything originates from ‘one’,
, indicating an interconnection between all things, seems to be reflected especially in Ibn Ezra’s classifications of Saturn’s meanings on many different levels of existence.

Valens clearly had a concept of unavoidable fate and a stoic perspective, considering astrology to be ‘a science through which anyone can know his fate in order to bear the good with great contentment and the bad with great steadfastness.’
   For Ibn Ezra ‘the fear of god’
 was a means of rising above one’s fate, and through surrendering one’s mundane pleasures and knowing one’s own soul, one would be re-united with the World Soul, suggesting a Neoplatonic philosophical outlook.

Conclusion
Comparing these three sources from between 200 and 1976 AD shows a remarkable consistency of the basic meanings attributed to Saturn with relatively little variation. The main differences were in scope and detail as well as the philosophical underpinnings, i.e. how the difficulties represented by Saturn were to be dealt with. Valens favouring a stoic acceptance, Ibn Ezra a fear of God and living in chastity and Liz Greene appealing to the power of personal awareness and development. However, a closer look reveals that Valens practiced methods to assess the more individual meaning of Saturn in a horoscope with an intricate set of rules to be followed in order to reach a clear judgement as to how malefic or possibly even benefic Saturn might be in an individual horoscope. These methods were already largely lost by Ibn Ezra’s lifetime and in Liz Greene’s treatise on Saturn there is a further simplification, even discarding differentiations between signs and houses. A successive ‘watering down’ of method seems to have taken place, even before the 17th century which may have contributed to Greene’s misunderstanding that traditionally, Saturn was considered wholly bad and Jupiter wholly good. This misconception still prevails today. While the added insight through Jungian psychology has greatly enriched astrological thinking and practice, revising Valens’ forgotten methods of assessing planetary condition might be helpful in understand better how Saturn operates differently in different horoscopes rather than taking the ‘one size fits all’ approach to astrological significations.  
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