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A Critical Comparison of Aries in Three Primary Source Documents

Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts the treatment of Aries in the following three primary sources: Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, Revised Edition, (New York: Bantam Books, 1988), Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Translated by  F. E. Robbins, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, Loeb Classical Library, 1940), and the Marcus Manilius, Astronomica, translated by G. P. Goold (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977).
 It examines how the authors considered Aries as the beginning of the zodiac, whether the traits ascribed to Aries were drawn from mythological references, or composed from Aristotelian elements and how that approach fulfilled the intended use. 

Marcus Manilius dedicated Astronomica between 30-40 CE, to the Roman emperor Augustus, making it the earliest reliably dated complete Hellenistic astrology text, according to Nicholas Campion.
 Manilius may have been paraphrased by Julius Firmicus Maternus in the 4th century.
 Otherwise, this didactic Latin poem remained uncited until the 11th century and little is known about Manilius’ life.
 Manilius’ marginalization continues in current papers, where he is only superficially mentioned by Mark Riley in a paper on Ptolemy and his Colleagues.

The second text is Claudius Ptolemy’s (70/100 to around 178 CE.)  Tetrabiblos, an astrological complement to his astronomical classic, the Almagest.
 Born in Alexandria, Egypt, Ptolemy worked in Rome during the 2nd century CE., wrote in Greek and became the most well-known Hellenistic astrologer/astronomer. According to Nicholas Campion, the Tetrabiblos contains a theoretical foundation and instructions for astrologers, although Ptolemy was not known to be a practicing astrologer.

Alan Oken (1944-) is a contemporary American ‘New Age’ astrologer, who consolidated three earlier books into his compendium, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, considered by Campion to be a ‘seminal text’ of the ‘spiritual’ approach to astrology from the 1970s and 1980s.
 

Aries Begins the Zodiac

Manilius, Ptolemy, and Oken all list Aries as the first sign in the zodiac, through which the vernal sun rises at the equinox.
 Manilius mentions that various astrologers use 8, 10, or 1 degrees Aries as the position of the sun on the vernal equinox, implying Manilius belonged to a generation of sidereal astrologers, who measured the location of the sun against the constellation of Aries, where it had been rising for almost 2000 years.
 Manilius identified Aries ‘a leader [who] is his own counsel.’
 Ptolemy set the beginning of the zodiac at 1 degrees Aries, according to Campion, perhaps inadvertently creating the tropical zodiac.
 Campion furthers, ‘By tying the zodiac to the seasons, he cut its ties to the stars.’
 In the Almagest, Ptolemy explains that the precession of the fixed stars make them unreliable and it is more logical to use the equinoxes as the beginning of the year.
 Ptolemy begins the discussion of seasons with, ‘although there is no natural beginning of the zodiac, since it is a circle, they assume that the sign which begins with the vernal equinox, that of Aries, is the starting-point of them all.’
 The three authors consider Aries as the beginning of the annual cycle, although Manilius was a sidereal astrologer, Ptolemy established the tropical cycle and Oken embraced the implications of tropical system, citing the Arian archetype as a ‘leader’, as well as the ‘first emanation of self-awareness coming from the realm of the collective unconsciousness.’

Ptolemy concedes that one of the equinoctial or solstitial points had to be chosen, but all had historical and agricultural reasons for beginning the year: spring when growth returns, summer when the Nile and the Dog-star rise, fall when the seeds are planted and winter when the sun grows stronger.
  Ptolemy’s preference for beginning the year with Aries and spring is explained, ‘as the male likewise rules and holds first place, since also the active is always superior to the passive in power, the signs of Aries and Libra were thought to be masculine and diurnal.’
 According to Campion, Ptolemy’s astrology is suffused with Aristotle’s cosmology, which defines the sublunar world (terrestrial plane) as combinations of four elements that have manifested by descension through hierarchical planetary spheres.
 Ptolemy describes Mars and by extension Aries as an excess of hot and dry, whiles spring, ‘exceeds in moisture.’
 Barton notes the contradiction in Ptolemy citing that Pisces ‘pre-signified spring’ with her moistness, even though Aries was the sign of spring.
 While Ptolemy contends that the signs draw their nature from the seasons, he first defines,  ‘Aries, having a similar nature, and, agreeably to Mars' destructive and inharmonious quality.’
 The Tetrabiblos, cites many examples where Mars and Aries bring death, violence, destruction, and heat to other factors, unless very well-aspected.
 Ptolemy evaded this contradiction by comparing spring to a living organism in the first years, being tender and moist, an age of man he later ascribes to rulership of the moon.
  this Manilius using a mythopoetical approach to astrology, drew on the image of ‘the Ram’ who ‘is by nature a gentle sign… he is devoid of deceit, and his heart is as soft as his fleecy body.’
 Oken also used ram imagery to define the traits of Aries but preferred the analogy of the ‘battering ram’ over wooliness.
 Oken, like Manilius and Ptolemy considered Aries to be a symbol of spring, emphasizing ‘the procreative power’ and ability to ‘resurrect.’
 Manilius shares the resurrection theme comparing Aries to shorn sheep, which remain hopeful and rise again from all kinds of disasters, happy to share his wooly abundance for the ‘common benefit.’
 Even as a ‘New Age’ astrologer, who takes the time to discuss the sidereal versus the tropical zodiacs, Oken doesn’t consider that precession would affect the traditional characteristics of Aries, if were no longer on the vernal equinox.
 The evidence indicates that several contradictions arose in the assignation of Aries as the beginning of spring, including the elemental contrast between dry and moist, ‘the Ram’ as a leader and the destructiveness and heat of Mars/Aries in a season of verdant regrowth. 
Myth versus Elements as the Foundation of Character Traits

Manilius, a self-professed poet, echoed Aratus of Soli (315/310 – 240 BCE.), by animating the signs with mythology, according to Tamsyn Barton.
  Campion states that Manilius is the only Hellenistic astrologers to refer to the Olympian gods.
 Manilius cited the ram of the golden fleece carrying Phryxis to Colchis as the reason that Aries rising has ‘ever their delight to travel through unknown cities, to explore uncharted seas, and enjoy the whole world’s hospitality.’
 Manilius’, foreshadowed, but ultimately cursory treatment of the influence of planets on the signs have led Paul Thielscher and Barton to propose that additional books of Astronomica had been lost or it was incomplete.
  Since Manilius’ created a poem of astrology, potentially for the imperial audience, myth as metaphor may have added entertainment value.
 Barton finds Manilius’ poetry more convincing than his astrology by stating, he ‘was no more an astrologer, than Vergil was a farmer.’
 

While Ptolemy states that he is following Chaldean and Egyptian traditions, his descriptions of the signs are rendered through the Aristotelian elements, for example, ‘Mars, when he assumes the rulership alone, is in general the cause of destruction through dryness.’
 Ptolemy used no myths to describe Arian traits.
 As a scientist and theoretician, the evidence indicates that Ptolemy preferred astronomical and elemental explanations for Arian traits to narrative descriptions, in keeping with the mathematical approach of the Almagest.
As a “New Age’ astrologer, Oken saw his role as disseminating astrology as a path to personal growth to a general audience.
  According to Campion, New Age astrologers, like Oken, show ‘a shift toward relative technological simplicity but rich interpretation.
 Like Manilius, Oken incorporates the myth of Phrixus, but interprets it as an example of Arian self-sacrifice.
 Oken shared the association of Aries with the head, with Manilius, but extrapolates to define Aries as an ‘idea man’, project initiator, with a ‘mind in action’ seeking ‘constant excitement.’
 In Oken’s New Age astrology the Aristotelian elements are expressed as ‘fiery,’ representing an additional characteristic, but are not the focus of interpretation.
 The evidence indicates that using the poetic, imaginal approach of Manilius and deemphasizing Aristotelian elements may have contributed to the popularity of 20th century astrologers like Oken , who appealed to a lay audience.

Conclusion

By comparing and contrasting Astronomica, Tetrabiblos and Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, the evidence has shown that Manilius, Ptolemy, and Oken attributed some similar and some dissimilar characteristics to the sign of Aries. All three authors attributed leadership to Aries as the sign of the vernal equinox and the beginning of the zodiac year. Traditional symbols have been shown to be enduring to Ptolemy, even when it created a fundamental contradiction between Aristotelian elements and seasonal symbolism. Oken has also been shown to be conservative of traditional Arian symbols, even as the ‘New Age’ of Aquarius moves the constellation of Aries a full sign away from the vernal equinox, due to precession. Manilius’ interpretation of the ram image, has been contrasted to the destructive and violent natures attributed to Aries by Ptolemy and the individualistic and bold descriptions by Oken, leading Barton to doubt his training in astrology. Ptolemy alone of the three authors, utilized a scientific approach distilling the characteristics of Aries for his theoretical treatise on astrology. Manilius and Oken have been shown to extrapolate on Arian traits, developed from myth and imagery for appealing to more general audiences. 
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