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Did Medieval Astrology (1100-1400) Assume that the Future was Negotiable or Fixed?

[bookmark: _Hlk38288209][bookmark: _Hlk38293553]The aim of this research is to explore the history of Medieval Astrology in the twelfth to fifteenth centuries, determining if the future was seen as fixed, or was it considered dependant on individual or collective action that could, in some way change the expected course of events.

Background and history of Medieval Astrology

Western Europe began the slow process of recovering from the effects of the decline and dislocation of the Roman Empire from western Europe.  Starting with the ninth century a renewed renaissance appeared as scholars unfurled from the effects of the previous subservience.  Up until this point men did not have time to think about the nature of the universe.  Each successive century produced its own renaissance as the scholars in western Europe thrived.  Islam’s cultural centres came under control of the Christian church who dominated everything including education.[footnoteRef:1]  Those who travelled to the Islamic world would need to incorporate the church doctrines regarding God as the creator of the world.[footnoteRef:2]  As scholars began to travel to other cultural educational centres, fragments of astrological knowledge began to re-emerge once again and with it the astrolabe appeared by the mid tenth century.[footnoteRef:3]  It was thought that the first Latin treatise on the astrolabe may have been written by Gerbert of Aurilliac (Pope Sylvester II) who travelled to Spain to study mathematics and astronomy.[footnoteRef:4]  With the astrolabe came astronomical mathematics, which spurred even more interest in learning from the Islamic world.  Astrology, as a natural science devised by God in order to govern his world now became a part of the curriculum of medical universities between 1088 and 1222.   Astrology had to be separated from superstition and demon control and could not take away from the omnipotence of God or the freedom of man.[footnoteRef:5]   By the twelfth century, scholars in western Europe began to pursuit astrological and cosmological texts and astrology.  This sent scholars such as Gerard of Cremona (c. 1114 – 87) to the Islamic centres of learning and monasteries on the southern slopes of the Pyrenees.  It was said that he had over seventy-one astronomical and other translated works attributed to him.[footnoteRef:6]  As the twelfth century unfolded, western Europe began to reorganize and develop their universities and the impact of the translations of works from Antiquity and the Islamic Middle Ages was significant.[footnoteRef:7]  Along with astrological works there was a re-discovery of Aristotelianism philosophy which was tied into the planets as secondary causes acting on behalf of God and that one’s own observation of the natural world was also considered to be an important source of knowledge, which up until this time the Bible had been the only resource.[footnoteRef:8]   Cosmology became a combination of Christian scripture and Aristotle (Plato).  Aristotelian philosophy revolved around the three connected parts of the soul.  His idea was that ideas (as described by Plato) were actually forms and these were not outside matter but in things and that form and matter are eternally together and that neither could be experienced separately.  The idea is actually already in matter and seeks to realize itself and the matter also seeks to realize the form.[footnoteRef:9]   An example of their ability to combine the Christian scriptures and Aristotelian philosophy and astrology comes from Thomas Aquinus (c.1225 -1274) who reconciled astrology with Christianity in his Summa Contra Gentiles. Campion tells us that Aquinus argued, ‘that while the body is ruled by the stars, the soul is responsible directly to God.’ Meaning that one can utilize astrology as it pertains to human passions and mundane matters but that it should not interfere with moral and spiritual choices.[footnoteRef:10]   Aristotle believed that man was the highest creation and that although made of matter could overcome or rise above matter and reach toward the divine.[footnoteRef:11]  As we will see below the struggle continued as Christian scholars sought to integrate astrology but yet continue to preserve the freedom of the human will and man’s relationship to God.   [1:  Peter Whitfield, Astrology a History, Harry N. Abrams, Publishing Inc.  New York, NY 2001, pp.96]  [2:  S.E. Frost, Jr, Basic Teachings of the Great Philosophers, Anchor Books, New York, NY USA, 1942-1962, pp.21]  [3:  Michael Hoskin, The Cambridge Concise History of Astronomy, Cambridge University Press, New York NY, 1999, pp.72]  [4:  Peter Whitfield, Astrology a History, Harry N. Abrams, Publishing Inc.  New York, NY 2001, pp.93]  [5:  Peter Whitfield, Astrology a History, Harry N. Abrams, Publishing Inc.  New York, NY 2001, pp.97]  [6:  Michael Hoskin, The Cambridge Concise History of Astronomy, Cambridge University Press, New York NY, 1999, pp74]  [7:  Michael Hoskin, The Cambridge Concise History of Astronomy, Cambridge University Press, New York NY, 1999, PP.74]  [8: Nicholas Campion, Astrology, History and Apocalypse, The Centre for Psychological Astrology Press, London UK, 2000, pp 50]  [9:  S.E. Frost, Jr, Basic Teachings of the Great Philosophers, Anchor Books, New York, NY USA, 1942-1962, pp.13]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology, History and Apocalypse, The Centre for Psychological Astrology Press, London UK, 2000, pp 52]  [11:  S.E. Frost, Jr, Basic Teachings of the Great Philosophers, Anchor Books, New York, NY USA, 1942-1962, pp.57] 


Historiographical Problems

There is much to still discover in medieval texts, historiographical problems arise when one tries to judge the past instead of understanding the context of the beliefs of the time period in which they were created.  As stated by Evans, ‘The fact that historical knowledge is constantly being added to often enables historians to advance new interpretations in the fields they are studying, whatever thee theoretical impulses behind these interpretations might be,’ and goes on to say, ‘historians, according to Carr, should not judge the past in moral terms; their purpose was rather to understand how the past contributed to human progress.’[footnoteRef:12]   Thorndike also likens to this statement in the following, ‘Mark Graubard has recently written of astrology not as a past superstition but as a fossil science, yet he does not seem to realize that it depended upon a once generally accepted hypothesis of universal natural law.’[footnoteRef:13]    [12:  Richard J. Evans, In Defense of History, W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. New York NY 1997, 1999, pp. 42]  [13:  Lynn Thorndike, The True Place of Astrology in the History of Science, Isis, Vol. 46, No. 3 (sept, 1995), pp. 273-278, Published by:  The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society.
] 


Another example of this is in Melissa Meriam Bullard’s discussion of Frances Yates not taking Ficino’s psychological tone of his treatise seriously when she quoted Yates, ‘we might be in the consulting room of a rather expensive psychiatrist who knows that his patients can afford plenty of gold and holidays in the country, and flowers out of season.’ Melissa goes on to quote, ‘She also missed the significance of Ficino’s discussion of the inner planets in the letter to Lorenzo di Pierfancesco and interpreted his offer of a great gift of the planets literally.’[footnoteRef:14]  As historians look through scholars work they must use a non-judgemental kaleidoscope that takes into consideration the culture, time period, understanding of science and philosophy, without applying newly discovered understandings of the working world. [14:  Melissa Meriam Bullard, The Inward Zodiac:  A Development in Ficino’s Thought on Astrology, Source:  Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter, 1990), pp. 687-708, Published by:  Cambridge University Press on behalf of the Renaissance Society of America] 


Summary

On the question of whether fate was fixed or negotiable, there are a multitude of western medieval astrological scholars to review, each in their own renaissance time periods.  Here are a few that distinctly applied the question of fate and free-will to their astrological works.

Abraham Ibn Ezra (c.1089- 1167), a Jewish scholar who travelled widely after fleeing Spain around 1140, and wrote more than fifty books on astrology and astronomy, based on Arabic works translated into Latin which he infused with his own commentary, opinions and theories.  His work was focused on humanist and universal.[footnoteRef:15]  We find the following passage that defines the fate verses free will in an interplay between God and astrology (as the influence of the stars). [15:  Tzvi Langermann, Abraham Ibn Ezra, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/ibn-ezra/>] 


‘In the introduction Ezra says, ‘The beginning of wisdom is the fear of God, for it is the instruction.  For when a man does not follow his eyes and heart to fulfil his [worldly] desire, then wisdom will rest in him.  Moreover, the fear of God will protect him from the laws and ordinances of the heavens all the days of his life, and when his soul separates from his body, it (the fear of God) will endow him with eternity and he shall live forever.  So, here I shall begin to interpret the laws of the heaves according to the rules and practiced by the ancients, generation after generation, and after I complete this book I shall compose a book of interpretation of the reasons, and to God I shall pray for help, amen.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, (Avraham Ben Meir Ibn Ezra) Translated by Meira B. Epstein, Edited with Additional Annotations by Robert Hand, The Beginning of Wisdom Reshith Hochma, ARHAT Publications, 1998, pp.1] 


In Robert Hand’s further translation for the above passage we find,  ‘For then the fear of God will preserve him unharmed by the influences [of the stars] and fate up to the end of his life so that after the separation [of the soul] from the body [the fear of God] will ordain his soul an heir to the eternal life to come’. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, (Avraham Ben Meir Ibn Ezra), Translated by Meira B. Epstein, Edited with Additional Annotations by Robert Hand, The Beginning of Wisdom Reshith Hochma, ARHAT Publications, 1998, pp.1] 


Ezra addresses the individual or collective action that could, in some way change the expected course of events in the following three of eight overall considerations before judgement.  In these three considerations we see that Ezra considers that some astrological configurations will not have an impact on the individual and in others the native can potentially take fate into his own hands through wisdom and influence of the soul.

‘The fourth way is [judged] from the revolution of the world.  If it shows in the [general] revolution that a disease will occur in a certain country, even if a nativity of a person in that country does not have [an indication] that he will be sick that year, that disease will happen to him since the individual indication will not cancel [that of] the general.’ And 
‘The seventh way is from the [laws of] nature.  For if a man goes in a ship in the cold season at sea and the sea becomes stormy, even if he places Jupiter and Venus, which are the benefic planets, in the rising degree, he will not be saved for the [general] nature is the [overriding rule] and the specific [chart] that he elected would not benefit him.  Similarly, if a thousand people die at sea in one ship, you will not find in everyone’s vativity that he would die that year, although in each of their nativities it will be found that one of the lords of like has come to a dangerous place, only little harm would befall him and he would be saved’.  And 

‘The eighth way is [judged] from the influence of the soul and its power [, which] is wisdom.  For if a native is knowledgeable in the science of the signs and he sees in his annual revolution that he will become ill due to heat at a certain time when Mars enters his rising degree, then if prior to the onset of the illness he avoids every hot food, and drinks beverages to cool his body, his bodily constitution will be re-balanced when Mars enters his rising degree.’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ezra, Ibn Abraham (Avraham Ben Meir Ibn Ezra), Translated by Meira B. Epstein, Edited with Additional Annotations from the Latin Translations by Robert Hand, The Book of Nativities and Revolutions, ARHAT Publications, 2008, pp2-3] 


Raphael Jospe reflects on Ibn Ezra’s ability to incorporate astrology and Neo-Platonic structure into his beliefs, 

‘Ibn Ezra’s interest in astrology was not limited to the purely theoretical level, and extended to practical astrology as well.  And he goes on to say, ‘astrology constitutes a consistent element within a larger Neo-Platonic cosmological structure, which he outlines, inter-alia, in his commentary to Exodus 3:15 and 6:3.  Below God, the absolute One, are three realms.  The highest of these is the supreme realm (‘olam ‘elyon), the realm of the angels which resemble the human rational soul (neshamah).  Below this is the intermediate realm (‘olam emza’i), that of the incorruptible stars and planets.  The third and lowest real is the terrestrial sublunar realm, consisting of the minerals, plants, animals and humans.  
Astrology, then, entails understanding the influences of the higher realms on the lower, particularly on human affairs.  However, and this is critical for Abraham ibn Ezra as a faithful Jew, to worship the stars, which are servants (meshartim) possessing no independent will or conscious purpose, and whose activity is purely automatic and necessary, is absolutely out of the question.’[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Raphael Jospe, The Torah and Astrology According to Abraham Ibn Ezra, Vol. Division C:  Thought and Literature, Volume II:  Jewish thought, Kabbalah and Hasidism, Published by:  World Union of Jewish Studies (1993) pp.18] 


For Ezra the stars and planets needed to be rational, scientific and they needed to correlate directly to the scripture.  We find another example in Jospe’s work when he quotes Tzi Langermann in the following.

‘The deity has delegated to the stars the governance of the sublunar world.  Israel, however, has a special status, which is manifest most decisively in its possession of the Torah.  As long as a Jew is engaged in the study and observance of the Torah, he is linked to a spiritual realm which is itself superior to the stars.  In this way, a Jew may liberate himself from the decrees of the stars.’

Israel is thus ruled directly by God, and not by any astral intermediaries, and the Torah provides for the Jew in a way to escape general astral influence.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Raphael Jospe, The Torah and Astrology According to Abraham Ibn Ezra, Vol. Division C:  Thought and Literature, Volume II:  Jewish thought, Kabbalah and Hasidism, Published by:  World Union of Jewish Studies (1993) pp.20] 


At the end of the medieval renaissance there is Marsilio Ficino (c. 1433-1499) was a patron of Cosimo di Medici.  His main interests were natural magic and astrology as it pertained to the individual or horoscopic astrology.  His greatest known written work was Three Books on Life.  In this book we find astrology in working measure.  The book is divided into three segments, A Healthy Life, A Long Life, and On Obtaining Life from the Heavens.  In this written work we get a picture of how Ficino thought one could utilize the planets and what the planets influenced in order to live a heavenly or divine way.

In Thomas Moore’s work on Ficino in his introduction to The Planets Within, we get a glimpse of how scholarly writings from generation to generation can be perilous when applied to current religious and political climates,  ‘Giordano Bruno, that exceptional philosopher who theorized about multiple worlds and extra-terrestrial civilizations, studied Egyptian religion piously, and found himself imprisoned tortured, and executed by an inquisitorial church, Bruno was an avid student of Ficino’s esoteric writings.’[footnoteRef:21]  He goes on to say, ‘Under Cosimo’s enlightened patronage, unfailing intuitive judgement and clever political moves the Florentine intellectual community thrived.  In this atmosphere the followers of Plato could pursue their cultivation of virtu.’[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Thomas Moore, The Planets Within, The Astrological Psychology of Marsilio Ficino, Associated University Presses, Inc., Great Barrington, MA, 1982, pp. 26]  [22:  Thomas Moore The Planets Within, The Astrological Psychology of Marsilio Ficino, Associated University Presses, Inc., Great Barrington, MA, 1982, pp. 32] 


In Ficino’s commentary we find examples he provides to the reader of the following book (Book Three), where it appears that he is stating that the planetary influence has overridden both Ficino and God,

‘For example, there was an infant who was born half dead in the eighth month from conception at Florence in the month of March, at night when Saturn, retrograde, was ascending; by this sort of care the child seemed almost to be brought back to life rather than preserved by me, or rather, by God; and he has lived in good health now for nearly three years.’  He ends his commentary with the following statement, ‘In all things which I discuss here or elsewhere, I intend to assert only so much as is approved by the Church.’

Ficino’s writing ties in both the idea of the heavens as overseeing the wellbeing of man, and man’s responsibility in utilizing astrology and the individual horoscope.  

‘Whoever is born possessed of a sound mind is naturally formed by the heavens propitious, let him undertake above all this work, this way of life; let him pursue it zealously, for the heavens favor his undertakings.’ And goes on to say, ‘Therefore they will promote your undertakings and will favor your life to the extent that you follow the auspices of the lord of your geniture, especially if that Platonic doctrine is true (with which all antiquity agrees) that every person has at birth one certain daemon, the guardian of his life, assigned by his own personal star, which helps him to that very tasks to which the celestials summoned him when he was born.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Marsilio Ficino, Translated by Carol Kaske and John Clark, Three Books on Life, The Renaissance Society of America, Tempe, Arizona, 2002, pp.371] 


In Melissa Meriam Bullard’s description of his cosmology she says, ‘In the Disputatio of 1477, Ficino was not negating the influence of the planets so much as defending free will and providence again the determinism of those professional astrologers who claimed that the planets caused human actions and that their positions in the heavens reveal predictions of specific, future occurrences and goes on to say that Ficino wrote the following, ‘I am composing a book on the providence of God and the freedom of human will, in which I refute, to the best of my ability, those pronouncements of the astrologers which remove providence and freedom.  Indeed, as carefully as astronomers truly measure the heavens, so do vain astrologers misrepresent much about human affairs.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Bullard, Melissa Meriam, The Inward Zodiac:  A Development in Ficino’s Thought on Astrology, Source:  Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter, 1990), pp. 687-708, Published by:  Cambridge University Press on behalf of the Renaissance Society of America pp.689] 


Over Ficino’s life he struggled to incorporate the works of Plato and Plotinus into the astrology and beliefs of his work and still be true to his god, which at times made him look indecisive as he balanced this with the current political and religious climates in which he thrived.

Conclusions

In the exploration of the twelfth to fifteenth century historical writings, the medieval scholars’ conundrum was how to incorporate or combine the ancient wisdom and church doctrine in determining if the future was seen as fixed or fated under their current political and religious attitudes.   Astrologers also recognized universal and individual aspects that impacted the horoscope in the question of fate and free will. My research paper suggests as they acquired access to ancient texts and Islamic materials, they divided astrology into layers and created a balance between a natural science or physics and mathematics that they could utilize for health and medicine, crops and weather prediction verses keeping the wisdom of the soul and God as supreme.  
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