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A Critical Comparison of Mars in three primary source documents

This paper will compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological use of Mars in the following sources: Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos. Translated by F.E. Robins, Loeb Classical Library No. 435, Harvard University Press, 1940; Lilly, William, Christian Astrology, London 1647, facsimile edition, London., and Hone, Margaret Ethelwyn. The modern text-book of astrology (London: L.N. Fowler, 1973). The three above mentioned sources were chosen to allow a different perspective onto the same planet, Mars, written in different periods of history. The paper is divided into sections, firstly presenting the work, their philosophical background and the treatment given to Mars by the three authors. 

Presenting the three works
TETRABIBLOS

The first work selected for this paper analysis is Tetrabiblos, authored by Claudius Ptolemy around 70 CE, which has been pivotal in astrological scholarship through history. While astrology's origins stretch back to prehistoric times, as Campion noted
, Tetrabiblos has held exceptional authority over the discipline, with historian Robbins remarking that it was regarded "almost as a bible"
 by astrologers for over a millennium. Despite its impact, the Greek text has been printed only three times, the last occurring in the sixteenth century. Juste outlined that alongside Almagest, Tetrabiblos is among the most influential texts in both astrology and astronomy, respectively. 
 For the purpose of this article, Tetrabiblos, as a foundational work, will give a wide view perspective in time on how Mars was treated in the past and how much of it remains to this day. 
According to Campion, Tetrabiblos was likely written in Alexandria around 120 CE, with the oldest known manuscript dating back to the thirteenth century. 
 Robbins highlighted the scarcity of personal details about Ptolemy, which scholars have inferred solely from brief references within his own writings.
   
The translation of Tetrabiblos, which was originally written in Greek, as observed by Juste, survived in a Syriac translation, in at least three Arabic translations, dating from nineth to eleventh century, and thirteen Latin translations, six of which were made before 1300
. Tetrabiblos received four critical editions, by Franz Boll and Emilie (1940), Frank Robbins (1940), the one used in this essay, Simonetta Feraboli (1985), and Wolfgang Hübner (1998), all of whom ignored the Syriac, Arabic and Latin translations. In 2015, Juste explained, Gudrun Vuillemin-Diem and Carlos Steel published a critical edition of the Latin translation made directly from the Greek by William of Moerbeke between 1266 and 1269.
 All above mentioned language journey, shows how vital is the work of translations for the long lasting history of the Tetrabiblos. 
As Riley noted, ‘Ptolemy is unique in his attempt to establish a scientific foundation for astrology,´ 
 a legacy that continues to influence the field today. Riley further highlights that Ptolemy’s theoretical approach stands in stark contrast to the methods of other astrologers of his era, with a clearly defined organizational principle guiding his work. He begins with the basic physical principles from which all phenomena can be derived: the four humours, heat, cold, moist, dry from which the nature and effects of the stars and signs, as well as the nature of the inhabitants of the earth's climes, can be derived, and the favourable or unfavourable aspects, the angular relationships of the stars and signs with each other and with significant points in the zodiac: conjunction (00), sextile (600), square (900), trine (1200), opposition (1800)
. The philosophical background section will explore this further.

CHRISTIAN ASTROLOGY

The second work selected was Christian Astrology by William Lilly (1602-1681), published in 1647, which will give a perspective of the seventeenth century. Lilly was forty-five years old when he wrote Christian Astrology. Spanning fourteen centuries after Ptolemy, Lilly’s text allows a comparative analysis of both similarities and shifts in astrological views on Mars over time. Interestingly, as Campion remarked, the word "Christian" in the title ‘has nothing whatsoever to do with the content and was a clear defensive posture designed to forestall clerical censure´,
 which indicates a sense of adaptation of the author to his historical moment. Campion complemented that Christian Astrology was the first comprehensive astrology textbook written in English, offering practical guidance through numerous horoscope examples and thus appealing to students. For historians, added Campion, its significance lies in its encyclopedic nature. 
 
Campion reported that Lilly´s reputation in Europe was considerable, making him highly respected, venerated, almost, by many of his peers and contemporaries. 
 He had an extensive and influential clientele and was consulted by his colleagues when astrological questions needed resolving.
 Lilly´s work had a considerable emphasis in horary astrology. 

THE MODERN TEXT-BOOK OF ASTROLOGY

The third primary source chosen, which allows a perspective of the twentieth century, was The Modern Text-book of Astrology, written by Margaret Hone (1892–1969), firstly published in 1951. It counted with a preface of the renowned astrologer Charles Carter (1887-1968). Hone herself explained the book was written after many years of astrological practice, with the idea of, in her own words, ‘giving all necessary knowledge to a student who wishes to study and experiment for a year´,
 which indeed took place since Hone´s textbook was adopted by the Faculty of Astrological studies
, the school she co-founded,
 which is one of the most prominent schools of astrology in 
the world today.  Her practical background is clear in her writings, so is Lilly´s, both with consistent examples of real cases, which is not true for some scholars regarding Ptolemy. Riley argues that there is little evidence to suggest his commitment to astrology as a practical system of forecasting.

Philosophical background of the authors
Ptolemy presents a blend between Plato and Aristotle. He seems Aristotelian in his scientific and methodological approach of explaining Astrology in a naturalistic way, referring to physical principles based on the four humours, heat, cold, moist and dry.
  Riley added that `Ptolemy was to the science of the stars what Aristotle was to logic, natural philosophy and metaphysics. 
 However, Ptolemy also showed his Platonic influence when he believed that the future could be changed and negotiated.
  For Plato, Campion outlined, it is essential ‘that the mathematical motion of the universe is predetermined, but the motion of the soul; the psyche is not. It can choose, as described by Plato in the myth of Er.
 It is in a participatory relationship with the divine´
, the interplay between being (soul) and becoming (body)
. It also resembles Lévi Bruhl´s concept of mystic participation
. Campion explained that, in contrast with Plato, Aristotle proposed a cosmos which could be understood as an interlocking, orderly network of natural influences, having the four elements, fire, earth, air and water as a building block of the cosmos.
 For Campion,  Tetrabiblos has a naturalistic rationale for astrology
, for example with Mars being addressed as excessive dry
, but also provided a blend with Pluto, from whom he adopted orthodox notions concerning the soul.
 It is indeed possible to see both Platonic and Aristotelian roots in Ptolemy.

Over a thousand years later, Lilly presented a challenge in his philosophical views. He gives a wide range of chart examples in his inquiry oriented work in Christian Astrology, implying that there was a predetermined answer to whatever question was asked. As addressed by Campion, he had a ‘fatalistic stoic tone´
, although he seems to be conforming to the middle way established by Thomas Aquinas, taking by his portrait painted with his hand on a blank horoscope bearing the words “do not compel”, added Campion.
 Lilly indeed seemed to be somehow hesitant in his philosophy, as per the passage below,


`if God almighty shall preserve my life , I may hereafter adde many things , and much light into the 
art and therefore I desire the students herein , that if they meet with any extraordinary casualty in 
the practice , they would communicate into me.’  

which appeared to imply that God was in control, at the same time that any question could be answered astrologically. 
Lilly also showed his predetermined approach when he said `there is nothing appertaining to the life of a man in this world, which in one way or other hath not relation to one of the twelve houses of Heaven´.
 
Lilly was writing in moment of cosmological revolution after the invention of the telescope in 1609. His philosophical views was challenged in between the mainstream middle way and his sample cases composed by fatalistic tones of the Stoic.


Hone, as our representative of the twentieth century, had a Stoic perspective of Astrology. Stoicism, explained Campion, through the hands of its founder, Zeno of Citium, proposed that whatever occurs in this world must take place in accord with divine reason. The second important proposition of the stoics, included Campion, is that all things are linked.
 For Hone, `man is only free within limits´
, she added:

`Synchronization with a planetary pattern apparently denies free will entirely.  An answer to this problem takes the student into the realms of philosophy and religion… Only the recognition of that which he senses as greater than himself can be attune himself to what is beyond the terrestrial pattern. In this way, though he may not escape terrestrial happenings, by the doctrine of free will and willing `acceptance’ he can `will’ that his real self is free in its reaction to them.´
 
Hone brings the Stoic view of “acceptance”, as the only “freedom” we have. One may not control what happens (which is predetermined) but can control the way one reacts to it by accepting what life brings. Hone states clearly that astrology is not a science.
 She defines astrology as an art, (a term also used by both Ptolemy and Lilly), a unique system of interpretation of the correlation of planetary action in human experience´.

Each author had their own philosophical background, which, in turn impacts their view on fate and free will. Ptolemy blending a Platonist Aristotelian view, allowing a space of free will and choice, whereas Lilly had a predetermined view, sharing a Stoic monist tone with Hone.
The treatment of Mars 
This section will examine the treatment of Mars, building on previous analyses that situated each author within their historical and philosophical contexts. A cultural perspective, considering the environment in which each author lived, may further enrich this exploration. Terry Eagleton’s observation that ‘the idea of culture signifies a double refusal: of organic determinism on one hand, and of autonomy of spirit on the other´
 provides a useful framework. This perspective invites an inquiry into the balance between an inherent, "organic determinism" in Mars' symbolic meaning and the extent to which cultural influences of the time allowed for an "autonomy of spirit," enabling Mars' symbolism to adapt to each historical moment.
Beginning with Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, as a foundational text of the three works, it’s no surprise that both Lilly
 and Hone
 referenced it in their own astrological writings. Ptolemy defines 
the nature of Mars as being "chiefly to dry and to burn, in conformity with this fiery colour and by reason of his nearness to the sun, for the sun's sphere lies just below him.” 
 This description of Mars as inherently dry and hot supports Ptolemy’s nature oriented Aristotelian approach and the classification of Mars as a "malefic" influence in astrology.
When discussing Mars’ role in events like eclipses, Ptolemy notes Mars as a bringer of “destruction through dryness,” and associates it with potentially dire effects on humanity: wars, civil discord, captivity, revolts, sudden fevers, and even violence and piracy. 
 We can see the cultural and historical adaptation to the explanation of a planet. Nowadays an astrologer probably does not even think of piracy, for example. These themes illustrate the broader interpretation of Mars as a challenging force. Ptolemy’s Aristotelian view of planetary influence, as seen before, was heavily supported on the concept of the four humours, which he used to explain the benefic or malefic effects of each planet, in his own words:
‘because two of the four humours are fertile and active, the hot and the moist (for all things are brought together and increased by them), and two are destructive and passive, the dry and the cold, through which all things, again, are separated and destroyed, the ancients accepted two of the planets, Jupiter and Venus, together with the moon, as beneficent because of their tempered nature and because they abound in the hot and the moist, and Saturn and Mars as producing effects of the opposite nature, one because of this excessive cold and the other for this dryness.’

He seems to be mindful of explaining the natural reasons behind the representation of a planet, as Ptolemy words, beneficent of maleficent.

Lilly, over a thousand years after Ptolemy, also describes the nature of Mars temperament as angry, cholerick, quarrelsome,
 explaining the positive description when Mars is potent, which Ptolemy called ‘honorable position´
. 

`When potent and fortunate, he renders generous man, valiant, full of courage, irefull, fierce and violent, apt with their hands, open in their speech, with a kind of temerity; fearing no bodily dangers , apt for government, boasters, or crackers, ayming at revenge, impatient of fervitude, or of receiving injuries or affronts. When imbecil and cadent or other ways unfortunate,  cruel man, quarrelsome and tyrannical, rash and head -strong, bloody minded, unshame facet, sumptuous, braggers, impious, unjust, shedders of blood, imprudent in provoking, but timerous when it comes to action, theeves, authors of diffentions, tumults, fedition.´

Given the vast temporal distance between Tetrabiblos and Christian Astrology, the similarities in how Ptolemy and Lilly describe Mars are striking, particularly in their consistent portrayal of the planet as a malefic force. Historian Ranke, as cited by Evans, emphasizes the importance of grasping the past in its own terms, trying to intuitively understand the inner beings of the past.
. Yet, one might observe a sense of timelessness here, suggesting that astrological core significations could transcend historical context. This raises the question: can the meaning of a planet or symbol persist beyond cultural shifts? Or, in the Platonic sense, is there an essential archetype
 — an enduring core that remains constant in the symbol of Mars over time? The consistency with which both Ptolemy and Lilly characterize Mars as malefic suggests that an essential significance may indeed persist, even as cultural and historical interpretations vary.

Lilly, contrasting with the two other authors, is unique in his involvement in politics, as described by Campion, `The outbreak of English civil war in 1642 offered astrologers scope for expanding their work, partly because of censorship relaxed but also on account of public thirst for predictions.’ 
 Mars was predominant for Lilly´s reputation, which, added Campion, was made when he noticed that in June of 1645, when civil war entered its third year, Mars was due to make a dangerous aspect to King´s ascendent, recommending the rebels to fight, defeating the king at the Battle of Naseby, changing course of war. Lilly, says Campion, was credited for foretelling the victory.
 Lilly was living this very particular historical moment, although one can argue that this involvement in politics could be a trace of personality. Paradoxically, despite his engagement in political matters, he ignored mundane astrology, as noted by Campion,
 a subject that both Hone
 and Ptolemy addressed, the latter using a different terminology, in line with his historical moment, for example, at the chapter about the examination of countries affected.

When adding Hone´s perspective on Mars, there is a contrast as the planet gains some less negative connotations.  She started by giving Mars the keywords ‘energy, head, activation´, 
 and, being the ruler of Aries, `adds energy and initiatory force to what is already there in plenty´. The “initiatory” part showed the psychological school Hone was deeply influenced by. One of her inspirations was Charles Carter, an innovator himself who at the preface of Hone’s book, refers to it as a work `designed to set a fresh and higher standard in astrological achievement in text-books’.
  The notion of quantity, described as “plenty”, implies a sense of exaggeration to the planet, echoing Ptolemy´s explanation about the excess of dryness in Mars
, though her tone is notably softer.  Again here we can evoke Evans and Ranke´s inspiration to understand the moment in which it was written and the author’s predecessors. There is a clear influence of a psychological approach when she says `it is now realized that many happenings in a man’s life are concurrent with certain psychological states, which in turn spring from an inner motivation´. She brings the inside world of a person, for example, when she refers to Mars as “drives and urges” of the unconscious from a psychological point of view.
Although a psychological perspective may sound “modern”, as per emphasized by the name of the Hone´s book, Andrikopoulos argues that Ptolemy also ‘ascribed psychological qualities to planets´.
 She cites Ptolemy mentioning Mars in relation to Venus ‘making his subjects noble, commanding, spirited´.
 Andrikopoulos also included Lilly in the argument when he refers to Mars with boldness or Leo with courage.
 Again we can think of a core drive of Astrology since ancient times to use the symbols to describe the individual not only externally, but also internally.
Hone introduces Mars with a mythological reference, stating ‘Mars is known as the God of war´
, which Lilly also touches on this but briefly, saying that Mars was sometimes called Ares by the ancients
. In contrast, Ptolemy avoids mythology altogether, adhering instead to a more scientific approach to Astrology. For Riley, ‘Ptolemy does not feel the need for a comprehensive review of all the mythical attributes of the stars and signs´
.  
Among the three authors, Hone uniquely emphasizes the symbolism of planetary glyphs. When discussing Mars, she pointed out:

‘Mars´ symbol ‘contains the circle of spirit, the older form having the cross of matter exactly above, signifying that this planet has more to do with material things than Venus, the opposite shaped symbol´


Ptolemy and Lilly gave examples of physical characteristics related to Mars, the first mentioned mars when rising making `his subjects in appearance red and white, tall and robust
…´, the latter used almost the same words like ‘white mixed with their redness´, whereas Hone, in turn, explores the internal psychological effect of the planet, such as the ‘ability to be energetic´.


The core principle of Mars seemed to be present in the three authors, with adaptations of language, historical factors, philosophical, and cultural backgrounds.
Conclusion
This paper examined the role of Mars in the works of Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Lilly Christian Astrology, and Hone, The Modern Text-Book of Astrology, tracing the planet’s evolving interpretation across history and exploring the philosophical contexts of each author. It highlighted both the similarities and differences between Ptolemy’s Platonic-Aristotelian perspective and the Stoic-influenced approaches of Lilly and Hone. The analysis revealed a continuity in Mars’s core malefic symbolism, though each author’s interpretation varied in intensity according to their respective philosophical and historical contexts. Ptolemy and Lilly both depicted Mars primarily as a malefic force, while Hone, drawing on a more psychological framework, presented a more nuanced view. Overall, this paper suggests that astrology retains a fundamental core meaning for Mars, which adapts in expression to reflect each author’s cultural and historical environment.
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