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Discuss the role of astrology in the European medieval world using at least two primary sources from either literature or art.
Word count: 3003  


 
The aim of this essay is to discuss the role of astrology in the European Medieval world using at least two primary sources from either literature or art. In order to establish the role of astrology in this period the definition of the period will be assumed to be the era between
the end of the Roman Empire in 5th Century A.D. and the beginning of the Rennaisance period which was at the end of the 15th Century A.D.[footnoteRef:2] The first primary source chosen is  Hermes Trismegistus The Centiloquium, trans. By Henry Coley (1629), annotated by Deborah Goulding 2016.[footnoteRef:3] The second primary source is :  Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy; Paradise, translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1867).[footnoteRef:4] The role of astrology in this period will be discussed via the themes of the astrology evident in the primary sources, astrology in Medieval Europe and a comparison of how the primary sources reflect or do not reflect the astrology present within Europe during that era.   [2:  Medieval Europe, Ed. N.A. Silberman, Oxford Companion to Archaeology (2nd Ed), Oxford University Press, 2012< https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199735785.001.0001/acref-9780199735785-e-0274?rskey=5Lz40g&result=1>, [accessed 08/07/2019]]  [3:  Hermes Trismegistus The Centiloquium, trans. By Henry Coley (1629), annotated by Deborah Goulding 2016, < http://www.skyscript.co.uk/centiloquium2.html > [accessed 06/06/19]]  [4:  Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy; Paradise, translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1867), < https://justcheckingonall.wordpress.com/2008/02/28/complete-dante-alighieris-divine-comedy-in-pdf-3-books/ > [accessed 06/06/19]] 



The Primary Sources

The Centiloquium- Hermes Trismegistus
The Centiloquium is a list of aphorisms relaying astrological advice concerning a wide range of astrological information. In a similar manner to Ptolemy’s writings in the Tetrabiblos, Trismegistus personifies the planets and refers to them as possessing attributes which determine the fate of the humans on Earth. In aphorism 6 Trismegistus refers to Mercury and Venus as living entities as he writes ‘He comprehends languages and discipline; she delights and pleasures..’.[footnoteRef:5] In Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos Book IV chapter 5 there are many statements in which Ptolemy refers to the planets as a living persona affecting Humans such as ‘And if the sun is in a sign of a single figure, or applies to one of the oriental planets, he makes them marry but once’.[footnoteRef:6]  [5: Hermes Trismegistus The Centiloquium, trans. By Henry Coley (1629), annotated by Deborah Goulding 2016, < http://www.skyscript.co.uk/centiloquium2.html > [accessed 06/06/19], aphorism 6.]  [6:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. By F.E. Robbins, Cambridge, M.A., Harvard University Press, 1884, Book IV, chpt 5, p.393, <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/ptolemy-tetrabiblos/1940/pb_LCL435.393.xml?result=4&rskey=uj70As > [accessed 07/07/19]] 

Trismegistus also demonstrated his belief that the effect of the planets was certain. In aphorism 25 there is one of several examples of his certainty when he wrote ‘When either Taurus or Libra ascend in women’s nativities, and Mars therein, the native will be immodest and unchaste; the same if Capricorn shall ascend.’[footnoteRef:7] According to the text, Trismegistus  stated that all women born under these conditions were likely to be immodest and unchaste, nor did he say there was a possibility that they could be , rather he wrote that   they would be, it was a definate. Ptolemy also demonstrates such certainty in the Tetrabiblos when he wrote ‘If the moon is present with this aforesaid combination when it is at the horoscope or at mid-heaven, she makes men wed their mothers..’.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Hermes Trismegistus The Centiloquium, trans. By Henry Coley (1629), annotated by Deborah Goulding 2016, < http://www.skyscript.co.uk/centiloquium2.html > [accessed 06/06/19], aphorism 25]  [8:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. By F.E. Robbins, Cambridge, M.A., Harvard University Press, 1884, Book IV, chpt 5, p.403, < https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/ptolemy-tetrabiblos/1940/pb_LCL435.403.xml?result=4&rskey=uj70As > [accessed 07/07/19]] 

 Trismegistus conveys an approach of authority and although it is difficult to source exactly who Hermes Trismegistus was, the teachings which were attributed to him were certainly known by the early church fathers such as Lacantius (c.250 – 325) and St Augustine (354 – 430 A.D.) and much later became the key reference for Hermetic and Alchemical teachings which gained popularity in Europe in the sixteenth century. The fifteenth Century Italian philosopher Marcilio Ficino (1433-99) is known to have translated a version of the Hermetic Corpus into Latin.[footnoteRef:9] Although, as a document, it was later found to have been created in the early Christian period, at the time of Ficino it was thought to have been written by Hermes himself, thus indicating a knowledge of Trismegistus as a character whether factual or fictional. In The City of God Saint Augustine wrote an entire chapter about what he believed Trismegistus thought about Idolatry and another on his confession on the error of his forefathers.[footnoteRef:10] As an influencial Church Father, Augustine would affect the understanding and belief of many Christians students including clergy, monks and priests, all of which created the doctrine which was to be taught to followers of Christianity across Europe. As both Ficino and St. Augustine are famous as historical figures of a period which spans approximately 1300 years it is evident that the teachings of Trismegistus held some prominance as a philosopher and astrologer. [9:  C. Gilly, S. Gentile, Marsilio Ficino e il ritorno di Ermete Trismegisto, Centro Di, Florence, 1999
6 St Augustine, NPNF1-02.St Augustin’s City of God and Christian Doctrine, trans P. Schraff, Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 1890, pdf < https://www.holybooks.com/augustins-city-god-christian-doctrine/>, [accessed 07/07/19] ]  [10: ] 

If Augustine felt it neccessary enough to comment on foundational information regarding Trismegistus  in the most important and famous work he had written then perhaps that can be understood to be a reflection of prominence of Trimegistus’ teachings otherwise they would not be a point of concern. If the teachings of Trismegistus influenced philosophers and astrologers then the role that Trismegistus and the Centiloquium played was not just in astrological and philosophical thought but also in trhe daily behaviour of people following the advise within. In aphorism 23 it is written that a King or prince should avoid travelling whilst Cancer is ascending and in 85, don’t marry if the moon is in Cancer or Scorpio unless it involves widows. These statements, as advice, are obvious and relate to pysical action. However, there would also be the role that such information played once received by the indiviual and their psychology as a person living in Europe at that time and whether or not it gave rise to behaviour such as blame, argument and even superstition. The translation that happens within the human mind on receipt of the information and the perversions, modifications and exaggerations which may or may not take place as that information is relayed or employed in daily life. In aphorism 82 there is a warning not to cut new clothes nor wear new clothes when the moon is in a fixed sign because it is extremely dangerous.[footnoteRef:11] In a period of such high mortality rate due to wars and disease, warnings such as this could carry a far greater brevity than at more socially peaceful, affluent times in history. [11:  Hermes Trismegistus The Centiloquium, trans. By Henry Coley (1629), annotated by Deborah Goulding 2016, < http://www.skyscript.co.uk/centiloquium2.html > [accessed 06/06/19], aphorism 82] 

This document, however, is a translation into English by Henry Coley in 1676. It is unclear as to whether or not it is a translation of the original arabic source or a translation of the Latin translation. In the notes, Debra Holding points out that the text was taken from much longer texts and therefore has been subjected to editing by a previous translator.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ibid, Notes & References,3] 

As Richard Evans  states ‘Historians are always led by their present-day concerns’.[footnoteRef:13] There is a risk that there are discrepencies between the original text and the translation and such risks would increase with each further translation.  [13:  R. Evans, In Defence of History, Granta Books, London, 2018,chpt 2, p.86] 



The Divine Comedy: Paradise - Dante Alighieri  
The Divine Comedy is an allegorical work written by Italian poet and philosopher Dante Alighieri (c.1265 – 1321). Set in the first person it tells the story of a spiritual journey which Dante makes through the spheres staring from Hell and ascending to Heaven. It is a substantial work of three parts which are Inferno (Hell), Purgatorio (Purgatory) and Paradiso (Paradise).
Paradise consists of 33 ‘Cantiche’ which are ‘poems’, indicating that it was intended that the work was to be spoken and from Canto I it becomes evident that the cosmology to which Dante related features components which are in keeping with the teachings of Aristotle. Dante leads the listener on a journey through the spheres to which he makes clear reference in Canto 2  , the Empyreum and Primum Mobile he describes as the ‘Heaven of the divine repose’.[footnoteRef:14] According to Poss ‘Stars are spritualized in the Commedia to provide glimpses of divinity, visible on Earth, from the material world’.[footnoteRef:15] In Paradise, Dante’s stars are living characters which again is in accordance with Aristole whom scholars believe to have written ‘The fact is that we are inclined to think of the stars as mere bodies or units, occurring in a certain order but completely lifeless; whereas we ought to think of them as partaking of life and initiative.’[footnoteRef:16] Dante also makes a direct reference to them in Canto 4 but on this occasion he and a character named ‘Beatrice’ refer to Plato’s treatment of stars in the Timaeus.[footnoteRef:17] Dante’s demonstrates a cosmology which has foundations in Hellenic philosophy as is evident in Canto 1, 2 and so on when he refers to Plato and various Greek and Roman deities, however, he also makes many references to biblical characters (Canto 4), Church Fathers  and Christian doctrine. In Canto 4 he gives us insight into his opinion regarding the worship of planets as deities and describes those who did as going ‘astray’ (p21) but leaves the listener in no doubt of his credo in Canto 5 when he warns;  [14:  Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy; Paradise, trans. by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Canto 2, p.11 < https://justcheckingonall.wordpress.com/2008/02/28/complete-dante-alighieris-divine-comedy-in-pdf-3-books/ > [accessed 06/06/19]]  [15:  Richard.L. Poss, Stars and Spirituality in the Cosmology of Dante’s Commedia, Culture and Cosmos, Vol.5 no1, Spring/Summer 2001, p.49 ]  [16:  Aristotle, On The Heavens, trans. W.K.C. Guthrie (1906-81), Book II, chpt 12, p.207, < https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/aristotle-heavens/1939/pb_LCL338.207.xml?rskey=mdYSd9&result=23> [accessed 07/07/19)]  [17:  Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy; Paradise, trans. by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Canto 4, < https://justcheckingonall.wordpress.com/2008/02/28/complete-dante-alighieris-divine-comedy-in-pdf-3-books/ > [accessed 06/06/19]] 


“Christians, be ye more serious in your movements ;
Be ye not like a feather at each wind,
And think not every water washes you.
Ye have the Old and the New Testament,
And the Pastor of the Church who guideth you
Let this suffice you unto your salvation.
If evil appetite cry aught else to you,
Be ye as men, and not as silly sheep,”[footnoteRef:18]   [18:  Ibid, Canto 5, p.27] 

 
	Later in Paradise, Dante made an acknowledgement of astrological teachings when he turned his attention to the zodiac sign under which he was born, which was Gemini. In Canto 22 he wrote ‘O glorious stars, O light impregnated with mighty virtue, from which I acknowledge all of my genius, whatsoe’er it be, with you was born, and hid himself with you, he who is father of all mortal life, when first I tasted of the Tuscan air;’[footnoteRef:19]. In the accompanying notes, Longfellow wrote that Dante makes reference to Gemini when he says ‘with mighty virtue’ and ‘all my genius’ which are both attributes associated with the sign. Longfellow also stated that it was also known that Dante was born on 14th May 1265 when the sun rose and set in Gemini. It is evident that Dante is accommodating the idea that the zodiac sign Gemini had bestowed certain attributes to him.  [19:  Ibid, Canto 22, p.153] 

	According to Kay, Dante also displays knowledge of the precession of the equinoxes when he wrote Beatrice’s prophesy which states that January would be ‘unwintered’ before a leader would come who would bring peace.[footnoteRef:20] Kay suggests that Dante was aware that according to Ptolemy and his teachings about the precession of the equinoxes, spring would come a degree early each century.[footnoteRef:21] Kay states that according to this theory January would not be a winter month when the vernal equinox was on the 31st of December and in the year 1300 it actually did. [20:  Richard Kay, Unwintering January (Dante Paradiso 27. 142-143), The John Hopkins University Press, 2003]  [21:  Ibid, p.240, pp.2] 

 	Dante demonstrated that he held a cosmology which could accomodate a combination of teachings, in Paradiso alone there is evidence of classical philosophy and astrological teachings which in turn has a heritage that contains arabic science. The notion of Heaven and Hell was not solely a Christian concept, the polarity of good versus evil was a concept of Persian religion.[footnoteRef:22] Nevertheless, Dante makes a clear and somewhat strong declaration of is predominant adherence to Christian doctrine which could be a reflection of the his background as a member of a family who supported the Papacy.[footnoteRef:23] The astrology to which he refers does not venture into anything more than the acknowledgement of the zodiac and the affects of the planets on his personality, this leaves open the possibility and likelihood, given his religious statements, that the astrology he adopted were only the parts which were more tolerated by Christianity. [22:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, New York University Press, London 2012, p. 161-2. ]  [23:  Who’s Dante Alighieri?, Museo Casa Di Dante website, < https://www.museocasadidante.it/en/dante-alighieri/ >, [accessed 02/07/19]] 



The Astrology of Medieval Europe
In the thousand years which constitute the Medieval period there were many developments in society. Arabic science and magic began to move across Europe from Spain and northwards where it eventually reached England. Trade and commerce would allow the movement of texts and in some cases it is possible that Jewish communities may have carried material with them as they migrated across Europe.[footnoteRef:24]   [24:  Roger. French, Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century, Isis, Vol 87, No.3, p.465] 

According to French, Roger of Hereford was one of the most prominent figures responsible for the integration of Arabic astrology in England.[footnoteRef:25] He was known to have modified some astronomical tables which had been translated from some Latin astronomical tables in Toledo which had been translated from the original arabic tables.[footnoteRef:26]  His work also shows that he referenced teachings from the Introductorium by the Muslim Abū Maʿshar which demonstrates how close astrology and medicine relate to one another. Abū Maʿshar also showed how anyone could make astrological predictions which made it accessible outside of the academic arena which is likely to have inspired Roger as he is known to have written what is thought to be England’s earliest astrological textbook. The textbook contains tables and charts which describe astrological information which he had not only learned from previous astrologers but also a few new kinds of detailed calculations which specifically address the questions of a client, defining Judicial Astrology.  [25:  Ibid, p.455]  [26:  Charles Burnett, Hereford, Roger of [called Roger Infans, Roger Puer] (fl. 1176-1198), Oxford Dictionary of Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004, <https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/23955> [accessed 28/06/19]] 

	The Church became highly adverse to what was seen as the superstitions of the people and the worship of demons and in 1277 the Bishop of Paris that if anyone was found teaching any of the 219 ‘condemned propositions’ they would be excommunicated.[footnoteRef:27] Later, in 1398 the Theological faculty of the University of Paris released twenty-eight articles condemning the practice of magic. The Chancellor Jean Gerson wrote De Erroribus Circa Artem Magicam (1402) which condemned another brief list of suerstitions which he felt needed to be added to the original list of 1398.[footnoteRef:28] Regardless of the excommunications declared by the Church and despite any bans and threats of the inquisition, people continued to apply to the divinatory arts for advice, warning and reassurance. French wrote that astrology was both ‘lucrative and impious’.[footnoteRef:29] When writing about Richard Trewythian (b. 1393), Page stated that almanacs and prognostications was printed on the continent which would indicate their popularity.[footnoteRef:30] Trewythian’s notebook describes a vast variety of causes for which clients made use of his services from illness and the birth of a child to theft and missing people and Page writes ‘Clients turned to Trewythian for help with intimate domestic crises’.[footnoteRef:31] [27:  L. White, Jr. Science and the Sense of Self: The Medieval Background of a Modern Confrontation, Daedalus, Vol. 107, No 2, Limits of Scientific Inquiry (Spring, 1978), p.51]  [28:  Michael, Bailey. A Late Medieval Crisis of Superstition?, Speculum, Vol. 84, No. 3, University of Chicago Press (July 2009), p.634]  [29:  Roger French, Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century, Isis, Vol 87, No.3, Sep. 1996), p.458]  [30:  Sophie Page, Richard Trewythian and the Uses of Astrology in Late Medieval England, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Vol. 64 (2001), p.194 ]  [31:  Ibid, p.205] 


 
How the primary sources reflect the Medieval European Astrology 
 Although the Centiloquium was written before the Medieval period the astrological information stands as an example of what Medieval astrology was founded upon. Hermes Trismegistus was a name still known to Medieval philosophers and astrologers, his Corpus Hermeticum used in the study of medicine and translated by Ficino (1433-1499). His work bears some resemblance to that of Roger of Hereford and Richard Trewythian and is a contrast to the work of Dante who, although in his Paradise displays a cosmology which bears resemblance to the teachings of Aristotle, Ptolemy and Plato also is filtered by Christian doctrine. Both the work of Trismegistus and Dante had the ability to inspire a spiritual development for the person as an individual who is free to transcend the mundane. Both are representative of the roles of astrology in Medieval Europe. For some it provided insight, for others the opportunity to be prepared for what was to come. 

Conclusion
Regardless of translation and the risks associated with it, the astrological information in both works were still able to provide a key to the gaining of reassurance and in some cases identity. Such information would be priceless at a time when beliefs were being taxed and tested by the mundane issues of an era which was opening up to an oncoming renaissance for both Europe as the macrocosmic and the European as the microcosmic. 
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