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A Critical Comparison of Aquarius in three primary source documents

This essay compares and contrasts the astrological use and description of the zodiacal sign Aquarius in the following: Julius Fermicus Maternus’ Mathesis
, Alan Leo’s Astrology for All
, and Liz Greene’s The Astrology of Fate
. Two main themes will be the focus of this analysis. First, the differences in the author’s assigned rulership of Aquarius, what is referred to as the sign ruler in the modern sense and the planet’s domicile in the classical. Second, the ways in which the author’s differently ascribe societal symbolism to Aquarius and how such symbolism is articulated. Given the diversity in structures between the three texts, the employed methodology differs. In the Mathesis, a significant portion of the text describing most zodiacal signs and sign delineations of planets are lost. Delineations pertaining to Aquarius were located throughout the text, some of which relate to specific placements such as Aquarius rising on the eastern horizon of a horoscope (known as the rising sign or Ascendent) or Saturn in Aquarius. A similar method has been applied to Astrology for All, in which common themes were extracted from a variety of interpretations pertaining to planets in Aquarius. Lastly, an excerpt from The Astrology of Fate describing the zodiac sign of Aquarius was used for this analyse​​​s. Where the term ‘native’ appears throughout, it refers to an individual whose horoscope contains a specific astrological placement that is being discussed. 

Julius Fermicus Maternus is notable not only for writing the Mathesis, but also a Christian polemic titled De errore profanarum religionum, a text he wrote after the Mathesis that denounces his former paganism.
 He was a Roman lawyer and senator, and according James Herschel Holden, author of A History of Horoscopic Astrology, Maternus was born in the late second century and produced his works in the early fourth century CE.
 The Mathesis is an eight volume book on astrology that appears as a manual for students and was originally written in Latin. As Maternus explains in the preface of the text, the Mathesis was composed and dedicated to his friend Lollianus Mavortius, who according to Tamsyn Barton, author of Ancient Astrology, was a patron of the work and ranked high in the imperial service.
 In addition to the Mathesis’ high-status patron, the text presents horoscopes of two prominent individuals within Roman society who were peers of Lollianus
. Maternus was a member of the Roman elite class and as such, his work was intended for an equal-status audience. The Mathesis features technical instructions for a variety of techniques, delineations of astrological placements, guidance on the interpretation of horoscopes, as well as discussions on the proper conduct of astrologers and the role of astrology generally. The analysed document is a translation by James Herschel Holden published in 2011. 


Alan Leo (1860-1917) was a salesman turned astrologer who launched a popular magazine called Modern Astrology and a publishing company. According to Holden, the magazine’s success led to a quick popularization of astrology with both English and international readers.
 Nicholas Campion, author A History of Western Astrology Vol. II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, notes that Leo was ‘the most influential astrologer in the English-speaking world in the early twentieth century’.
 In addition to Astrology for All, Leo wrote and published several astrological books. The most popular foundational texts for astrologers, Holden claims, were Art of Synthesis, How to Judge a Nativity, and The Progressed Horoscope.
 Holden claims that as a Theosophist, Leo’s astrology took on an esoteric nature, and due his popularity and influence, he had a significant impact on bringing this element into English astrology.
 Campion describes Leo as an evangelist who conceived of astrology as a tool of humanity’s salvation in the dawning Age of Aquarius.
 As stated in the preface to the fourth edition of Astrology for All, Leo produced the book as an introduction to astrology, emphasizing the accessibility of the material by excluding the necessity for mathematical calculations. Its success, as claimed by Leo, was ‘due its simplicity of expression and convenience of arrangement’.
 The book was intended for as wide an audience as possible. Astrology for All begins with an introduction to the basic elements of western astrology such as the planets, zodiac signs, and descriptions of the Sun in each of the twelve signs. The rest of the text is devoted entirely to delineations of the planets throughout the zodiac.


Liz Greene is a psychological astrologer and Jungian analyst born in 1946. According to Astrodienst, Greene has been highly influential in the formation of the field of psychological astrology.
 As stated by Astrodienst, Greene has acquired doctorate degrees in both psychology and history.
 Along with astrologer Howard Sasportas, Greene founded the Centre for Psychological Astrology unofficially in 1980 as a result of various class and seminar series conducted on astrology.
 Greene has written numerous books on Astrology, including Saturn: A New Look at an Old Devil, Inner Planets: Building Blocks of Personal Reality, and The Luminaries: The Psychology of the Sun and Moon in the horoscope. Most recently, Greene published a two-volume work on the psychoanalyst Carl Jung’s interest and involvement in the study of astrology, Jung’s Studies in Astrology and The Astrological World Jung’s Liber Novus. Jung’s work has significantly influenced Greene’s pioneering role in the field of psychological astrology. As Campion states, Jung was more influential than Alan Leo in shaping astrological thought of the twentieth century.
 As such, the excerpt analysed in The Astrology of Fate, interweaves mythology and psychological perspectives reflecting Jung’s conception of the collective unconscious—a repository of mythic memory shared among all of humanity. 


Many differences in the three author’s treatment of Aquarius firstly reflects the differently assigned planetary rulership. Zodiac signs are commonly associated with a specific planet or planets, and the attributes or predictions associated with the sign derive from this. Where there are similarities in the use and description of Aquarius, mainly between Leo and Greene, they appear to result from the shared rulership between Aquarius and Uranus, something only astrologers beyond the late eighteenth century would have made. The Mathesis gave rulership of Aquarius to Saturn. Maternus initially states the domiciles of each sign in the second chapter of Book II. In the Mathesis, Saturn’s domicile in Aquarius is evident in the fact that many delineations of placements in the sign describe difficulties or weaknesses. In Hellenistic astrology, Saturn and Mars were considered malefic planets, meaning the planets weakened areas of the chart they contacted. For example, Maternus describes Mars as having a ‘natural malice’.
 However, as Holden states, Maternus does not fully discuss this matter in the Mathesis beyond the mention of Mars, but he alludes to malefics as stars that can do harm.
 Delineations of planets in Aquarius are not always negative since placements could be modified by other factors. Yet, certain aspects of Aquarian delineations in the text stand out in significant ways. In two separate places in the Mathesis, Maternus describes Venus’ placement in Aquarius as indicative of infertility in the female partner, or otherwise indicating a negative influence on the partner generally. In one passage, Maternus describes this placement as bestowing sterility as well as a fondness for sexual affairs with young boys.
 Saturn’s placement in Aquarius, compared to placements in other signs, appears the most difficult. The Saturn in Aquarius native is said to experience extreme hardships that Maternus claims are equal to death.
 While all Saturn placements carry the possibility for difficult periods, no other Saturn placement predicts potential enslavement or attempted suicide due to the enormity of ‘evil’ and ‘misfortune’ placed upon them.
 In the Mathesis, the vast majority of Saturn’s placement in Aquarius predicts immense challenges for the native early in their life, followed by the possibility of reprieve and success.
 Since classical astrology conceived of signs as placeholders for planets and were used to designate positive or negative attributes to them, drawing sign symbolism from the planets that had domicile would make sense in this context. It could be interpreted that Saturn’s domicile in Aquarius explains why the sign often gives difficult or negative predictions. 

Both Leo and Greene assign rulership of Aquarius to Uranus. However, Greene additionally assigns the classical ruler Saturn whereas Leo lists Uranus exclusively. Leo and Greene’s treatments of Aquarius are significantly different from Maternus. This difference is reflected in that Leo and Greene, as modern astrologers, perceive signs as having inherent qualities or characteristics as well as each assigning rulership of Aquarius to Uranus. In one portion of his description of the Sun in Aquarius, Leo describes Aquarius as ‘determined, patient, quiet, unobtrusive and faithful’.
 Greene describes Aquarians as having qualities of altruism as well as self doubt.
 However, Greene’s piece provides several accounts of Greek mythology and her descriptions of Aquarius serve to succinctly summarize the objective of each. In the primary mythological characters chosen by Greene, both the Greek Titan Prometheus and God Zeus are used to demonstrate the duality Greene claims is inherent to the sign Aquarius. Greene associates Zeus with the Kronos-Saturn archetype, while Prometheus appears to represent Uranus. Leo mentions electricity, innovations, genius, inventiveness, and scientific endeavours in connection to Aquarius.
 These attributes ascribed by Leo appear to reflect the rulership and qualities astrologers often associate with Uranus. In several passages, Leo mentions a connection between Aquarius and science. In his delineation of Aquarius rising, Leo mentions the native’s advocacy for scientific research.
 This association is logical in connection to Uranus, since astrologers associate its discovery with the Enlightenment since both the planetary discovery and historical period occurred in the seventeenth century. It also reveals, in contrast to Maternus, the way in which Leo and Greene perceive the zodiac to be dynamic and flexible, and in the case of Leo, capable of taking on new meaning through time. 


Throughout the texts, the authors often refer to Aquarius has having associations to a range of societal relationships. These references are characteristically impersonal, utilitarian or transpersonal. These themes are most evident in Leo and Greene. Due to the small number of sign-based delineations of planets in Aquarius in the Mathesis, it is difficult to extrapolate much from it in relation to this theme. This aspect of Aquarius was mostly a modern conception of the sign as a result of its changing planetary rulerships and inclusion into the conception of the astrological ages. However, in three delineations, the Ascendant, Midheaven and Saturn in Aquarius, Maternus makes unique statements about the native having prestigious connections and broad societal reach. With the Aquarius Midheaven and Saturn, Maternus predicts friendships with powerful people, even kings in Saturn’s case.
 
 Saturn’s placement stands out in that after a series of extreme hardships, the native is said to acquire fame, govern over men, and obtain rulership over large populations of people, something never mentioned in relation to any other delineation.
 Also unique to this placement, is the potential infamy Maternus ascribes in relation to Aquarius. Maternus appears to give this Saturn placement the potential for the most societal power and influence. 
Astrology for All has minor similarities to Greene in this regard, but given the larger volume of content, it contains more details and themes. In Leo’s delineation of the Ascendant in Aquarius, similarly to Maternus, he mentions the native’s ability to receive large public respect as well as acquiring an abundance of friendships and connections to high-status individuals.
 Leo’s delineation of Saturn in Aquarius suggests that the placement is beneficial for members of governmental bodies or private organizations such as Parliament or the head of a secret society.
 Leo makes several connections between Aquarian placements and social organizations and various societies. Brotherhoods such as the Freemasons are frequently mentioned. The most prominent attribute Leo ascribes to Aquarius is its humanitarian nature. The word humane appears frequently in reference to Aquarius throughout the text. Leo proclaims that of the twelves zodiac signs, Aquarius is the most humane.
 In describing the general nature of the Sun in Aquarius, Leo refers to the sign as having a fondness for any harmonious producing humanitarian endeavour.
 Leo emphasizes the signs proclivity for empathy such as the ability to easily assess an individual’s character or drawing enjoyment from the pleasure of others.
 Additionally, he emphasizes the signs connection to scientific endeavours as well as its tendency to produce inventions that benefit humanity. Many of these attributes appear to reflect Leo’s attribution of Aquarius to the planet Uranus and his belief in the emerging Age of Aquarius. This is most notable in his first delineation of the Sun in Aquarius. Leo suggests that true Aquarians are a rare find, but soon their time will come.
 In this, Leo suggests that Aquarius is a zodiacal sign that is acquiring new meanings and significance in the future, that it is subject to change. Leo mentions in a footnote that Aquarius and Pisces are the most complex signs, and that humanity does not currently have the capability of expressing the ‘inner qualities’ of these signs at the stage it currently finds itself.
 This statement as well as others in relation to Aquarius, appear to confirm with Leo’s worldview that humanity is moving toward a new state that has not yet manifested. 


Greene’s treatment of Aquarius in this regard has some similarities to Leo but is narrational rather than predictive. Greene makes a connection between Aquarius and the New Age through its branding as the ‘age of love and brotherhood.’
 Yet, she suggests there is more complexity to the sign than this perception might at first create.
 This complexity emerges in Greene’s nuanced treatment of the sign utilizing several mythological figures, primarily the Greek God Zeus and Titan Prometheus. While a large majority of the text is devoted to recounting mythological stories, her direct statements regarding the sign Aquarius reflect this societal dimension in its Promethean aspect. In discussing the sign’s connection with Prometheus, Greene suggests that Aquarius is incessantly seeking to ‘reform and redeem’ humanity as well as having a ‘ferocious civilizing instinct’.
 These statements reflect Prometheus’ violation of the Gods in stealing fire and gifting it to humanity, subsequently making them god-like and improving the human condition. In this respect, Greene refers to Prometheus as a ‘cosmic social worker’.
 In equating Prometheus, and by extension, Aquarius, with social work, Greene highlights the signs’ societal significance and concern with human needs. Greene in fact describes Aquarius as ‘socially minded’.
 Additionally, she gives Aquarius a sense of altruism and interest in the wellbeing of humanity overall.
 Similar to Leo, we get the essence of the Aquarian Age that Greene appears to refer to through her use of the term ‘New Age’. In the Promethean aspect of Aquarius, Greene suggests he represents the ‘daimon of the cultural impulse’.
 She equates the godlike transformation of humanity via the reception of fire with the instinctual desire within it to transcend its primal origins.
 Greene appears to connect this theme and the Aquarian archetype, with the embrace of civilization as the process of rejecting the animalistic aspect of humanity in favour of a higher impulse. Greene concludes the passage with equating the Promethean archetype with a realm of pure masculinity coinciding with the rejection of the feminine.
 For Greene, this connects symbolically with the Aquarian repulsion of the physical body and irrationality of the unconscious mind. Thus, the societal dimension of Aquarius, as demonstrated by Greene, reveals itself to be a nuanced embrace of rationality as the driver of humanity’s progress. In this, Greene highlights the signs’ association with the improvement of humanity as well as its emphasis on the rational mind over the base, natural instincts. 

Both the planetary associations through Saturn and Uranus, and the societal or civilizational aspects of Aquarius reveal much about the different cosmologies of the authors. While Leo and Greene may have similarities in this regard, they also diverge in several ways. Maternus, as a classical, Roman astrologer, contrasts the most. Maternus’ statements regarding Aquarius read as definitive and are devoid of any resemblance to that of Leo and Greene. This could be interpreted as Hellenistic astrology’s view of the cosmos as complete as it is. Maternus’ predictions are similar to non-negotiable scripture, reflective of the Stoic surrender to fate. Incidentally, Saturn, whose domicile was in Aquarius, was unwittingly at the time, the boundary of the solar system. The planets were a complete set of fixed, unchanging deities. Leo’s sole embrace of Uranus as ruler of Aquarius and his frequent mention of the Aquarian Age show a conception of the zodiac, particularly of the latter signs, as dynamic. The meaning of Aquarius was not complete but in a process of metamorphosis. Those born under Aquarian signs were not yet capable of fully manifesting the potential of this sign, something Leo frequently mentions in Aquarian delineaitons. In contrast to Maternus, Leo and Greene practiced their astrology in a solar system that was not static but expanding through the inclusion of new discoveries. Greene’s zodiac, however, is more malleable and culturally relative compared to Leo. For Greene, drawing from the Jungian paradigm, the mythological structures upholding the astrological archetypes were ‘timeless and non-localized’ as much as they were ubiquitous throughout the world.
 Greene’s conception of zodiacal archetypes was that they existed both inside and outside of the individual as dynamic agents. For Greene, the sign of Aquarius was not predictive or fully descriptive but embodied and experiential. Lastly, Maternus gives no indication of a deeper nuance to the zodiac other than denoting the quality of one’s fate. At the time of the Mathesis’ publication, the signs drew their qualities through the planets that had domicile in them, practical anecdotes, and perhaps the signs’ imagery. As astrology began to syncretise with modern, esoteric ideas such Theosophy, as well as psychology, the zodiac took on a deeper meaning and became more personalized. Additionally, the humanization of the signs, especially of Aquarius, is something completely unique to modern astrology due to the expansion of the solar system. Uranus’ association with Aquarius opened new possibilities for the signs inherent meaning. As is evident from the two modern sources analysed, Aquarius would later become a broad symbol for humanity itself and its higher aspirations.
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