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'A Critical Comparison of the planet Mars in three primary source documents.'

(Word count 2035)




This essay will compare and contrast the treatment of the planet Mars in three primary sources. The first primary source is Anthologies. It was written by astrologer Vettius Valens from Antioch (120 CE – c.175 CE). Anthologies were originally written in Greek, as a practical text-book about astrology. It was later translated in medieval times into Latin, and in 20th century into English by Mark Riley and published by him on-line. This is the edition I will be referring to for the purposes of this essay.

The second primary source is The Practical Astrology. It was written by Alan Leo (1860-1917), astrologer and theosophist, who was a well-known 20th century author and a founder of the Astrological Lodge of London. The Practical Astrology was written in English and was published in 1912. The edition that I will be using for this essay is the second edition, printed in 1960 in Bombay.

The third primary source is The Astrology and Psychology of Aggression. It was written by Howard Sasportas (1946 – 1992), astrologer and psychologist, a founder of the Centre for Psychological Astrology. The Astrology and Psychology of Aggression was written in English, and published in 1998 as the first chapter in The Dynamics of the Unconscious - Seminars in Psychological Astrology by Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas. The edition that I will be using for this essay was published by the Penguin Group, London 1989. The paper will compare and contrast these three papers via the themes of the meaning and maleficent influence of Mars, and cultural context.



The main meaning of Mars


Astrology is a complex system for analysing past, present and future, developed in Mesopotamia. In Babylonian scheme Mars was responsible for evil omens and  had been associated with Nergal, a god of the underworld, plague and war.
 In the first century CE there was an existing tradition of planetary significance, and Valens followed it.
 Planetary descriptions in Anthologies are short. The first trait assigned to Mars was a force, in the sense of brutal power and violence. Mars caused wars, plundering, the loss of property, and other circumstances or events connected with brutality. Of occupations, Mars ruled actions involving fire or iron. Of the body, he ruled the head and the blood. What was under Mars' influence, became brutal, for example, if Mars influenced significators of parents, they were rash, insolent or even drunkards.
 According to Valens, Mars was connected with masculinity and military, as a planet of action and effort.

For Leo each planet represented one main principle, and for Mars, it was the force. The general nature of Mars was aggressive, so person under its influence was supposed to be impulsive, courageous, sensual, impatient. Mars represented the physical-animal senses. It was responsible for the process of construction and re-construction.
 
Sasportas's goal was to explore both the positive and negative faces of Martial aggression as they manifested themselves in the astrological chart. In his view Mars endowed us with the will to unfold more of what we were or would become. His statement was close to Leo's point of view, particularly when he called Mars 'the energy'.

While Valens just listed Mars attributes, Leo divided the main descriptions into many categories. His list of minerals and stones was significantly longer and contained not only iron, but also other substances attributed to Mars.

Valens and Sasportas did not write about the glyphs of the planets, while for Leo it was significant. He explained Mars' glyph as a combination of a circle (spirit), a half-circle (soul) and a cross (body). For Leo a cross above the circle could have been seen as a crystallization of spirit into the matter, which resulted in experience.


In Anthologies and Practical Astrology Mars was described as a ruler of Aries, Scorpio and particular decans and terms. His exaltation was in Capricorn, fall in Cancer and detriment in Libra. What differs Sasportas from Leo and Valens, is that he completely ignored traditional rulership. He argued that this doctrine was not longer valid in the modern astrology, and claimed that 'Mars in Pisces can be just as strong and powerful as Mars in Aries, but in a different way'.

To sum up, in three primary sources Mars was linked with energy, force and aggression. The main differences concerned the rulership of Mars. While Sasportas neglected the function of rulership of Mars, Leo and Valens followed it.

Malefic Planet


One of the most fundamental distinctions of Western astrology is that there are two categories of planets: benefics and malefics, causing good and evil fortune respectively. For Valens Mars, at first sight, undoubtedly was a malefic planet. In aspect with the other planets, lots, or as a chronocrator, Mars brought uncertainty and potential danger.
 Leo did not use the term 'malefic' in reference to Mars in Practical Astrology. Good and evil were 'pairs of opposites', and behind both of them there was the one eternal, never-changing Real Self.
  For Sasportas Mars itself was not good or evil, but it may become evil if were misused.


However, astrology is a complicated art. As Dorian Giesler Greenbaum pointed out, the astrologer may interpret the symbolism differently in each particular case, even though following a general set of rules. 
  Additionally, the meaning of Mars in particular horoscope depends on his placement in a sign and his aspect with the other planets. According to Valens, Mars' fiery nature remained the same, but with aspect to benefic, Mars would produce distinguished and noble nativities, although still unsteady in their happiness. As Tamsyn Barton observed: 'For the novices, the process of learning <astrology> is humiliating, since every time they learn to operate a system, they find their answers seem invalidated by another procedure.' 
 Similarly for Leo, Mars would be generous or lavish. He advised that Mars could be purified by his contact with matter and mind, represented by Saturn or indrawn into compassion, represented by Jupiter.


Sasportas' view was more psychological. Aggressive energy was a natural energy, 'an inborn component of our biological make-up'.
 A territory of Mars laid in the unconscious. Sasportas linked Mars with id-anger, the primal rage rejected later in life, which was Freudian idea. This aggression could be expressed not only as anger, but also as coldness, sarcasm, self-destructiveness, passive sabotage etc.
 But 'healthy aggression' might be a positive impulse to comprehend and master the external world.
 If energy of Mars was stuck, it would lead to depression. Then position of Mars could show the way to get out, for example, for Mars in the third astrological house would be a short week break or writing a letter.
 All people are subject to ananke (Valens), karma (Leo) or dharma (Sasportas), which may be described as unavoidable laws of existence, but the astrologers' question is how to proceed with it. Valens and Leo did not provide this kind of practical advice. 

To summarize, all authors associated Mars with force that potentially could be aggressive. For Valens there was no distinction between psychological and physical functions or events caused by Mars. Sasportas and Leo were more focused on the psychological meanings of Mars.



The Myth and the Cultural Context


The planetary meanings may have been deducted according to certain cultural criteria, which might be by a visual or theological association by linking names of deities to the planets.
 For Valens Mars was “a star of Ares, the fiery god”.
 His colours were red and orange, and Mars was associated with blood (presumably because of his colour). That is why for Valens Mars indicated the hunter, soldier, butcher.

Leo's list contained the other mythological names, such as Mavors, Gravidus, and Pyrois.
 Sasportas was looking for an explanation of the meaning of Mars on the deeper level in mythology, and he made a distinction between Greek Mars and Roman Mars. The former was Ares, the god of war, accompanied by Deimos (Fear), Phobos (Fright), Eris (Strife), Enyo (the destroyer of the cities), and a group called the Keres, who enjoyed drinking blood of the dying. The latter, his Roman counterpart was associated with fertility, agriculture, growth, and was associated with Honor (honour) and Virtus (virtue). This distinction was crucial for his understanding of nature of Mars because in one's horoscope Mars could operate in Greek or Roman style, or both. In Sasportas opinion: 'It can mean destructive, blind aggression (The Greek Ares) or it can be a way of affirming your individual existence and following the truth of your own innate being (the Roman Mars).'


Another source of ideas in psychological astrology was alchemy. Leo described inner transformation as an alchemical process:'The crude iron (Mars, Aries) must be converted into fine steel (Capricorn) (…) and from steel (Saturn) we shall pass on top Gold (Sun).' 
 Later, the same idea was expressed by Sasportas and Greene: '...the unconscious contains an equally potent urge to transform itself, to become integrated into life, to be transmuted from alchemical dross into alchemical gold'.
 As James Brockbank pointed out, in twentieth century, myth became completely new approach to planetary signification and was now used by astrologers to provide psychological truth. This led to a break with tradition, but also opened possibility to find out what is underneath the old meaning.
 Sasportas' view of Mars could be a perfect example of the process described by Brockbank.

Sir Geoffrey Elton advised, that to understand a source, historians have to question how it came into existence, what purpose it served for those who created it, and how they proceeded to bring it into being.
 Valens' Anthologies was written for a small circle of students. The purpose was to cast the horoscopes, predict future and to be aware of potential danger caused by Mars.
Leo, as an active member of The Thesophical Society, was driven by the idea of incoming of The Age of Aquarius, glorious time of equality and growth. This required a new version of astrology, which should be accessible to everyone, so he rejected sophisticated astrological procedures.
 As a Modernist, he had a single view of the truth and wanted to put the world to rights.
 Finally, he opened a door for the New Age astrology, sun-sign columns in newspapers, and provided the Hindu idea of karma into astrological readings. His view of Mars was well grounded in traditional astrology, however, he opened new perspectives for next generations of astrologers. Mars became not only a simple cause for events, but an internal power, which can transform one's personality.

Sasportas was an astrologer, but also a professional psychologist. He derived even further away from astrological tradition than Leo did. His book was written in a style of the Platonic dialogue. The reader might feel as a participant of a real workshop, where his or her Mars was recognized as a tool for self-realization. In postmodern western world an astrological consultation was a kind of safe 'mind massage', far away from Valens 'the deaths of wives, abortions, lawsuits and banishment' — all ruled by Mars.
. 'Astrology exists only with a cultural context', as Nicholas Campion ascertained, and from this point understanding the way in which Mars was described by different authors might be deeper.



Conclusion



The aim of my essay was to compare and contrast the treatment of the planet Mars in three primary sources. The evidence showed, that the basic meaning of Mars remained the same: they were power and possible aggression. The malefic meaning of Mars found in Anthologies were a part of astrology's history. It has been the pattern which connects modern astrologers to their ancestors. However, the changes in signification of Mars have been made in accordance with existing culture.  Valens was focused on predictions connected with Mars, Leo wrote about the psychological meanings, while for Sasportas Mars was an internal power in human mind, which emerged from unconscious. The linking principle between all three of them was the idea that the negotiation with the destiny was possible, and we could understand what was represented by Mars.
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