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Reading the Future and Freeing the Will: 
Astrology of the Arabic World and Albertus Magnus 

by Scott Hendrix 
 
Albertus Magnus, or “Albert the Great,” wrote the work now known as the Speculum 
astronomiae around the year 1260.1 In part, the Speculum acted as an introduction to the science 
of astrology and the sources necessary for the serious astrologer. Yet more importantly, it 
provided a thorough and knowledgeable defense of the science of astrology in the face of 
religiously motivated opposition. In order to accomplish these goals, Albert drew on a large 
number of astrological and astronomical texts written by authors from various backgrounds, but 
his most important sources were those of Arabic writers in Latin translation.2 This study analyzes 
how these works influenced Albert’s understanding of astrology, as well as the ways in which he 
made conscious or even unconscious use of this Arabic scholarship.  
The integration of the scientific principles of astrology and its sister science, astronomy, into the 
Western tradition involved far more than a transmission of Greek scholars, such as Ptolemy, 
through Arabic intermediaries. Arabic scholars creatively blended many traditions to create a 
hybridized Arabic science. The evidence demonstrates that the transmission of scientific ideas to 
the Latin Christian world from the Arabic world involved extensive Arabic contributions, not 
only in technical aspects, but also in how those sciences were understood and accepted. I argue 
that Arabic philosophical justifications for the acceptability of the predictive sciences, within a 
religious context which held free will to be axiomatic, provided Albert with a ready-made 
response to religious critics of judicial astrology, that is, making judgments about future events 
or discovering the most propitious times to perform certain actions.3 
While it is widely known that Arabic science influenced the West, it is less well known that 
Arabic justifications for these sciences could also impact the usage and development of such 
sciences by Christian scholars.4 Yet the Christian and Muslim worldviews of the period were not 
so very different: the two groups shared a deity as well as certain religious texts and Aristotelian 
modes of interpreting their religious beliefs.5 Contemporaries, however, often focused on the 
differences; even some modern scholars have asserted that Latin Christendom was too hostile 
toward Islam to be influenced to any significant degree by these competing religious ideas.6 In 
fact, medieval Christian attitudes toward Islamic religious thought are often portrayed as filled 
with barely restrained outrage.7 Within the context of such an interpretation, it would seem that 
Christian scholars in the medieval period might borrow Arabic science, but would not be 
interested in the philosophical justifications that were used to integrate that science into a 
competing religious tradition.  
Fortunately, current research is beginning to undermine the simplistic interpretation stressing 
vitriolic Christian attitudes toward Islam. The work of Thomas Burman indicates that some 
Christian intellectuals did in fact study the Qu’ran with a measure of respect.8 For example, Peter 
the Venerable, the twelfth-century abbot of Cluny, did not content himself with a regurgitation of 
standard Christian attacks on Islam.9 Instead, his refutations of Christian misperceptions of 
Muslim attitudes toward such central subjects as the Christian Trinity and the Prophet 
Muhammad indicate a close study of the Qu’ran and a desire for accuracy.10 Christian polemic 
was not overly concerned with accuracy; such a close scrutiny of the Qu’ran seems indicative of 
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real interest and respect. Furthermore, Thomas Burman has shown that the translation of the 
Qu’ran that Peter worked from demonstrates that Robert of Ketton made frequent appeal to 
Muslim commentaries in order to insure the highest degree of clarity possible.11 If such men as 
Peter the Venerable and Robert of Ketton could treat the Qu’ran with respect in applying 
themselves to a careful study of the text and its meanings, it stands to reason that some scholars 
of the Christian West could approach preexisting Islamic justifications for science created by 
their Muslim counterparts with equal respect. In some ways a borrowing of ideas seems natural, 
since the two religions do have common ground.12 
Albert the Great’s Speculum astronomiae provides extensive evidence of cross-cultural 
borrowing of scientific and philosophical ideas in its presentation of astronomy and astrology.13 
But in order to understand the influence of scholars of the Arabic world on Albert’s work, it is 
first necessary to understand how and why astrology could be considered a hard science in the 
thirteenth century. Modern scholars have so discredited astrology that it now merits little 
attention beyond the realms of the history of science.14For a large number of medieval 
intellectuals, from Albert to Peter d’Ailly, there was no question of judicial astrology’s efficacy. 
Numerous empirical studies15 and sophisticated mathematical theories promoted confidence in 
the discipline.16Judicial astrology held an important place in the structural framework of the 
medieval intellectual tradition that informed politics, military science, philosophy, and cultural 
and social mores, to name only a few areas of its recognized influences.17 From advice given to 
kings to the guidance that astrologers offered to merchants, it is difficult to overestimate 
astrology’s wide-ranging impact.18 This impact was long lasting as well, remaining alive in the 
minds of scholars as late as Johannes Kepler.19 None of this would have been possible without 
Arabic contributions; thus it is important that we understand how astrology was practiced as a 
science in the Arabic world and how Europe received it. As a result we see that the West 
inherited both a system of thought as well as an accompanying body of philosophical 
justifications that had been elaborated by scholars working in a Muslim milieu.  
Astrology elicited suspicion in the Arab world from the earliest period of Islam. Astrologers 
were associated with the ancient kahhan (diviner priests), whom Mohammad, according to 
tradition, had denounced.20 There were no Arabic translations of scientific astrological treatises 
until the ninth century, which both limited the practice of astrology and fostered suspicion of 
predictive sciences. The first translation of an astronomical text did not occur until 803, when 
either Ibrahim al-Fazari or his son Muhammad translated the Indian Sindhind, a work based on 
Alexandrian Greek learning. The Sindhind was a treatise on astronomy and mathematics not 
designed for practical application, and as such served as an immediate catalyst for heightened 
interest in the celestial sciences. Shortly thereafter, an unknown scholar translated Ptolemy’s 
Almagest to fill the gaps left by the Sindhind. The Almagest, along with Euclid’s Elements, 
provided the basis for the practice of applied astronomy, or what would come to be known as 
astrology. Such an interest in the applied science of judicial astrology, rather than mathematical 
astronomy, was emblematic of the Arabic approach to Greek learning, which was directed not at 
abstract subjects such as poetry or drama but rather at the practical arts, such as astronomy and 
medicine.  
It did not take long, however, for Islamic intellectuals to attack the practice of astrology. Early 
assaults on its accuracy, such as the poem written in 838 by Abu Tammam al-Habib ibn Aws, 
had little impact.21 Much more serious, however, were the charges leveled against the astrologers 
for their supposed opposition to the Islamic faith. This is typified by the anonymous accusation 
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directed at Abu Ma’ shar that he had “studied astrology until he became an atheist.”22 A charge 
of atheism was dangerous indeed, for it threatened to implicate those students of the so-called 
foreign sciences, which included medicine, the natural sciences, mathematics, geography, 
alchemy, and mechanics.23 
Such attacks on astrology were problematic for practitioners, but this did not stop astrologers 
from plying their craft in almost every domain of public life.24 Thus even before the science of 
astrology had been fully developed, almost every court had an astrologer in residence, and 
Arabic elites made ready use of astrologers as advisors. Despite the religious opposition it 
encountered, a system of astrology based on Greek learning was quite attractive to the 
sophisticated intellectuals of the eighth- and ninth-century Arabic world and those who 
employed them, because it promised to explain the universe in terms of a well-defined structure 
of interrelated bodies interacting in a predictable and logical fashion.25 The founding of Baghdad 
in 762 is the most notable example of an elite appealing to an astrologer. The Caliph al-Mansur 
had the first stone of the city laid in accordance with the astrological casting of an election, 
meant to determine the most propitious time for an action, by the Persian Jew Masha’allah (d. 
815).26 
Given such an important role in both courtly life and society at large, astrologers thrived in spite 
of continuing opposition. They could not ignore accusations, however, that their science opposed 
Islamic faith. The primary motivation for these charges was the concern that a science promising 
to predict the future removed any possibility for the free exercise of human will. Since free will 
was just as axiomatic for the dominant expressions of the Islamic faith as for Christianity, this 
was a most serious accusation.27 
The Muslim astrologer whose works most influenced the West addressed this charge, and it was 
his justification that Albert would promote in his own defense of astrology. Abu Ma’ shar Ja’far 
bin Muhammad al-Balkhi, known to the West as Albumasar, was born in Khurasan in 787 and 
died in Iraq in 886.28 Abu Ma’ shar argued that astrology was superior to all other forms of 
natural philosophy. He believed it provided the basis for the other sciences, while such fields as 
medicine merely expanded its principles in a narrowly utilitarian fashion.29 To promote 
astrology, Abu Ma’ shar wrote compendiums of astrological axioms intended as practical 
manuals.30 However, he viewed himself as much more than simply a compiler of others’ ideas. 
He believed that all thought was derived from a single antediluvian revelation; thus, by piecing 
together elements from different sources, a scholar could arrive at a single “Truth.”31 Ultimately 
his methodology led him to an important original contribution of how to reconcile astrology with 
Islamic religious principles. Abu Ma’ shar introduced the concept of the “rational soul,” or man’s 
free will coupled with the cognitive abilities that differentiated him from animals, which was free 
from the influence of the stars.32 This soul, along with all else that a man possessed, came from 
God.33 In a blending of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic ideas, Abu Ma’ shar envisioned the soul, 
divine gift to man, descending from the heavens through three spheres: the divine (the sphere of 
light), the ethereal (the eight celestial spheres), and the hylic (the sublunar core, including the 
Earth).34 
Abu Ma’ shar associated God with the Aristotelian Prime Mover, who was the efficient cause of 
all earthly actions, following Aristotle’s delineation of causes.35 Thus God creates man, provides 
him with a soul, and influences that “rational soul” toward actions; but since man has free will, 
this is an influence, powerful though it may be, that may be overcome through exercise of the 
will.36 These influences did not provide the only motivation for the soul. Since it had descended 
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from the divine to the hylic realm, it desired to return, signifying a desire within the human soul 
to understand the divinity of God and act in accordance with His will.37 In order to achieve 
connection with God in the mystical sense, and to comprehend His divine plan for the universe 
so that man may order his life by it, it is necessary to understand the celestial intermediaries. 
Astrology thus provided the closest possible approximation to an understanding of His will.  
Albert recognized that Abu Ma’ shar’s justification for astrology could be instrumental to a 
defense of the science within a Christian context. The theory that the stars only influenced 
human actions, rather than governed them absolutely, effectively negated, at least for Albert, the 
argument used by those who opposed astrology based on its presumed conflict with Christian 
beliefs in the freedom of the human will. He states:  

concerning something for which it is contingent that it will be…before it is, it is 
always possible for it both to be and not to be…it does not follow…[that] before it 
is, it cannot not be…for every contingent being…it can always be and not be…it is 
not the same thing to be necessarily when it is as to be simply by necessity…and yet 
it will be because it is not necessary that potentiality [must] be reduced to 
actuality…regarding that about which it is signified…it can always be before that 
[time], and [up until that time when] it finally reverts back to the nature of the 
impossible…this is the opinion of Albumasar [Abu Ma’ shar], from which the 
famous Aristotle seems to depart to some extent.38 

Put more clearly, Albert claims that nothing is predetermined in either a positive or negative 
fashion. For Albert, there was a distinct difference between something that comes to be 
“necessarily,” as preordained, and something that comes to be after a foretelling of that event. 
Not until the event comes to pass does it “revert back to the nature of the impossible.” At that 
point, and only at that point, the event in question attains actuality; but until the event occurs, it 
is simply a contingent possibility.  
Albert openly credits Abu Ma’ shar for the formulation of a theory designed to make the science 
of astrology acceptable to Islamic authorities.39 Interestingly, Albert uses this philosophical 
argument in the same manner within a Christian context without any suggestion that this usage 
might be problematic. It is also important to emphasize that Albert considered Abu Ma’ shar 
more authoritative than Aristotle in the field of astrology.40 This was a reasonable attitude, for if 
Abu Ma’ shar developed little that might be considered wholly original, his application of Greek 
models to astrological theory formed the basis for medieval astrological thought, both eastern 
and western.41 Furthermore, he extended the arguments of Aristotle by insisting that if celestial 
influences led to the generation and eventual death and corruption of terrestrial creatures, then it 
is only logical to assume that a study of the heavens could allow one to determine the course of 
future events.42 
Albert further developed his own understanding of astrological theory to explain that, far from 
compromising Christian orthodoxy by proposing that celestial influence negated mankind’s free 
will, understanding heaven’s effects upon the human body could perfect Christian belief.43 He 
proposed that astrology, as “the link [between] natural philosophy and metaphysics,”44 could 
allow one to live a life more fully Christian. Only through the study of the heavens could one 
come to know God, as well as the effects of the stars upon our bodies, for  

if God…has ordered this world…as to operate in created things…through stars…as 
if through instruments…what could be more desirable to the thinking man than to 
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Fig. 1. Jörg Breu, In Astrologos. Woodcut from 
Andrea Alciato, Book of Emblems (1531), p. C7r. 

(Reproduced from Wikimedia Commons.)  

have a middle science [between natural philosophy and metaphysics] that may teach 
us how this and that change in the mundane world is effected by the changes in the 
heavenly bodies.45 

Therefore, if the “thinking man” wished to experience the “creator of creatures,”46 he should 
investigate the natural manifestations of God’s will upon the Earth through His agents, the stars. 
In a less mystical, less Neoplatonic sense, this is very similar to Abu Ma’ shar’s argument that 
astrology is congruent with, rather than opposed to, religious orthodoxy. Abu Ma’ shar argued 
that through understanding the celestial intermediaries, one might understand God’s divine plan 
and thus connect with God in a mystical sense.47 Nevertheless, he stopped short of arguing that 
the study of astrology could actually make one a better Muslim.  
Thus the possibility that astrology could be harmonious with a monotheistic faith that held free 
will as a crucial tenet had been suggested before the science was introduced to the West in the 
twelfth century.48 However, the theory that the stars merely influenced human action was far 
from satisfying to all Islamic religious leaders, just as it would fail to satisfy all members of the 

Christian church. The continuing controversy 
over this theoretical justification led to an 
interesting development in the East that had 
important implications for astrology as it was 
transmitted to Europe. It would serve, to a great 
degree, to split the sciences of astrology and 
astronomy.  
Astrology and astronomy formed interconnected 
components of the same science from 
antiquity.49 Opposition to the science, as detailed 
above, led to a very creative institutional 
response. The position of muwaqqit, or 
timekeeper, was created at mosques in the early 
eleventh century.50 This was a lucrative post that 
required a scholar skilled in the astronomical 
arts to maintain the calendar and perform 
astronomical observations for the mosque. 
However, the position was completely closed to 
anyone who had any association with predictive 
astrology.  

This prohibition meant that, with the exception of the few astrologers employed by secular 
authorities, practitioners of the science were largely relegated to the streets.51 Over time this led 
to the division of the science that had once been known simply as ‘ilm al-nujum, or the science 
of the stars, into its component parts of ‘ilm ‘ahkam al-nujum (the science of the decrees of the 
stars, or astrology) and ‘ilm al-hay’ a (the science of the [heavenly] configurations, astronomy).52 
In this way, tensions within the Arabic world split the interconnected astronomical science of 
Ptolemy, passing on the individual components to Latin scholars such as Albert. Therefore, 
although Albert recognized that the “two great wisdoms” were each “called by the name of 
astronomy,” he clearly differentiated between the “science of the configuration of the first 
heaven” (astronomy) and the “science of the judgments of the stars,” which is a literal translation 
of the Arabic ‘ilm ‘ahkam al-nujum, astrology.53 
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The Speculum begins with a discussion of what some medieval scholars would refer to as 
“theoretical” astronomy, meaning that part of the science that modern astronomers would still 
recognize.54 In the first two chapters, Albert analyzes the functions of the medieval astronomer 
and the sources that such an astronomer could utilize to gain a greater understanding of 
astronomical movements and events. Within this section there are certain functions that a modern 
astronomer might disavow, such as the measurement of epicycles,55 but one would have to agree 
with Albert that there is nothing within this discipline that should excite the opposition of 
theologians.56 
Albert clearly conceived of the division of astrology and astronomy as being something intrinsic 
to the study of the heavens. He states that “there are two great wisdoms and each is called by the 
name of astronomy.”57Because the singular passive verb censetur takes the ablative of name 
(nomine) in this sentence, there is no doubt from a linguistic standpoint that Albert conceived of 
the two sapientiae as each (utraque) representing a distinct subject. This is certainly borne out in 
Albert’s treatment of these “two great wisdoms” in the rest of the text. He devotes only two 
chapters to the first “wisdom,” which we may call mathematical astronomy; it only treats 
celestial motion, and derives its importance from its status as a necessary subdiscipline of the 
study of astrology. Albert reserves the other fifteen chapters for an analysis of judicial astrology 
in all its variety. Tellingly, Albert refers to each component of astrology as a “part” of the larger 
whole, whereas his language leaves no doubt about the independent nature of astronomy and 
astrology. The two scientiae are definitely linked, but each can stand alone. It is the latter that is 
the most important, allowing humans to “attain” as close an understanding as possible of God’s 
sublime ordering of the universe “through the mute and deaf stars as if they were his 
instruments.”58 In this way, we may see that a division that arose out of the religious conditions 
of the Arab world became embedded in Albert’s understanding of the science, or rather sciences, 
since he considered them separate from one another.  
So far I have attempted to demonstrate that Albert and Abu Ma’ shar agreed as to the importance 
of judicial astrology. I have also sought to show that Abu Ma’ shar provided Albert with an 
astrological model. So what was the system that Abu Ma’ shar shared with Albert the Great? 
Borrowing elements from Greek and Indian natural philosophy, articulated by scholars writing in 
Arabic, and blended with original elements, the astrological system that Abu Ma’ shar passed on 
to Albert the Great was thoroughly hybridized. It will be useful to explore that system before 
demonstrating the way in which Albert appropriated Arabic philosophical justifications for the 
practice of astrology.59 While Albert himself was no astrologer, he referred to specific 
astronomical and astrological points in order to illustrate his positions.60 What is more, without 
the astrological system developed by Arabic scholars and transmitted to the West by translators 
such as Adelard of Bath and Hermann of Carinthia,61 Albert’s defense of astrology would have 
been moot: there would have been no practice of astrology to defend.  
Astrology was built on the premise that the supralunary world of celestial bodies in constant 
motion influenced terrestrial events through the transmission of rays of light imparted with 
divine power.62 The human body was presumed to be a microcosmic representation of the larger 
macrocosm of the universe. Celestial motion, combined with the qualities of individual celestial 
objects, affected the four humors of the human body by imparting these light rays.63 In this way, 
celestial influence was held to be one of the most important determining factors that doctors 
considered when attempting to deal with human ailment.64 
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Abu Ma’ shar derived the basis for this system from Ptolemy’s Almagest, a second-century 
Alexandrian fusion of Greek, Babylonian, and Egyptian ideas65 that established the Earth as the 
center of the universe. Seven planets—the sun, moon, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Venus, and 
Mercury—revolved around it in complex relationships with the twelve star groupings known as 
the zodiac.66 The zodiac was conceived as an imaginary circular band in which each sign 
occupies thirty degrees.67 Later scholars elaborated this basic model to include Egyptian decans 
(stars or groups of stars that intersected the ecliptic) or the apparent path that the Sun takes 
around the Earth as measured against the backdrop of the stars.68 Each decan intersects the 
ecliptic at ten-degree intervals for a total of thirty-six decans; each served as the primary 
influence, or ruler, over a specific ten-day period.69 The addition of the paranatellonta, or stars 
that rise and set to the north or south of degrees on the ecliptic, further elaborated the astrological 
model.70 Although it seems to detract from the coherence of a system based upon the 360 degrees 
of the ecliptic, these paranatellonta appear to have been divided into 365 sections, apparently so 
that the astrologer could assign one to each day of the year.71 
Finally, Ptolemy divided the sky into twelve celestial houses by projecting three overlapping 
areas onto the heavens. Four pivotal points intersected the sky: the ascending point of the ecliptic 
on the Eastern horizon, the descending point of the ecliptic on the lower meridian, the 
intersection of the ecliptic with the upper meridian, and the descending point of the ecliptic with 
the upper meridian.72 The planets moved from one house to another every two hours, and each 
combination of planet and house could impart various characteristics to a newborn. Thus, casting 
nativities, or horoscopes indicating an individual’s future prospects, relied heavily upon the 
precise time of birth.73 
Astrologers supplemented these mechanistic principles by ascribing characteristics to each 
zodiacal sign and planetary body based upon Egyptian and Roman mythology. The application 
of these characteristics allowed the astrologer to make judgments about an individual’s character 
based on nativity casting. For instance, a native (the individual whose destiny was being 
foretold)74 born with Saturn as the lord of the ascendant might possess any number of negative 
characteristics, from timidity to self-absorption.75 If born under the sign of Aries he might be 
talkative, kingly, brave, lustful, or any combination thereof.76 With each stellar body and zodiacal 
sign representing a wide array of often conflicting characteristics, astrologers often created vague 
and ambiguous nativities.77 
Other types of predictive judgments failed to achieve higher levels of precision. Every 
astrological indicator presented multiple possibilities; furthermore, the system involved a far 
more complex interpretation of the interrelationships of planets, houses, zodiacal systems, and 
other stellar signifiers than is possible to discuss here. How any given astrologer interpreted his 
results was ultimately a matter of personal judgment. It is likely, however, that he would have 
argued that the system was not ambiguous but rather so complex that absolute precision in 
measurements and calculations was of paramount importance.78 Yet the ambiguities, or 
complexities if you will, served to mask the underlying mistaken assumptions by making any 
failed horoscope seem less the result of a nonfunctioning system than a simple failure in 
interpretation.79 Nonetheless, as a theoretical model, astrology was impressive enough to 
convince Albert the Great, who was hailed by such contemporaries as Ulrich Engelbert of 
Strassburg as “a man in every science so divine that he may well be called the wonder and 
miracle of our time,”80of its efficacy.  
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The astrology that so interested Albert was an enticingly elaborate system, but it had been 
brought to this point not by the Greeks but by scholars writing in Arabic, such as Abu Ma’ shar. 
It might seem odd to emphasize this Arabic element, given the important place that Ptolemy’s 
works held in the lexicon of astrology. However, the science that Ptolemy contributed to is what 
medieval intellectuals would recognize as astronomy proper, rather than its applied aspect that 
came to be known as “the science of the judgments of the stars,” or astrology.81Ptolemy did refer 
to Aristotelian concepts that were important to predictive astrology, such as a hierarchy of 
celestial influences that began with the Prime Mover and affected the generation and corruption 
of terrestrial creatures, but these ideas were not well developed in his works.82It was then left to 
Arabic or Arabic-influenced scholars of the ninth and tenth century to provide a thorough 
integration of these concepts with the mathematical and theoretical models provided by the 
Greeks.  
Three Arabic texts representative of the astrological system developed in the Arabic world are al-
Bitruji’s De motibus caelorum, which teaches us about astronomy; Masha‘allah’s Tres libri, a 
text demonstrating how to apply astronomical data in order to make predictions; and Thabit’s De 
imaginibus, a work articulating methods one may use to harness and direct celestial influence. 
The different content of these texts reveals much about astrological practice and theory in the 
Arabic world, which influenced Albert as well as many other European scholars. The first two 
texts are relatively unproblematic for someone who has already accepted the premises of 
astrology. However, Albert’s inclusion of Thabit’s work as an important source is at first 
surprising for its strongly magical nature, at least until one understands the importance of a 
magical work of this sort within the context of Albert’s Christian beliefs. I will examine this in 
its place.  
As mentioned previously, the science of astronomy became separated into its component parts of 
theoretical astronomy and astrology.83 Although in the East this was not fully completed within 
the academic curriculum until the thirteenth century, the process was well under way by the tenth 
century.84 The division is quite apparent in al-Bitruji’s text, written in 1185 in Spain, for there is 
no mention of anything within it that could be considered astrological.85 What it does provide is 
an astronomical system through which one may understand and describe a wide variety of 
celestial motions. Albert provided a specific description of the province of astronomy within the 
second chapter of the Speculum,86 in which he states that the astronomer should be able to 
measure the size of stellar objects and their distances from the Earth,87 the configuration of the 
heavens and the motions of the second heaven, which contains the “fixed and wandering stars,” 
and understand the science of heavenly motions and planetary eclipses.88 
Within these areas that Albert considered the proper province of astronomy, al-Bitruji’s work 
discussed almost all of the relevant criteria. For example, he modified the Ptolemaic system of 
motion by defining and explaining the motion of the so-called “fixed” stars, which in fact 
changed position gradually, at the rate of one degree every one hundred years.89 Furthermore, he 
postulated the existence of a set of poles for each planet, thus taking into account individual 
planetary rotations, rather than the single set of poles for the rotation of the universe around the 
Earth that Ptolemy relied upon.90 
Al-Bitruji’s text is an excellent example of Arabic astronomical theory in that it supplies 
sophisticated mathematical models useful for understanding the movements of celestial bodies. 
The astronomer’s computational models, when applied to data obtained through observation, 
would allow the astrologer to gather and process the hard data he needed to practice his science. 
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Fig. 2. The Ptolemaic Universe.  

Woodcut from Andrew Borde, The First Book of the 
Introduction of Knowledge 1542 (1547).  

(Reproduced from Anniina Jokinen, “Medieval 
Cosmology,” Luminarium.) 

Those who followed Abu Ma’ shar’s view of astrology would have seen astronomy in this way, 
because astrology, in dealing with substantive causes and effects, was far more important than 
the study of mathematical abstractions.91 Thus, European scholars apparently found al-Bitruji’s 
work to be worthy of dissemination because it both provided a handy guide to the technicalities 
that an astrologer must master, and in many cases allowed for more accurate predictions of 
celestial motion than did Ptolemy’s Almagest.92 
Both Ptolemy and al-Bitruji (or alternatively, Ptolemy and thus al-Bitruji) worked from the 
Aristotelian model of planetary motion in which all motive force in the universe is imparted by 
the Prime Mover from the highest, starless sphere, the Primum Mobile, that encompasses the 

entire universe.93This motive force travels 
in a great chain from the highest sphere 
through the seven below it, with each 
individual motion set into action through a 
single mover acting upon a single 
movement, or moved body.94 In other 
words, following the Aristotelian doctrine 
that every motion must be imparted by a 
motive force, the Prime Mover imparts 
motion to the Sphere of Saturn, which in 
turn imparts motion to the Sphere of 
Jupiter and so forth, all the way down to 
the terrestrial realm, where earthly 
creatures receive the influence of the 
Prime Mover, altered by passage through 
each of the planetary spheres.95 
The second and larger section of al-
Bitruji’s work, filling eleven chapters out 
of twenty, goes beyond the theories and 
descriptions of celestial motion to 
undertake a complex analysis of the 
mathematical models that enable the 
astronomer to understand it. The author 
explains how to use geometric and 

trigonometric calculations to articulate the movements of each of the seven planets.96 Important 
modifications of the Ptolemaic system include the addition of planetary rotation and the 
replacement of epicycles (in which planets orbit an imagined central point) with the theory of 
trepidation (in which they orbit the Earth at variable rates of speed).97 This resulted in apparent 
retrograde motion of certain planets, such as Mercury, in relation to the other planets and the 
“fixed” stars.  
In order to understand how to interpret the astronomical data gathered through al-Bitruji’s 
teachings, the astrologer needed the direction provided by works such as Masha‘allah’s Tres 
libri. This text contains three short pieces that are wholly astrological, with no astronomical 
techniques mentioned and not a mathematical formula to be found. For those who viewed 
astrology as applied astronomy, as Albert seems to have done, the Tres libri would have been the 
practical complement to the abstractly mathematical work of authors such as al-Bitruji.  
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Masha‘allah was a Persian Jew from Basra who worked as an astrologer in Baghdad from about 
762 until 815.98 He was the first scholar to introduce elements of Aristotelian physics into Arabic 
science, probably through the use of Harranian translations of the Philosopher’s works. He 
blended Aristotelian physics and cosmography with Pahlavi and Syriac astrological doctrines. In 
his astrological histories, a science perfected in Sasanid Iran, he also interjected elements of 
Zoroastrian millennialism, or the belief in dramatic epochal changes occurring to mark the end of 
an age.99 
The Tres libri, when taken together, provide a thorough guide for the production of astrological 
prognostications based on “hard” astronomical data. These instructions allowed an astrologer to 
apply himself to a wide variety of the forms of judicial astrology. For example, Masha‘allah 
explains how to make a determination of the “revolutions of the years of the world,” or predict 
the events for a given year.100 He states that such predictions will take the form of generalized 
judgments rather than providing a day-by-day description of future events. Nevertheless, it was 
easy to see the utility of even such limited knowledge of the future.  
In order to obtain the judgment in question, it was necessary to consider a number of variables. 
According to the first chapter of De revolutione, the opening work in Masha‘allah’s Tres libri, 
one must first find the “lord of the ascendant,” or the planet nearest to the first degree of the 
zodiac to rise on the first day of the new year.101 When the sun rises, the astrologer must carefully 
determine its position relative to this lord. If the relative positions of the sun and the lord of the 
ascendant are “free from evil,” then one may determine that the year will be one of good weather 
and victory in battle.102 When the astrologer takes into account the relative positions of the moon 
or other planets, then the generalized nature of the coming year may be revealed. As with all 
other aspects of astrology, however, this relatively straightforward system is modified by a host 
of complicating factors. The first of these is the determination of the “triplicity” within which the 
ascendant belongs.103 All zodiacal signs belong to one of four triplicities, which are groupings of 
three signs of the zodiac according to their supposed natures.104 Furthermore, each triplicity has 
an assigned lord by day, another by night, and one which shares the lordship during both night 
and day.105 Only by measuring the relationship of the lord of the ascendant within the triplicity to 
the lords of that triplicity could an astrologer arrive at a final judgment as to the disposition of 
that year.  
For the purpose of this study, the intriguing point about this system is not so much its complexity 
but rather the way in which Masha‘allah blended differing cultural traditions to create a useful, 
and thoroughly hybridized, model. Although it is difficult to determine the provenance of each 
aspect of this theory, it is clear that it contains elements of Alexandrian Greek and Sasanian 
traditions. The Sasanians placed great emphasis on the triplicities and their lords in their political 
and historical astrology, while Masha‘allah’s basic model, featuring the transmission of 
influences through the spheres to the sublunar realm, is familiar from Ptolemy’s Almagest.106 
De receptione, the prologue of the third of Masha‘allah’s Tres libri, elucidates an important point 
in the author’s theory: he states that the entire system functions “by the will of God” and that 
knowledge about any given event may be “prohibited by the will of God.”107 Masha‘allah’s 
assertion that celestial influence and astrological forecasting function according to divine will is 
congruent with his concern as a Jew to recognize that ultimately all power rests with God. If the 
astrologer was successful, then it was “by the will of God.”108 Without His assent, there could be 
no successful divination. Masha‘allah appears to have been the first to associate successful 
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astrological divination with God’s will, an idea that Albert would later adopt,109 which neatly 
refuted the claims of those who would associate astrology with demonology.  
It is understandable that monotheistic Jews and Muslims produced works structured around the 
idea of God’s omnipotence, which would be quite attractive to a Christian author such as Albert. 
However, not all scholars writing in Arabic were monotheists. Thabit ibn Qurra, the author of De 
imaginibus, was a committed Sabien, a pagan religion that maintained a system of worship 
centered on the seven planets whose seven ruling angels acted as mediators to earthly 
concerns.110According to early tradition, Thabit worked as a moneychanger in the market of 
Harran while writing philosophy in his spare time.111An intensive education nourished his 
interest: we know he was fluent in Greek, Syriac, and Arabic. The High Priest of Harran 
excommunicated him in 872, although there are no clues as to what transgression Thabit might 
have committed among the Sabiens.112 Thereafter, Thabit traveled to Baghdad where he lived 
until his death in 901. During the course of his life he wrote 150 books in Arabic on logic, 
mathematics, astronomy, and medicine, as well as another fifteen texts in Syriac.113 
Thabit’s De imaginibus is on the “more valuable astronomy…the science of images.”114 The 
images in question are charms made from “tin, lead, silver, or gold” with the name of the 
ascendant and its corresponding lord, as well as the lord “for the hour and the day,” carved upon 
them.115 The inscription is placed beside the sign of the planet from which one hopes to receive a 
beneficial influence. With the properly constructed charm one might be able, for example, to rid 
an area of vermin, ward off the effects of a malefic planet, affect the judgment of kings, or even 
bring ruin to a city.116  
Albert’s inclusion of a section on images in his own work, based on Thabit’s text, is 
problematic.117The difficulty with image magic arises from its attractiveness: rather than simply 
studying the heavens for predictive signs of the future, the use of astrological images represented 
a means by which one might harness the power of the heavens to alter reality. This was the art of 
the magician, and the use of images in such a manner often raised considerable ire among 
Church officials.118Even Albert himself commented in his Sententiae that the use of images 
“inclines [men] to idolatry by imputing divinity to the stars and…is employed for idle or evil 
ends.”119 
Although Albert does provide a disclaimer in the Speculum about refraining from using 
images,120a single sentence at the end of two chapters discussing the application and benefits of 
images suggests that he did not find concerns about their usage credible. He did not intend to 
warn people away from the use of images; rather, he argued that images function “from the 
celestial virtue by the command of God” and only present a problem to the practitioner “if the 
conditions [upon which the use of the image is based] are secretly necromantic.”121 Therefore, in 
his Speculum he is not warning the individual away from the use of images, but rather from the 
misuse of such images. Maintaining the permissibility of image magic strengthened Albert’s 
overall argument for the value of astrology as a science that did not conflict with free will. Albert 
wrote the Speculum during a time when many viewed astrology with great suspicion, due to a 
fear that a predictive science might call free will into question. If one could counteract the 
influences of the stars, or change them to suit the will of man, then this would seem to negate 
any idea that celestial influence interfered with the freedom of the will.122 
In keeping with the Arabic tradition of borrowing foreign ideas to construct new philosophies 
and accompany practical applications, Albert inherited these constructs forged by Islamic, 
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Jewish, and even pagan scholars, and applied them to a defense of astrology. Sometimes, as with 
the case of Abu Ma’ shar, Albert openly incorporated these philosophical arguments into the 
Speculum while directly citing the authors. In other cases the influence may have been 
unconscious. The result was the transmission of a hybridized body of scientific and philosophical 
ideas, with effects that reverberated throughout the West well past the medieval period.123 
Astrology remained an important, though controversial, academic discipline in the West even 
beyond the Scientific Revolution.124 As long as intellectuals debated astrology’s merits, the 
Speculum astronomiae, and the body of arguments woven throughout it formulated by eastern 
Jews and Muslims, remained a vital component of that debate.125 
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