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1

Introduction: The Problematic Status of

Astrology and Alchemy in Premodern Europe

William R. Newman and Anthony Grafton

The Position of Astrology

One night in 1631, a young Jesuit lay sleeping in his order’s college at
Wiirzburg. He slept the sleep of the just, not only because he had found a
scholarly vocation, but even more because the Holy Roman Empire had
reached an uneasy state of truce. The emperor had conquered his Prot-
estant enemies; no one, the Jesuit later recalled, could even imagine that
heresy would revive. Suddenly a bright light filled the room. Waking, he
leapt out of bed and ran to the window. He saw the open square before the
college full of armed men and horses. Hurrying from room to room, he
found that everyone else was still deeply asleep and decided that he must
have been dreaming. So he ran to the window, where he saw the same ter-
rifying vision. But when he woke someone to serve as a witness, it had van-
ished. In the next few days, he became a prey to fear and depression and
ran about, as he later recalled, “like a fanatic,” predicting disaster. The oth-
ers made fun of him—until, with satisfying rapidity, invaders materialized
and the city fell. Suddenly, the prophet was treated with respect in his own
country. Since he taught, among other subjects, mathematics, his friends
inferred that he must have used one of his technical skills to forecast the
invasion. Surely, they argued, he had used the art of astrology to make his
prediction. Nothing else could explain his ability to foresee so unexpected
a turn of events.'

The young Jesuit, Athanasius Kircher, had actually foreseen the future
through direct divine inspiration, a fact he carefully concealed. What mat-
ters, from our point of view, is the reaction of his friends. As late as the
1630s, the most highly educated young men in south Germany still found
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it rational to believe that astrology could enable Kircher to predict vital po-
litical and military events. Evidently astrology still enjoyed a level of cred-
ibility that now seems hard to fathom, and that in a highly educated and
deeply Christian milieu. Kircher, who became not only a brilliant archae-
ologist and Oriental scholar, but also a practitioner of natural science so
adept that his public demonstrations won him at least one charge of be-
ing a magician, evidently agreed with his friends’ belief in the ancient art
of predicting the future through the stars, even though he had not had re-
course to it in this case.? Astrology was not classified as occult or dismissed
as superstitious: it was, in fact, a recognized, publicly practiced art.

This story illustrates the principle, as vital as it is easily ignored, that the
past is another country. In educated circles in the United States and Eu-
rope, astrology seems merely risible now. No member of the elite wants to
be caught with an astrologer. The revelation that former U.S. President
Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, regularly consulted the astrologer
Joan Quigley was trumpeted by their liberal critics and ignored by their
conservative allies. And when the Economist noted, a few years ago, that
a Brazilian stock advice service that relied on the stars had made enormous
profits for its customers, it covered the phenomenon only in order to heap
ridicule on all concerned, although the service had scored multiple suc-
cesses. Astrology has, and can have, no currency in our skeptical, myth-
shredding intellectual economy. Even the most astute scholars share these
views. Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, for example, argued that only cred-
ulous fools with authoritarian personalities would resign psychic con-
trol over their lives to the stars. That explained, in his view, the fact that
the art flourished in Los Angeles. Only in the German preface to his essay,
originally written in English, on the Los Angeles Times’ astrology column
was Adorno honest enough to admit that the Germans of the 1920s and
1930s had exhibited similar tendencies themselves.>

No one who starts from presuppositions like this can hope to under-
stand the pull of astrology in the present, to grasp and explain the fact that
between 20 and 50 percent of the population of the world’s developed
countries, in western Europe, North America, and Asia, believe mildly or
strongly in astrology, right now.* It is all the more necessary, then, to adopt
a different attitude when we turn toward the nature and role of astrology
and related disciplines in the past. What E. P. Thompson magisterially
condemned as “the enormous condescension of posterity” can only hin-
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der us from understanding the beliefs and practices of practitioners of as-
trology and those who used their services.

Renaissance astrologers, for example, drew up luxurious, custom-made
manuscript genitures for the rulers of Renaissance Europe: not only for
their spouses and children, but also, of course, for their enemies. They tab-
ulated the births and fates of men, women, and monsters in collections of
genitures, first in manuscript and then in print.> On request, they investi-
gated what the planets had to foretell at a particular moment about spe-
cific marriages, journeys, and investments or about their clients’ physical
and mental health.t Often they stalked city streets and squares, hawking
almanacs: pamphlets, usually of eight or sixteen pages, in which they
explained why planetary conjunctions or eclipses foreshadowed disaster.”
Astrological doctrines inspired some of the most spectacular works of
Renaissance art, from the frescoes of the Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara to
Albrecht Diirer’s Melencolia 1.8 Astrological practices influenced and some-
times ruled behavior in the most modern, forward-looking sectors of
Renaissance culture. At the court of the Estensi in the 1440s, the brilliant
young Marquis Leonello changed his clothes according to an astrologi-
cally determined rhythm, choosing each day a color that would draw down
the favorable influence of a particular planet. In Republican Florence, in
the same years, the mercenary captains who led the city’s armies received
their batons of command at an astrologically determined time.® In much
of early modern Europe, in other words, astrology was a prominent fea-
ture of the practice of everyday life. A good many of the most eminent pro-
tagonists of the Scientific Revolution, finally, joined in the production of
genitures and almanacs, and a number, including Kepler, worked hard to
reform the art in the light of philosophical criticisms and new scientific
data.'®

Yet few historians are willing, even now, to give astrology its due. Tra-
dition weighs heavily against doing so. Even before Friedrich von Bezold,
Aby Warburg, and other pioneers began to study the subject systemati-
cally in the last years of the nineteenth century, Jacob Burckhardt had
described the humanists who revived the art as so many sorcerers’ ap-
prentices. They wished to find in ancient culture ways to express their
new, objective understanding of the world around them and their new,
subjective understanding of their own individuality. Sadly, they made the
error of believing that astrology was one of these. In fact, the revival of this
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fetid, authoritarian superstition led them both to misread the cosmos as a
whole and to subjugate the individual to universal laws. Astrology, in other
words, hampered the rise of a new culture—until Pico della Mirandola
gave the superstition its death blow with his brilliant dialogues.!*

Warburg knew far more than Burckhardt about astrology; he knew, for
example, that it permeated European society at every level long after Pico’s
death. Yet he inherited not only the great Swiss historian’s method, but
also his attitude to superstition. Warburg found the primitive elements in
advanced systems of thought as terrifying as they were fascinating. He re-
garded astrology as a threat to reason, one against which philosophers and
theologians had had to struggle, in antiquity and in the Renaissance. He
himself, during the mental crisis caused by World War I, wandered the
streets of Hamburg looking for dark-faced, “Saturnian” children to whom
he would give chocolates in the hope of warding off the threat posed by
the most malevolent of planets. Warburg saw astrology as incoherent and
debased and its practitioners as credulous. For all the fascination with
which he studied ancient images of stellar demons, the Table Talk of
Martin Luther, who denounced astrologers as incompetent, inspired the
warmest enthusiasm in him. Luther mocked the genitures that Italian as-
trologers had put into circulation and that connected his birthday with ce-
lestial portents like the great conjunction of 1484. After all, he pointed
out, the date of his own birth was uncertain even to him. Luther showed
himself even more intolerant when a conjunction in the sign of Pisces,
which took place in 1524, led many astrologers to predict that a second
universal flood would take place, but none of them foresaw the Peasants’
Revolt of 1525. Astrology was related to reason, Warburg thought, only
because it provoked the exercise of that all too rare faculty. It belonged to
that “Jerusalem” of Eastern superstitions that, over the centuries, had re-
quired all the efforts of “Athenian” critical reason to dispel them.'? Simi-
lar prejudices recur regularly in some of the best modern studies.

Thus, the Bologna historian Ottavia Niccoli has brilliantly explicated
the large role that astrology played in that curious, enormous literature of
threat and promise, the dozens of pamphlets that bearded, ragged itiner-
ants hawked and preached through the streets and squares of Italian cities
in the years around 1500. But her heart also clearly lies with the represen-
tatives of reason: sophisticated urbanites, in this case, many of them poor
as well as skeptical, who mocked the flood when it did not happen on time.
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She eloquently evokes the public derision they directed toward astrologers
and their clients in the form, for example, of carnival plays that made fun
of the credulity of the clerics who had ordered penitential processions and
of the ordinary citizens who had fled their homes for high ground. These
rituals, Niccoli holds, deprived the figure of the prophet, in Italy, of much
of its cultural prominence: after the 1530s, no deluge. Once again, skepti-
cism and realism accompany the attack on astrology; credulity and super-
stition explain its continued practice. But in fact, prophets inspired by
astrology flourished in Italy throughout the sixteenth century.!* Astrolog-
ical portents helped Tommaso Campanella decide that the time was ripe
for the Calabrian conspiracy he led in the years just before 1600, and as-
trological eugenics and medicine played a central role in his blueprint for
a new and just society, the City of the Sun.'*

Astrology formed more than a set of abstract theories and beliefs. It was
also a coherent body of practices, strongly supported by institutions. Mod-
ern economists retain their value to employers even when events overtake
or refute their concrete forecasts about currency, interest rates, and stock
markets. Similarly, the Renaissance astrologer retained his perceived au-
thority and utility even when his individual predictions failed.

Two brief case studies, one drawn from Italy, the other from the Holy Ro-
man Empire, may suggest a new way of looking at early modern astrology:
not as a fatty blockage of the intellectual arteries, a bit of philosophical
detritus inadvertently fished up from the past along with Aristotelian and
Stoic theories about matter and the cosmos, but as one of the many highly
practical sets of intellectual tools that Renaissance thinkers forged and
honed for dealing with the same problems that they also attacked with
what now seem the shinier tools of social and political analysis.

No Renaissance text offers a richer or more unexpected peep into the
astrologer’s atelier than Leon Battista Alberti’s dialogues On the Family. In
book 4 of this famous description of the life and beliefs of a great Floren-
tine clan, Piero Alberti explains how he won favor at the court of Gian-
galeazzo Visconti, duke of Milan and inveterate enemy of the Florentines.
Piero had used every technique known to Renaissance analysts of the ways
of courts—or to modern sociologists specializing in network theory—to
haul himself up the greasy rope of court favor. Unexpectedly, his deep
knowledge of Italian literature gave him his main chance. By reciting po-
ems, he attracted the attention of someone who already stood high at the



6 William R. Newman and Anthony Grafton

Visconti court, Francesco Barbavara. This was no easy feat. Like Saint-
Simon 250 years later, Piero noted that the courtier must never leave the
presence of power. Accordingly, he had spent whole days without food,
“pretending to have other concerns,” just waiting “to encounter and greet”
his patron, even though Barbavara was already on the lookout for talented
men to support, since his own high position at court rested on his ability
to dispense help from his favor bank to those who clung to lower rungs on
the ladder.'s Only precisely calibrated, pragmatic social tactics like these
could have enabled Piero, a poor man, to become the friend of Barbavara,
who, in turn, brought him to Giangaleazzo’ attention.

Piero, himself an exile from Florence, found the duke gracious and ea-
ger to befriend him. But he did not have to depend on his family name or
his knowledge of the sonnet form to ingratiate himself. “At that time,” he
recalled, “the learned astronomers were anxiously expecting some sort of
great trouble, for the sky showed them clear indications of upheaval, par-
ticularly of the overthrow of republics, governments and persons in high
command. It was their almost unanimous opinion that the comet which
shone brightly in the middle of the sky and was for months visible even in
the daytime would not be shining so long if it did not portend, as comets
usually do, the end and death of some famous, powerful prince, like the
duke himself.”'¢ Giangaleazzo met this prediction with an impressive, even
princely mixture of pride and resignation: “The heavenly intelligences’
concern to give him a rare and marvelous omen and sign, he said, surely
proved to the world that the divine and immortal spirits in the skies were
interested in his life and death”’'”

Piero, however, divined that Giangaleazzo’s bravado masked “some con-
siderable inward anxiety.”'® Fortunately, he had information at his dis-
posal that enabled him to allay it. The Alberti firm, which had played a
prominent role for more than a century in the medieval Mediterranean
trading system, had offices throughout the world, from England, Flanders,
and France in the north to Catalonia, Rhodes, Syria, and Barbary in the
south and east. These branches, like those of all Florentine firms, were nor-
mally headed by members of the family and remained in constant com-
munication, using their own highly efficient private message services. They
kept Piero “well informed of the revolts, mobilization of ships and men,
shipwrecks, or whatever was going on in those regions worth knowing” "’
In this case, the Rhodes office called Piero’s attention “on the instant” to
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the death of Timur, the ruler of the great city of Samarkand. Piero was able
to show Giangaleazzo that the comet had betokened the death of another,
even greater prince. His deft rereading of the portent kept the duke
“benevolent” to his servant.?’ Skillful interpretation of the astrologers’
predictions, combined with skillful sifting of the news, made it possible to
climb the court ladder.

The story cannot be taken literally. Timur actually died in 14035, three
years after Giangaleazzo. Piero, or the author, may have confused the
death of Timur with the capture of Bayazid, which took place at the battle
of Angora in July 1402, a few months before Giangaleazzo died. Or Al-
berti may simply have invented the anecdote he needed.?! But the form in
which Piero’s story appears matters more to the cultural historian than its
factual correctness. When Alberti wrote book 4 of O#n the Family, he was
already embarked on a dazzling career as a court adviser on matters sci-
entific and architectural. He would become a favorite of Leonello d’Este,
Federigo da Montefeltro, and Ludovico Gonzaga, among other rulers
with advanced artistic and literary tastes.??

Like his friend Lapo da Castiglionchio, who wrote his bitter dialogues
on The Advantages of Life in the Papal Curia in 1438, Alberti brought to
bear on his subject all the bitter realism of the outsider.?* A special para-
noid, microscopic attentiveness to the unspoken rules of social success
enables such observers to grasp and describe the norms of a hierarchical
society more vividly and fully than more successful insiders can. Unlike
Lapo, moreover, this outsider became an insider and thus benefited from
direct, close-up observation of the phenomena he hoped to understand.

Leon Battista made, as he explained in his autobiography, a conscious
decision to transform his life into a performance. He concentrated, he re-
called, on performing public acts in a way that would win the respect of
all beholders and transmuted his ways of walking, riding and conversing
into dazzling works of art.?* His ability to frame and apply the arcane pre-
cepts that could turn ordinary conduct into something of aesthetic value
has been emblematic for a century and a third—ever since Burckhardt—
of the new objectivity that characterized the period, the new ability to ob-
serve manners and mores that formed an essential part of “the discovery
of the world and of man.”

Burckhardt, as we have seen, regarded astrology and objectivity or real-
ism as radically opposed. Astrology subordinated individuals and nations
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to larger, impersonal forces embodied in the revolutions of the planets.
It rested on traditional, unverified beliefs rather than empirical evidence.
And it treated its subjects not as individuals, to be understood through the
new tools of introspection, but as types. True Renaissance intellectuals,
like Pico, fought against astrology’s influence on behalf of the real and the
individual.

For Alberti, however, or at least for his imaginary character, astrologi-
cal investigations evidently did not conflict with hard-nosed realism. Piero
did not mock Giangaleazzo for his credulity; he argued that the duke and
his advisers had misinterpreted a true portent. And elsewhere in Alberti’s
dialogue, another character made the implications of the author’s view of
astrology even clearer. Lionardo, a young, learned member of the family,
asks his older relative Adovardo to explain the nature of friendship.
Drawing on the ancient historians and philosophers, Lionardo cites num-
erous classical models for making, retaining, and ending friendships. And
he suggests that general precepts could be drawn from these. Adovardo
demurs:

Ah, Lionardo, what a mass of further information would be needed before one
could really discuss this matter in its breadth and extent. It is as though some stu-
dent had heard from the astronomers that Mars disposes the force of armies and
the outcome of battles, Mercury establishes the various branches of knowledge
and governs the subtlety of minds and marvelous skills, Jove controls ceremonies
and the souls of religious men, the sun reigns over worldly offices and principali-
ties, the moon precipitates journeys and the fluctuations of spirit among women
and mobs, Saturn weighs down and slows our mental processes and undertak-
ings—and so he would know the character and power of each. But if he did not
know how to evaluate their effect according to their place in the sky and their ele-
vation, and what favorable or unfavorable effect their rays have on each other, and
how their conjunctions are able to produce good or ill fortune, surely that student
would be no astrologer. The mere recognition of those bare principles is indispen-
sable to any understanding of the art, but even with them you have only just en-
tered the domain of other, almost innumerable laws necessary if you would foresee
and understand the things which they sky tends to produce. Similarly, these very
useful and numerous examples and sayings, which you say are so amply provided
by the best authors, do not give us all the help we need.?

Alberti depicts astrology here as the model for a rigorous art of social re-
lations. It rests on clear general principles, but it also explains in detail
how these interact with one another in everyday life. Instead of naming
single influences, the astrologer must trace and evaluate the whole com-
plex web of influences spun by the planets and the stars. And only an anal-
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ysis of friendship like this—one based on general principles, but as applied
to minutely particular cases—could be really useful.

Alberti believed these sentiments as firmly as the characters into whose
mouths he set them. He exchanged astrological letters with the well-
known Florentine medical man and astronomer Paolo Toscanelli, a seri-
ous observer of comets. In these letters Alberti predicted the immediate
future of the Roman church. He dated and timed the points when he
began and completed a number of his written works, not just to the day
but to the hour, probably, so Riccardo Fubini has suggested, in order to
connect them to the configurations of the planets that accompanied his
work.26 In O#n the Art of Building he described how ancient founders had
started to build the walls of cities at astrologically propitious times, a rule
actually followed for some of the most prominent building projects of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.?” Alberti prided himself, as readers of On
the Family and On Painting know, on his realism, his ability to portray the
human body and human society as they really were. Evidently, he saw
the astrological techniques that he had mastered and continued to apply
throughout his life as neither a delusion or a diversion, but a natural con-
tinuation of his efforts to master the laws that formed cities, clans, and
individuals.

Similar considerations ensured that astrologers like Cardano and Gau-
rico would find a welcome at many courts, where aspiring courtiers ea-
gerly read their work. Cardano, in fact, not only drew up genitures for
important men and inserted them in his commentary on Ptolemy’s text-
book, but also composed, at the end of his life, a brilliant and much-
discussed manual for courtiers. Here he told them, in language like that of
Gracian, how to build a hard, featureless shell around themselves to com-
pete effectively with others while giving nothing at all away.?® Astrology
did not represent a failure of objectivity but exemplified it in action.

A second scene from astrological life took place in historical time rather
than the literary imagination. To be more precise, it was enacted in the im-
perial free city of Augsburg, where Hieronymus Wolf sat down, in 1564,
to write an autobiography.?? Wolf is no longer a household name, even in
learned households. In his own time, however, he enjoyed a considerable
reputation as a popularizer if not as a scholar. A pupil of the great hu-
manist and astrologer Joachim Camerarius, he attracted the qualified
admiration of Philipp Melanchthon. Wolf met with misfortunes of many



10 William R. Newman and Anthony Grafton

kinds, from hazing in his schoolboy days to abuse from scholarly col-
leagues, and he gave detailed accounts of his woes in his picaresque Latin
account of his life. But he also achieved a great deal. He translated the
Attic orators Demosthenes and Isocrates into Latin, taught rhetoric and
poetics, and produced an indispensable—if very faulty—edition of early
astrological texts in 1559.3°

Wolf did more than edit Greek commentaries on Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos,
however. For all his good Protestant’s confidence in salvation, he also be-
lieved in the uses of astrology. In fact, Wolf had been asked by friends to
write his autobiography even before he started to do so in 1564, so that he
could rebut his detractors and preserve the memory of his life. But he
waited to begin until he reached the age of forty-eight, only one year short
of the year that astrologers had defined as the dangerous climacteric, forty-
nine, when he feared he might die.>' He started his work by considering
the positions of the stars at his birth. When the position of the horoscope,
the point on the zodiac that was actually rising at his birth, did not seem
to him to match the actual course of his life, he decided that the clock had
been wrong and considered whether the standard procedures astrologers
regularly applied to adjust times when they drew up genitures might yield
better results.>> Wolf was not certain that the many cruel and violent events
he experienced really reflected the malevolent influence of Mars or that the
many vicious attacks he underwent really resulted from the equally malev-
olent influence of Saturn. After all, he admitted, divine providence or hu-
man magic accounts for many of the events predicted by genitures.** But
he clearly began his self-examination by poring over the stars that had
presided over his birth.

Wolf’s reading of his own geniture cannot be fully reconstructed, for rea-
sons that are revealing in themselves. The eighteenth-century scholar Jo-
hann Jacob Reiske, who published Wolf’s autobiography, omitted the rest
of this passage, which he described as “a long passage full of astronomi-
cal and horoscopic rubbish,” so as not to bore his readers. The twentieth-
century Byzantinist Hans-Georg Beck, who translated the original Latin
text into German, left out even the truncated horoscope analysis that
Reiske had seen fit to print.?*

For all Wolf’s own doubts and the retrospective censorship carried out
by his modern students, however, the main point emerges clearly. At some
point Wolf, who was himself no astrologer, had a professional draw up a
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full-scale analysis of his own geniture. Dozens of these documents survive,
in print and manuscript, in libraries and archives across Europe; they
formed a principal source of income for astrologers like the historical Nos-
tradamus, who, as Jean Dupébe and Pierre Brind’Amour have shown, cre-
ated an efficient little boutique where genitures for clients across Europe
were drawn up and interpreted.®

Genitures normally laid out the positions of the planets at the moment
of the client’s birth. They explained what consequences these would have
for his health, his wealth, his travels, his marriage, his fortune, and his
death. And they often included “revolutions”: analyses of the positions of
the planets at the anniversary of his birth, year by year for fifty or sixty
years. Genitures in effect amounted to graphical representations of the
client’s future bodily and mental health, travels, and career. The client
could compare them, detail by detail, to his subjective sense of his own
experiences.

In fact, the subjects of such genitures often scrutinized them carefully.
Machiavelli’s friend Francesco Guicciardini, to cite an example recently
studied in detail, showed acid skepticism toward astrology in his Ricordi,
where he insisted that the art survived only because of the human tendency
toward confirmation bias: both the astrologers and their clients remem-
bered only the successful predictions and forgot the more numerous false
ones. But he had his geniture drawn up by an astrologer, Ramberto Mala-
testa, a small-scale feudal lord who fell back on this profession after mur-
dering his wife and being driven from his estate. And he annotated it,
expanding the astrological signs into full names of planets and signs—
surely a sign of interest.>

Others did far more. Cardano brooded so systematically on his geniture
that he wrote three full-scale commentaries on it, one after another, all
dedicated to showing how precisely the events of his life bore out what the
stars had foretold. Ultimately he produced a kind of astrological autobi-
ography: a full-scale account of his own life that began from his geniture
and was organized, like a horoscope, topically rather than chronologi-
cally.?” Sir Thomas Smith, Queen Elizabeth’s ambassador to France and
the author of a famous Aristotelian study of the English constitution,
wrote a very similar self-analysis.?® These astrological autobiographies rank
among the frankest works of introspection, the most richly vivid confes-
sional texts, written in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Their authors
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freely discussed their physical ailments, including venereal diseases and
torrential flows of urine; their personal defeats, including the derision they
had experienced from social superiors and intellectual enemies; and their
character traits, including shyness, awkward conduct, and a tendency to
alienate others. Astrology did not, as Burckhardt thought it should, hin-
der self-scrutiny. On the contrary, it promoted introspection, providing the
astrologer’s clients with a template of questions to ask themselves about
their personalities, their everyday lives, and the larger trajectories of their
careers.

Throughout his text, Wolf drew correlations between his ailments and
misfortunes and the stars in their courses. But he also made clear that he—
and his father before him—consulted astrologers regularly for advice on
matters large and small. Wolf’s father, for example, said one day that he
would have to make way for his son, who had already grown so large that
he could wear the shoes he would inherit: this perhaps showed, Wolf
thought, that he had consulted an astrologer about his life chances.?®* Wolf
himself described more than one strategically placed conversation with
an astrologer. In fact, astrologers became his principal authority figures.
When he found himself besieged by magically caused noises and misfor-
tunes, he recalled that he had run into the astrologer Georg Joachim
Rheticus (better known as the first popularizer of Copernicus) in the
street. Rheticus had read his palm and told him to expect trouble from a
woman.* When he finished writing his most ambitious commentary, the
astrologer Cyprian Leowitz (better known as the author of a famous trea-
tise on the great conjunctions of Jupiter and Saturn) told him that his work
would make him rich.*! Others, whom Wolf did not name, advised him
about the astrological causes of the case of gonorrhea that he contracted
though still a virgin, since Venus resented the fact that he neglected her in
favor of Mercury.*

In each case the practices Wolf described were widely disseminated,
even standard. As Keith Thomas and Michael MacDonald showed long
ago in classic works, the default occupation of the Renaissance astrologer
was not drawing up full-scale genitures but providing small-scale, short-
term advice in the form of “elections” and “interrogations”: precise coun-
sel, based on the position of the heavens at a given moment, about the
likely outcome of a particular enterprise. Such advice giving could be
risky: Cardano, for example, counseled the astrologer against trying to use
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the stars to tell a client if a given child was his own or someone else’s, since
violence could ensue. But it was also highly reasonable, in a world that
lacked statistics, tables, and insurance policies, to try to use the best math-
ematical techniques available to foresee, and thus control, the future. Car-
dano, for example, though he felt considerable distaste for interrogations,
still saw them as a reasonable way to determine the gender of a fetus in the
womb. The only alternative to reading the heavens, after all, was reading
the pregnant woman’s body to find the angle at which her fetus hung, a dif-
ficult proposition at the best of times, and one whose results were no eas-
ier to interpret than the planets.®

Though Wolf earned his bread translating and teaching the classics and
regretted the time and eyesight he had to waste on barbarous Byzantine
Greek, he was not a cloistered, credulous figure. His library, on which he
spent such money as he had, became an encyclopedic collection, stuffed
with up-to-date theology and philosophy as well as costly Aldine Greek
texts. When he tried to diagnose his ailments, he used the modern medical
theories of Paracelsus as well as the ancient ones of Hippocrates and Galen.
When he continually checked his bodily and mental health against the
movements of the planets, he followed the advice of Marsilio Ficino, widely
disseminated in the Holy Roman Empire. According to Ficino, the scholar’s
body was vulnerable, even labile: planetary influences washed constantly
through it, like the tides, causing health and illness, inspiring exaltation
and depression. Only an astrologically regulated regime of self-medication
could keep these influences—from which Ficino himself suffered griev-
ously—under control.** In Wolf’s own circle, Philipp Melanchthon taught
astrology, Joachim Camerarius edited astrological classics, and Caspar
Peucer argued that even the devils and angels who sat on the shoulders of
every Christian used astrology to unlock the secrets of their characters and
lead them more effectively into salvation or damnation.*

Wolf’s example, like Alberti’s, shows astrology in an unfamiliar light. In
each case, astrology emerges not as the object of contempt or ridicule but
as a rational art of living, comparable to and compatible with the more
obviously modern arts of pragmatic politics and courtiership on the one
hand and Paracelsian medicine on the other. In the one case astrology
helped one to see the world as it really was; in the other, to see inside the
darkest recesses of the psyche. These testimonies deserve to be heard. As-
trology in the early modern world was not a pathological, but a normal,
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piece of intellectual equipment. One could use it to find one’s way through
the dangerous labyrinths of public and private life, to form one’s charac-
ter, and even to devise therapies for one’s illnesses. Literati and natural
philosophers worked with and tried to improve the tools that astrology af-
forded them, believing implicitly, in many cases, that human lives were tied
to the movements of the planets. Trying to understand the society and
culture of early modern Europe without taking astrology into account
is exactly as plausible as trying to understand modern society without
examining the influence of economics and psychoanalysis.

Astrology and Alchemy as Celestial and Tellurian Twins

In 1564, the same year that Hieronymus Wolf began his autobiography, the
English astrologer and polymath John Dee was seeing his Monas hiero-
glyphica through its printing in Antwerp. The Monas contains a long and
detailed apology, written in the form of a dedication to Maximilian of
Habsburg, soon to become Emperor Maximilian II. In this introduction,
Dee claims that the astrological sign for Mercury could form the basis of
a new scientific language in which alchemy too would figure prominently.
Here Dee was able to combine his own ideas about an astrology reformed
along lines supplied by natural philosophy and optics with an alchemy
that had undergone recent refurbishing at the hands of Marsilio Ficino,
Agrippa von Nettesheim, and Paracelsus. Just as early modern astrology
was not the pallid caricature that we find in modern newspapers, so Re-
naissance alchemy was a very distant cousin of the burlesque parody that
modern culture has inherited from the scornful dismissals of the Enlight-
enment philosophes. It was not the Art without art, whose beginning is ly-
ing, whose middle is labor, and whose end is beggary, of a contemptuous
Nicolas Lemery, writing at the end of the seventeenth century.* We can-
not, like Lemery and his colleagues at the Académie des sciences, create a
special dustbin for alchemy and astrology as equally egregious examples
of arrant nonsense.

At the same time, early modern alchemy was not a contemplative disci-
pline focusing on internal spiritual development, an idea that would be
popularized by nineteenth-century occultists and their later followers. The
Mary Anne Atwoods and Eliphas Lévis of the occult revival were quite
content to see both astrology and alchemy as encoded forms of wisdom
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whose real goal was the rechanneling of an internal “Mesmeric fluid,” ex-
pressed in the form of planetary and metallurgical symbols. And yet it is
clear that Renaissance figures such as Dee did see some reason for relating
the two fields. But what precisely was that reason? Was it simply the obvi-
ous fact that the all-pervasive realm of astrology could be used to find fa-
vorable times to begin alchemical operations, in the same way that it could
provide the best times for purging a patient, building a building, or start-
ing a war? Or did Dee and other alchemists have something else in mind
when they spoke of alchemy as astronomia inferior and referred to the
science of the stars as a sort of celestial alchemy? Did the disciplines of
alchemy and astrology have a privileged and integral relationship with one
another that distinguished them from other fields? The quest for an answer
supplies the problematic of this book.*

Let us clarify the issues as follows. Astrology was a form of divination
along with oneiromancy, arithmology, and a host of other techniques for
auguring and at times altering the future, whereas alchemy was an arti-
sanal pursuit concerned with the technologies of minerals and metals. The
fundamental practices of the two fields were vastly different. Furthermore,
if we withdraw our minds from the modern cultural stereotype of “the oc-
cult sciences,” it is not immediately obvious that the two fields shared a
closely related theoretical framework. Already in the second century of
our era, the Alexandrian mathematician Claudius Ptolemy observed that
astrology was a natural part of mathematical astronomy. Whereas astron-
omy predicted the positions of the planets, astrology predicted their effects
on the earth: Both sciences were therefore part of a larger endeavor con-
cerned with celestial prognostication.*® Alchemy, on the other hand, had
close ties to Aristotelian and Stoic theories of matter, and its early practi-
tioners were enamored of religious themes drawn from what John Dillon
has called “the underworld of Platonism.”# In the Middle Ages, alchemy
was not usually considered a mathematical science at all but found itself
subordinated to the study of natural philosophy and often compared to the
science of medicine.>

And vyet, if we turn to early modern writers on alchemy and astrology,
we shall see that John Dee was not the only figure to view the two fields as
part of an overarching discipline in a way that suggests something more
than a casual overlap. In his Theatrum chemicum britannicum of 1652,
the antiquarian and founding member of the Royal Society Elias Ashmole
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had the following to say about the relationship of alchemy and astrol-
ogy: “In the operative part of this Science [i.e., alchemy] the Rules of
Astronomie and Astrologie (as elsewhere I have said) are to be consulted
with. . . . So that Elections, (whose Calculatory part belongs to Astron-
omie, but the Judiciary to Astrologie) are very necessary to begin this
work with.”5!

Ashmole supported himself with a neoplatonic view of the cosmos in-
herited in large part from the magical writer Agrippa von Nettesheim, ac-
cording to which the universe is divided into supercelestial, celestial, and
natural realms and the sublunary world is the final recipient of divine ideas
transmitted by the planets and stars.’? The secret virtues of material things
are infused and stirred to action by the celestial bodies, which are the prox-
imal agents of mundane generation and corruption. Hence it seems per-
fectly natural that Ashmole would invoke the rules of catarchic astrology
in a discussion of alchemy: Since the ingredients of the philosophers’ stone
are subject to the influences of the heavens, one should time one’s alchem-
ical endeavors so that they fall under propitious celestial configurations.
Indeed, Ashmole continues, the astrology of elections should be employed
in virtually all terrestrial pursuits, including “Dyet, Building, Dwelling,
Apparell,” the planting of crops, and of course, the manufacture of
talismans.*?

Yet despite the seductive logic of a view that subordinates all sublunary
activities to astrological planning, it was not a conclusion to which al-
chemists as a whole subscribed. The two disciplines had led separate lives
too long for their marriage to be an easy one. Indeed, a few years before
Ashmole was burning his fingers in casting talismans of caterpillars,
moles, and rats,** his contemporary and fellow Royalist Thomas Vaughan
wrote a critique of such practices: “The common Astrologer, he takes a
stone, or some peece of Metall, figures it with ridiculous Characters, and
then exposeth it to the Planets, not in an Alkemusi, but as be dreams him-
self, be knows not how. . . . It is just thus with the common Astrologer, he
exposeth to the Planets a perfect compounded Body, and by this means
thinks to performe the Magician’s Gamaea, and marry the Inferior and Su-
perior Worlds. It must be a Body reduc’d into Sperm, that the Heavenly
Feminine moysture which receives and retains the Impresse of the Astrall
Agent, may be at Liberty, and immediately expos’d to the Masculine Fire
of Nature.”*> Even though Vaughan, like Ashmole, was an apostle of
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Agrippa, he denied the efficacy of normal talismanic magic and by impli-
cation traditional astrology as a whole. Metals, even when molten, were
“perfect, complete bodies,” which could not receive the stellar influx.
Vaughan thus argued that fully formed matter cannot be imprinted by
celestial influences: it must first be reduced to a “nonspecificated” form
approaching the Aristotelian first matter.’s The means of attaining this
mysterious substance, which was also the initial ingredient of the philoso-
phers’ stone, was alchemy.

The historian is presented here with a peculiar dilemma. On the one
hand we have Ashmole claiming that alchemy, along with most other phys-
ical pursuits, depends on astrologically determined times. On the other
hand we have Vaughan asserting that such propitious moments are with-
out significance unless the alchemist has already produced an inchoate
“sperm” for the stars to work upon. In the one case alchemy presupposes
astrology, in the other, the contrary. The two followers of Agrippa have ar-
rived at exactly opposite conclusions. What are we to make of this per-
plexing situation?

The problem is not without significance for the modern understanding
of the “occult sciences.” It is commonly supposed that the view held by
Ashmole was uniformly represented in astrology, alchemy, and natural
magic over the longue durée. The final chapters of Keith Thomas’s de-
servedly famous Religion and the Decline of Magic, for example, are built
on the assumption that astrology served as the basis and justification of the
other “occult sciences.”’” Hence when astrology declined, it was only nat-
ural that belief in alchemy should crumble as well. Brian Vickers takes a
more ambitious position, arguing that alchemy and astrology, as well as
the other occult sciences, shared a common “mentality” characterized by
such traits as a tendency to heap up symbols “paratactically” rather than
employing critical thinking, an inability to distinguish object from signi-
fier, and a stagnation of ideas over time. Like Thomas, Vickers adopts as-
trology as his model, arguing that alchemy and the other occult sciences
formed a “unified system” of belief.’® The same assumption, that alchemy
and astrology formed part of a seamless garment, often seems to underlie
the research of Frances Yates as well. Although Yates employed her cus-
tomary modesty when approaching the technical details of the disciplines,
it is clear that her notion of a “Hermetic-Cabalist tradition” included
alchemy and astrology as sister sciences.*
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The “Unity of the Occult Sciences” Reexamined

Given the position of such prominent scholars, it may come as a surprise
to learn that Vaughan’s dismissal of traditional astrology was not a mi-
nority view among alchemists. From the time of its entrance into the Latin
West of the twelfth century, alchemy as a discipline was notably cool to as-
trology. It is true that the Latin alchemists acquired the Arabic (and ulti-
mately Greek) practice of substituting the planetary names for the metals,
so that gold became sol, silver luna, copper venus, iron mars, tin jupiter,
lead saturn, and quicksilver mercury. Yet this simple substitution code was
only one element in a complex and variant set of Decknamen or “cover
names” alchemists used. In the rich alchemical glossaries of the Middle
Ages, quicksilver’s planetary designation had to compete with such names
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as “the fleeting,” “the runaway,” “the fugitive slave,” “the cloud,” “the
lightning,” “the heavy water,” “the spirit,” “the fluid,” and “water of life,”
to name but a few.*° The same was true of the other metals.

The use of planetary Decknamen did not necessarily signal the depen-
dence of alchemy upon astrology. It is true that alchemy was sometimes
called astronomia inferior or astronomia terrestris in the Middle Ages, in
reference to the planetary Decknamen, but this implied only a very superfi-
cial relationship.®' Let us consider an influential Latin text of the early thir-
teenth century, the De perfecto magisterio of pseudo-Aristotle. The author
first announces that alchemy should be called “inferior astronomy” as a
point of comparison to “superior astronomy” because alchemy deals with
stones that are “fixed” in the fire (i.e. nonvolatile) just as astronomy deals
with stars that are “fixed in the fiery firmament.” Similarly, both disciplines
deal with planets, which are erratic, and are borne in a direction contrary to
the firmament.®2 He continues: “The stones that are called stars, are sol, luna,
mars, saturn, jupiter, venus, niter, calx, carbuncle, emerald, and the other
stones that do not flee the fire; but the stones that are called planets are
quicksilver, sulfur, arsenic, sal ammoniac, tutia, magnesia, and marchasite.
For these do not withstand the fire, but gradually flee upwards and escape.”

Despite his elaboration of this trope, the author then presents copious
alchemical recipes without any further appeal to the heavens. Here he dis-
plays considerable mineralogical skill, giving workable recipes for refining
the precious metals and purifying salts, but is entirely unconcerned with
employing elections. This is in fact the usual case with medieval alchemy.
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If we consider the rather idiosyncratic Liber secretorum alchimie of
Constantine of Pisa, apparently written in the mid-thirteenth century, a
still greater divergence between astrological theory and alchemical prac-
tice appears. In its modern edition, the author expends some five pages in
describing the need for the alchemist to observe lunations in congealing
mercury, but in the twenty-five pages of recipes that follow, no further
mention is made of any astrological theme.** Evidently the author felt no
need to link his allegiance to astrological theory to actual alchemical prac-
tice. Another illuminating case may be found in the Ars alchemie attri-
buted to Michael Scot, the famous astrologer and philosopher of Frederick
IT von Hohenstaufen. The text is of early date and may contain elements
going back to the genuine Michael Scot. It is all the more surprising, then,
that only one recipe out of the thirty or so contained therein has any ref-
erence to astrology.5® This recipe advises that “if you wish to make luna
from mercury, then put the mercury in a furnace on the day of luna (i.e.,
Monday) in the hour of luna, and do this in the augmentation of luna.”¢$
The recipe contains some further elaborations, but the astrological import,
if it can be called that, is clear: To make silver from quicksilver, one must
begin the process on the hour and day of the moon when the moon is wax-
ing. If this is astrology, it is of a type that bears little relation to Elias Ash-
mole’s complex nativities and elections. The directions require neither
astronomical tables nor any technical knowledge to be carried out. One
need only know the day of the week, the time of day in the system of
planetary hours, and the approximate phase of the moon. This has more
relationship to the age-old common sense of the farmer than to the so-
phisticated astrological knowledge of an Albumasar or an Alchabitius.

Let us consider one more instance of an alchemist making use of astrol-
ogy, this time on the threshold of the Renaissance. The late-fifteenth-
century Ordinall of Alchimy by the Bristol alchemist Thomas Norton
(?1433-1513 or 1514) contains a striking illustration of four alchemical
elections for beginning different operations in the “great work,” which is
reproduced in Ashmole’s Theatrum. There is strong evidence that Ash-
mole’s illustration is based on a presentation copy prepared by Norton
himself, and a similar presentation manuscript is still extant in MS Add.
10302 in the British Library in London: Hence we can assume that Nor-
ton oversaw the making of the manuscript illuminations.®” The illustration
is followed in Ashmole’s text by these comments of Norton’s: “Wherof
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Concord most kindly and convenient / Is a direct and firie Ascendent, / Be-
ing signe common for this Operation, / For the multitude of their Itera-
tion: / Fortune your Ascendent with his Lord also, / Keeping th’aspect of
Shrewes them fro; / And if thei must let, or needly infect, / Cause them to
looke with a Trine aspect./ For the White warke make fortunate the
Moone, / For the Lord of the Fourthe house likewise be it done; / For that
is the Thesaurum absconditum of olde Clerks; / Soe of the Sixt house for
Servants of the Werks; / Save them well from greate impediments, As it is
in Picture, or like the same intents.”¢® All of this sounds at first like a seri-
ous commitment to catarchic astrology on Norton’s part, but a close in-
spection of the illustration to which he refers reveals a different story
altogether. All four elective schemes are constructed for a latitude of about
52°N, a good approximation for Bristol, and all four employ the Alch-
abitius house system.®® The four schemes also agree in placing the ascen-
dent in Sagittarius, which is indeed a member of the fiery triplicity, as
Norton advises. In all four schemes, likewise, Jupiter will be the Lord of
the Ascendent, since Sagittarius is one of his two domiciles. Since Jupiter
is found “bodily” in Sagittarius in two of the four schemes (the second and
third, reading clockwise from the top left), and in his other domicile,
Pisces, in the first, it is clear that Norton was trying to put him in a propi-
tious spot. It is not so easy, then, to understand why the second and possi-
bly the third scheme have put the maleficent Saturn in conjunction with
Jupiter or why the fourth scheme has Jupiter situated in Leo, in the sixth
house, and possibly in conjunction with Saturn as well.” In the second in-
stance, and perhaps the third and fourth as well, the Lord of the Ascen-
dent, Jupiter, has surely been put into aspect with a “shrewe.”

But these violations of Norton’s rules raise trivial inconveniences com-
pared to the insurmountable fact that three of the four figures are obviously
impossible from an astronomical point of view. In the first scheme, Venus
and the sun have an angular separation of 114°, in the second they are
separated by 176°, and in the third by either 113° or 143° (depending on
whether one interprets the figure to mean that Venus is in Aries or Pisces).
As Ashmole admits in his commentary, these schemes therefore exceed the
actual maximum separation of Venus from the sun, for which he gives the
figure 48°.7' Ashmole was also forced to point out that even if one disre-
garded the problems posed by Venus, the planetary positions Norton gave
for the superior planets and the sun did not correspond to any period within
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the time when Norton could have written his book.”? As Ashmole put it,
“Withall, the Planets as they stand here placed in Signes and Houses are not
so that these Figures were the Elected times for the Authors owne Opera-
tions (or any others in that Faculty) but are rather fained and invented, onely
to bring them within the compasse of his Rules. And to satisfie my selfe
herein, I have taken some paines to Calculate the places of the Planets for
severall years about the Authors time, but cannot find the three Superiors
and place of the [sun] to be in those Signes wherein he has posited them.”7
Despite Ashmole’s acumen, he was not able to bring himself to the evident
conclusion that Norton was an astrological incompetent. Commenting on
the unorthodox planetary symbols employed by Norton, Ashmole used
their “hieroglyphic” character as evidence that Norton was “a learned As-
trologian” who would not divulge his secrets to the vulgar but instead em-
ployed “Vailes and Shadows, as in other parts of the Mistery.” The very
presence of seeming mistakes in Norton’s elections could be used as evidence
that the Bristol alchemist was not a “vulgar Plumet,” but a Hermetic sage.
Such an attitude does not accord well with historical scholarship.

In the case of Norton, then, what seems at first a serious commitment
to catarchic astrology turns out to be mere window dressing, for Norton’s
elections are manifestly unworkable. All the evidence considered up to
now points to the conclusion that alchemy and astrology were two quite
distinct disciplines in the Middle Ages, although on some occasions they
overlapped, as indeed astrology overlapped with medicine, architecture,
and a host of other pursuits. This impression is heightened by the fact that
alchemists did not merely ignore astrology as a rule: In some famous in-
stances they openly expressed their disregard for or even hostility to it.
One trend-setting instance of trivializing astrology can be found in the
Summa perfectionis of pseudo-Geber, written around the end of the thir-
teenth century by an occidental. The text was one of the most influential
works of alchemy produced in the Middle Ages and was still widely cited
in the seventeenth century.”* The Summa contains a long scholastic intro-
duction in which various objections to alchemy are first raised, then sys-
tematically rebutted. One of these objections is the following:

And similarly, being and perfection are given by the stars, as it were by the first
things perfecting and moving the matter of generation and corruption to the being

and not-being of species. This, moreover, happens in an instant, when one or many
stars from its own motions arrives at a determinate position in the firmament, by
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which is bestowed perfect being, because everything acquires being for itself from
a certain position of the stars in a moment. And there is not one position only but
many mutually diverse ones just as their effects are diverse. And we cannot know
thoroughly their diversity and distinction, for they are unknown and infinite. How
therefore will you correct the defect of your work from your ignorance of the di-
versities among the stellar positions due to their motion?7*
This attack on alchemy argues that the unknowable and indeed infinite
crowd of celestial configurations makes exact prediction of their effects on
matter impossible. Such an argument presupposes that astrology itself is
invalid, for what is true of stellar effects on alchemical ingredients must be
true a fortiori of stellar effects in general. Hence we might expect the
Summa to reply with a defense of astrological prognostication. If so, we
must be prepared for a rude shock, for “Geber’s” response is quite the con-
trary of our expectations:
And if they should say that the perfection of the metals is derived from the position
of one or more stars, which perfection we do not know, we say it is not necessary
for us to know this position, since there is no species of generables and corrupt-
ibles in which the generation and corruption of each of its individuals fails to oc-
cur every day, whence it is manifest that the position of the stars is every day
perfective and corruptive of whatever species of individuals. It is not therefore nec-
essary for us to wait for this position of the stars, even if it should be useful. But it
is sufficient merely to arrange the matter for nature so that she, herself wise, in turn
coordinate it with the suitable positions of the mobile bodies. . . . For we see, when
we want to lead a worm into being from a dog, or other putrescible animal, [that]
we do not consider immediately the position of the stars, but rather the disposition
of the ambient air, and other causes of putrefaction in that.”
The gist of “Geber’s” argument is that nature herself induces perpetual
generation and corruption on earth, in every sort of mutable being, with-
out waiting for specific celestial aspects.”” His reference to the artificial
spontaneous generation of worms without regard to astrological elections
shows that the significant factor in generation is the ambient air and other
proximal causes—not the celestial bodies themselves. Possibly the author
thinks that the celestial rays are collected in the ambient and then absorbed
by a given type of matter in accordance with its particular characteristics.
At any rate, he is quite willing to sacrifice the election of times by admit-
ting that it is at best otiose and at worst impossible. Instead of defending
catarchic astrology, he rejects it.

The presence of such anti-astrological arguments in the Summa is of the
highest significance because of the text’s gargantuan influence. One author
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who seems to have taken these clues to heart and developed them further
is Bernard of Trier, whose Epistola ad Thomam de Bononia is one of the
lesser classics of alchemical literature. Bernard’s letter, which sometimes
bears the date 1385, is addressed to Thomas of Bologna, physician to
Charles V and VI of France and the father of the well-known writer Chris-
tine de Pizan.”® Thomas, who had fallen under suspicion for sending a du-
bious medicine to the French king and to the dukes of Burgundy and Berry,
wrote to Bernard in the apparent hope of gaining support for his recipe. In
the course of his letter, Thomas refers to the generation of metals beneath
the surface of the earth. This offers Bernard the opportunity of launching
into a veritable tirade on the subject of astral causation.

Bernard begins his attack by affirming the traditional alchemical theory
that metals are generated out of sulfur and mercury. He vehemently denies
the notion of “some” that the main agency in congealing mercury is the
sun rather than sulfur. Indeed, Bernard states, the form of gold is not per-
fected by the heat of the sun in mines as some say, but rather by the power
of the motion of the sun’s orb. It is not even a heat from the sun’s own
sphere that perfects gold, but rather from all the celestial spheres together
(universaliter totius coeli).” The sun’s rays per se do not penetrate the
earth at all, nor does any other influence, although the motion of the orbs
is indeed the cause of heat. Consequently, there is no connection between
gold and the sun except that the sun is the hottest of the planets and gold
the hottest of the metals. The Deckname “sol” has been given to gold in
recognition of this fact, which has led fools to think that “each of the seven
planets generates one metallic species by its own proper influence to which
species it agrees in property and nature.”$°

Bernard’s argument, which he develops into an interesting discussion of
the reflection of the stellar rays by the elementary spheres, draws on a tra-
ditional argument that the sun heats by the motion of its sphere, rather
than by means of its rays.®’ What is of interest to us, however, is the fact
that Bernard uses this argument in a fashion reminiscent of his anti-
astrological contemporary Nicole Oresme to deny the significance of cau-
sation by celestial influences. Although Bernard restricts himself to a
rejection of planetary rays in the formation of metals, by implication the
alchemist who is intent on reproducing the natural generation of metals by
artificial means can also ignore elections.
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We have seen that the alchemists of the Middle Ages often disregarded,
and in some instances even attacked, astrology. Alchemy and astrology
were widely recognized to be distinct disciplines with their own respective
methods and goals. How then could Elias Ashmole state in the 1650s
that “Iudiciall Astrologie is the Key of Naturall Magick, and Naturall
Magick the Doore that leads to this Blessed Stome [i.e., the philoso-
phers’ stone]”?%> The answer, of course, lies in the conceptual universe
that Ashmole inhabited, a world vastly different from that of the medieval
alchemists. Although ostensibly commenting on the Ordinall of Thomas
Norton, Ashmole had in fact imported the neoplatonic magic of Marsilio
Ficino and his acolytes, above all Agrippa von Nettesheim.

Several major changes in the standard view of alchemy can be traced

directly to Ficino and Agrippa. First, in his De vita coelitus comparanda,
Ficino explicitly linked the vital spirit of the cosmos with the alchemi-
cal quintessence, a physical substance that could be extracted by means of
distillation and other techniques. As Ficino himself says,
between the tangible and partly transient body of the world and its very soul,
whose nature is very far from its body, there exists everywhere a spirit, just as there
is between the soul and body in us, assuming that life everywhere is always com-
municated by a soul to a grosser body. . . . When this spirit is rightly separated and,
once separated, is conserved, it is able like the power of seed to generate a thing like
itself, if only it is employed on a material of the same kind. Diligent natural
philosophers, when they separate this sort of spirit of gold by sublimation over fire,
will employ it on any of the metals and will make it gold. This spirit rightly drawn
from gold or something else and preserved, the Arab astrologers call Elixir. But let
us return to the spirit of the world. The world generates everything through it
(since, indeed, all things generate through their own spirit); and we can call it both
“the heavens” and “quintessence.”$?
Ficino’s brief reference to alchemy in De vita had an influence out of all
proportion to its length.®* The association that the prominent neoplaton-
ist drew between the alchemical quintessence and the spirit of the world
gave alchemy a cosmic character that it had lacked in the Middle Ages,
when it was seen primarily as a pursuit devoted to metals, minerals, and
items of chemical technology. The claim that alchemy could isolate the vi-
tal principle of the world was something new.**

Ficino’s follower, Agrippa von Nettesheim, appropriated and expanded
Ficino’s linkage of the alchemical quintessence to the spiritus mundi,®
adding another important feature to the new understanding of alchemy in
the form of an alchemically colored treatment of the four elements. Rely-
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ing on his teacher Johannes Trithemius of Sponheim, Agrippa argued that
each of the four elements was actually “threefold” and contained its purer
and simpler cognates within itself. Agrippa stated clearly that without
direct knowledge of these simpler elements, one could not obtain success
in natural magic.®” He further asserted the cosmic significance of alchemy
in the second book of De occulta philosophia, where he supplied a list of
correspondences to the number one, or monas. In the elementary world,
Agrippa argued that the number one is represented by “the philosophers’
stone—the one subject and instrument of all natural and trans-natural
virtues.”®® The accompanying text supports this statement further: “There
is one thing created by God, the subject of all the wonderfulness on earth
or in the heavens: this thing is itself animal, vegetable, and mineral iz actu,
it is found everywhere yet known to very few, mentioned by none under its
proper name but veiled in innumerable figurae and enigmas, without
which neither alchemy, nor natural magic can attain its complete goal.”®’
Agrippa’s description of the “one thing,” replete with language tradition-
ally used for the philosophers’ stone, reinforced the new status that Fi-
cino had imparted to alchemy. It also made it possible to interpret one of
the hallowed texts of alchemy, the Tabula smaragdina or Emerald Tab-
let of “Hermes Trismegistus,” in a new light, albeit one inherited from
Trithemius.

The Emerald Tablet is first found in the Kitab sirr al-khaliga or Book
of the Secret of Creation attributed to “Balinas” (pseudo-Apollonius of
Tyana, ca. 8th c.). Hermes there says that “that which is above is the same
as that which is below” and follows this cryptic utterance with still more
obscure material about the conversion of the “one thing” into earth by
means of fire and a descent from heaven into earth. Medieval authors usu-
ally saw an encoded alchemical recipe in these lines, but in the sixteenth
century the Emerald Table served as one basis for the comprehensive uni-
fication of alchemy and a neoplatonizing cosmology under discussion.
Trithemius, whom Agrippa follows, took it literally as a cosmological
statement concerning the soul of the world.

Elias Ashmole presented this neoplatonic view of alchemy as a sister sci-
ence to natural magic in his Theatrum chemicum britannicum. The al-
chemist and the catarchic astrologer were no longer the representatives of
distinct fields who might on occasion interact. They were now the same fig-
ure, the Hermetic sage who held the key to occult wisdom in its entirety.
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Ashmole himself expresses nicely, in his commentary on Norton, the ideal
of the universal archimagus who, like Prospero, controls the whole of na-
ture: “Wisemen conceive it no way Irrationall that it should be possible for
us to ascend by the same degrees through each world, to the very Originall
world it selfe, the Maker of all things and first Cause. But how to conjoyne
the Inferiours with the vertue of the Superiours (which is marrying Elmes
to Vines) or how to call out of the hidden places into open light, the dis-
persed and seminated Vertues, (i.e. Virtutes in centro centri latentes,) is the
work of the Magi, or Hermetick Philosophers onely; and depends upon
the aforesaid Harmony.”*°

The Renaissance integration of the occult sciences that Ashmole repre-
sents should not make us forget, however, that that other follower of
Agrippa, Thomas Vaughan, disparaged the practices of contemporary as-
trologers. For it was possible, of course, to interpret Agrippa’s comments
to mean that the science of celestial influence was invalid unless one had
already acquired the first matter of the philosophers’ stone. This was the
conclusion that Vaughan drew, and on the basis of Agrippa’s text alone, it
was perfectly legitimate. Even during the heyday of Renaissance neopla-
tonism, astrology and alchemy lived independent lives, despite the vast
inkwells devoted to the rhetorical embellishment of occult philosophy.

A particularly enlightening example of the alchemists’ view of astrology
in this period can be seen in a Munchausen-like story told by one “Ed-
wardus Generosus,” who claimed to have created two philosophers’
stones, one for the sun and the other for the moon. The stone of the sun
was intensely hot, whereas the lunar stone concentrated the light and
frigor of the moon. Hence it could be used to freeze small animals, and the
author describes at length the great sport he had in this pursuit. First, like
a small boy playing pranks with a flashlight under his blanket, Edward em-
ployed the lunar stone to freeze fleas beneath the sheets of his bed. Having
had such success on minute vermin, Edward then tells us how he gradu-
ated to larger animals. He expresses this experiment in astrological terms:
“Then I bethought me of a new device. Now I will make such a strange
conjunction as neither Haly, Guido, Bonatus or their M" Ptolomaeus ever
saw v like in all y* conjunctions of ye stars. I first took a quick live mouse,
an Humble Bee, & a nimble frogg, & all these I put into a fine bowl glass
together, having that care that none should either creep leap or fly away
whout my leave. Then I held my glass w® my nimble quick ~creatures”
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[water deleted] in it directly under y© beam of my fair beautiful [luna] till
she had benummed all their vitall spirits to death, making them "all” as
cold as any lead quickly”*' Despite the farcical dispatching of Edward’s
nimble creatures, the passage says something significant about the rela-
tionship of alchemy and astrology in the early modern period. Edward’s
jocular “conjunction” is not one of stars or planets but of the small ani-
mals that he elects to torment. Although few alchemists followed Edward
in turning astrology into a burlesque, their astrological allusions were
often of a similarly analogical nature rather than a practical one. Even
the widely revered description of alchemy as terrestrial astronomy was a
tropological association, comparing one discipline to the other rather than
using the tools of the former in the operation of the latter.

The Chapters in This Volume

As we have urged in the foregoing, the association between alchemy and as-
trology is problematic rather than transparent. The two disciplines diverge
from one another in at least as many instances as they have points of inter-
section. For this reason, the remaining seven chapters in this book do not
uniformly concern both alchemy and astrology, but for the most part treat
one or the other pursuit independently. The subject of the first two papers,
Girolamo Cardano (1501-76), was one of the most famous astrologers of
the Renaissance. Germana Ernst’s contribution in chapter 2 gives a com-
prehensive overview of Cardano’s career as an astrologer, emphasizing his
attempts to purify the discipline by returning it to its Ptolemaic roots. Writ-
ing after the devastating attack on astrology by Giovanni Pico della Mi-
randola and dissatisfied with the current status of the discipline as a realm
for unlearned and opportunistic diviners, Cardano wanted to restore the
Ptolemaic linkage of astrology to natural philosophy. Yet Cardano was not
merely a natural philosopher, but a trained practitioner of medicine as well.
Hence chapter 3, by Anthony Grafton and Nancy Siraisi, examines the
links between Cardano’s medicine and his astrology. Astrology had been
taught as an adjunct to academic medicine since the High Middle Ages, so
there was a long-standing tradition of connecting the two at Cardano’s dis-
posal. And yet, as Grafton and Siraisi show, the Italian polymath made sur-
prisingly little of astrological medicine. For the most part, he seems to have
viewed the fields of astrology and medicine as separate disciplines with
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their own theoretical (and practical) bases. It is worth adding here that the
same bifurcation applied a fortiori when Cardano considered alchemy. De-
spite his deep allegiance to the “occult” science of astrology, he had little
sympathy for alchemical practice, lumping it together with such nefarious
arts as poisoning and the invocation of demons.”

Chapter 4, by Darrel Rutkin, is a study of Johann Kepler’s dedication to
the Astronomia Nova of 1609. Although considerable scrutiny has fo-
cused recently on the astrological motifs Galileo employed in his own ded-
icatory letter to Cosimo II in the Siderius nuncius of 1610, Rutkin shows
that Kepler had already employed similar astrological conceits in his ded-
ication to the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolph II. This raises the inter-
esting possibility, which Rutkin explores in some depth, that Galileo
borrowed the dedicatory use of a ruler’s natal chart from Kepler himself.
Although the evidence of such influence remains inconclusive at present,
the very fact that two such eminent astronomers framed their scientific dis-
coveries within the borders of natal astrology gives further testimony to
the infiltration of genethlialogy into every aspect of Renaissance culture.
It should not surprise us that the same astronomer who predicted Count
Wallenstein’s victories on the battlefield should also seek success in the
Martial horoscope of his ruler.

Despite their profound awareness of astrological matters, neither Kepler
nor Galileo seems to have found much fascination in alchemy. This cannot
be said of the subject of the chapters by Nicholas Clulee and Didier Kahn,
namely the anonymous Rosicrucians who burst upon the European scene
in the second decade of the seventeenth century. Clulee’s contribution in
chapter 5 considers the claims Frances Yates made for the Elizabethan ma-
gus John Dee in setting the stage for the Rosicrucian movement. Basing
herself in part on a pseudonymous document attributed to one “Philippus
a Gabella,” Yates maintained that Dee’s visit to the Continent in the 1580s
had planted the seeds for a scientific and religious upheaval that would
emerge with the publication of the Rosicrucian manifestos in 1614-16.
Clulee argues that the treatise attributed to Gabella, although published
with the second of the Rosicrucian treatises, was tangential to the move-
ment and extremely derivative. It does not provide evidence of Dee as the
hidden patriarch of Rosicrucianism, a negative inference certified both by
the eclecticism of its borrowings and its apparent ignorance of the major
themes of Rosicrucianism. Despite Gabella’s shortcomings as an inter-
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preter of Dee, however, he does provide compelling evidence for the
dispersion of Dee’s ideas. In particular, Gabella transmits the notion of
alchemy as inferior astronomy, which we have discussed above. Clulee
shows at length how Dee appropriated this idea from sources such as Tri-
themius and Agrippa and passed it on to writers who were more con-
cerned with practical alchemy, such as Gabella.

Kahn’s contribution in chapter 6 also concerns the Rosicrucian move-
ment, but within the specific context of France during the 1620s. To be
exact, Kahn discusses the origin and effects of the sensational posting
of Rosicrucian broadsheets in Paris in 1623. In magisterial detail, Kahn
shows that the originator of this Rosicrucian hoax was a teenage prankster
named Etienne Chaume. Trying to beguile the contemporary Lullists and
other aficionados of arcane knowledge, Chaume managed to create an in-
cendiary situation in which charges of libertinism, atheism, and malefi-
cium came to be intertwined. The astonishing ramifications of Chaume’s
boyhood prank have carried on even into the twentieth century, for a mul-
titude of sober scholars have accepted on scanty evidence that such lumi-
naries as Descartes and Gassendi were embroiled in the Rosicrucian scare.
Here and elsewhere Kahn throws new light on the dense thicket of intel-
lectual and religious controversy that surrounded the Rosicrucian move-
ment in early modern France.

As Kahn points out in his chapter, the Rosicrucian literature was deeply
pervaded by alchemical ruminations but more concerned with millenari-
anism and Biblical prophecy than with the details of technical astrology.
Such a relative disregard for mathematical astrology cannot be imputed to
the subject of Lauren Kassell’s chapter 7, namely Simon Forman (1552-
1611). Forman’s fusion of alchemy, astrology, and cabala paralleled the in-
terests of his older contemporary John Dee as well as those of the younger
aspirant to secret wisdom, Elias Ashmole. The integrated vision of the oc-
cult sciences propounded by Agrippa von Nettesheim thoroughly condi-
tioned all three authors. Unlike Dee and Ashmole, however, Forman was
an autodidact, having risen from an impoverished background to become
a famous purveyor of the occult to those who could afford his services.
Kassel provides a densely documented record of Forman’s reading prac-
tices, showing how he fused practical alchemy, heterodox Biblical inter-
pretation, medicine, and astrology into a characteristic brew that would
impress his clients and feed his own appetite for secret wisdom.
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The final chapter, by Lawrence Principe and William Newman, provides
an extended criticism of the existing historiography of alchemy. As
Principe and Newman argue, much of the contemporary historical writ-
ing on alchemy has unwittingly absorbed themes drawn from nineteenth-
century occultism. Anachronistic promoters of so-called spiritual alchemy
in that period, such as Mary Anne Atwood and Ethan Allen Hitchcock,
avoided the embarrassing fact that many alchemical recipes do not make
obvious chemical sense by arguing that such recipes were really not about
chemistry at all, but veiled prescriptions for perfecting the alchemist’s soul.
Twentieth-century apologists of the mysteries, such as Carl Gustav Jung
and Mircea Eliade, adopted this viewpoint and put it into the language
of psychology and anthropology. Historians of alchemy have in turn em-
ployed the views of Jung and Eliade as interpretive tools without realiz-
ing their dubious origins. The result is a remarkable incursion of occultist
beliefs into the very framework of historiography, a situation possibly
unparalleled in other fields of research.

In conclusion, the surprising new material provided by many of the
chapters in this volume should help to dispel the myopic stereotypes that
have come to dominate the historical study of the occult sciences since its
revival in the 1960s. We can no longer accept the pansophic optimism of
an Elias Ashmole as reflecting the common situation of alchemical and as-
trological practitioners in his own time, not to mention the longue durée.
Only by dropping the blinders acquired from studying Agrippa and Dee,
influential though they were, will we be able to understand the diversity of
interests displayed by single-minded aficionados of one or another branch
of the occult sciences. The Ashmolean image of the universal mage is as
absent from such astrological experts as Kepler and Galileo as it is from
alchemical mavens of the stamp of a Boyle or Newton. In short, the chap-
ters in this volume present a much-needed new perspective on the histori-
cal study of the so-called occult sciences.
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“Veritatis amor dulcissimus”: Aspects of

Cardano’s Astrology

Germana Ernst

Toward Scotland

The most finished product of Girolamo Cardano’s work on astrology was
his commentary on the Quadripartitum of Ptolemy. He was led to under-
take this by a combination of curious and unexpected circumstances in
which, as in other cases, chance and an obscure providential design some-
how intersected. In April 1552, Cardano was in Lyons, about to depart for
Paris, and from there for far-off Scotland, where Archbishop John Hamil-
ton, who suffered from a particularly stubborn form of asthma, anxiously
awaited him. Cardano had become acquainted with a schoolmaster who,
after asking for a medical opinion, insisted on bringing him to his house,
where he promised to show him a boy who could see demons in a vessel.'
The visions turned out to be nonsense, but at the man’s house Cardano en-
countered Antonio Gogava’s translation of the two last—and very diffi-
cult—books of Ptolemy’s Quadripartitum.* Seized by a sudden feeling of
desire and inspiration, Cardano asked for and obtained a copy of the text.
On the ship that took him up the Loire to Paris, he began to work with
feverish intensity on a project that he found absolutely urgent.

The work was published at Basel in 1554, with a dedication to the Scot-
tish archbishop. It took the form of a splendid folio volume, with which,
Cardano declared, he was entirely satisfied.* A Lyon edition followed, very
similar in content but more modest in form. The last edition appeared
posthumously at Basel in 1578 and was reprinted in volume 5 of Car-
dano’s Opera ommnia. It departed considerably from the other two. Car-
dano enlarged and reworked a good many passages but he also mutilated
or deleted many others. The most famous of these—but not the only
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ones—were those that discussed the horoscope of Christ.* These final
changes in the text may well have been the result of a late effort at self-
censorship that Cardano was forced to undertake. If so, they were inspired
by the same considerations that led to the disappearance of Ptolemy’s
name from Cardano’s curious “classification” of the greatest geniuses of
all times in De subtilitate, where Ptolemy had previously occupied an hon-
orable second position, after Archimedes and before Aristotle.’

The Twelve Horoscopes

The “great voyage” that Cardano began on February 23, 1552, and that
kept him away from home for about ten months gave him the opportunity
not only to visit strange places and cities, but also to meet illustrious indi-
viduals. Many of these individuals presented him with gifts and indications
of their esteem, which to some extent made up for the incomprehension
and persecution he had experienced at home.

But honors and money were not the only benefits that Cardano received
on his voyage. He also had the opportunity to frequent courts and other
high social circles, to gain an intimate knowledge of the life and habits
of important people, and to gather a rich harvest of astrological data. Car-
dano appended to the Commentary on Ptolemy twelve genitures to serve
as examples of a particularly rich and meaningful kind. They were meant
to embody and to confirm the theoretical principles stated in the text.
Cardano described them as, among other things, “worthy of admira-
tion, made famous by events, and calculated with the utmost precision.”
The first five belonged to persons he had met for the first time on his
voyage.®

The series began with the controversial geniture of Edward VI. When
Cardano encountered the young king, whose precocious erudition filled
him with astonishment and admiration, in London, he uttered a series of
reassuring predictions. But Edward’s premature death in July 1553—offi-
cially from phthisis, though Cardano suspected poison—refuted these in a
most embarrassing way. Cardano found himself compelled to reexamine
the astral data and their interpretation so that he could account for these
events. He also added a page in which he explained and justified the ex-
treme reticence he himself had shown on this occasion. By revealing his
own fears, he might have provoked public disturbances or encountered
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personal danger, like earlier astrologers who had imprudently ventured
to predict unhappy ends for their sovereigns. Cardano had left the English
court as rapidly as possible, disgusted and frightened because he had per-
ceived, through political acumen rather than astrological expertise, the
dangers posed by the insidious traps of power.”

Next came the genitures of Hamilton; of Claude de Lavalle, the French
ambassador in London; and of the Hellenist and royal tutor John Cheke,
who, after various vicissitudes, suffered disaster on the accession of Mary
Tudor. His horoscope included disquieting references to the dangers that
threatened him. In the fifth place appeared another geniture which would
cause Cardano no little embarrassment: that of Aimar de Ranconnet, a
prominent member of the Parlement of Paris who was strongly linked to
him by esteem and friendship. The two redactions of Ranconnet’s horo-
scope, that of 1554 and that of 1578, were very different.® In the first,
Cardano showed the highest admiration for someone who combined the
gravity of public office with unusual gifts of humanity and learning. He ex-
pressed his deep gratitude for the warm greeting that he had received from
Ranconnet, even though he had appeared before him poorly dressed and
had spoken to him very simply. The incident showed that Ranconnet was
endowed with a rare capacity to see past appearances: he could actually
read minds.

But once again, as a result of Ranconnet’s tragic death in 1559, Cardano
was forced to revise his text. He had to inform the reader that his illustri-
ous friend had been imprisoned on the infamous charge of incest and had
died mysteriously in prison. Some said that he had committed suicide out
of shame, others that he had been strangled, and still others that he had
been burned at the stake, at night and under a false name—astrologically,
the most plausible hypothesis. Despite Cardano’s warm feelings for his
friend, his respect for the truth of astrology compelled him to record this
dishonorable end, one entirely unworthy of such a person.

The other seven horoscopes came from Cardano’s earlier works. One of
them belonged to the soldier of fortune Giovan Giacomo Medici, whose
portrait, as a bold man of arms, was the precise image of a disillusioned
Machiavellian hero. His brilliant career began with a crime, which he
later entirely justified by the outstanding virtues that he showed. Anyhow,
as Cardano observed, no one had ever risen to power unless some crime
opened the way: “Who ever moved from the rank of private citizen to that
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of a prince without committing a crime? . . . Only crime ever enabled any-
one to attain the highest honors, by opening the way: if virtue and fortune
then stand by him, the way to power is clear.”” In the eighth place appeared
the very detailed horoscope of the author himself, to which we will return,
between those of two of his closest friends, the doctor Guglielmo Casanate
and Cardinal Francesco Sfondrato. The latter passed, in the space of a few
years, from the rank of private citizen to that of bishop, then to that of car-
dinal, only to miss, by a hair, being elected pope on the death of Paul III.
He then died, a few months later, from uncertain causes (“Is this not a
marvellous and unusual story?” commented Cardano).!°

The tenth and eleventh horoscopes were closely connected. They be-
longed to Paul III and his natural son Pier Luigi Farnese, prince of Parma
and Piacenza, who could not avoid dying, skewered by the daggers of
conspirators, even though insistent rumors had predicted the event. When
Cardano drew up the pope’s horoscope, he underlined the great man’s
strong predilection for predictions of every kind, copying out and com-
menting on a prognostication by Paris Ceresarius. This Mantuan astrol-
oger, with his red hair and beard, tall, handsome, and rich, had passed
at a relatively late age from the study of law and the classics to that of as-
trology, as we are told by Luca Gaurico, who pointed out with some con-
tempt that Cardano had borrowed Paris’s imprecise method of laying out
the astrological houses. In the prognostication, Paris had predicted, very
precisely and many years in advance of the event, that Cardinal Farnese
would be elected pope, as well as the precise moment of his death. Car-
dano added some personal reminiscences that offer us, in passing, a view
of a court filled with anxieties and buzzing with divinatory practices of all
kinds. Cardano says that he saw with his own eyes a text in which a demon
confirmed Ceresarius’s predictions. His extraordinary ability at prediction
gave rise to the rumor that his mantelpiece held marble heads that alerted
him to coming disasters."!

Cardano chose this series of twelve genitures to reveal the connections
between the stars and remarkable events that happened in the lives of out-
standing individuals. They made it possible to provide concrete applica-
tions and verifications of Ptolemy’s principles, explaining not only cases of
extraordinary virtue and the peaks of success and power, but also painful
diseases, reversals of fortune, dangers, and the threat of violent death. The
series ended in a highly appropriate way with the geniture of Erasmus.



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 43

Here Cardano underlined the contrast between the obscurity of his sub-
ject’s origins and the splendor of his learning, which induced popes and
princes to compete to show him their favor.

Cardano’s Astrological Works

Cardano’s commentary on Ptolemy represented the end of a long journey
that had begun when he was very young. The lessons he had learned from
his father as a young boy included the elements of astrology, based on the
Arabic texts that he later rejected.'? From the start the young astrologer re-
vealed a sharp interest in analyzing his own personality. He began at a very
young age laying out the self-portrait to which he would devote decades of
work, making it more and more extensive and precise.'?

As an adult, Cardano received his strongest inducement to study astrol-
ogy from Filippo Archinto, the future apostolic protonotary and arch-
bishop of Milan. In his early period of residence at Gallarate, in 1532-33,
Cardano planned and wrote, at Archinto’s behest, the first sketch of his
text De iudiciis astrorum, which he would enlarge in later years. Archinto
was also responsible for Cardano’s obtaining a post in 1534 that required
him to teach arithmetic, geometry, and astrology in the Scuole Piattine in
Milan, though only on feast days and for a small stipend. Doing so earned
Cardano a dubious reputation as an astrologer.'

It was no accident that Cardano’s first surviving publication was an
astrological Pronostico that seems, on internal evidence, to have been
directed at Pope Paul IIl and perhaps written at his request.'> The most
striking quality of this text, which refers the reader to a larger, forthcom-
ing Latin Pronostico, “which will cover more years and do so more exten-
sively,” is the extreme reticence Cardano showed about it. So far as I know,
he never cited it explicitly, as if he wished to delete it from the list of his
works.'¢ Still, within the rather conventional framework of general pre-
dictions about important events connected with the five great European
powers (the pope, the emperor, the king of France, the king of Venice, and
the Turkish sultan), the short text reveals some striking features.

This early work marked the beginning, for example, of Cardano’s effort
to reclaim the dignity of astrological prediction, when correctly under-
stood and practiced, and of his polemic against the “crazy diviners” who,
in their ignorance or in their desire to flatter princes, had corrupted “this
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noble art of astrology” and “defiled its doctrines.” The more ignorant they
were, Cardano claimed, the more eagerly “they play at divination, where
they have not a leg to stand on, with their light heads, vile arrogance and
beastial audacity.” But his most important remarks had to do with religion.
Cardano evoked the terrible decadence of his age and pointed out the need
for a deep spiritual renewal (“Both Sacred Scripture and astrology make it
absolutely clear that this insatiable greed of ours must have an end.”). But
he also pointed out that no one should cherish illusions about the ease
with which this could be brought about and maintained that matters
would go from bad to worse in the future: “there was little faith in the past,
less and almost none now; in future it will be completely destroyed.”

Paul III’s strong interest in the study of the stars induced Cardano to
continue down this road. In 1538 he completed and published at Milan
two “libelli” that were presented as the first fragments of his great project,
the De judiciis astrorum: the De supplemento Almanach and the De resti-
tutione temporum et motuum coelestium. The last chapter of the second
text set out ten genitures, five for princes and five for scholars: the first of
a long series. In the two dedicatory letters to Archinto, Cardano distanced
himself from his envious critics and from the “criminal incompetence” of
those who tried to discredit his work, driven as they were by greed to dis-
seminate their own impostures.'”

The two works were reprinted, in a revised and corrected form, at Nu-
remberg in 1543, accompanied by a new dedicatory letter to Archinto.
Cardano also added a considerable number of genitures—the total now
reached 67—and his Encomium Astrologiae. The most interesting aspect
of this section of the work lay in the fact that Cardano based his praise of
astrology as “the most excellent of the sciences” on the euhemerist and al-
legorical interpretation of mythical characters and stories. Cardano main-
tained that those who had studied the stars in antiquity had become the
rulers of their communities and were venerated as divinities after their
deaths. This befell the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus, the Chaldean Bero-
sus, and the Greek Orpheus, whose lyre with seven strings, raised to the
heavens as a constellation, clearly referred to the seven planets and the
harmony of the universe. The myths about Phaeton, Endymion, Atlas,
Daedalus and Icarus, and Bellerophon concealed the same meanings. The
bisexuality of the most famous ancient prophet, Tiresias, referred to the di-
vision of the planets into masculine and feminine; the expedition of the



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 45

Argonauts in search of the Golden Fleece—one of the fables most beloved
of alchemists, who saw it as adumbrating the most secret operations of
their art—had to do with the competition among rulers to establish the ex-
act moment of the spring equinox. Even the quarrels of the gods in Homer
and Vergil, their councils, and their choosing to favor one hero or an-
other—stories that would be silly and worthless if taken literally, and as
absurd and laughable as a vain chimera, and thus entirely unworthy of el-
evated poets, if they lacked some such hidden meaning—had in fact to be
understood as references to the various celestial influences on the world of
men.'8

The reference to Icarus, “who tumbled into the sea of ignorance because
he had not entirely mastered his father’s art,” suggests that Cardano’s in-
terpretations of ancient fables probably also represented a cloaked
polemic against Andrea Alciato. This famous jurist and close friend of
Cardano’s was also the declared enemy of all occult interests, as is clear
from the enlightened position he adopted with regard to witchcraft, and a
sharp opponent of astrology, as Cardano himself recorded, with some
regret, in his comments on Alciato’s geniture.'” This attitude is clearly re-
vealed by two of Alciato’s Emblems, destined to become extremely famous
and to serve as the prototype for an enormously successful literary genre.
One of these represented Prometheus, chained and mutilated. It warned
men not to indulge themselves in the desire of elevating their minds to in-
accessible forms of knowledge, pointing out that “what is above us does
not pertain to us.” The other, entitled Against the Astrologers, showed
Icarus falling into the ocean after the wax of his wings had melted. The
verses that commented on the image cautioned the astrologers against suf-
fering the same end. As Icarus, “who flew too high,” had fallen, “so ruin
threatens the wise man who tries to fly to God’s lap in the heavens, because
he wants to know secrets to which our merits do not rise. The higher the
rash man rises, the greater the splash he will make when he falls.”2°

In the new edition of Cardano’s Libelli that appeared at Nuremberg four
years later, in 1547, the collection of works had become even larger: Car-
dano added De iudiciis geniturarum and De revolutionibus to his two ear-
lier works. The genitures, now assembled in a separate book, had reached
the final and definitive number of 100. The volume also included one of
Cardano’s most successful astrological works, the Astrologicorum apho-
rismorum segmenta septem. Thanks to their sharp, aphoristic style and
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their strictly technical content, these came to be considered particularly
useful for the concrete practice of astrology. In the Peroratio of this work
Cardano clearly enunciated the project that he would systematically pur-
sue in his commentary on Ptolemy’s Quadripartitum: to rescue astrology
from the infamy into which it had fallen by organizing its valid elements,
correcting errors, and eliminating vain superstitions in such a way as to
make clear its full right to be considered part of natural philosophy.?!

Once again Cardano rewrote his dedicatory letter to Archinto, which
took on a special pathos in this version. In the introductory section, he
outlined the history of astrology, refuting the popular schema according to
which it had originally existed in a state of purity and perfection. At first,
he argued, men basically resembled animals; the more difficult and noble
any form of knowledge, accordingly, the later they arrived at it, and with
more difficulty. From these premises he sharply rejected the views of the
critics and detractors of astrology, from Pico onward. He rebutted their
chief objections and insisted that no one could deny the natural causal ac-
tion of the stars. As such, this causal action could be altered or blocked by
the interference of other causes. Ptolemy reigned supreme in this disci-
pline; the texts written by others “depart so far from the truth that they
rather resemble fables.” After having asserted the excellence of the art once
more, Cardano warmly praised the generous patronage available in Ger-
many, which had enabled such studies to flourish enormously. He felt com-
pelled to lament the unhappy state of Italy, where no one could distinguish
true science from fake and only vulgar imitators found any support. His
own experiences, the long series of difficulties and enmities that he had en-
countered, offered eloquent testimony to the truthfulness of what he said.
Cardano admitted that he had had to have recourse to dissimulation to
protect himself against the violence and enmity of his enemies: “I had to
remind myself how great was the envy of these apes who have rebelled
against true honor and erudition.”??

The Dignity of the Art

In a passage in his commentary that disappeared, not by chance, from the
edition of 1578, Cardano pointed out that Ptolemy’s Quadripartitum was
the one canonical text of astrology. Only Ptolemy had had the mastery of
astronomy needed to create this body of extremely subtle and difficult
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principles. If his book had not been written or had not been preserved, as-
trology itself would not exist.??

Cardano’s dedicatory letter to Hamilton included a similarly warm pas-
sage in praise of Ptolemy and his work as well as of his modern commen-
tator, who had rescued this wonderful text from oblivion:

Ptolemy, thanks to his wonderful art, great diligence, and extraordinary effort, and
aided by his good health and very long life, not only described the movements of
the fixed stars and planets, their sizes and qualities, but also their decrees and pre-
dictions—and did so with such intellectual subtlety that he frightened many away
from the art and attracted no one to it. This gave birth to the hosts of vicious char-
latans, while the discipline—like Ptolemy’s own book—Iay buried in darkness and
oblivion. Ptolemy understood perfectly well that this would happen to him, but he
preferred to write the truth in an obscure way, rather than to write deceptive false-
hoods in a clear way: he did so in the hope that someday, someone would come
along who was fully equipped to explicate his monuments.?*

Cardano, in other words, portrayed himself as the most authoritative rep-
resentative of a line that maintained that a “return to Ptolemy” was nec-
essary to restore dignity and rigor to a discipline seriously corrupted by the
“follies” of the Arabs’ manuals, which Cardano criticized for offering
rules as manifold and minute as they were unfounded and useless.

The demand for a philological and substantive recovery of the Ptolemaic
text had been raised as early as the beginning of the sixteenth century.
Albertus Pighius, for example, assigned the guilt for the degradation of
astrology to those who composed annual prognostications. Ignorant of
mathematics and committed only to the superstitious nonsense of the
Arabs, they spread innumerable and unbearable lies throughout the one
true kind of astrology. He dedicated his work to Agostino Nifo, whom he
urged to requite him with the favor of translating Ptolemy’s work.?*

In his preface to Gogava’s aforementioned translation of Ptolemy,
Gemma Frisius also denounced the folly of the moderns, who rejected the
ancient texts in order to accept only new ones, as others rejected normal
foods in their quest for exotic and extravagant ones. In fact, he argued,
none of those who had written after Ptolemy had rivaled him. The Quadri-
partitum remained the only foundation and the indispensable point of ref-
erence for any serious student of astrology.

Cardano maintained, in his program for the redefinition of astrology
as “the conjectural part of natural philosophy,” that astrologers must
above all free themselves from all the ballast of the various “Albumasars,
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Abenragels, Alchabitiuses, Abubatres, Zaheles, Messahalas, and
Bethenes.”2¢ But he also criticized the classical works of Firmicus Mater-
nus and Guido Bonatti, which claimed to offer astrological predictions of
particulars so minute and contingent that no scientific account of them
could be given. Even the very popular Centiloquium, generally attributed
to Ptolemy, was spurious and made astrology “a form of evil magic” by in-
cluding “interrogations” as well as “genitures.”?’

Following the line laid out in the Ptolemaic text itself, which he para-
phrased at length, Cardano set out, in the introduction and conclusion of
his Commentary, to give a precise account of the status of astrology. He
described both the dignity and the limitations of the art and at the same
time defended it against the accusations of its attackers.

Cardano felt compelled to admit that the situation was genuinely diffi-
cult and that the critics of astrology had it all too easy. The discipline had
in fact been discredited and corrupted, and by its own practitioners. Car-
dano condemned not the art, but the artisans: they were the ones who
failed to bring to its study the attention, effort, and mental profundity a
discipline of its nobility and difficulty required. Moved either by greed or
by ambition, they claimed to possess knowledge that they did not have
and promised to give answers that an astrologer could not provide. They
continually invented new expedients, taking shameless advantage of the
ambiguous and profitable area of “elections and interrogations.” One par-
ticularly greedy and ignorant astrologer, for example, had forced Lu-
dovico Sforza to follow minute rules, even making him and his courtiers
ride horseback in rain and mud.?®

Astrology, Cardano admitted, was not an “absolutely precise” form of
knowledge, endowed with absolute certainty and rigor. But that did not
mean that it was “a superstition, a form of prophecy, magic, vanity, an or-
acle or a presage.” It was a natural, conjectural art that set out to formu-
late probable judgments about future events. There was no reason to deny
the legitimacy of doing so, especially when it was granted to doctors,
sailors, farmers, and miners.?’

The one basic presupposition on which astrology rested was the reality
of the influence that the celestial bodies exercised on the sublunary world.
These influences, obvious in the case of the sun and the moon, which were
the supreme rulers of the life of the universe, undeniably also belonged by
extension to the planets and the stars, which had the same basic nature.*°



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 49

Cardano discussed the question of these influences at length. He tried both
to prove their existence, with a plethora of examples, and to identify the
paths by which they were propagated and the ways in which they affected
the sublunary world. Only repeated observations could provide the basis
for a body of theory as elaborate as that of Ptolemy, which could be con-
firmed, enlarged, and corrected in its turn by the observation of further
facts.

In antiquity, to be sure, Favorinus had raised a tricky objection, one that
even possessed a certain persuasive power: Even if astrology were true, it
would be useless, because the prediction of bad events would enhance the
subject’s fear and that of good ones would diminish his happiness. But
Cardano refuted this, since prediction actually helps us to accept both the
good and the bad with equal moderation. Moreover, not all events pre-
dicted for the future must necessarily come to pass: Some can be changed.
Future events do not exist “per se” but “in relation”: If I foresee that my
sheep may die of thirst because of the great heat, I can avert this end by dig-
ging a shelter and a spring for them. Astrology was to natural philosophy
as the books of Hippocrates and Galen on prognostication were to medi-
cine. Future events are distinguished from present ones not by species and
genus, but by the element of time, which is connected to them as an
accident.’!

More generally, the tripartite Aristotelian division of all goods into
those of the soul, the body, and wealth and honors clarified the utility of
astrology as an art. Like philosophy, astrology was not “profitable” in it-
self, like medicine and trade. Nor did it promise glory, unlike military and
legal pursuits. Nonetheless, it could provide excellent tools for attaining
all these goods. Many philosophers had become so famous as to be im-
mortalized, and in recent times some had become very rich as well. In the
same way, many astrologers had used their art, however false it was, to en-
rich themselves.

If, on the other hand, contemplation is really the highest and most di-
vine human activity, then astrology must take its place at the top of the
hierarchy of the sciences. For it studied celestial things and future events,
that is, the rarest, noblest, and most desirable objects, “as if one took part
in the banquets of the gods.” To be sure, the weakness of the human mind
sometimes overturned this natural ordering: “astrology is very beautiful,
but extremely difficult and demanding.”*?
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Large-Scale Events and “Laws”

The second book of Cardano’s commentary dealt with large-scale events.
Commenting on its relatively modest length—as compared to that of the
third and fourth books, which dealt with the genitures of individuals—
Cardano explained that this was due to the much smaller amount of
knowledge that we possess about the general constitutions of the stars. Ac-
cordingly, these had to be discussed in a suitably modest way. Nonetheless,
a treatment of this subject naturally preceded that of horoscopic astrology,
since “universal causes are more powerful than particular ones.” By mak-
ing this distinction between two levels of causality, one could both avoid
many errors and answer the objection of those who claimed that collective
disasters, like shipwrecks, wars, and plagues, brought people with totally
different genitures together in a common death.

As is well known, Ptolemy emphasized, in his discussion of large-scale
events, the importance of eclipses and comets. By contrast, he was far
more reticent about other factors: for example, the “great conjunctions”
so widely discussed in the Arabic tradition. Cardano evidently oscillated
between strict adherence to Ptolemaic orthodoxy and the temptation to
make room for other suggestions that could fill out the rather meager the-
ory of eclipses and comets, though he also evinced a rather cautious atti-
tude toward the great conjunctions, which he described as “very famous”
but also, in reality, as “of no great importance.” In themselves, they could
offer only very general indications. For example, when they were found in
the watery signs of the zodiac, which formed the trigon dominated by
Mars, there would be wars, new mechanical inventions, contagious dis-
eases, and heresies. Muhammad and his law belonged to this trigon. But
when they were found in the fiery signs, where the Sun and Jupiter exer-
cised a predominant influence, they would bring about monarchies, peace-
ful periods, and wise men, as, for example, in the time of the monarchy of
the Medes, that of Christ, and that of Charlemagne. He dealt with the airy
and watery signs in the same way.*?

Cardano clearly felt the need, however, to fill out Ptolemy’s discussion,
as is clear from the fact that he did not hesitate, in his discussion of the rise
and fall of different “laws,” to draw heavily on the commentary of the Ara-
bic astrologer Haly. Cardano’s deep interest in these problems is evident
from the fact that he did not quote passages from Haly word for word but



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 51

reworked those that he found useful “for using the stars to predict the
events that bring about laws, changes, and heresies.”3*

Cardano’s discussion based itself on the correspondences that Ptolemy
had established between peoples, climatic zones, and astral influences. He
proposed an elegant and ingenious division of the inhabited world into
four quadrants, each subdivided in turn into eight triangles, each of which
was subject to particular planetary influences, following precise rules.
These endowed each people with particular characteristics related to the
triangle it inhabited, but also with shared ones due to the common domi-
nance of the sun and moon: “No people is so barbarous that it can be to-
tally free of the effects and customs of the sun and moon.”

According to the doctrines that Cardano claimed to derive from Haly,
laws have their origin in the central triangles, which are dominated by
Mercury, and then spread into the peripheral ones. Mercury is necessary
for every law, since these require “much speech and argument and changes
in the ordering of one’s life” (in the 1554 text Cardano wrote, more nega-
tively: “and lies, when they are necessary, and lightness of brain”), but it is
not sufficient to bring them into being on its own. Its associations with the
planets that rule different triangles produce the different laws. When Mer-
cury comes into conjunction with Saturn, for example, it will produce the
Hebrew law, which will correspond to the characteristics of the planet. On
the one hand, it will be “impious and extremely shameful, and will allow
avarice and divorce and illicit unions [according to the original text, it will
also be “full of lies and abominations”] and leprosy and impurity” But it
will also be stable and constant. When Mercury is in conjunction with
Jupiter, it will bring Christianity into being. “This is the law of purity, of
piety, of chastity, of mercy, of honesty, in which there were many kingdoms
and a priesthood deserving of every form of honor,” since Jupiter presides
over the priesthood. When Mercury is in conjunction with Mars, it means
the law of Muhammad, and arms, and wars, violence, and cruelty: In con-
junction with Venus, it means the law of the idolaters, with all its indul-
gence in the pleasures of the flesh.>

According to Cardano, the equinoctial signs are also connected with the
laws. These signify not popular consent, as Haly claimed, but sudden
changes of opinion, which are one of the factors most strongly character-
istic of the advent of a new law. These erupt into the world of men with the
scorching violence of a burning torch, overturning customs, emotions, and
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well-established social institutions: “It is like a torch lit in the minds of
men, which descends from heaven and moves with the greatest imaginable
speed. Men greet it with open mouths, despising the fear of death and the
favor of princes, their own interests and those of their sons, to such an ex-
tent that some, in violation of every sense of humanity, have to be punished
by the executioner for love of the laws.”3¢

Though Cardano did not underestimate the importance of eclipses and
comets, the powerful effects of which he actually illustrated with a large
number of examples, he saw a wide variety of astral factors as relevant to
understanding and explaining large-scale events. He gave a long list of
these. At this point, in his treatment of the “events of the most general
kind, which are of the greatest importance,” he considered it appropriate
to insert, as the most effective possible example to support his point, the
“Birth of the Savior,” which became one of the most often cited, sharply
criticized, and misunderstood passages in his works.

The Horoscope of Christ

Cardano was conscious of the risk that he was taking when he published
the geniture of Christ. He admitted that he had drawn it up more than
twenty years earlier but had hesitated, out of religious scruples, to publish
it.>” His fears were not without foundation. As early as 1556, Adrien
Turnébe used the preface to his edition of Plutarch’s De defectu oraculo-
rum to denounce in no uncertain terms the revival of interest in astrology.
He showed special distaste for the “vile and criminal madness” of those
who, reaching levels of impiety previously undreamt-of, dared to set out
the geniture of the Savior himself, and those who subjected to the stars the
One who had created them.>®

The accusation was regularly repeated, with little variation. Among the
criticisms that Francisco Sanches leveled at Cardano in his De divinatione
per somnum was that he had made the stars superior to “our Savior, the
Lord of all things in heaven, on earth and in the underworld.” Joseph
Scaliger recalled the audacity, at once impious and foolish, of that “cym-
balum astrologorum” who had published the horoscope of Christ, deduc-
ing all the events of his life from the position of the stars. De Thou reproved
the “extreme madness” and “impious audacity” with which Cardano had
subjected the Creator to the stars.?
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The argument became a commonplace in the critical literature on as-
trology, one designed to show whether the author was an atheist or super-
stitious, and the fact that Naudé discussed the question at some length in
his biography of Cardano reinforced this tendency. To restore the scan-
dal—and the supposed originality and dubious fame of the author of the
pages in question—to their true dimensions, Naudé pointed out to other
critics that the topic was hardly new. Albertus Magnus, who cited Albu-
masar in his turn, had already dealt with it, as had Cardinal Pierre d’Ailly.
So had, more recently, an unprejudiced pupil of Agostino Nifo, the Cal-
abrian Tiberio Russiliano Sesto, who had discussed the question at such
length as to make it surprising that Cardano had found anything to add.
Naudé concluded that the clever Milanese astrologer had pretended not to
be familiar with these precedents, more or less famous as they were, since
he would rather be accused of impiety than risk losing the fame that his
pages on the horoscope had won him.*

In fact, Cardano did put forward, in a number of passages, precise re-
marks and distinctions that clarified his intentions and offered a defense
against potential charges of impiety. In the fourteenth geniture, for ex-
ample, he discussed one point quite explicitly. Since Spica Virginis came up
for discussion, Cardano made clear that the one who created the stars had
no need of them, as he had had no need of fasting and prayer. Nonetheless,
he had taken in what was best in them, without making any change what-
ever in the natural order of causality that he had established. Jesus as-
sumed, that is, the temperament and appearance that they produced, but
not because they were necessary to his “bodily balance,” as was main-
tained by a certain “complete madman,” who claimed that Christ’s partic-
ular physical constitution had enabled him to walk on water. Cardano
confessed that the impurity of his times forced him to make this digression
and these distinctions, since some were trying to force astrology to yield
unacceptable naturalistic theories, and others took even what was human
as divine: “Some make the powers of natural bodies so great that they
make astronomy produce wild theories. Others claim that what is human
is also divine, since they confuse the prerogatives of man with those of
God.>#

The whole issue of relations between the human and the divine and their
delicate equilibrium came into question here, since the problem of the
horoscope of the man/God seemed to shatter it. But as Cardano pointed
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out, acutely, in another passage, although it was doubtless heretical to
deny the divinity of Christ, it was equally so to try to make him completely
exempt from mortality and all other links to mortality, as others did in
their desire to exalt his divinity.*> The human part of the Savior was clearly
subject to the influence of the stars, like every other created being. This did
not mean that the stars had made Christ divine, produced his miracles, or
brought about the promulgation of his law. But it did mean that God had
designed the positions of the stars in advance in such a way that they
proved appropriate for this geniture, in which ten very rare and unusual
factors came together. The bare diagram of the geniture was a sort of icon,
which represented, in advance, miracles that had been determined from
eternity: “And those are the ten very rare and unusual factors in this geni-
ture, whose almost divine conjunction provides a kind of advance image
of the miraculous works that had been predetermined from eternity”+

The astrologer’s job was simply to decode the geniture, to make mani-
fest what was implicit in it, and to reveal the precise correspondence be-
tween the aspects of the stars and the life of the man Christ on earth. A
close analysis would yield a great many forms of confirmation and expla-
nation, on the natural plane, for the law that Christ promulgated, which
was “by nature” the law “of piety, justice, faith, simplicity, charity, and
was established in perfect form, and would not come to an end, at least un-
til the ecliptics come back together and the universe enters a new state.” It
would also provide these for the personal qualities and experiences of the
man himself: not only for his “natural” ability to know the future, his elo-
quence, his precocious wisdom, and his brilliant intellect, but also for his
melancholy character, his freckled complexion, his poverty, the plots
against him, the risks he ran, and his violent death.

The text certainly seems audacious, despite the protests that the author
made and the passionate defense he offered in his preface to the reader.*
For it is, in the end, quite simply a horoscope: a horoscope in which Car-
dano quietly follows out the thread of the events of Christ’s life, continu-
ally noting that Saturn was retrograde, that the Sun was in opposition to
Mars, that Saturn and Jupiter came into conjunction in Aries. The perfect
“congruency” of stars and events, Cardano argued, provided yet one more
confirmation of Ptolemy’s basic veracity. He concluded, accordingly, with
a cry of triumph—and of defiance of the enemies of the art: “let those who
deny the truth of the art see if I have changed the times, or miscalculated
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the positions of the stars, or departed in any way from the teachings of
Ptolemy in my explication of what they portended.”

Cardano was perfectly aware that the theologians were hostile and
knew the risks he would run. From the time of Pico onward, sharp attacks
on astrology had tried not only to undermine its claims to possess a “sci-
entific” foundation, by insisting repeatedly that its principles lacked any
foundation or consistency, but also to denounce and condemn any effort
to reconcile astrology with theology. From Pico’s point of view, the worst
offender—even worse than the Arabs, with their superstitious “fables”—
was the very authoritative Cardinal Pierre d’Ailly, for he had tried in
a number of different works to prove the harmony of theology with
astrology.**

The polemic against astrology took place on an increasingly theological
plane. Savonarola translated Pico’s Disputationes into Italian and summa-
rized them to make them accessible to ordinary people.*® Gianfrancesco
Pico took up his uncle’s arguments in book 5 of his De praenotione, and
in his De veris calamitatum nostri temporis causis he sharply attacked
Nifo, who had held that there were connections between the positions of
the stars and calamities on earth. He insisted that all disasters were caused
exclusively by divine initiative and providence, which used them to punish
mankind for their sins.*” These polemics were designed above all to keep
supernaturally inspired prophecy and other divine gifts absolutely free
from any contamination whatever from astrology.

Against these positions, Cardano argued that astrology and religion not
only did not conflict with one another, but were in basic agreement. From
the very start of his dedicatory letter to Archbishop Hamilton, he not only
celebrated the “excellence” of the art, but also defended its piety. Con-
templation of the order and harmony of the celestial spheres and the whole
great “machinery of the world” would make man conscious that a single,
sovereign intelligence existed. No branch of learning was better equipped
than astrology to make man recognize the wisdom, power, and love of
God.*

Naturally Cardano had in mind a deep and intimate form of religion,
one that had nothing in common with the false religiosity so prevalent in
the world and so often found in the highest circles. Julius II, for example,
had spread innumerable quarrels and caused a vast number of wars. One
could properly call him a weapon sent by God to punish the sins of men.
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He was responsible, in the first instance, for the ruin of the Roman church
and of Christianity as a whole—and of the many shepherds who had
changed into wolves, so that the members of Christ lay even more blood-
ied than they had been on the cross: “Are the blood of Christ and the di-
vine law granted for man’s benefit destroyed by you, who should guard the
flock? And those members of Christ lie there more bloody than they did
on the cross. He was nailed to the cross by his own will, for the benefit of
a great many: but you keep on tormenting him.”#°

Other Horoscopes

As is clear from the twelve exemplary genitures that accompanied the
Commentary on Ptolemy, Cardano felt that an intensive effort at “exper-
imentation” and verification had to accompany his exposition of theoret-
ical principles. As early as 1543, in his first prefatory letter to Filippo
Archinto, he declared that the sixty-seven genitures he was publishing
were meant to provide a body of examples offering significant information
about fundamental aspects of horoscopic astrology. He intended to con-
sider different types of birth (twins, monsters, bastards, difficult births)
and death (by poison, thunderbolt, water, capital punishment, arms,
falling, and illness); the variety of human tendencies and habits, since he
would analyze the genitures of men who were timid, rash, stupid, prudent,
possessed by demons, deceitful, simple, heretical, thieves, robbers, and
adulterers; as well as the whole range of professions and possible out-
comes in life. He would provide genitures for men who had killed their
wives, had suffered exile or imprisonment, had become apostates, had
fallen from the highest honors into the lowest possible position, or vice
versa. The collection of genitures included those of certain princes, which
posed more serious problems than the genitures of private citizens. In the
first place, more supraindividual factors connected with the kingdoms that
they governed interfered with these men: Thus it could be hard for a king
to avoid flattery or risky situations if evil was predicted. That was why Fir-
micus Maternus had made rulers exempt from the predictions that held for
ordinary mortals. But Cardano disagreed: That position might have been
acceptable for pagan rulers, who loved to be believed to be divine and to
make themselves appear so, but it was unacceptable for Christians, ani-
mated by true piety, who see nothing superstitious in the stars but also nat-
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ural causes. After all, every man, without exception, was subject to the
changes the stars brought about, just as every man was subject to heat,
cold, and suffering.

More than once Cardano found himself forced to confess his own satis-
faction when genitures and theoretical principles coincided perfectly. He
defied the denigrators of astrology to show that its principles were not cer-
tain: “from this it is clear that even if Pico came back to life, astrology
would not be uncertain”; “even if you don’t believe in astronomy, this
one geniture will convince you—unless you are an ass—that the art is not
empty”; “let the enemies of astrology come and provide answers for hu-
man experiences as remarkable as these, unless they claim that I invented
these genitures which I drew from public sources, or that I adapted the
planetary positions to fit fictitious places. For the life corresponds ab-
solutely perfectly with the predictions that follow from the horoscope.”*°

Astrology is the most sublime of arts. Like that of the jeweler, it is inex-
haustibly rich. But it calls for more than knowledge of a complex body of
theory. The astrologer must also have special gifts, must be endowed “with
a special kind of acumen, with a great deal of experience, with a mind that
seeks only the truth”’! Cardano knew that he himself possessed these
qualities. With obvious pride he described how he had met Georg Joachim
Rheticus at Milan on March 21, 1546. Rheticus, who had heard of Car-
dano’s predictive abilities, wanted to put them to the test. He showed Car-
dano the geniture of an unknown individual, inviting him to comment on
it. Cardano analyzed the individual elements of the geniture, inferred the
personality of the subject, and then deduced, step by step, to the growing
amazement of his interlocutor, that the subject in question had been ac-
cused and convicted of forgery and then publicly burned. Rheticus, who
demanded an explanation for every single statement, became more and
more amazed. But he had to confirm that the subject in question had been
a counterfeiter, who had been condemned to exactly the punishment pre-
dicted by Cardano. For his part, Cardano, almost incredulous about a pre-
diction so accurate that it seemed comparable to those of the ancients,
actually consulted the judge to ask for confirmation of the facts.?

A comparison with Luca Gaurico makes it clear that scientific questions
played the central role in Cardano’ research. Paul III made Gaurico a
bishop, even though Cardano considered him one of the charlatans who
brought the art into discredit (Gaurico himself insisted, in his celebratory
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geniture of the pope, that he had not asked for this high office).’* Gaurico’s
Tractatus astrologicus contains long series of horoscopes for popes, princes,
men of letters, and men who died by violence. The actual technical el-
ements of these are few and rather general, but the kinds of details that
would fill a gossipy chronicle are very plentiful. These naturally make the
text highly interesting but contrast sharply with the scientific austerity
shown by Cardano, who consistently remained intent on understanding
and explaining every fact, even the most trivial or unusual ones, in the light
of the configurations of the heavens.

In Gaurico’s geniture of Pier Luigi Farnese, for example, he mentioned
that the tyrant was stabbed while indulging himself with three youths, and
then discussed in some detail the ways in which the corpse was disfigured.
Equally terrible is his account of the end of his “black soul” Apollonio—
“deformed, dark, his hair black and curly like that of an Ethiopian, with-
out his left eye, a traitor”—who, imprisoned and tortured, died, buried
alive, in a ditch within the prison.’* Also worthy of mention is Gaurico’s
portrait of a criminal named Raimondo, a Celestine friar, who ended his
days at age twenty-six, stabbed and then burned, because he had not hes-
itated, in his “love for a boy,” to engage in blasphemous and disgusting
practices. In his cell he kept a wooden statue of Christ, upside down and
bound by the feet, which he struck with a whip. After he had consecrated
the hosts, he fed some of them to a chicken and fried some in boiling 0il.**

Cardano’s collection also included individuals like this: for example, the
Servite friar Ciriaco, who enjoyed the favor of powerful men and was ven-
erated like a saint by the people, though in reality he was a man of terrible
character and a great hypocrite. After amassing an immense amount of
wealth by every imaginable sort of crime, he put an end to his own life,
committing suicide in prison.’® But these details are not ends in them-
selves: They acquire their meaning from the astrological perspective, which
enabled Cardano to explain their behavior and habits, analyze their
darkest passions, and unmask their fictions.

The pinnacle of Cardano’s intensive efforts at exploration took the form
of his own geniture, on which he worked continually from his youth until
his old age, and which formed the astrological backbone of his autobi-
ography. This autobiography, as Alfonso Ingegno has rightly observed, has
the structure of a detailed horoscope.’” The geniture itself was continually
enlarged, evolving from the first meager versions until it reached its final,
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full form, which modified and updated all the rest, in the last edition of the
twelve genitures.’®

Cardano justified adding his own geniture to the other exemplary ones
partly from the rigor with which he had studied the facts: “this,” he wrote,
“is the most precisely executed geniture, and the one which I have worked
out with the greatest care.” But he also cited the variety of experiences that
had characterized his strange and contradictory life, one in which good
and bad events occurred in the most unexpected circumstances: “Good
and bad things have never happened to anyone in so unexpected a way”;
“often, a great good has come about from great evils, or, on the contrary,
great disasters have befallen me out of great goods.”*® It seems paradoxi-
cal that Cardano, who always set out to control events in one way or an-
other, emphasized so strongly the unpredictability of his own life.

Astrological analysis, rooted in the period between life and death, cen-
tered on three basic nuclei: close study of the subject’s body and tempera-
ment; reconstruction of the family structures to which he belonged, from
the parents to children and grandchildren; and the recounting of external
events (profession, honors, wealth). With regard to the first cluster of ques-
tions, which is also the most interesting from our point of view, Cardano
admitted that he ran a considerable risk in revealing his most secret im-
pulses, thoughts, and passions. But he did not hesitate to set himself up as
the object of scientific verification, since the love of truth and research out-
weighed any human reservation:
I could not know the mind, customs, secret deeds of anyone else as well as T knew
my own thoughts, appetites, desires, and the movements of my soul. . . . If I set out
to praise or criticize myself, will I not seem stupid or insane? If I remain mute, what
help can I bring to the students of this discipline? Let the love of truth and the gen-
eral welfare win out, then. . . . And if I also confess my vices, what evils will result?
Am I not a man? And it is more worthy of a man to confess openly than to dis-
simulate. Things dissimulated become hidden, while those which we acknowledge
can be confessed and avoided. Let the sweet love of truth, accordingly, win the
day.6°
This perspective—the need to overcome worldly conventions in order to
attain the level of sincerity required to verify the truth of astrology—pro-
vides the context for the collection of impulses and habits that Naudé
found so disconcerting and inappropriate. As Cardano saw it, he was sub-
ject to mixed planetary influences: It took him sixty adjectives just to re-
flect the variegated tendencies that the mingled influences of Venus,
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Mercury, and Saturn conferred on him. Naudé, who discussed only the last
set of impulses, the most “Saturnine” ones, remarked that Cardano would
have done better to publish only those of his desires that could be recon-
ciled with his reputation, veiling the less edifying ones in a discrete si-
lence.®' Evidently he did not realize that Cardano was not engaging in
some foolish or shameless form of exhibitionism but following scientific
necessity. The point at issue was not decorum but truthfulness.

The second nucleus of the horoscope had to do with family structures
and the connections between the genitures of different members of the
family. Cardano divided up the phases of his own life in accordance with
the impact of these genitures on it and found only one of the nine phases
that he listed to be genuinely happy. The central line of his analysis con-
nected Cardano’s geniture, on one side, to that of his father, whom he cer-
tainly esteemed and revered but also found a little bit overwhelming; on
the other side, to those of his sons, on whom, as late as 1553, he had re-
posed the highest imaginable hopes. From his daughter he expected more
problems than benefits, but the genitures of his sons promised “many
goods and few evils.” Female personalities played less significant, or nega-
tive, roles: from his mother, “small, fat, and devout,” continually afflicted
with attacks of hysteria and therefore not very affectionate, to his wife,
who remains for the most part in the shadows after her first, luminous pre-
monitory appearance in a dream, to his sterile daughter, down to the
“shameless” daughter-in-law who was the main cause of Cardano’s fam-
ily tragedies.

The tragedy of his elder son’s condemnation for murder took place be-
tween the two Basel editions of Cardano’s Commentary.s? As in the cases
of Edward VI and Aimar de Ranconnet, Cardano found himself forced to
modify and add to the data and their interpretation, tormentedly doing
and redoing the calculations, in order to understand and explain what had
happened. Detractors of astrology like the Jesuit Alessandro De Angelis
would make excellent use of the episode: De Angelis recounted the tragic
story in every detail and then addressed himself, with brutal directness, to
Cardano: “Why didn’t you keep the axe from your son’s neck?”%* Cardano,
who had analyzed 100 genitures of princes and kings, who had explored
the darkest recesses of nature, had not been able to foresee his own family
tragedy, or at least had not been able to prevent it. What better proof could
there be that astrology was false and useless?
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Cardano played the role of the restorer of a noble discipline, one who
hoped to restore it to its ancient dignity, from the shameful and decadent
condition to which it had fallen. In truth, even though his harshest critics
recognized that he was the greatest astrologer of the sixteenth century, his
art was inexorably being marginalized. The ninth rule of the Tridentine In-
dex condemned divinatory practices and theories. In the solemn preamble
of his bull Coeli et terrae of 1586, Sixtus V proclaimed that knowledge of
future events was reserved exclusively for God. All theories that aspired to
such knowledge, including astrology, were to be rejected as deceptive.®* In
the same period, the “repentant” astrologer Sixtus ab Hemminga exam-
ined thirty famous genitures, showing that they were full of contradictions
and imprecise statements. The most respected astrologers of the sixteenth
century, with Cardano at their head, came in for sharp criticism.** At the
end of the century, the Spanish Jesuit Benito Pereyra brought out a very
successful attack, Adversus fallaces et superstitiosas artes, against magic,
dreams, and astrology, areas of learning that were all generated by the
same mad desire to know the future and therefore could produce only il-
lusions and deceit.®®

De Angelis, a professor at the Collegio Romano, showed a lack of gen-
erosity in his diligent and well-documented attack on astrology, as when
he reproached Cardano because he had failed to predict the death of his
son. On the other hand, when he spoke of the impossible labyrinths of ju-
dicial astrology, he was simply reflecting the growing intolerance for a dis-
cipline that was becoming more and more incomprehensible, a spider’s
web so complicated and subtle that in the end, by trying to explain too
much, it explained nothing.’” On the eve of the trial of Galileo, in 1631,
Urban VIII—who, “though very expert in astrology, forbade others to
pursue it”—confirmed in his bull Inscrutabilis that the human intellect,
“imprisoned in the shadows of the human body,” was prohibited from rais-
ing itself to the “secrets” of God.*®

The complex and fragile scaffolding of astrology rapidly turned into a
useless relic, a self-enclosed device, individual parts of which could hardly
prove of any use. Vanini and others who tried to find in it some inspiration
for their own corrosive impiety were generally disappointed. The best they
could find in their exploration of Cardano’s astrological work was the
Arabic theory of the succession of “laws.” They found the horoscope of
Christ, basically, silly, and the whole technical apparatus seemed to them
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incomprehensible and abstruse. Once astrology was no longer scientific
and not impious enough, it lost any interest.

Cardano’s discussions of astrology can reveal a great deal to anyone
who wants to become acquainted with an incredibly elusive personality:
that of one who confessed that he was the despair of any artist who tried
to reproduce his features. Of all the disparate features of his personality
mentioned in his interminable list of his own qualities, the last is probably
the most valid of all: that he remained unknowable even for those who
lived on intimate terms with him. In another passage Cardano reiterated
that the harder he tried to fix his own coherent identity, the less he
succeeded.®’

Cardano believed firmly that astrology could provide him with the
thread that would orient him in the labyrinth of life. It would give him the
tools with which he could interpret and comprehend the obscure and dis-
orderly world of his emotions. Though Cardano had some elements of su-
perstition, they were not especially prominent in his books on astrology, in
which his desire to rationalize what was disorderly and unpredictable pre-
vailed. The motive that permeates and unifies his innumerable works—the
desire for knowledge, which is at one and the same time the highest activ-
ity of man and the most effective way to exorcise suffering—confronts us
in his astrological works as well.

Astrology serves as a kind of “link” between heaven and earth, as the
border between the agitation and confusion of this world and the “secrets
of eternity,” where everything is clear and bright. It enables us to have a
more distanced and coherent vision of man, to project his brief, restless ex-
istence on earth onto the background of a higher world. As we contem-
plate the heavens “these things will appear to our mind: the memory of
eternity, the fragility of our condition, the vanity of ambition, the bitter
recollection of our sins. Hence our disdain for so short a life. Even if it
should last a hundred years, what is that in comparison with the vast ex-
tent of eternity? Is it not as a point to a circle? What is all the happiness of
man? If anyone has felt it, even you, is it not all wind, smoke, dreams?”7°

Notes

1. Cf. G. Cardano, Liber de libris propriis (1554) and (1562), in his Opera omnia
(Lyons, 1663; reprinted, Stuttgart-Bad Canstatt: Frommann, 1967), 1, 72, 89-94,
109-10, 136-37; In Cl. Ptolemaei Pelusiensis 1111 de astrorum iudiciis aut . . .



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 63

Quadripartitae constructionis libros commentaria (Basel, 1554) (cited below as In
Quadrip. [1554]; when cited without a date, the reference is to the text in Car-
dano, Opera omnia, V), dedicatory letter to John Hamilton, A 3r, 126. For a pleas-
ant reconstruction of Cardano’s consultation with his illustrious patient, see C. L.
Dana, “The Story of a Great Consultation: Jerome Cardan Goes to Edinburgh,”
Annals of Medical History, 3 (1921): 122-35. Recent studies on Cardano appear
in E. Kessler, ed., Girolamo Cardano: Philosoph, Naturforscher, Arzt (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 1994); M. Baldi and G. Canziani, eds., Girolamo Cardano: Le
opere, le fonti, la vita (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1999). For a bibliography of the sec-
ondary literature on Cardano, including his astrology, see 1. Schiitze, “Bibliografia
degli studi su Girolamo Cardano dal 1850 al 1995,” Bruniana & Campanelliana,
4 (1998): 2, 449-67.

2. Ptolemy, Opus quadripartitum, adiectis libris posterioribus, trans. A. Gogava;
with De sectione conica orthogona, quae parabola dicitur deque speculo ustorio
(Louvain, 1548). The first two books of the Greek text had been available since 1535
in a Latin translation by Joachim Camerarius (Nuremberg, 1535). Before that time,
the medieval Latin translations of the Arabic text had been available. On Cardano’s
commentary—and, more generally, on his astrological theories—see A. Ingegno,
Saggio sulla filosofia di Cardano (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1980), esp. 41ff., 272ff.

3. Cardano, De libris propriis, Opera, 1, 72. The second edition of Cardano’s
Commentary (Lyons, 1555) does not seem markedly different from the first. But
the second Basel edition does show clear differences, as the author himself stated
it did: “ita castigavi et auxi ut maxime studiosis satisfacere possit” (Cardano,
Opera, 1, 110).

4. Cardano’s “Christi nativitas admirabilis” appeared in the first edition, In
Quadrip. (1554), 163-66. It reappears in the text in the Opera omnia. The deci-
sion to reinstate it was clearly made at the last moment, since the printer simply in-
serted a new pair of pages, 221 and 222, to avoid having to interrupt or redo the
existing page numbering.

5. J.-C. Margolin, “Cardan interpréte d’Aristote,” Platon et Aristote a la Renais-
sance, XVIe Colloque International de Tours (Paris: Vrin, 1976), 307-33. For in-
teresting discussions of Cardano’ astrology, see also Margolin, “Rationalisme et
irrationalisme dans la pensée de Jérome Cardan,” Revue de I’Université de Brux-
elles, 21 (1969): 89-128, and J. Ochman, “Il determinismo astrologico di Giro-
lamo Cardano,” in Magia, astrologia e religione nel Rinascimento (Wroclaw: Wy-
dawnicwo Polskiej Akademii nauk, 1974), 123-29.

6. Cardano, Liber duodecim geniturarum, Opera, V, 503.

7. Ibid., 508. For the voyage to Scotland, see also G. Aquilecchia, “Lesperienza
anglo-scozzese di Cardano e 'Inquisizione,” in Baldi and Canziani, Cardano,
379-91.

8. These differences have already been pointed out by F. Secret, “Jérome Cardan
en France,” Studi francesi, 30 (1966): 480-82; see Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554),
422-44, and Opera, V, 513.

9. This geniture had already appeared at the end of Cardano’s Aphorismorum as-
trologicorum segmenta septem (Nuremberg, 1547); cf. Opera, V, 514.



64 Germana Ernst

10. Opera, V, 515.

11. L. Gaurico, Tractatus astrologicus (Venice, 1552), 65 v; Cardano, Opera, V,
548.

12. Cardano, De propria vita, Opera, 1, 36.

13. Cardano claimed in his Liber de exemplis centum geniturarum, xix, Opera,
V, 469, that he had worked on his own geniture “for more than thirty years” A few
lines below, in listing certain astrological data, he mentioned that he was 44 years
old. Evidently, then, he began to study his own geniture as an adolescent.

14. Cardano, Libellus de libris propriis, cui titulus est Ephemerus, Opera, 1, 56—
57; further details on this work, which he continued to enlarge, in De libris pro-
priis, 63. Archinto’s geniture appears in the Liber centum geniturarum, Opera, V,
477-78. On his connections with Cardano, see E. Secret, “Filippo Archinto, Car-
dano et Guillaume Postel,” Studi francesi, 39 (1965): 173-76. For Cardano’s rep-
utation as an astrologer, see De libris propriis, Opera, 1, 64, 100. And for another
redaction of this text, see M. Baldi and G. Canziani, “Una quarta redazione del De
libris propriis,” Rivista di storia della filosofia, 53 (1998): 767-98.

15. Pronostico o vero iudicio generale composto per lo eccelente messer Hi-
eronymo Cardano phisico milanese dal 1534 insino al 1550 con molti capitoli ec-
cellenti (Venice, 1534). The only known copy of the text is apparently that kept in
the Bibliothéque Nationale de France in Paris (Rés. V, 1179); I have now edited it:
“Astri e previsioni: Il Pronostico di Cardano del 1534,” in Baldi and Canziani, Car-
dano, 457-75 at 461ff. In certain passages Cardano addresses the pope directly, as
if he had written this prognostication at his request, perhaps as a sort of act of
homage responding to his election to the papal throne: “Circa el stato clericale
sono apparuti molti segni . . . quali lasso a sua Santita interpretare”; Cardano adds
that he could not say anything about the time of his death “per non aver la sua geni-
tura” (464).

16. In addition to the surviving Pronostico, another Pronostico del anno 1535
(Milan, 1535) is mentioned by Ingegno, Saggio, 23 (cf. G. W. Panzer, Annales ty-
pographici ab anno MDI ad annum MDXXXVI continuati [Nuremberg, 1801],
IX, 92). Cardano connected his ambiguous reputation as an “astrologer” with his
teaching in the Scuole Piattine and with the writing of the De iudiciis astrorum (De
libris propriis, Opera, 1, 65). It is not clear if the prognostications fell within the
scope of this project, though Cardano alluded explicitly to the two short Latin
works on astrology that appeared in 1538 as the beginning of the De iudiciis. In
the Ephemerus, Opera, 1, 57, Cardano stated that he had written two short med-
ical works, De malo medendi usu and the De simplicium medicinarum noxa,
which was connected with it, to defend himself from the charge of taking an ex-
cessive interest—or being only interested—in astrology and maintained that these
were the first of his works to appear. One might see a very vague reference to the
prognostications in De propria vita, Opera, 1, 16, where Cardano admitted that
he had survived hard economic times by, among other things, composing
ephemerides.

17. In the Ephemerus, Opera, 1, 57, Cardano claimed that he had completed the
two works in fifteen days, “intelligens Pontificem astronomia delectari.”



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 65

18. Cardano, Encomium astrologiae, Opera, V, 727-28.

19. Cardano, De exemplis centum geniturarum, xiii, Opera, V, 466. Alciato in-
sisted, against those who maintained that witches’ pact with the devil really en-
abled them to engage in “flight” by night, that such trips were really hallucinations
and imaginary. See his Parergon iuris, VIII, 22; Omnia opera (Basel, 1582), 1V,
499.

20. Icite Diverse imprese accomodate a diverse moralita con versi che i loro signi-
ficati dichiarano insieme con molte altre nella lingua italiana non pin tradotte
tratte da gli Emblemi di Alciato (Lyons, 1549), 69-70.

21. Cardano, Peroratio, Opera, V, 90-92.
22. Cardano, Libelli quinque (Nuremberg, 1547), A 2v, A 4v.
23. Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554), 126.

24. Ibid., A 2v. This important prefatory letter, like the other introductory letters
in this and other works, was omitted from the Opera. In my view, one of the most
important limitations of this edition lies in the fact that it presents the texts entirely
wrenched out of their original contexts.

25. A. Pighius, Adversus prognosticatorum vulgus qui annuas praedictiones
edunt, et se astrologos mentiuntur astrologiae defensio (Paris, 1518 [1519]).
L. Thorndike underlines the importance of this work in the huge debate that blew
up a little later about the flood that was predicted for 1524. See his History of Ma-
gic and Experimental Science, 8 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1923—
58), 5:184ff. On the enormous burst of pamphlet literature generated by this event,
see the works of Paola Zambelli, esp. “Fine del mondo o inizio della propaganda?”
in Scienze, credenze occulte, livelli di cultura (Florence: Olschki, 1982), 291-368.

26. Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554), A 2v.

27. Cardano, Opera, V, 356.

28. Ibid., 104.

29. Cardano, “Prooemium,” In Quadrip. (1554), A 4v.

30. See, e.g., Opera, V, 99.

31. Ibid., 93, 97. The arguments of Favorinus (second century) form the conclu-

sion of the anti-astrological Dissertatio recorded by Aulus Gellius (Noctes Atticae,
14.1).

32. Cardano, Opera, V, 110; Aphor. astr., 1, 34; Opera, V, 31.

33. Ibid., 73-74. The theory of the “great conjunctions,” which was disseminated
above all by the works of Albumasar, connected the main events of human history,
including the birth and passing of religions, with the entry of the superior planets
(Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn) into particular signs. It thus offered an interesting key
to the understanding of universal history and a naturalistic interpretation of reli-
gion. See E. Garin, Lo zodiaco della vita (Bari: Laterza, 1976), chap. 1. On the the-
ories of the great conjunctions in the Middle Ages, see J. D. North, “Astrology and
the Fortunes of Churches,” Centaurus, 24 (1980): 181-211; T. Gregory, “Temps as-
trologique et temps chrétien,” in Le temps chrétien de la fin de I’ Antiquité au Moyen
Age (Paris: Centre National de Recherche Scientifique, 1984), 557-73, reprinted in



66 Germana Ernst

Gregory, “Mundana sapientia”: Forme di conscenza nella cultura medievale
(Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura 1992), 329-46. For Cardano’s theory of the
leges (religions), see J. Ochman, “Les horoscopes des religions établis par Jérome
Cardan (1501-1576),” Revue de Synthese, ser. I, 77-78 (1975): 33-51.

34. Cardano, Opera, V, 188. For the commentary of Hali ibn Rodoan (11th cen-
tury), see, for example, the text of the Quadripartitum included in the astrological
miscellany printed “Venetiis, sumptibus haeredum Octaviani Scoti, 1519.”

35. On the importance of Mercury and the great conjunctions in Hali’s theory, see
Quadripartitum (Venice, 1519), 28v, 32v, 38v. The sections of Cardano’s com-
mentary that dealt with changes in the leges were among those most attentively
studied by all who hoped to find in astrology hints for a sharp critique of religion:
e.g., Giulio Cesare Vanini, who cited substantial passages in his Amphitheatrum
aeternae Providentiae (Lyons, 1616), 53ff. (cf. G. Ernst, Religione, ragione e
natura [Milan: Franco Angeli, 1991], 233-36); and the anonymous author of that
summa atheistica, the Theophrastus redivivus, ed. G. Canziani and G. Paganini
(Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1981-82), 2:398ff., 460ff., where the whole horoscope
of Christ is also cited. For the connections between this text and Cardano—and
some insightful remarks on astrological points—see G. Canziani, “Une ency-
clopédie naturaliste de la Renaissance devant la critique du XVIle siécle: le
‘Theophrastus redivivus’ lecteur de Cardan,” X VIle siecle, 36 (1985): 379-406.

36. Cardano, Opera, V, 199. For Hali’s opinion on the equinoctial signs, see
Quadripartitum (Venice, 1519), 36r; cf. Ingegno, Saggio, 275.

37. Cardano, Opera, V, 221.
38. Plutarch, De oraculorum defectu (Paris, 1556), A ii verso.

39. E Sanches, Opera philosophica, ed. ]J. de Carvalho (Coimbra, 1955), 103.
J. Scaliger, Prolegomena de astrologia veterum Graecorum, in M. Manilius, Astro-
nomica, ed. Scaliger (Leiden, 1599), B 3v (cf. Ernst, Religione, ragione e natura,
234). J.-A. de Thou, Historiae (Paris, 1620), I, 155, including the story that Car-
dano starved himself to death to avoid contradicting the astrological prediction of
the date of his death, a story that would be repeated many times, by Naudé and
others, down to Bayle. J. Brucker spent a considerable portion of his chapter on
Cardano discussing the horoscope of Christ, the reception of which he traced in its
basic outlines: Historia critica philosophiae (Leipzig, 1766), IV, pt. 2, 75-77.

40. G. Naudé, Vita Cardani, Cardano, Opera, 1, [4r—v]. Cf. Albertus Magnus,
Speculum astronomiae, ed. S. Caroti, M. Pereira, and S. Zamponi under the di-
rection of P. Zambelli (Pisa: Domus Galilaeana, 1977), 36-37; cf. now P. Zambelli,
The “Speculum astronomiae” and Its Enigma (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1992). On
Pierre d’Ailly, see note 45. On Tiberio Russiliano Sesto and his very rare work
Apologeticus adversus cucullatos, see P. Zambelli, “Una disputa ereticale proposta
nelle Universita padane nel 1519,” in Il Rinascimento nelle corti padane (Bari: De
Donato, 1977), 495-528 [and, more recently, Zambelli, Una reincarnazione di
Pico ai tempi di Pomponazzi (Milan: 1l Polifilo, 1994), including an edition of the
Apologeticus). For an English translation of the horoscope of Christ with com-
mentary, see W. Shumaker, Renaissance Curiosa (Binghamton, N.Y.: Center for
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 1982), 53-90.



“Veritatis amor dulcissimus” 67

41. Cardano, Liber centum geniturarum, xvi, Opera, V, 466. Cardano drew his
allusion to the “complete madman” from Pietro d’Abano, Conciliator, differentia
xx (Venice, 1565), 32r. Pietro reported the view of the medical man Gentile da
Foligno, who held that Elijah and Christ both owed their special abilities to the
“temperamentum” of their bodily constitutions. The passage naturally received a
critical note from Symphorien Champier (ibid., 274r). Cardano discussed the
question of the “temperatura aequalis” in Contradicentium medicorum libri,
L.vi.9, Opera, VI, 411-13. On this point see Ingegno, Saggio, 257ff.

42. The originators of this heresy were the Docetists, who drew on Gnostic doc-
trines and tended to deny that Christ had had a true body of flesh and blood and
that he had undergone real sufferings.

43. Cardano, Opera, V, 222.
44. Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554), A 5r; see his entire Ad pium lectorem praefatio.

45. G. Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem,
ed. E. Garin, 2 vols. (Florence: Vallecchi, 1946-52), 1:566-84. Cardinal Pierre
d’Ailly (1350-1420), who played a major role at the Council of Konstanz, had
written important works in which he tried to maintain the “concord” of theology
and astrology. He took a special interest in problems of chronology and eschatol-
ogy, hoping to produce well-founded estimates for the dates of the advent of the
Antichrist and the fate of Christianity.

46. G. Savonarola, Tractato contra gli astrologi (Florence, 1497). Reprinted un-
der the title Opera singolare contra I'astrologia divinatrice, this work was trans-
lated into Latin by the Dominican Tommaso Boninsegni: Opus eximium adversus
divinatricem astronomiam (Florence, 1581). In his prefatory Apologeticus, Bonin-
segni tried to blunt the sharpest points in the anti-astrological polemics of Pico and
Savonarola.

47. G. Francesco Pico, De rerum praenotione, V: “De superstitiosa praenotione
contra astrologiam divinatricem,” Opera omnia (Basel, 1573; reprinted, Turin:
Bottega d’Erasmo, 1972), 504 ff. Pico’s little work De veris calamitatum nostro-
rum temporum causis was a polemic directed against Agostino Nifo’s De nos-
trarum calamitatum causis (Venice, 1505). In his Praefatio, 2r—v, Nifo confessed
that he had once believed that all the disasters that had recently befallen Ttaly—
plagues, deaths of rulers, massacres, famines—were the result of divine wrath. Af-
ter making a careful analysis of various celestial phenomena, however, including
eclipses, comets, and conjunctions, he had changed his opinion and decided that
these were the general causes of the misfortunes in question. He claimed to follow
Ptolemy, “the prince of the mathematicians” as Aristotle was the god of the
philosophers, inasmuch as he had been the only one to combine astronomy with
natural philosophy. Nifo described the “astrologastri” who departed from
Ptolemy’s principles as mere “fabulatores circulatoresque.”

48. Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554), A 2r.

49. Cardano, Liber centum geniturarum, xlviii, Opera, V, 484.
50. Ibid., 473,477, 481.

51. Ibid., 471.



68 Germana Ernst

52. Cardano, Aphorism. astr., VII, Opera, V, 85-86.
53. Gaurico, Tractatus, 21r—v.

54. Ibid., 109r-v.

55. Ibid., 99r—v.

56. Cardano, Aphorism. astr., VII, Opera, V, 83. In Cardano’s eyes, Gaurico
apparently was the embodiment of the bad astrologer, venal and entirely without
scientific rigor.

57. See A. Ingegno, “Prefazione,” in G. Cardano, Della mia vita (Milan: Serra e
Riva, 1982).

58. For Cardano’s geniture see Liber centum geniturarum, xix, Opera, V, 468-72,
and the two versions found in the Liber duodecim geniturarum: In Quadrip.
(1554), 430-75, and Opera, V, 517-41.

59. Ibid., 468-469, 517.
60. Ibid., 523.
61. Naudé, Vita Cardani, Cardano, Opera, I [1r-v].

62. The two versions show notable divergences. The most striking naturally have
to do with the events surrounding the tragic death of Cardano’s son, which took
place after he drew up the first version, but many passages on Cardano’s honors,
wealth, and other fortunes are also substantially changed.

63. A. De Angelis, In astrologos coniectores (Rome, 1615), 302.

64. Index librorum prohibitorum cum regulis confectis per Patres a Tridentino
Synodo delectos (Rome, 1596), 32; for the text of the bull, see Magnum Bullarium
Romanum (Lyons, 1592), 11, 515-17.

65. Sixtus ab Hemminga, Astrologiae ratione et experientia confutatae liber
(Antwerp, 1583).

66. The work, which takes the form of an elegant, though not especially original,
collection of the arguments against the occult sciences, was reprinted a number of
times in the 1590s; see Ernst, Religione, ragione e natura, 265-70.

67. De Angelis, In astrologos, 235.

68. G. Gigli, Diario romano (1608-1670), ed. G. Ricciotti (Rome: Tuminelli,
1958), 253. For the bull see Magnum Bullarium, V, 173f.

69. Cardano, De propria vita, Opera, 1, 55 ibid., V, 523, 524.
70. Cardano, In Quadrip. (1554), A 2r.



3

Between the Election and My Hopes:

Girolamo Cardano and Medical Astrology

Anthony Grafton and Nancy Siraisi

Cardano and Medical Interrogations

Early in the seventeenth century, three short texts by Girolamo Cardano
caught the attention of Giovanni Antonio Magini, a Paduan professor
who was expert in both astronomy and medicine.! He included them in a
collection of similar analyses:

Third Observation from Cardano

The onset of disease of Giovanni Antonio de Campioni

10 May 1553 8 M

Giovanni Antonio de Campioni, at the age of around thirty, fell ill after a journey.
He seemed mildly ill in the first instance, down to the fourth day, because the moon
was in sextile [a benign aspect] to Venus [a benign planet] and Venus received it;
for Venus was in her dignities [in Taurus, her mansion].

And because the moon was quite slow in her course, the disease seemed not to
become more serious, since Venus, as I said, held it back. The moon reached the
twenty-fifth degree of Gemini in around three days and eighteen hours, since its
motion was so slow, and therefore the fourth day was drawn out. But then there
took place a conjunction of Jupiter and Mars in Leo, and with the humid stars.
This produced a great fire and turbulence in his urine, though these seemed, be-
cause of the extension of the fourth day, to begin on the fifth. Now in the seventh
day, the disease became worse, since the moon had not yet reached a distance of
90° because of the slowness of its motion, but was in a very bad situation at the be-
ginning of Leo, since it did not strike any beneficent star. Indeed, it struck an anti-
scion [a degree under the influence] of the sun, which was in the sixth house, and
the dragon’s head [the ascending node of the moon’s path]. Similarly, the disease
became more serious on the eighth and ninth days, because the moon came into
conjunction with Jupiter and Mars, themselves in conjunction, and because they
were among the humid stars, he underwent a sweat. For heat, combined with hu-
midity, creates sweat and much urine, which he passed. On the eleventh day he
sweated, but it was with great effort, for the moon overcame Saturn, which was in
opposition to it, but there followed a conjunction with Venus.
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On the twelfth day he seemed to be very ill, because he raved a great deal. But
nevertheless because of the conjunction with Venus his urine appeared concocted.
On the thirteenth, since the moon was in quartile to [90° away from] Mercury (for
he is the enemy of the horoscope) he was no worse, because he was now moved to-
wards health. But he was also no better, because of Mercury. On the fourteenth he
had another sweat, and felt better. But he could not find release from the disease,
because the moon had covered only 174° 22°, and the disease had to be prolonged
to the seventeenth day. But in the fourteenth day the moon reached sextile to [60°
away from] Jupiter and Mars and quartile to Venus. Therefore he had a sweat. On
the seventeenth he was freed from the disease, since the moon had now passed op-
position with its [original position] and reached trine to [120° away from] Venus.

Fourth observation, from Cardano

The onset of disease for the same man, who died on the 14th day

23 May 3 pM

From the start he had the moon quartile to Venus. Lack of temperance in food and
drink made him ill, and his condition quickly worsened because of the rapid mo-
tion of the moon. On the seventh day he felt considerably worse, for the moon was
with the dragon’s tail [the descending node of its path], and devoid of any aspect
with Jupiter, and moving towards opposition to Venus and the sun was afflicted by
the square of Saturn. On the eighth he seemed to be relieved by a flow of blood
from the nostrils, but his strength declined because of the moon’s opposition to
Venus. On the ninth he seemed to breathe a little because the moon was trine to
[120° away from] the sun. The tenth took the place of the eleventh, since the moon
had reached the angle, that is, the beginning of Pisces, in opposition to Jupiter and
Mars. On the eleventh day it was reasonable for him to die, since the moon had
come into conjunction with Saturn at the tenth hour, and into quartile to [90°
from] the sun at the eighteenth hour. He died on June 5, three hours before noon,
and it was the beginning of the fourteenth day, and the moon had arrived at the
point exactly opposed to its [original] position.

Fifth observation from Cardano

The beginning of an illness from the transfixion of the arm of Battista Cardano,
which caused his death

1552 19 December 4:32 pMm

This other patient was my relative, a man of sixty when he was wounded. The
moon was apart from Mars, and Mars was with the dragon’s head [the ascending
node of the moon’s [path], and the moon with the dragon’s tail [the descending
node], and it applied to [approached] Saturn and opposition to Jupiter, which was
then unfortunate. But he did not immediately suffer, because the moon was going
towards sextile to Mercury, and the wound was the transfixion of an arm. On the
fourth day he suffered because the moon was quartile to the sun, but he had no
fever because none of the malevolent planets attacked him. For that reason he im-
proved greatly up until the tenth day, so much so that he was able to rise. On the
eleventh day he suffered at the third hour of the night, when the moon moved to-
wards opposition with the sun. But this was deadly, since it was the lord of the place
opposed to the moon. And afterwards the moon moved towards opposition with
Mercury. He was therefore laid low by fever and hemorrhage on the fourteenth day,
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which was January 2. At the third hour of the day, when the moon was in exact
conjunction with Mars, he died.?

Couched in the almost-forgotten language of astrology, these texts
served as the captions for figures that Cardano erected and Magini repro-
duced: quick-paced narratives of celestial developments that took place
over a given short period, rather than the formal analyses of horoscopes
that Cardano collected and published in two of his most influential writ-
ings. To Magini, whose training and practice brought him far closer than
any modern reader can hope to be to Cardano’ intellectual and profes-
sional world, they seemed very revealing, even typical of the balance that
Cardano tried to hold in his everyday practice between the two predictive
arts of medicine and astrology. We hope in this chapter to pose the ques-
tion of whether he was right.

Decipherment, naturally, must precede discussion and interpretation.
Let us begin by supplying at least some of the glosses needed to follow Car-
dano through his analytical work. Consider, for example, the third and
simplest of the figures. Cardano needed to explain why his relative Battista
Cardano became ill and eventually died, some days after being wounded
in the arm. Laying out the positions of the sun, moon, and planets for the
moment when the wound was inflicted, Cardano arranged them in the
houses of an astrological figure laid out in the standard square form: as
twelve triangles, superimposed on the twelve signs of the zodiac, begin-
ning from the left at nine o’clock. Then he analyzed their relationships and
effects, using a rich and well-established technical vocabulary and follow-
ing with special care the way the moon, moving rapidly along the zodiac,
altered these configurations and thus exerted different effects.? In this case,
Cardano began from a series of astronomical facts singled out without ex-
planation as significant and given astrological meaning:
the moon and Mars are 180° away from one another on the zodiac, the moon with

the descending and Mars with the ascending node of the lunar path (the tail and
head of the dragon)

the moon, moreover, is coming into conjunction with Saturn, a malevolent planet,
and opposition with Jupiter, a benevolent one; and the moon is moving towards
sext with Mercury (60° of separation)

Accordingly, he inferred, the prospects were generally bad. The moon, a
neutral planet, underwent the influence of Mars or Saturn, both malevo-
lent planets, whose properties it may share in such circumstances. But it
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also entered into a benign relation with Mercury, which postponed the
predicted ill effects and accounted for the anomaly that this sexagenarian
did not fall ill until four days after being wounded.

As the moon moved toward quartile to the sun, or 90° of separation
from it, a malign aspect, the old man felt worse, but since none of the ac-
tively malevolent planets attacked him, he remained free from fever and his
condition improved gradually. On the eleventh day, however, as the moon
reached another malign aspect with the sun, opposition, he felt ill at night.
And when the moon went into opposition, a malign aspect, to Mercury,
Battista showed the symptoms of mortal illness, fever and hemorrhage.

The other two analyses closely resemble this one. In each case, Cardano
describes the course of an illness, with all the deadpan—or bedpan—de-
tail one might expect from a faithful reader of the Epidemics of Hip-
pocrates. In each case, he pays special attention to the rhythms of the
patient’s suffering, trying to identify the individual days on which he took
a distinct turn for the better or the worse. And in each case he traces coun-
terparts to the tossings and turnings of the fevered sufferer in the positions
and movements of the stars above. The movement of the moon, in partic-
ular, imparts a clear, quantitative order to the qualitative data: Like a mod-
ern chart of fever or weight loss, it provides a continuous, measurable
armature to which the attending astrologer or medical practitioner can at-
tach other data. Not interrogations in the normal sense—figures erected
to give a prognosis—these brief astrological case histories retroject the
movements of the stars into the story of a sickness already endured. The
only motive for compiling them would have been personal or scientific cu-
riosity: They could serve no immediate practical end.

The form of analysis Cardano employed here seems at once strange and
familiar. It seems strange because Cardano unselfconsciously applied a
highly sophisticated set of hermeneutical rules to interpret the positions of
the planets, without explaining or even explicitly appealing to them. He
knew, without explaining why, that each planet, each house of the figure,
and each geometrical figure had certain properties. His rapid-fire astral
commentary on the course of each illness has, accordingly, something of
the gruff impenetrability of speech barked in an unknown language.

In another sense, however, the outlines of Cardano’ enterprise are
hauntingly familiar to anyone interested in the Renaissance. He clearly
hoped to use the astrological conditions obtaining at a given series of mo-
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ments to explain the course of the diseases his patients actually endured.
And this general project, if not its technical details, is exactly what one
would expect of a mid-sixteenth-century medical man like Cardano. His-
torians of science and literature, in fact, have long treated medical astrol-
ogy as one of the characteristic sciences of Cardano’s period. Over and
over again, historians have called attention to the large number of medical
men who also studied and practiced astrology, to the many textbooks that
explained the principles of astrological medicine and how to apply them,
and to the widespread polemics that attended such efforts to solve con-
tested problems like that of the origins of syphilis.

Many primary sources support this general picture. “It is accepted,”
Magini wrote, in an introductory statement that has many earlier and later
parallels, “in accordance with the common opinion of all excellent practi-
tioners of the art of astrology, both astrologers and physicians, that one
should construct a celestial figure for the onset of each disease, to make it
possible to predict its essence, its critical days, the varieties of its accidents,
and finally its outcome. For we can use such a celestial figure to work out
whether an illness is lethal or will end in health, long-lasting or short.”*
Many modern secondary works echo or expand on these statements, ar-
guing unequivocally that surgeons carried out operations, pharmacists
readied prescriptions, and medical practitioners recommended regimens
as their celestial informants dictated.

Magini, who began his work with a detailed and precise bibliography of
earlier publications, referred to Cardano as a special authority in the field,
one who had discussed the astrological determination of critical days and
related problems at length in his commentary on the standard ancient as-
trological work, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, and elsewhere.’ The reader would
naturally infer that Cardano generally agreed with Magini on the need to
use astrological means for treating a vast range of diseases and disabilities,
taking into account the patient’s geniture, its “revolution” (the astrologi-
cal configuration of the corresponding day and time) for the year in ques-
tion, and the immediate astral circumstances of the illness.¢

Cardano, as Magini did not need to point out, was both one of the most
prolific and prominent medical writers and one of the most influential as-
trologers of the sixteenth century. His works include commentaries on the
classics of ancient medicine and astrology, systematic treatises, and short
consilia and horoscopes produced for individual patients and clients. It
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seems reasonable, accordingly, to take Magini at his word, accepting Car-
dano as an authoritative witness to the principles and practices of medical
astrology in the sixteenth century.” That is what we propose to do here, but
we intend to do it in a highly economical and carefully defined way. We will
begin by making as few assumptions as possible. We will use Cardano’s
works and those of others not to prove that medical astrology was com-
monly practiced, but to see how one well-known expert practitioner car-
ried out the task, millennia old in his time, of combining medical and
astrological data and techniques. And we will try to remain open to the
possibility that medical astrology was in fact less ubiquitous in practice
than modern historians have tended to believe and less central to Car-
dano’s own work and thought than anyone would expect.

Cardano Interrogates the Interrogations

Literal explication of these texts, obviously, requires patience and some
knowledge of classical astrology. But locating their place in Cardano’s
larger medical and astrological practice is a more complex, even baffling,
enterprise. Cardano regularly insisted that astrologers must be dignified
figures, remote and learned, not ambulance chasers eager to make a few
shillings by predicting the likely outcome of a case of housemaid’s knee.
True, he devoted a short treatise—the last section of his enormous com-
mentary on the largest ancient manual of astrology, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos,
which appeared in 1554—to the uses of interrogations (figures erected to
clarify astrological conditions at a given moment). But his attitude toward
them was distant, even stern. At the end of the treatise, giving a list of nine
commandments for good astrological practice, Cardano made clear that
he saw the making of full-scale horoscopes as the astrologer’s proper oc-
cupation. He counseled the reader interested in practicing to avoid ever
erecting a figure for a skeptic or for widespread public consumption (the
latter, to be sure, a warning that he himself did not heed very well).®

Only after devoting a long digression to the natal charts that accounted
for the undying love of Henry Il and Catherine de Médicis did Cardano fi-
nally manage to discuss the sorts of short-term astrological inquiry that he
carried out ex post mortem in the cases from which we began. He admit-
ted that he had condemned the making of astrological “interrogations” in
the past and insisted that many predictions could be made only on the ba-
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sis of a full birth horoscope.’ He rebuked those—and there were many of
them—who believed that an interrogation could reveal whether a theft
had taken place, or if the stolen goods could be recovered. The stars, he in-
sisted, “are causes, not signs; they are bodies, they are noble, they are pow-
erful and strong.”'° To tie them to the trivial details of medical practice was
clearly an abuse of celestial patience.

Cardano admitted that interrogations had their uses. They could pro-
vide information on one’s prospects when sowing seed or making a bet,
though not on anything that might be determined by other factors, such as
one’s upbringing and education (thus Cardano excluded marriage from
the list of possible interrogations).'! They determined the best times for ad-
ministering medicine and carrying out surgery: “It has been discovered by
direct experience,” wrote Cardano, echoing a classic work of Arabo-Latin
astrology, the Centiloquium ascribed to Ptolemy in the Islamic world,
“that if such operations are carried out when the moon is in possession of
the sign that is connected with the bodily limb in question, it cannot take
place without harm befalling someone.”'? Interrogations, in other words,
really did, in Cardano’s estimation, form part of the art of astrology,
“which,” he asserted, could be practiced “with no less glory and profit
than the medical men in our time practice their art of medicine.”'?

At the same time, however, Cardano also indicated that the art of the in-
terrogation was most appropriate to those medical questions for which he
could offer no rigorous way of obtaining an answer. Consider, for ex-
ample, the question—a classic for makers of interrogations—of what sex
an unborn child would belong to. “The safest way to determine this,” Car-
dano said, even though he was writing a treatise on astrology,
is from examination of the belly. For Hippocrates says that male babies hang to the
right, female to the left. This can also be inferred from the difference in the breasts.
But even though this sign, and the last one, are very sure and hardly ever fool you,
it is often very ambiguous, since the difference is so small that it can be recognized
only by long habitual training. It is like knowledge of jewelry. One must put the
woman down on her back, very precisely, and, as in dislocation of the foot, make
a meticulously precise comparison of the sides. Here, as I said, expert physicians
often go wrong when the feet are out of joint. Hence it is hardly surprising that
when the difference is smaller, and experience has been much rarer, men hesitate.
Yet it happens—though barely once among twenty pregnant women—that the
right side is more swollen and yet she has a girl in her womb, or vice versa. The

same holds for the breasts. But this falls outside the art [of astrology]. To the art
belong the directions, the progresses, and the entry into masculine signs for male



76 Anthony Grafton and Nancy Siraisi

babies, and female ones for female babies, for the mother or the father, and with
more security if for both. But if you lack this aid then take the hour of conception,
erect a figure, and see which planets dominate the ascendant and the Medium
coelum, and how they are affected with regard to the double form of sex. Some
think that when siblings are born after brothers or sisters, they are male when the
moon is moving toward New Moon and female when it moves towards Full
Moon."

It seems unlikely that Cardano (or any other male medical practitioner)
had much experience with direct examination of women’s breasts and bel-
lies of the sort he describes here. Indeed, his very next sentence gives the
game away, since he explains that the desire for information of this kind,
however obtained, stemmed not from the existence of scientific means to
gain a reliable answer but from the simple desire to gain money by betting.
“You had better practise this before you make judgments, or the art will
bring you harm, not profit. The merchants of Antwerp and Lyons make a
habit of betting large sums of money on this, for the sake of the competi-
tion.”'S Cardano, in short, offered the interrogation as a counsel of de-
spair, for the physician who wished to invest in male or female baby futures
but could not obtain access to the prospective mother’s belly or breasts.

Interrogations, in other words, do not sound very reliable, even in the
context of a book dedicated to their study. And the reason may not be far
to seek. Cardano warns, early in the treatise, that some believe that the fig-
ure of the interrogation itself could have a positive effect on a sufferer. Af-
ter all, “some figures seem to help somewhat with pains of the kidneys and
stone.” But the figure, he insisted, “as a product of art, has no power of ac-
tion.” Trying to erect figures in order to influence the heavens was, as
Aquinas had said, mere superstition.'¢ Here Cardano suggests that many
patients—whose concern, of course, was not to preserve the integrity of
the astrologer’s discipline but to be cured—saw interrogations as counter-
parts to the figures engraved on magical amulets: not images of the skies
as they were but tools for manipulating them to draw down favorable and
avert unfavorable influences. One hears the faint, lost echo here of argu-
ments between the astrologer, insisting on the limits of his art, and his des-
perate clientele. The evidence, in short, seems puzzling, even contradictory.
To solve the puzzles with which it presents us, we must examine the Ozy-
mandian monoliths of Cardano’s medical and astrological texts. How far
do these complement, qualify, or refute Magini’s version of Cardano or
Cardano’s own presentation?
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Astrology in Cardano’s Medical Writings

In his writings on medical theory and practice, Cardano showed remark-
able restraint on the subject of medical astrology. His copious published
medical works not only lack examples of horoscopic astrology such as
those just analyzed or expositions of techniques of astrological prediction.
They also contain relatively little extended discussion of any topics that
can be construed as in some broad sense astrological and only occasion-
ally refer to diagnosis, prognosis, or therapy based on astrological presup-
positions. For the general term “medical astrology” in fact embraces a
number of different concepts and procedures. In the strictest sense it refers
to the use of technical astrology, involving the erection of a figure and the
systematic use of tables to obtain the positions of the planets for the sake
of guidance in diagnosis, prognosis, and therapy. Medical astrology of this
type could, in turn, take a number of different forms and be employed for
several different purposes besides the use of interrogations like those de-
scribed above to analyze the cause and progress of an individual’s particu-
lar episode of illness. Astrology could be used to predict expected health
conditions for an entire community or explain the causes of epidemics. For
an individual client or patient (who was not necessarily ill at the time), the
physician-astrologer could cast a nativity in which the patient’s lifelong
prospects for health and illness formed a particular focus of attention.!” In
the case of a sick patient, interrogation of a figure erected for the time of
the onset of illness could be used as a means of prognosis: in order to as-
certain the expected outcome for the disease, the physician, and the pa-
tient, as one physician-astrologer put it.'® Any conscientious and scientific
medical astrologer who employed interrogations of this kind was ex-
pected to take great care to ascertain the time of onset of disease as accu-
rately as possible and preferably to use these precise data in conjunction
with careful study of the patient’s nativity.!” Given the difficulty in many
cases of determining the precise moment of the onset of disease, some
sixteenth-century experts, like their medieval predecessors, thought it al-
lowable to cast an election or interrogation for the moment at which the
practitioner was first consulted or when someone brought him the pa-
tient’s urine or an object touched by the patient; another view regarded
this practice as superstitious nonsense that the scientific (and Christian)
medical astrologer should eschew.? Renaissance differences of opinion
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over this issue seem to mirror the process whereby the traditional medical
procedure of inspection of urines itself, once the badge of the respected
medieval medical practitioner, came over the course of the sixteenth cen-
tury to be the mark of the quack.?! Technical medical astrology could of
course also be used retroactively—for example, to explain past epidemics
or the cause of death of patients (or historical figures).

In a broader sense, medical astrology also encompassed other beliefs
and practices that did not involve the casting and interpretation of horo-
scopes but presumably, at least in principle, required the consultation of
astronomical tables. These included the theory that critical days in illness
depended on the phases of the moon and or positions of other planets and
the idea that choice of times for administration of therapy (usually med-
ication or phlebotomy) required attention to the planetary positions (some
held that even the mixing of compound medicines should take place at as-
trologically propitious times).?? Also drawn into medical astrology during
the Renaissance was the Hippocratic idea that the physician should pay at-
tention to star risings and settings, as these affected climate and, conse-
quently, health.

Other astrological ideas in medicine were considerably more general
and less technical. As is well known, the underlying concept of all astrol-
ogy—namely, that the heavenly bodies exercised influence on bodies in the
terrestrial world—was systematized into a network of supposed corre-
spondences between planets, houses, and zodiacal signs on the one hand
and parts of the body, temperamental qualities, humors, virtues, phases of
pregnancy, diseases, and varieties of medicinal action (purging, strength-
ening, and so on) on the other. These commonplace and traditional for-
mulae, often expressed in visual images or tables, appeared in simplified
medical handbooks, almanacs, and so on throught the later Middle Ages
and Renaissance.?’ Finally, at least in the view of the astrologer Symon de
Phares, who included Marsilio Ficino in his list of important astrologers,
medical astrology extended to the astral magic and doctrines of sympa-
thies and affinities between planets and herbs, talismans, colors, sounds,
and odors espoused by that Florentine neoplatonist.?*

Cardano’s published medical writings fill almost five large, double-
columned, folio-sized volumes and include most of the main types of con-
temporary medical literature: commentaries, treatises on various branches
of theoria and practica, and consilia for individual patients. In them the
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number, extent, and level of detail of allusions to all the aspects of medical
astrology just outlined fall well within the normal range for these genres,
which was small. Despite the assertions about the importance of astrology
for medicine iterated countless times between the thirteenth and the sev-
enteenth centuries, in general medical works the subject of astrology usu-
ally appears only in specific, restricted contexts.”> Where theoretical
discussion was concerned, the standard contexts of extended exposition
included consideration of the ancillary sciences necessary to medicine or
the place of medicine among the arts and sciences, the astrological causes
of epidemics, and, above all, the concept of critical days of illness. Disqui-
sitions on some of these topics—notably critical days and the usefulness
of astrology for medicine—can, of course, be found not only in the med-
ical writings of Cardano’s contemporaries, but also in the works of earlier
scholastic physicians going back at least to Pietro d’Abano (d. 1316).26
But although the rich heritage of medieval astrology continued to be
drawn on in Cardano’s day, both the biological and the intellectual envi-
ronment of medical astrology was now very different from that of the
Middle Ages. In general terms, the menace of new or apparently new and
terrifying epidemic diseases, especially plague and syphilis, appears to
have played a major part in stimulating the widespread and intense inter-
est in astral influences, and especially the role of the heavenly bodies in
health and disease, characteristic of the late fourteenth to seventeenth cen-
turies in Europe. In both astrology and medicine, Renaissance editions
and translations facilitated a new attention to and reevaluation of ancient
sources. Furthermore, although Marsilio Ficino’s own view of astrology
was in some respects ambivalent, book 3 of his De vita constituted an el-
egant and powerful restatement of fundamental concepts about celestial
and planetary influences on human health by an author of great prestige.?”
More specifically, four aspects of the relation of astrology and medicine
acquired a new urgency in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.
In the first place, improved access to the texts of the Hippocratic corpus,
which contains a number of statements about the influence of the stars on
climate, environment, and health, raised the question of the extent to
which Hippocrates had actually known or endorsed astrology.?® Secondly,
vigorous debates about the causation and transmission of epidemic dis-
ease became a central topic of medical discussion from the 1490s through
the end of the sixteenth century.?’ Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly,
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Pico della Mirandola’s withering treatment of the claims of astrology
called the entire basis of medical astrology into question.* Pico’s repudia-
tion of astrology touched off several generations of debate about all as-
pects of the subject, of which the medical consequences were only one
small part. Nevertheless, Pico’s denunciations were especially provocative
where medicine was concerned, because unlike various other medieval and
Renaissance critics of astrology who routinely excluded the usefulness of
astrology for medicine, along with navigation and agriculture, from their
strictures, Pico explicitly and in detail repudiated specific medical doc-
trines rooted in astrology (notably that of critical days, to which we shall
return shortly). Finally, the general tendency of humanist medicine both to
seek authentic ancient sources and to confront them with nature seems
to have been associated with a new demand for a medical astrology that
worked, one that would be based simultaneously on correct astrological
techniques and observed consequences for patients. All of these develop-
ments affected the discussions of astrology by Cardano’s medical contem-
poraries. One notable result of the new situation—and perhaps also of the
opportunities offered by the age of print—was the proliferation of a new
generation of specialized treatises on medical astrology written by physi-
cians. But Cardano, surely one of the people best qualified to write such a
treatise, was not among these authors.

The limited attention to astrology in Cardano’s medical works is in fact
quite striking. He certainly perceived parallels and connections between his
commitment to the restoration of Ptolemaic astronomy and his attempt to
identify himself with a “new” Hippocratic medicine, an endeavor that de-
pended entirely on the full access to the Hippocratic corpus that sixteenth-
century editions and translations afforded for the first time.?! His selection
of Hippocratic treatises on which to comment—notably Airs Waters Places,
the Epidemics, and On the Seven-Month Child—seems in itself to reflect
connections between his medical and his astrological interests.? In his most
exalted mood he was capable of assuring his readers that the knowledge of
a wise physician encompassed the content of other arts and sciences ranging
from theology through architecture, natural history, natural magic, meteor-
ology, and cooking, and including astrology.>* Moreover, he assured his
medical readers that Hippocrates had taught that the heavens were divine
and that astrology was necessary, not just useful or desirable, for the physi-
cian.** Cardano, who also commented on Prognostic, evidently perceived
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parallels between Hippocratic medical prognostication and astrology, both
true and ancient though difficult and uncertain or conjectural forms of pre-
diction and explanation. On several occasions, he compared the degree of
certainty of the procedures available to the physician and the astrologer.
Thus he pointed out that the astrologer had to study conjunctions that lasted
only a moment but was not expected to have any effect on them, whereas
the medicus was supposed to influence a body that he had to judge from
sense and not from truth—a thoroughly noncommittal comment.> De-
pending on the mood of the moment and perhaps on the audience for which
he was writing, he asserted that now one, now the other of the two arts was
more certain. In the opening pages of his commentary on Prognostic he
stated that “medicine alone makes reliable predictions and teaches proce-
dures and times, and brings and shows certain and evident causes of those
things” He added that medicine was more certain than natural philosophy,
because medical demonstrations were “similar to mathematical ones and
from causes.”*¢ As we shall see, when writing in an astrological context he
took a different view. A few pages later on in his discussion of Prognostic,
he grouped medicine among other predictive arts—not only astrology, but
physiognomy and dream interpretation—without identifying any one of
them as the most certain.’” In the preface to his commentary on the Hippo-
cratic Epidemics, which he regarded as a work from which one could learn
how to prognosticate, he asserted that medical prognostication was con-
nected with divination, one of the branches of which was astrology.®® In ex-
pounding book 4 of Airs Waters Places, which is in reality mostly about the
influence of weather, he pointed out that this section had much pertinence
for astrologers but added that for physicians the usefulness of such knowl-
edge was glory for the physician himself.>

But as all these remarks indicate, Cardano also maintained a clear dis-
tinction between astrological and medical procedures. Thus despite his
admiration for Hippocrates and conviction that he had attributed great
importance to astral or celestial influences, he did not ascribe to Hip-
pocrates knowledge of all of astrology. For example, “Hippocrates did not
mean” that purges should be prescribed when the moon was in a watery
sign but referred only to changes in the weather. Rather, the knowledge
that the moon had different qualities in each of its phases and different ef-
fects on the therapeutic environment was derived from the astrological
teaching of Ptolemy.*
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Moreover, the actual discussion of any topics relating to the stars, much
less predictive astrology strictly defined, in Cardano’s commentaries on
Hippocratic texts is no more extensive than in other contemporary expo-
sitions of the same Hippocratic works. For example, both Pedro Jaime Es-
teve, a physician of Valencia, in his commentary on Epidemics 2, and
Adrien U Alemant, a professor of medicine at Paris, in his commentary on
Airs Waters Places, used references to the stars in their Hippocratic texts
to support the idea that medical astrology should study chiefly the influ-
ence of the fixed stars on the weather. Esteve prefaced his commentary
with eighteen pages of exhortation and information about the importance
of astronomy for the physician. He devoted special attention to precession,
since he thought it vital to explain to his medical readers that the positions
of the fixed stars in relation to the signs of the zodiac had changed since
the time of Ptolemy. As he pointed out, “although very famous men who
lived a little before us, such as Regiomontanus, the glory and outstanding
ornament of all mathematicians . . . followed through this with accurate
diligence, since their writings are not at hand for everyone, I thought it
would be a very useful work indeed if I were to set forth what I had sedu-
lously noted with long attention from their writings.”*' A long list, care-
fully adjusted to the 1570s, enabled readers to predict the risings of the
more prominent fixed stars and thus to foresee their effects on weather and
health. Cardano himself complained about the material from his own
commentary on Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos that I’Alemant inserted into his
commentary on Airs Waters Places; I Alemant also enriched that work
with many pages of significationes for the weather of the fixed stars
throughout the year, drawn directly and with acknowledgment from
Ptolemy’s work on the phases of the fixed stars, which had been translated
into Latin by Nicold Leoniceno.*? In his own commentaries on both Airs
Waters Places and the Aphorisms, Cardano introduced into his discussion
of climate, weather, and seasons a few pages of technical explanation
(with diagrams) of star risings and settings and of the annual motion of the
sun. In this context, perhaps in rebuttal of the views of Esteve and L’ Ale-
mant, he also took care to assure the reader that the effect of the heavenly
bodies on disease was not merely a consequence of their effect on the
weather but rather a result of occult influence, even though this might
work by means of changes in heat, cold, moisture, and dryness. In the
commentary on the Aphorisms he added a jibe at the laughable ignorance
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about star risings and settings of the celebrated contemporary writer on
materia medica Antonio Musa Brasavola of Ferrara.*

Nor did Cardano pay much attention in his published medical writings
to the topic of the astrological causation of epidemics. He devoted ex-
tended discussion to epidemics and their causation and transmission on
two occasions: in his treatise on poisons, published in its final version in
1564, but like many of his writings probably long in preparation, and in a
work entitled Liber de providentia ex anni constitutione, written in 1563.
In the former, one short passage in the single chapter devoted to the causes
and varieties of poison contracted from air and water gives the influence
of the stars as a cause of the corruption of the air responsible for pesti-
lential fevers. Yet he also stated that the stars are only one of several pos-
sible causes of pestilence, the others being winds, waters—and chance. In
that chapter, Cardano explained that Ptolemy attributed the causes of epi-
demics to eclipses or unfavorable positions of the luminaries, whereas oth-
ers thought conjunctions of the planets were responsible, and that both
parties spoke the truth. Certainly, the eclipse of the sun that had taken
place in June of the year in which he was writing was a bad sign, given
the planetary positions at the time. But great conjunctions had been re-
sponsible for a number of epidemics. Cardano mentioned the one that
had occurred in 1504-5, the one in 1524 that had caused an epidemic
“throughout the whole world,” so serious indeed that its effects were pow-
erful as late as 1528, “such that the memory of that year will endure for
many centuries,” and the one in 1544, as well as the outbreak of syphilis
(1504, 1524, and 1544 were indeed great conjunction years).*

Cardano thus signaled not only his adherence to a reformed, classiciz-
ing astrology based on Ptolemy, but also his unwillingness to abandon the
theory of influence of conjunctions derived from Arabic astrology, which
had been used since the fourteenth century to explain the occurrence of
plague and which various early writers on syphilis also espoused.** An-
other brief passage in his commentary on the Epidemics shows his adher-
ence to conjunction theory. He noted, a little pretentiously, that Erasmus
Reinhold’s recent Prutenic Tables showed that a conjunction of Saturn and
Jupiter would take place in the very year in which he was writing. This was
the first of a series of great conjunctions in the fiery trigon (Leo, Aries,
Sagittarius), indicating pestilence to come, as the famous conjunction of
1484 had announced the arrival of the “Indian pestilence” (syphilis)—a
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remark that is one of very few actual astrological predictions to be found
in Cardano’s medical works.*¢ Yet when he appended to his consilia a de-
scription of an epidemic that occurred in Milan and Pavia in the spring and
summer of 1545 and, according to him, attacked only young girls, he
made no attempt to assign astrological or any other causes and was con-
tent merely to describe the outbreak as obscurissimus.*’

Even more strikingly, Cardano opened his treatise on the constitution of
the year with an explicit announcement of his intention to exclude “the
dogma of the astrologers” and rely solely on the teaching of Hippocrates
about the effect of weather conditions on disease.*® The title of the work
alludes to the “constitutions” in the Hippocratic Epidemics. Perhaps Car-
dano’s seventeenth-century editor Charles Spon expected a work with
such a title to be analogous to a “judgement of the year” and astrological
in content, for he placed the treatise in a volume mainly filled with astro-
logical works.* In fact the work matches excerpts from Airs Waters Places
and the Epidemics with descriptions of the respective climatic conditions
favorable to epidemics in Rome and other Italian cities (as Cardano said,
even though he had never been to Rome, he knew enough to characterize
the physical location, water supply, and climatic environment of both the
ancient and the modern city).’® The procedure is a good example of the
way in which he attempted to use these Hippocratic works as guides to
diagnosis and prognosis and, indeed, of his presentation of himself as a
truly Hippocratic physician.’' He illustrated his account of the fluxiones
(that is, discharges of any kind) characteristic of autumn in Milan with
descriptions of individual cases of these complaints. Being Cardano,
he could not resist putting his own experience first, in a decidedly un-
Hippocratic fashion: He had had a discharge from his right ear so severe
that he was afraid he was going to go deaf. More Hippocratic in character
are the following accounts of several cases that had led to fatal outcomes.
Most of these capsule case histories end with a postmortem dissection in
which Cardano took part. His participation doubtless consisted of being
present to offer expert analysis, not of doing the actual cutting, which in
one case was performed by Gabriel Cuneo. Among the patients were the
Milanese nobleman Cesare Brippio, who was found to have much sanies
between the liver and the ribs; Pietro Casato, a boy of fourteen, whom, as
he was very rich, his relatives suspected of having been poisoned, although
Cardano pronounced that he had died ex fluxione; the noble Alvise Gon-
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zago, who died on the seventh (i.e., a critical) day of his illness, exactly at
the time Cardano prognosticated that he would; and a thirteen-year-old
girl, the only daughter of a very noble and very wealthy family and a great
heiress, whose relatives also wrongly suspected poison. These cases show
that Cardano’s interest in anatomy had progressed beyond reading ana-
tomical books and advocating anatomical study on the human cadaver
to active involvement in dissection even before he moved to Bologna and
came into contact with well-known anatomists there. They also reveal so-
cial characteristics of Cardano’s medical practice in Milan, among them
the ready recourse to postmortem dissection of deceased relatives, notably
women and children, among upper-class families and the way in which
anxieties centered on poisoning.*? But they show little or no interest in ap-
plying astrology to medicine.

The remainder of the treatise includes a discussion of contagion, in
which Cardano cited Fracastoro’s De contagione with approval,’® but at-
tributed outbreaks of bubonic, as distinct from other forms of pestilence,
directly to the will of God.** Cardano concluded that there were four kinds
of pestilence. The first was “common pestilence,” which resulted from cor-
ruption of the air or water; this was “impressed by the stars” and was ul-
timately “from God and from the heavens.” But the mutation of this type
of illness into the other three kinds required terrestrial causes: exhalation
of poisonous vapor, contagion, or the consumption of rotten food. Thus,
bubonic plague itself, Cardano explained, “was not caused by the heavens,
nor by the air”’* Modern scholars share Cardano’ view that not all
sixteenth-century outbreaks his contemporaries described as “pestilence”
were of bubonic plague, or bubonic plague alone, but rather encompassed
a variety of epidemic diseases.’® More striking, however, is Cardano’s ex-
plicit elimination of celestial causation from a major category of contem-
porary epidemic disease. It is unclear whether Cardano’s remarks about
the astrological causes of specific epidemics in De venenis, a treatise sev-
eral times referred to in the work now under discussion, mean that he did
not think those particular epidemics were outbreaks of bubonic plague or
are just another example of his fine indifference to consistency. Whatever
the case, he reinforced his determination to exclude astrological expla-
nations from De providentia ex anni constitutione with the remark in
the concluding section that “[i]t is necessary only to observe those things
that have evident qualities and perceptible, strongly established, and firm,
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long-lasting constitutions, lest a very beautiful discovery be fouled in the
manner of astrologers.”*”

Probably the astrological topic to which Cardano recurred most fre-
quently in his medical works was that of critical days. Both Hippocrates
and Galen supplied powerful medical authority for the idea that diseases
reached a critical turning point for good or ill after a certain, fixed num-
ber of days. The Hippocratic corpus provided both examples of events
that took place on a specific number of days from the onset of illness
recorded in the case histories in the Epidemics and, in the aphoristic
works, cryptic general rules about the importance of numbering days.
One of the most important statements of the general idea occurred in
Aphorisms 2.24, which asserted that “[t]he fourth of the set of seven is
indicative. The eighth is the beginning of another set of seven. But the
eleventh is also worthy of consideration; for it is the fourth of the second
set of seven. But again the seventeenth will also be considered; it indeed
is the fourth from the fourteenth, but the seventh from the eleventh.”**
Whatever the original basis of these and similar statements, the concept
of critical days had already received astrological treatment in Galen’s De
diebus decretoriis, book 3 of which links them primarily to the motions
of the moon. Galen held that the moon’s influence on the atmosphere, and
consequently on human health, varied according to its position both in
relation to the signs of the zodiac and to the sun, being strong at quadra-
ture: hence the importance of the seventh and fourteenth days.>® Thus
in medical tradition the theory of critical days had a double basis. The
actual occurrence of critical days was regarded as empirically determined
by “observation” of the sick—one of many instances in which repeated
assertions in authoritative texts that something was so were held to con-
stitute empirical evidence—and codified into rules by Hippocrates. As-
trology, for its part, provided an explanation of the phenomenon. Hence
discussion of the subject might involve technical astrological exposi-
tion or controversy but did not necessarily do so. Indeed, no less an au-
thority than Avicenna had advised that it was sufficient for the medicus
to know that critical days occurred and that their cause lay outside the art
of medicine, or that if the cause should be sought the proper approach
was a medical one via sense and experience.®® Yet Avicenna had also mit-
igated the effect of this excellent advice by including a certain amount of
astrological discussion of the subject.
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The doctrine of critical days provided endless opportunity for elabora-
tion and controversy, as the existence of numerous treatises on the sub-
ject written between the thirteenth and the fifteenth century attests.’' In
the early fourteenth century, Pietro d’Abano had already accused Galen of
astronomical ignorance because his formulations were based on the as-
sumption that the motion of the moon was uniform and on an artificial
“medicinal month.”¢> Other problems included inconsistencies among the
actual numbers in different Hippocratic texts, whether some critical days
were more indicative than others, why Galen had said crisis occurred on
the twentieth rather than the twenty-first day, whether crisis could occur
on days adjacent to the supposed critical days, whether the day was a day
of twenty-four hours, whether crisis was better at night, and what was the
total number of days of illness through which the pattern of critical days
could be expected to recur.

In Cardano’s lifetime, however, the subject of critical days took on a new
and urgent importance among medical men. The earlier literature was not,
of course, forgotten. Although writers of treatises published after 1500
paid little attention to the body of scattered and largely anonymous short
medieval treatises on the subject, the views expressed in the standard
works of such major authorities as Avicenna, Avenezra, and Pietro d’A-
bano continued to be cited—in praise or blame—with some frequency.5?
Works on astrological medicine by well-known medical astrologers of the
fifteenth century were reprinted in the sixteenth.®* But Pico della Miran-
dola’s rough handling of astrological critical-day theory in his Disputa-
tiones adversus astrologiam divinatricem, published in 1496, provided a
new and more challenging context for all subsequent discussion. Though
accepting the occurrence of critical days in illness, Pico entirely repudiated
their astrological causation. In the course of a long and penetrating anal-
ysis, he pointed out, among many other more recondite objections, the ob-
vious difficulty, with respect to ascribing an astrological cause to critical
days, that people did not necessarily fall ill in synchrony with the phases
of the moon.* Pico’ onslaught brought forth a number of efforts to re-
state the astrological theory of critical days in a way that would place it on
an unimpeachably sound footing. One of the first and most important au-
thors to attempt this task was Agostino Nifo, a practicing physician as well
as a philosopher (his most famous patient was the Spanish general and
governor of Naples Gonsalvo Fernandez, known as the Great Captain).*
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Nifo’s preface lined up revered ancients in favor of the rational analysis of
critical days and medieval Arabs and empirics against, thus leaving no hu-
manist reader in doubt as to where sympathies should lie. He described his
work as mixed, in that it would treat the subject from the standpoint of
both medical observations and astrological reasons.®” In the medical por-
tion, Nifo described various subcategories of critical days, explained the
periods of the circuits ascribed, under separate planetary influences, to
each of the humors, and stressed the importance (and difficulty) of de-
termining the time of the onset of illness with sufficient precision for as-
trological purposes. The astrological section is essentially an elementary
survey of the subject. But after repudiating the objections of Pico, vir gra-
vissimus, to the theory that the planets governed the motions of the hu-
mors as well as to some of the formulations of Galen, Nifo remarked that
“Pietro d’Abano and Pico wrote many things against Galen that are frivo-
lous, which are overthrown by my book.”¢® In this work, dedicated to a
Venetian patrician, Nifo thus signaled a classicizing revision of the theory
of critical days that, having discarded the errors of Galen, medieval in-
terpretations, and the objections of astrology’s strongest modern critic,
would rest securely on the foundations of a purified astrology: namely, as
he made clear in another work, that of Ptolemy.*°

But Pico’s views on critical days found supporters as well as opponents
among the medical profession. Cesare Ottato, a physician from Naples, in-
sisted on the reality and medical importance of critical days in illness, con-
firmed both by authority and “the experience of both former and present
practitioners,” and expatiated at length on subcategories, days of occur-
rence, and so on.”” Nor did he repudiate all medical astrology, since he
thought that knowledge of a patient’s geniture helped the physician to
judge a crisis.”! But he was emphatic that “we do not wish to admit these
aspects of hostile stars, not angles, not masculinity or feminity, not cold-
ness, etc., which, with their mathematical precisions, are all vain.”’7?> As a
result, “the sayings of physicians in prognosticating about crisis are arbi-
trary and vain” and, even more bluntly, “physicians who actually practice
in great cities and public hospitals say that they never find any perceptible
difference at all in giving medication or phlebotomizing if the moon is full
or in conjunction or at any other time of opposition or consummation of
the moon etc., or of the other stars.””? This last comment produced an in-
dignant rebuttal from Federico Grisogono, who remarked that every



Between the Election and My Hopes 89

washerwoman knew enough to avoid washing clothes at the new moon,
when they would rot.”*

Giovanni Mainardi’s denunciations of all kinds of medical astrology,
disseminated in a number of editions, are likely to have been considerably
more influential than Ottato’s litle treatise on critical days. Both Leoniceno
and his disciple Mainardi, two of the most important medical humanists,
had personal contacts with Pico and shared his views on medical astrol-
ogy. Mainardi had used one of his widely circulated Epistolae medicinales
to denounce both medical astrology in general and reliance on the scholas-
tic Pietro d’Abano in particular.” On the subject of critical days, Mainardi
included a telling anecdote about an occasion on which both Francesco
Benzi, his own teacher, and the celebrated astrologer Girolamo Manfredo
of Bologna were apparently attending the same patient. According to
Manfredo, the impending conjunction of the luminaries portended death
to the sufferer, but Dr. Benzi prescribed him some medicine and he
promptly recovered.”® Yet another medical author who repudiated astro-
logical explanations of critical days was Girolamo Fracastoro, who offered
the opinion that medical men had been “seduced and persuaded” by as-
trologers. Attributing the origin of the idea that the moon controlled crit-
ical days in illness to Egyptian astrologers, Fracastoro remarked, “[E]ven
if some Egyptian god, either Anubis or Osiris, tells me these things, I will
not easily believe.””” For the astrological causation of critical days in ill-
ness, the actual occurrence of which he did not question, he substituted a
theory of his own. According to Fracastoro, critical days in illness were
caused by fluctuations in morbid humors, which had their own deter-
mined periodic rhythms.”® Of course, this explanation, just as much as the
astrological one, postulated the existence of occult mathematical rhythms
in nature.

But wholesale repudiation of astrological explanations seems to have
been a minority view among sixteenth-century medical writers on the the-
ory of critical days. Most were concerned with justifying astrological cau-
sation while introducing new refinements into the way in which critical
days were categorized or astrologically linked. As already noted, Cardano
was not among the authors who devoted entire treatises to this enter-
prise.”” But he did dedicate six of his Contradictiones to the subject, as well
as short sections in various other works.8° Cardano, like Fracastoro, was
critical of Galen’s account of astrological causation, but unlike Fracastoro
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he was not prepared to discard astrological causation as such. Instead, he
set out to correct Galen’s astrology. He took up the by now usual criticisms
of Galen’s “medicinal month,” suggesting that this section of De diebus de-
cretoriis was so puerile that Galen could not actually have written it.%!
In general, Cardano’s treatments of the subject compare various Hippocra-
tic and Galenic statements about the days to be considered critical and
attempt to iron out apparent inconsistencies either among various Hip-
pocratic texts, especially among the descriptions of various cases in the
Epidemics and the general statements in the Aphorisms and Prognostic, or
between Hippocrates and Galen. As on many other topics, he strove to jus-
tify Hippocrates in the light of his own ideas and freely criticized Galen.
Thus he maintained that a Hippocratic cycle of 120 days of illness during
which critical days were identified corresponded to (approximately) one
third of the solar year and hence was based on the motion of the sun;
Galen’s mistake had been to concentrate excessively on the connection of
critical days with the moon.®?> According to Cardano the true doctrine of
critical days was Hippocratic and Ptolemaic and would be properly un-
derstood only if Galen’s errors and confusion were cleared out of the way:
“Here therefore is the whole account of critical days—number, order, ex-
planation, and cause—according to truth and the opinion of Hippocrates,
which Galen falsely, confusedly, and inconsistently wrapped up in so much
obscuration that those who tried to follow it could never find an end.”
Thus, “I'say that no one can resolve this difficulty unless he commands the
Hippocratic art of Ptolemy.”#?

If the discussions of medical astrology in Cardano’s medical writings are
in some respects more limited in scope than those of his contemporaries,
they have in common with many of them a primary concern with theory
rather than practice. In this body of literature, theoretical discussion seems
considerably more abundant than detailed examples of or instruction in
the actual practice of astrological medicine. Many works purport to give
brief, easy instruction in the art for medical doctors (of whom, according
to the author of one such handbook, scarcely one in a hundred actually
knew how to make astrological judgments, although they all knew the tag
that said “it is no use to medicate without the counsel of the stars”).%* But
even some of these give only general outlines of astrology or describe the
supposed qualitative attributes and influences of the planets and signs of
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the zodiac: Hands-on techniques were presumably left for direct personal
instruction.

In Cardano’s published medical works, allusions to the actual practice
of astrological medicine are even more restrained than his discussions of
theory. This restraint cannot be attributed to his status as a professor
of theoretical medicine. Throughout his career, Cardano emphasized his
skills as a medical practitioner and freely incorporated anecdotes about
his medical practice into his work (to a notably greater extent than many of
his contemporaries). But among his collection of 100 errors in the practice
of modern physicians, just two refer to astrological ineptitude; in them he
accused his colleagues of unnecessarily avoiding giving medicine during
certain phases of the moon and misjudging which days were critical.®* On
another occasion he ruminated, “But as for whether it is true that the head
is threatened when the moon is in Aries, and the neck when it is in Taurus,
and the chest when it is in Cancer, and the heart when it is in Leo, and the
viscera when it is in Virgo, I really think I have not been able to pay atten-
tion to the matter with enough diligence so that I could either affirm or
deny it. Because of that it is better not to condemn that opinion, especially
since it is very widely held.”%¢

Writing in his medical capacity, Cardano was capable not just of am-
bivalence, but of sweeping skepticism about the practical usefulness for
medicine of the theory of critical days. In one of his tirades against Galen,
he wrote, “The unskilled will be outraged because I rend their Galen so
openly. . . . But whence does he have so much glory? What does this man
have to offer except his critical days, whose cause he did not indeed un-
derstand (as I have often taught elsewhere). And even if really they were a
thousand times true, what usefulness do they have for the physician?”%” He
also expressed the opinion that ill-informed recourse to astrology on the
part of physicians did more harm than good, both because it produced
mistaken diagnosis and because it brought the art of astrology into dis-
credit. Thus, he took Adrien I’Alemant—a favorite target because he had
managed to get his commentary on Airs Waters Places out before Car-
dano’s own—to task for claiming that a woman had died because she was
given cassia nigra when the moon was in the fifteenth degree of Capricorn:
“It would be better to look for the cause in the medicine or in the disease,
and not in the stars . . . nor did he know how the power of the stars should
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be interpreted. . . . [T]his is a cause absurd and unworthy of such a great
man, since a thousand [other] people took medicine made from scammony
on that day who were indeed completely uninjured [thereby]. Therefore I
regret that that he gave the unskilled a reason to laugh.”#®

Still more notable by its absence from the medical works is Cardano’s
own practice of astrological medicine. Nothing in his published medical
writings remotely resembles the series, collected by Thomas Bodier, of
more than fifty horoscopes for patients ranging from a nobleman to a
peasant. Bodier seems to have collected these horoscopes, each cast for the
moment of the onset of illness, for the purpose of retroactive analysis of
the astrological causes for the outcome of his cases; many record the
deaths of the patients.®” By contrast, the series of Cardano’s marvelous
cures and prognostications, which he published in several different ver-
sions, appear to contain only two brief references to astrological factors,
one noting that a patient fell ill on one of the critical days and another that
bystanders thought a patient might have been affected by the stars. There
are no extended examples of astrological diagnosis, prediction, or choice
of times for therapy.”® The few allusions to astrology in Cardano’s consilia
are equally concise and uninformative. Thus, for example, in a consilium
for a patient suffering from shortness of breath that occupies sixteen
double-columned folio pages, Cardano devotes one short paragraph to the
appropriate astrological times for purgation. Similarly in the thirty pages
of the famous consilium for Archbishop Hamilton of St. Andrews—to
prescribe for whom he traveled from Milan to Scotland—one sentence
mentions the positions of the moon associated with accessions of fever.”!
(Nor, as we shall see, was the horoscope that he also cast for the arch-
bishop very explicit in terms of medical prognostication or advice.) So
much, then, for the role of astrology in Cardano’s medical writings. Let us
now turn to the part played by medicine in his astrology.

The Role of Medicine in Cardano’s Astrology

Renaissance astrology was as deeply and controversially involved with
medicine as medicine was with astrology, and Cardano’s career as a med-
ical man actually began, or so it seems, with the study and practice of
astrology. Cardano had apparently begun erecting and interpreting as-
trological figures for clients by the early 1530s. He had studied natural
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philosophy and medicine in Padua and Pavia and was living in the small
town of Gallarate, outside Milan, trying to make headway as a medical
practitioner. But the College of Physicians of Milan had refused his ap-
plication for membership, causing him both professional difficulties and
financial hardship.”> How Cardano learned the technical methods of as-
trology we do not know. His father, Fazio, who taught mathematics in
Milan, may have instructed him; Nostradamus, another famous medical
man and astrologer whose career offers many parallels to his, claimed to
have learned special techniques from his father and grandfather, and Car-
dano lost no occasion to praise his father’s predictive gifts.”> But Cardano
may also have mastered astronomy and astrology as a medical student.
Unlike Nostradamus, whose critics ridiculed his inability even to use an
almanac without making elementary errors, he mastered the basic tech-
niques for finding the positions of the ascendant and the planets and lay-
ing out the houses of the horoscope, as well as for interpreting these
quantitative data.>

Several independent pieces of evidence suggest that Cardano saw and
used astrology as a way to solve his professional difficulties. In 1534 he is-
sued a short Pronostico in Italian in which he predicted a variety of events
for the subsequent two decades, ranging from the weather to the likely
fates of the pope, the church, the Holy Roman Emperor, and the major Eu-
ropean states.”> Medical doctors in Bologna and elsewhere, as we have
seen, regularly issued pamphlets like this one, and Cardano made his con-
nection to medicine clear by describing himself, on the title page of his
work, as a Milanese physician—though he had not yet gained formal ad-
mission to the College of Physicians.”® It seems likely that Cardano hoped
to attract the attention of potential patients, and perhaps that of medical
colleagues, with his astrological prowess. Complementary evidence sug-
gests that he succeeded. The collection of horoscopes that he issued, in
progressively larger versions, in 1538, 1543, and 1547 includes figures ev-
idently erected in the 1530s for a considerable number of patients and
other contemporaries: for example, the horoscope of Francis I, on whom
the stars inflicted “numerous bodily ills”; that of an infant born in 1534
who died of a wasting disease; and that of a woman who died from poi-
son in 1535, as well as a number of others.”” At least some of Cardano’s
clients were prominent figures in Milanese circles: for example, the hu-
manist writer Gualtiero Corbetta, for whom he drew up an elaborate
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horoscope that he published in 1538, in his first collection, a year after
Corbetta’s death, and the historian Galeazzo Capella.®®

Cardano himself tells us that in this early stage of his career he worked
closely with older medical men who were expert in astrology. In more than
one work he cited horoscopes drawn up or interpreted by members of the
Castiglione family, notably that of a child born in 1509, on whose fate
“Giovanni Antonio Castiglione, my fellow-citizen, and a royal physician
and a man of great excellence” had pronounced.” In his treatise De iu-
diciis geniturarum Cardano analyzed the horoscope of a man “born from
very humbly-born parents, who was called Niccolo; but when he left his
fatherland, he changed his name to Costanzo, and at Milan he was called
Costanzo. At Bologna, however, he was called Niccolo, from the de Symis
family.” This Costanzo, Cardano remarked with unusual enthusiasm, had
the good fortune to have Mercury as the lord of the ascendant in his na-
tivity. Accordingly, “though because of poverty he had not studied letters
until his twenty-eighth year, he was so brilliant that he gained a modest
knowledge of the humanities. He became a geometer, a mathematician,
but above all a famous astrologer, so that he taught those arts publicly at
Milan for several years.”'%

Costanzo or Niccolo de Symis left a number of astronomical and astro-
logical works, including an unpublished prognostication for the same year
as Cardano’s first publication, 1534.'°" Cardano dramatically describes a
consultation that they held in the next year for a patient of considerable
social eminence, Paolo Sforza: “Weakened by loss of blood from his lungs
and more or less wasting away, he had consulted Costanzo de Symis of
Bologna as to whether the emperor would make him ruler of Milan in
place of his brother. When he showed me the figure, I said that he would
die in that year. For the moon was among the Pleiades in the sixth house,
in quartile to Mars and Jupiter, which were moving through the fixed
house of Saturn. And accordingly he died suddenly of suffocation while
traveling.”10?

Several points call for comment here. Evidently Paolo asked medical
men for astrological advice; to judge by Cardano’s testimony, however, he
wanted to know not whether he would recover from his pulmonary ail-
ment, but whether he would be made ruler of Milan. When the physician
acted as an astrologer, in other words, he might be called on to offer pre-
dictions about any of the many aspects of the client’s life that horoscopes



Between the Election and My Hopes 95

normally covered: not just health, but wealth, marriage, children, jour-
neys, and much more. Yet Cardano read the figure in question, or claimed
to, as offering an urgent and irreversible medical prognosis, which he gave.
The astrologer sought to apply the rules of his art properly, whether or not
these yielded the answer his client wanted or a cure for the client’s disease.
Some years after this early time of struggle, Cardano recalled that some
Milanese physicians had criticized him for devoting himself entirely to
mathematical studies.!®® Taken together with the other evidence, this re-
mark confirms that he became known, in the first instance, as a medical
man who was especially expert in astrology and that his astrological pur-
suits did not always yield medical results.

The few records that survive of the cases that Cardano took on in his as-
trological capacity support this analysis. Evidently he was called in when
someone felt the need to explain or predict events that seemed, for one rea-
son or another, outside the reach of normal medical practice: to identify
the cause of death for a woman, which he took as poison, or to offer a
prognosis for a child failing to flourish. In the first case, astrology played
the same role that autopsy often played in similar cases: It offered a retro-
spective explanation for a devastating event. In the second case, it offered
a prediction based, so both the astrologer and his clients might think, on
much richer data than a medical doctor could lay claim to. For a baby, af-
ter all, the doctor had no case history to draw on and few signs to inter-
pret; the astrologer, by contrast, could lay out exactly the same planetary
and stellar data as for a grown adult. The evidence, however, does not in-
dicate that Cardano saw these predictions, which were explicitly medical,
as more particularly his province than ones in which the cause of death
was not medical in any identifiable sense: for example, why Galeazzo Ca-
pella was run over by a mad horseman. Astrology might win clients and
make a reputation for a young physician whose practice was not growing;
but just as Cardano did not apply his astrological tools to the bulk of his
medical work, so he did not ask medical questions about the bulk of his
early astrological subjects.

The course of Cardano’s astrological work in the late 1530s and 1540s
amply confirms this diagnosis. His major publication in the field took the
form of a series of short texts on aspects of astrology and astronomy ac-
companied by the protean and ever-expanding mass of his horoscope col-
lection. The texts showed more interest in reforming astronomy than in
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applying it to problems of health and sickness: In one, Cardano devised
one of the numerous schemata of his period for astrological history. And
even Cardano’s analyses of the horoscopes he collected showed no more
interest in medicine than in a variety of other subjects. Of the sixty-seven
genitures that appeared in his 1543 collection, fewer then twenty dis-
cussed medical questions; of the thirty-three new ones that he added in
1547, only ten did so.'* In many cases, moreover, the medical point at
issue was only one of many topics Cardano touched on. His analysis of
the horoscope of the magus Henry Cornelius Agrippa is typical in this
respect. Cardano found in it clear evidence that Agrippa had a brilliant
intellect, that he would die poor, that he would undergo torture and im-
prisonment, that he was not handsome, that he would die of poison or
strangulation, that he could work with his hands like a skilled craftsman,
and, at the very end, that he was “incontinent” with regard to women
and that he “took more pleasure than was proper in four-footed animals”:
a ha’pennyworth of medical characterology to offset an intolerable deal
of prediction about very different questions.'%

Cardano’s collections, which were printed by the prestigious firm of
Joannes Petreius in Nuremberg, the publisher of Copernicus, brought his
work as an astrologer to the attention of a broad public in northern Eu-
rope. Early in the 1550s he followed his books north, traveling first to Paris
and then to Edinburgh to treat the Scottish cleric John Hamilton, from
whom he received an enormous fee. In the course of his time in France and
the British Isles, Cardano carried out astrological consultations for a num-
ber of very elevated clients: not only his most notorious subject, the young
King Edward, for whom he predicted, with reservations, a long life, but
also the great French lawyer Aimar de Ranconnet; the French ambassador
to England, Claude Baduel; and the English humanist and statesman John
Cheke. Where Cardano’s geniture collections had offered relatively brief
explications of figures, many of which were for celebrities past or present
whom he had never met, for these clients he not only cast figures but in-
terpreted them at substantial length, analyzing in detail their physical ap-
pearance, their temperaments, and the likely courses of their careers. But
in these cases, too, health played only a limited role.'%¢

In analyzing Baduel’s geniture, for example, Cardano found in it reason
to think that his client’s mother would have a short life and his father
would be troubled by disease and other sorrows; that he would have one
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brother and three sisters; that he would have difficulties with nourishment
in his early life but eventually grow to be very large; that he might, but
would not necessarily, die by violence that involved bloodshed; that he
would be brilliant, magnanimous, closely linked by friendship to his king
and able to serve him effectively as an adviser. He also found it possible to
predict, from the presence of Jupiter, the lord of the ascendant, in the hu-
mid sign of Gemini, that Baduel would be immensely large and fat. To
prove the causal relationship he cited a parallel. Frederick of Saxony, he
pointed out, was “so obese and heavy that there is hardly a horse that can
carry him.” He too had Jupiter in Gemini, in opposition to his ascendant
in Sagittarius.'” The horoscope, in other words, had substantial medical
content. But it did not concentrate exclusively on such points.

Cardano’s analysis reached its climax, in fact, with a character analysis,
not a medical prognosis. He portrayed his client, in a series of Mannerist
paradoxes, as a man of contradictions—and also, perhaps, as the ideal
embodiment of the late Renaissance ideal ambassador, the man of deep
mind sent to lie abroad for his country:

On his profession. He will be desirous of secret things; he will take pleasure in
beautiful things, in gems, in clothing, in paintings, in images, and in the liberal dis-
ciplines; but, being noble, he will not work at any of these.

On his journeys. He will not be more successful at anything, or better fitted,
than for journeys, embassies, and expeditions, in the course of which he will en-
dure risks and slanders because of others’ envy. But he will attain the highest of-
fices. This horoscope contains some contrary indications: for example, a good
temperament and a life full of disease; loss of a spouse even though he is married;
a fat body and a sharp intellect; good deeds and suffering slander.'®

Even when analyzing the horoscope of a client who clearly suffered from
a pathological condition of overweight, in other words, Cardano devoted
only part of his attention to medical questions. Similarly, his analysis of the
horoscope he drew up for the most important medical patient of his ca-
reer, John Hamilton, dwelt as lovingly on the astral causes for Hamilton’s
love for Cardano as on those of his respiratory problems.'* Like the horo-
scope he also drew up for Gulielmus Casanatus, Hamilton’s physician,
who had invited him to undertake his great journey to the north in the first
place, Cardano’s horoscope for Hamilton seems more designed to estab-
lish its author’s mastery of technique—and to establish a sound celestial
basis for his relationship with the other—than to yield results in concrete
terms for either man’s regimen.''® At least once, moreover, Cardano
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explicitly confessed that he had treated a patient suffering from the rare
disease of “Diabetes” even though he knew he had almost no chance of
success, simply because he wanted so much to have the patient’s horo-
scope—clear evidence of a separation, at least for pragmatic purposes, be-
tween medical treatment of a case and the use of astrology to understand
it.]1 1

Solid precedents supported Cardano’s apparent effort to separate astrol-
ogy from medicine for analytical purposes, and contemporary parallels
show that his practice was not unique. Even Ficino, usually hailed as the
one who definitively formulated the theory of astrological medicine for the
Renaissance, warned his readers to distinguish between what they should
seek to learn from the “medicus” and what they should seek to learn from
the “astrologus,” and at least one reader made a note of the point in his
copy.''2 Nostradamus, who ran an astrological boutique for wealthy Ger-
man merchants and French bourgeois, received numerous letters beseech-
ing him to draw up horoscopes and interpret them. Like Cardano, he was
a medical man, trained at Montpellier, a fact that his correspondents often
referred to in the respectful headings of their letters. Like Cardano, too,
however, Nostradamus analyzed far more than his clients’ prospects for
health and long life. He was as ready to direct the mining operations of a
client in far-off Styria as to analyze the life chances of his sons.!"* True, Nos-
tradamus was no normal astrologer, as he continually insisted and his
clients confirmed, when they begged him to express himself more clearly.
But a wide range of elaborate horoscopes like Cardano’s, drawn up by
his rival Luca Gaurico, his well-known central European contemporary
Cyprian Leowitz, and others, survive, most of them still in the elegant pres-
entation manuscripts that were evidently the usual form in which the as-
trologer passed them to his client. These closely resemble Cardano’ in their
attention to the whole range of questions traditional in horoscopic astrol-
ogy.""* Through the mid-1550s, in other words, the evidence of Cardano’s
astrological practice shows only a professional, not a theoretical, connec-
tion between “the art” and the other art of medicine.

The Commentary on Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos

Like many of his other works, Cardano’s commentary on Ptolemy owed
its origins to supernatural inspiration. In this case, an accidental encounter
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in Lyons resulted in his being given a copy of the work unexpectedly. Then
his chance decision to go up the Rhone on a boat, rather than to travel on
horseback, provided the necessary time to begin serious work. Cardano
knew that these coincidences spelled out the vital point: Higher authority
wanted him to write the first proper commentary on Ptolemy’s astrology.
As so often, Cardano found himself untrammeled by previous writers in
the same field, for whom he felt chiefly contempt, as he claimed to be of-
fering his readers something radically new. The finished commentary was
as thick with technical detail of many kinds as any of Cardano’s earlier
works. In it, as never before, he mingled the medical with the astrological
in a systematic way.

From the outset, Cardano drew connections between Ptolemy and
Galen. He was, of course, hardly the first to do so. The anonymous pref-
ace to the Greek commentary on Ptolemy translated into Latin by Giorgio
Valla, one of the few earlier sources at Cardano’s disposal, made the basic
point that the great astronomer and the great physician were contempo-
raries: “Ptolemy, easily the greatest of all mathematicians, lived, so some
have written, in the time of Hadrian and survived to that of Antoninus.
They say that Galen, the famous medical author, flourished at this time, as
well as Herodian the grammarian and Hermogenes the rhetorician, who
left some worthy books on the art of rhetoric.”'"> But the editor made
nothing further of the point, moving instead into a doxographical account
of the early history of Greek astronomy.'¢

Cardano, by contrast, set Ptolemy’s text into a richly detailed historical
context. When explaining why Ptolemy had found it necessary to argue at
such length for the status of astrology as an art, he drew on another
learned source of the same period, the Noctes Atticae of Aulus Gellius, to
identify the nature of the opposition that astrologers faced in the second
century A.D. “In Gellius, Phavorinus, who flourished just before Ptolemy,
a philosopher of great reputation, made the art of astrology infamous in
the way that the ambitious will.”""” If Cardano’s sharply polemical account
did little justice to the views of the Stoic Favorinus, he nonetheless made
clear that Ptolemy conceived his text in a world in which his art had come
in for strong criticism from authoritative thinkers. In a more sustained and
absorbing discussion of the astrological rhythms of cultural history, Car-
dano showed that he saw Ptolemy and Galen, as well as other writers, as
belonging to a single coherent cultural moment. He quoted the long
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digression in which the Roman historian Velleius Paterculus described how
all the arts and sciences had flourished in the Athens of the fifth century
B.C. and in the Rome of the late Republic. Then Cardano pointed out how
unusual moments like this were in the human history: “For from the time
of Augustus down to the beginning of our own splendid period, which
was around A.D. 1440, some 1,400 years passed in which nature produced
nothing of miraculously outstanding quality—except in the time of An-
toninus. For then there flourished, simultaneously, Alexander of Aphro-
disias, Ptolemy of Pelusium, and Galen of Pergamum, and a little before
that were Caius Pliny and Plutarch of Chaeronea, the teacher of Trajan.
Hence it is clear that such phenomena are caused by the general configu-
rations of the heavens.”''® Like modern historians, in other words, Car-
dano saw the imperial period as a high point in the development of ancient
science and one in which Ptolemy and Galen claimed equally high status
as well as simultaneity, even if he invoked astrological rather than socio-
logical considerations to account for their joint success.

Cardano also identified substantial similarities between the arts that
Ptolemy and Galen practiced, though his evaluation of them fluctuated in
a manner characteristic of this man of supremely protean opinions. At
the start of the Tetrabiblos commentary, Cardano compared astrology
to prognostics, pointing out that neither could properly be described as a
science: “This art is the prognostic part of philosophy, which teaches us
to know in advance. Accordingly, it is not a science in the true sense, but
as the predictive work of Hippocrates or Galen is to the whole body of
medicine, so is astrology to the whole body of philosophy. For every art
that treats natural phenomena by adopting the method of explicating the
causes of present things also teaches the causes of future ones. For future
things differ from present ones not in species or in genus, but in time,
which is an accidental adjunct of theirs.”’!* Astrology, in other words,
might reasonably be compared to the part of classical medicine that dealt
with prognostics—if not to anatomy or regimen.

But this modest claim did not suffice to carry out the immemorial task
of the preface writer: boasting about the unique qualities of the art that he
was about to profess. For all Cardano’s dedication to medicine—his prin-
cipal profession throughout his life, and the source of the invitation to
travel to the north that led to his writing this commentary—he felt himself
compelled in this context to assert that Ptolemy’s art was superior to
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Galen’s. Medicine, after all, was merely a hermeneutical art, one whose
practitioner read the signs written on a patient’s body. Astrology, by con-
trast, afforded causal insights into the processes it analyzed, since the stars
whose movements its votaries interpreted were not just signs, but causes,
of events on earth: “The arts that teach knowledge of the future are agri-
culture, navigation, medicine, physiognomics and its parts, the interpreta-
tion of dreams, and natural magic, and astrology. The noblest of these is
astrology. For it deals with everything, while each of the rest has its own
specific area of competence. It also always works through causes, and the
noblest of them, while none of the others always does so; but it also
teaches how to read the future through signs. But those who think that sys-
tematic knowledge of astrology is systematic knowledge of fate are wrong.
But the configuration of the stars is a major part of fate.”'?° Far from be-
ing the equivalent to prognostics alone, astrology claimed a universality
that even medicine as a whole could not hope to attain (although on an-
other occasion, as already noted, Cardano described medicine as the most
universal of studies).

Yet this burst of optimism—or megalomania—did not last. Later in the
same paragraph, in fact, Cardano acknowledged that “[t]he science of fate
is as obscure as it is certain and noble”'?! In a still later passage, he drew
the implications of this concession for astrology. In nobility and certitude
of subject matter, he still insisted, astrology reigned supreme among the
arts. But mortal men, unfortunately, lacked direct and reliable access to
the realm of perfect truths. Accordingly, medicine easily outdid astrology
in the human realm of competition for respect and rewards, where mere
human standards obtained:

But when we take account of the weakness of our intellect, matters turn out in the
opposite way, not by their nature, but because it is so weak. For, leaving mathe-
matics aside, the most certain of the arts is medicine, then natural philosophy, and
then comes astrology, and the last of them all is theology. That explains why in our
time medical men of high spirit, like Galen, still have the authority of prophets, and
their predictions are taken as so many oracles. That is why the pronouncements of
medical men about the future have nothing vain about them, as if they were
founded on rock-solid reasoning, whereas those of the natural philosophers, and
even more the astrologers and theologians, are empty, and such that not even one
of them agrees with another.!2

Even in the heart of his commentary on Ptolemy, in other words, Cardano
admitted that Galen’s art of medicine enjoyed higher prestige than astrology.
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It is not surprising, then, that he borrowed more than one tool from what he
himself acknowledged to be the better-developed discipline.

Cardano imitated Galen, in the first place, in setting out to use the
medium of a commentary on a classical text as a central genre of natural
science or philosophy. Though numerous commentaries on and summaries
of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos had been written in antiquity, the Middle Ages,
and the early Renaissance, Cardano had access to few of these documents
in the early 1550s. Ptolemy, moreover, gave very little sense of how he him-
self had read the predecessors from whose work he took both data and
models. It was not at all clear what a Ptolemaic commentary would look
like. Galen, by contrast, Cardano knew intimately. And Galen, as Vivian
Nutton and others have pointed out, was as systematic and prolific a com-
mentator on texts as he was an anatomist and physiologist. He dedicated
a large part of his activity as a writer to explicating texts by Hippocrates,
often in mind-numbing detail.'??

Cardano’s normal relation to Galen, like that of many Renaissance writ-
ers to their ancient models, involved more emulation than adulation. He
regularly criticized Galen, in fact, for lacking the solid expertise that
would have enabled him to know which of Hippocrates’ teachings de-
served special support and which did not, for failing to carry out the
sort of experimenta that would have enabled him to attain to knowledge
of “difficult things,” and—most remarkably of all—for limiting the task of
the commentator to nothing more than explicating the ideas of the author
on whom he wrote.'?* In explicating Ptolemy, however, Cardano showed
himself more impressed by Galen’s utility as a model than by his inade-
quacy as a scholar. Here, he approvingly quoted Galen’s dictum that “the
task of the commentator is not to give arguments for what the author says,
or to criticize him if what he says is wrong, but to give a clear explanation
of his words and sentences,” though Cardano then went on to promise his
readers precisely the sorts of correction and supplement that Galen had de-
nied an expositor should provide.'?*

He also modeled a number of his own procedures on Galen’s. For ex-
ample, after carefully considering the works ascribed to Ptolemy in his
time, he rightly argued that the most popular of them all, the Arabo-Latin
Centiloquium, could not be authentic. The methods and opinions put for-
ward in it often did not match those found in the Tetrabiblos and the Al-
magest, and the prologue to the text, which mentioned Ptolemy’s other
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works, was clearly not by the same author as the genuine ones. Galen had
regularly deployed philological arguments like these in his own effort to
purify the Hippocratic canon. And Cardano made clear his intellectual
debt when he drew on Galen to explain the origin of the forgery: “But
Galen explains this when he says: ‘In the old days, when kings bought the
writings of famous men at vast prices to fit out their libraries, they were
responsible for men’s attributing their own works to the ancients.””12

Most strikingly of all, Cardano borrowed from Galen what could be de-
scribed without too much exaggeration as a rule of charity in interpreta-
tion. After posing the question why Ptolemy had denied that astrology
yielded wealth or glory, when in fact it had often had this effect in antiq-
uity, Cardano answered that he had omitted the point as obvious: “For just
as Galen says of Hippocrates, in his commentary on the books on difficulty
in breathing, so we too must think of Ptolemy: that is, that he wrote noth-
ing at all which was common, or widely known, but everything that was
unique and profound.”'?” In another passage, Cardano went further. No
one, he said there, who had not worked through Ptolemy’s own massive
technical work on astronomy, the Almagest, could hope to grasp the pro-
fundity and subtlety of his thought or the miraculous artfulness of his as-
trological textbook.'?® Galen had set himself up as the master of a
particular Hippocratic tradition in medicine. Cardano portrayed himself
as the master of a particular Ptolemaic tradition in astrology. Anyone who
wanted to erect a single proper Ptolemaic horoscope, he claimed, must
read, mark, and completely master both the Tetrabiblos and Cardano’s
commentary, which formed “a single coherent corpus, without any re-
dundancy>1?°

Cardano’s Galenic emphasis, finally, had an impact on the substance
as well as the method of his Ptolemaic commentary. For Cardano used
Galen’s model of a fully developed art again and again to demonstrate in
detail the perfection of Ptolemy’s astrology. Like Galen, Ptolemy pro-
ceeded as a philosopher. He did not simply list the effects of stars and plan-
ets randomly, as Firmicus Maternus and the Arabs had, but explained the
ways in which different combinations of primary qualities—hot and cold,
dry and wet—produced similar results, just as Galen had when examining
the properties of simples.'* Philosophical astrology, like philosophical
medicine, was honest about its limitations. Like the author of book 7 of
the Hippocratic Epidemics, Cardano pointed out, Ptolemy acknowledged
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that “predictions sometimes fail” but still rightly insisted that individual
errors did not detract from the truth and beauty of the art as a whole
(1.2).13" Ptolemy also acknowledged that no single treatise could include
all the details of his art, with its spiderweb profusion of intersecting influ-
ences and qualities: “It is of course a hopeless and impossible task to men-
tion the proper outcome of every combination [of planetary influences]
and to enumerate absolutely all the aspects of whatever kind, since we can
conceive of such a variety of them” (2.8). Cardano warmly agreed, citing
the parallel acknowledgments of Galen and Avicenna to support his au-
thor’s decision to remain on the clear level of generality.!3?

Above all, philosophical astrology, like philosophical medicine, was sys-
tematic in its procedures. The art of medicine, Galen taught, was estab-
lished “in two ways, by reason and experimentums; just so, Ptolemy
teaches by experimentum and by reason that the stars have effects on this
inferior world.” The physician, as Hippocrates and Galen both showed,
took his patient’s temperament as a baseline, which they used to assess
health or illnesses throughout life. Just so, the astrologer took the patient’s
horoscope (which, of course, accounted for his temperament in the first
place) as a baseline for further prediction and analysis. The medical man
postponed certain highly refined problems to a relatively late position in
his treatment of his subject; so did the astrologer. Ptolemy’s astrology, in
other words, emerged from Cardano’s analysis as an art comparable to
classical medicine: comparable in the lucidity of its structure, the solidity
of its foundations, and the evident intelligence and good faith of its chief
ancient practitioner.

It is certainly possible, moreover, that Cardano had undertaken well
before the Ptolemy commentary appeared to reshape astrology on the last
offered him by the classical medical tradition. In his commentary on the
Tetrabiblos, he noted that Ptolemy must have drawn upon the work of
early Roman astrologers, like Thrasyllus, who saved his own life by pre-
dicting the future for Tiberius. “Unfortunately,” Cardano noted, “he did
so with such brevity that the bulk of the art is missing. It would have been
better if he had followed the example of the great Hippocrates. After he
had transformed the data into a systematic art, he should also have writ-
ten a book of individual examples on the model of the Epidemics.”'3
Cardano’s own collections of genitures may well have represented his at-
tempt to produce the astrological counterpart to the Epidemics and thus
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to reconstitute a vital, lost part of classical astrology. In that case, the med-
ical emphasis of the commentary on the Tetrabiblos merely made this side
of his enterprise more explicit.

In insisting that Ptolemaic astrology compared well with Galenic medi-
cine (and, like Galenic medicine, needed a dash of Hippocratic reform),
Cardano emphatically did not mean that the astrology normally practiced
in his day could claim such high status. For a decade and more before
the Ptolemy commentary appeared, he had been embroiled in polemic
with the most prominent astrologer in Italy, Luca Gaurico, whose work
Cardano dismissed as technically unsound. Worse still, he had been sur-
rounded by quacks. Physicians like Cardano—university graduates who
belonged to the official Colleges of Physicians in Milan and elsewhere—
constantly had to compete with unlicensed empirics (quacks in the eyes of
the elite medici) who offered their patients not the officially sanctioned
remedies of high medicine but the promise of a cheaper, and perhaps a
surer, cure.'** Similarly, astrologers like Cardano—astrologers who be-
lieved in applying the full range of techniques and questions sanctioned by
Ptolemy, establishing the geniture of a client in all its detail before even be-
ginning to offer advice—constantly had to compete with men they saw as
quacks—medical men and astrologers who would quickly compute an in-
terrogation for a given client, using the minimal and fragmentary infor-
mation it provided to prescribe regimens and remedies.'*

Cardano declared that he hoped to bring about nothing less than the
restoration of an art that had become contemptible, a restoration compa-
rable in drama and pathos to the revival of medicine that had taken place
in Galen’s time:

It is not only the errors of the practitioners, and their negligence, or also their dis-
honesty, that has so harmed astronomical divination—so much that it has become
an object of contempt in our time. The determined malfeasance of the practition-
ers has ruined the art. Ordinary men generally agree that what an astronomer says
is foolish, stupid, insane. Yet this is no reason to give up hope that the glory of the
art can be restored. And no one should think this to be the fault of the art of as-
trology rather than the times. Galen attests that in his time medicine would have
been lost, if some god had not taken pity on the human race and restored it, and
yet in the recent past it has revived and is now flourishing. Similarly, it is hardly out
of place for this art, which flourished so greatly in the times of the two Gordians,
senior and junior, to be restored someday to its original worth. And my efforts, by

themselves, have attained at least part of that goal: if the art could not yet be glo-
rious again, given its parlous state, at least it will no longer be a source of shame.!3¢
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Cardano did not leave matters at that: He also identified at least some
of the practices he condemned. The astrologers of his day wrote “long,
complicated, problematic texts, full of contradictions and obscurity.”'3”
They also made snap judgments, like the “ridiculous doctor and incom-
petent astrologer” who almost killed Cardano in suggesting, on too little
evidence, a cure for his enormous flux of urine.'*® Haly, the author of
the medieval commentary on the Tetrabiblos that had circulated widely
among astronomers and astrologers, had taken the Centiloquium as a gen-
uine work of Ptolemy’s and had wondered why it recommended the prac-
tices of interrogations and elections but the Tetrabiblos did not mention
them. Cardano explained why:

Haly raises a superfluous question: that is, why Ptolemy did not deal with interro-
gations and elections. For interrogations are entirely magical and unworthy, not
only of a Christian, but also of a good man. Elections, similarly, were devised be-
cause of the greed of the astrologers rather than because they do any good to the
one making the election. And if they have some true content, it is so minor and ab-
stract that it seems unworthy to be part of the art. For the art deals with obvious
things and things that can be obtained with profit. Since these have neither, they
have no art—just as there is no art of making images in the clouds, as if in a mir-
ror. True, they can be made, but they belong to no art, since they are both very hard
and almost useless.'>

Cardano’s whole commentary on Ptolemy, in other words, like the earlier
horoscope collections to which he regularly referred, amounted to an at-
tack on what he saw as the standard, and scandalous, practices of other
astrologers.

Accordingly, it occasions little surprise that Cardano devoted to inter-
rogations only a short and grudging treatise at the end of his big book. The
three figures that Magini pulled from the body of Cardano’s work and pre-
sented as typical, in some ways, of medical astrology could hardly be less
typical of Cardano’s own approach to the subject. They illustrate a digres-
sion in the Ptolemy commentary. In 2.12 Ptolemy offers three ways of in-
vestigating the weather of a given lunar month: by erecting a figure like a
horoscope for the new or full moon; by examining the new moons that
take place in particular signs of the zodiac, as well as the planetary posi-
tions that accompany them; and by observing “even more minutely” the
moon’s quarters and movements, as well as the new and full moons. Car-
dano took the third method as offering not only the weather predictions
Ptolemy promised, but also “a way of determining the critical days of
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health or death, the length or brevity of an illness, its wickedness or ease.”
This, he thought, could reveal “marvelous things” to the astrologer who
compared the figures in question over time, following and evaluating the
moon’s movements.'4’ The determination of the moon’s deleterious effects
on three patients, in other words, formed only part of an excursus, a few
pages in Cardano’s big book. It offered only a new theoretical basis for the
study of critical days, nothing more; and it was hardly large or impressive
enough to offset the general bias of Cardano’s works toward assigning far
more weight to horoscopes than to any other form of astrological inquiry.
The fact that the first patient’s second disease turned out to have begun be-
fore he recovered from the first one, as acute readers will have noticed,
shows how theoretical and retrospective Cardano’s considerations were.
Theoretical in character, small in scale, peripheral to Cardano’s main con-
cerns, the figures Magini emphasized do not confirm his view that Car-
dano regularly practiced astrological medicine.

The Uses of Medical Astrology

In all his concerns, Cardano was profoundly introspective and self ref-
erential. Astrology, dream interpretation, physiognomy, and medicine
served him not only as predictive and diagnostic arts but also as tools of
self-analysis, as both his use of his own experiences as examples in works
on these subjects and his well-known Liber de propria vita abundantly
testify. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to learn that some of his most
extended examples of astrological analysis of health and disease occur
in narratives that explicate versions of his own horoscope. Beginning in
middle age, Cardano seems to have adopted the practice of reviewing his
natal horoscope at approximately ten-year intervals, using each occasion
to analyze afresh the unfolding history of his own life. He wrote in-
terpretations of his own horoscope in 1545 and again, at much greater
length, in 1554 (when he also erected a new figure on different technical
principles), and revised the latter interpretation once more about 1564 or
1565.'% The details of the health history that these narratives relate have
recently been discussed elsewhere and need not be repeated here.'* With
their extended portrayal of the changing nature of Cardano’s health over
time, as he moved from being a somewhat sickly child to a fairly healthy
adult to an elderly man “infirm of body,” these accounts may provide the
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best example of Cardano’s use of astrology as a tool of medical analysis.
They show that he interpreted every episode of acute illness and every
minor chronic affliction in terms both of his nativity and of the planetary
positions at the time of onset; the latter practice also implies that he
habitually noted the times when he fell ill for the purpose of subsequent
astrological analysis. But at the same time, they reveal the limitations of
the role that Cardano assigned to astrology in medicine. In them, as in
other horoscopic narratives, health and disease form only one of several
standard categories of analysis. Moreover, they present the influence of
the stars on Cardano’s individual body as only one factor among several
affecting his health. Especially in the two later interpretations, Cardano
also assigned an important role to family predisposition or inheritance
and the presence of epidemic disease. And in his view epidemic disease
was, as we noted earlier, only sometimes caused by the stars.

When faced with a patient who demanded astrological help and re-
assurance, Cardano could be actively discouraging, even dismissive. One
such request came from a patient who suffered from deafness of a type that
Cardano diagnosed as incurable. Accordingly, and perhaps conscien-
tiously, he so informed the patient and prescribed only the most general
regimen. But the patient wanted to know whether any help could be
expected from the stars. The hopeful question reveals the very different
expectations of patient and physician. As Gianna Pomata has pointed
out with regard to other types of early modern medical practice, patients
looked for cure from anyone by any means available, whereas elite physi-
cians generally tried to provide them with rational analysis, scientific ex-
planation, and professional authority.'** For the physician-astrologer the
stars were either causes or signs, which of the two being a subject of aca-
demic debate.'** But in either case, he read a cosmic map solely in order to
analyze—and hence predict—its influence on effects or events on earth.
Wise use of knowledge thus gained might help him prescribe medication
for patients at appropriate times or enable them to avoid the worst effects
of malign astral conditions. Since the stars did not control human free will,
moreover, but affected only bodies, a wise patient might hope to act in
such a way as to avoid astrologically predicted ill health, for as the saying
went, “the wise man dominates the stars. !4

But Cardano’s patient’s request for help from the stars implies that the
heavenly bodies are ensouled beings who can be expected to be responsive
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to prayer. Versions of this belief, which reflects the association of the plan-
ets with the deities of classical mythology and perhaps also some aspects
of Christianized neoplatonism, apparently permeated many levels of Re-
naissance society. Marsilio Ficino’s famous discussions of how the an-
cients called down the spirits, or daimons, of the stars into statues suggest
one way—a classicizing, learned, refined, and highly intellectual way—of
manipulating ensouled astral powers. Agrippa’s De occulta philosophia
offered less-refined means to achieve the same end, and Benvenuto Cellini’s
sorcerer friend from Norcia no doubt offered less-refined ones still.'*¢ Car-
dano’s patient, probably not learned or refined, seems to have hoped that
the mere erection of an astrological figure would serve as a magical talis-
man that might help to persuade the stars to restore his hearing. His or her
request for “help from the stars” thus exemplifes a particular kind of haz-
ard involved in the actual practice of astrological medicine. What patients
wanted was not learned analysis but help. Probably, most medical practi-
tioners who drew up interrogations did not offer this. Bodier’s collection
of horoscopes that explained the course and outcomes of his patients’ dis-
eases did nothing for his patients beyond analyzing their sufferings. But
the kind of help patients expected to get from the stars could only too
easily lure the medical astrologer into practices that were both frankly
magical (and thus potentially likely to incur religious censure) and plainly
unsuitable to the dignity of a learned physician.

For these or other reasons, the patient’s request gave Cardano pause.
Without addressing the subject of whether or not the stars, or the figure,
could be expected to “help,” he responded with a little lecture on the in-
adequacies of current astrological understanding as a predictive system for
medicine. Yet in it he could not resist including both his own prescriptions
for the reform of astrology and a declaration that the planets and zodiacal
signs, even as currently understood, did after all “adumbrate” something
about health and disease:

The astrology of our age is not true because it is not known. For those principles
of Ptolemy are different from what is seen and happens. There are besides errors in
the movements and places of the stars, as is apparent from the Prutenic Tables,
which are the only ones that agree with experience. Besides it would be necessary
to know the manner of their movements. For I declared in Paralipemenon 15 that
what appears in the stars cannot be saved either by eccentrics or by epicycles or

both, and unless we know why, for example, the moon is diminished by half, we
cannot know what it indicates. What is clear, however, is that when the sun and
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the rest of the planets are in Pisces they indicate the occurrence of deafness and
dumbness, for fish do not hear much and have no voice. . . . [A]nd therefore since
the art is imperfect, although it will adumbrate something, yet it is more a cause of
errors than help to us. And also this contemplation is outside medicine. And yet I
might also consider more diligently whether there were any hope in this.'#”

At this high point in Cardano’s career, long after Copernicus and others
had undertaken the reform of astronomy that he had once hoped to carry
out, his attitude toward medical astrology remained as complex and puz-
zling as at any other time. No doubt, however, he would agree with us on
one point: Generalizations about medical astrology in the Renaissance
should be discouraged.

Notes

1. Magini was a professor of mathematics at Padua from 1588 to 1617; see Lynn
Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, 8 vols. (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1923-58), 5:250-51.

2. G. A. Magini, De astrologica ratione ac usu dierum criticorum seu decretorio-
rum (Venice, 1607), 81r—v:

Tertia observatio ex Cardano. Decubitus Ioan. Antonii de Campionibus . . . lo.
Antonius de Campionibus (ait Cardanus) annorum circiter triginta ex itinere ae-
grotavit, primum quidem ut visus est leviter usque ad quartam diem, quod Luna
esset in sextili Veneris et Venus illam reciperet; nam Venus erat in suis dignitatibus.
Et quia Luna erat cursu valde tarda, morbus non est visus accipere incrementum,
remorante ut dixi Venere, quae Luna attigit partem vigesimam quintam Gemino-
rum in diebus tribus horis 18. ferme, ob motus tarditatem, unde protracta est
quarta dies; tunc vero occurrit Iovis et Martis coniunctio in Leone, et cum stellis
humidis, ideo factum est incendium magnum, et turbulentia in urina, quae ob pro-
tensam quartam diem visa sunt habere initium in quinta. In septima vero cum non-
dum pervenisset ad nonagesimum gradum distantiae ob motus tarditatem, sed
ad Leonis initium tantum deterrime se habuit, quoniam nulli beneficae occurrit
(immo incidit in antiscio Solis existentis in sexta domo, et in caput draconis)
similiter in octava et nona morbus augebatur: quia tunc Iovi et Marti iunctis iunge-
batur, et quia erant inter humidas stellas, sudavit. Calor enim cum humido su-
dorem creat, et urinam multam, quam reddidit. In undecima sudavit, fuit tamen
cum magno labore: nam Luna oppositum Saturni superavit, sed ei successit coni-
unctio Veneris.

Duodecima aegre se habere visus est, quia multum deliravit. Sed tamen ob
Veneris coniunctionem urinae concoctae apparuere. Decimatertia ob Mercurii
quadratum (quia inimicus est horoscopi) nihilo deterius se habuit, quia erat motus
iam ad salutem; sed nec melius ob Mercurium: decimaquarta sudavit iterum, et
melius se habuit. In ea non potuit solvi morbus, quia Luna non peragraverat nisi
partes 174. minuti 22. et oportuit extendi morbum ad 17. usque. In decimaquarta
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tamen occurrit luna sextili Tovis et Martis, et quadrato Veneris, ideo sudavit, deci-
maseptima liber evasit, cum iam Luna oppositum loci superasset, et trino Veneris
applicuisset. Hactenus Cardanus

82r—v:
Quarta observatio ex eodem Cardano. Decubitus eiusdem, qui mortuus est die dec-
ima quarta. . . . Hic Lunam ab initio habuit in quadrato Veneris, ex intemperie cibi

et potus aegrotavit, celeriter gravatus est ob motum Lunae velocem, in septima de-
terius valde se habuit, nam Luna erat cum cauda, et vacua a lovis aspectu ibat ad
oppositionem veneris et tunc Sol quadrato Saturni affligebatur. Octava levari visus
est fluente e naribus sanguine, sed tamen virtus cecidit ob Veneris oppositum. Nona
aliqualiter respirare visus est ob trinum solis. Decima fuit loco undecimae, cum ad
angulum, idest Piscium initium pervenisset ad oppositionem Iovis et Martis.

In undecima par erat illum mori, cum ad Saturni coniunctionem hora decima,
ad Solis quadratum hora decima octava pervenisset. Mortuus est quinta Iunii h. 3
ante meridiem et fuit initium decimae quartae, et Luna pervenerat ad oppositum
loci sui ad unguem. Hactenus Cardanus

82v-83r:

Quinta observatio ex eodem Cardano. Initium aegritudinis ex transfossione
brachii Baptistae Cardani, ex qua obiit. Hic alter (ait Cardanus) affinis meus erat
et vir sexagenarius cum vulneratus est, Luna a Marte separabatur, et Mars cum
capite erat, et Luna cum cauda, et applicabat Saturno et Iovis infelicis opposito,
non tamen statim gravatus est, quia Luna ibat ad sextilem Mercurii, et vulnus erat
bracchii transfossio. Quarta gravatus est propter Solis quadratum, caruit tamen
febre quia nulla malefica oppugnabat, ob id usque ad decimam adeo levatus est, ut
surgeret. In undecima gravatus est hora noctis tertia, cum Luna ad oppositum So-
lis tenderet. Hic autem erat anaereta, dominus siquidem oppositi loci Lunae. Et
post Luna ad Mercurii oppositum ibat. Febre igitur, et sanguinis profluvio correp-
tus est 14. die, quae fuit secunda lanuarii hora diei tertia cum Luna corpore Marti
iungebatur, expiravit. Haec Cardanus.

3. The best introduction to the techniques of early modern astrology is J. C. Eade,
The Forgotten Sky (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984); more detailed information is
provided by J. D. North in two works of great erudition, Horoscopes and History
(London: The Warburg Institute, 1984) and Chaucer’s Universe (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1986). The fullest analysis of any Renaissance horoscope is W. Hart-
ner, “The Mercury Horoscope of Marcantonio Michiel,” Vistas in Astronomy, 1
(1955) =Hartner, Oriens-Occidens (Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1968-84), 440-95. On
medical astrology see Karl Sudhoff, latromathematiker, vornebmlich im 15. und
16, Jahrbundert (Breslau: Kern, 1902), and Wolf-Dieter Miiller-Jahncke, Astrolo-
gisch-magische Theorie und Praxis in der Heilkunde der friithen Neuzeit, Sudhoffs
Archiv, Beiheft 25 (Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag, 1985).

4. Magini, De astrologia ratione, 58r-v: “Communi omnium tum Astrologo-
rum, tum Medicorum, qui hanc artem, Astrologiam dico, praeclare exercent,
opinione receptum est, construendam esse figuram coelestem ad morbi cuius-
cunque initium, ut eiusdem tum essentia, tum dies critici, tum accidentium vari-
etates, et denique exitus praevideri queant; si quidem ex tali coelesti schemate,
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sitne aegritudo lethalis vel ad salutem terminans, diuturna vel brevis facillime ra-
tiocinari possumus.”

5. Ibid., b3v (an epistle to the candid reader incorporating a lengthy bibliography of
earlier works and authors on medical astrology). Of Cardano, he says: “Hieronymum
Cardanum Mediolanensem praetereo perinde, ac omnibus notum, quando ipse, cum
alibi tum in secundum Ptolemaei librum de Astrorum iudiciis, de schemate octo lat-
erum ad dies criticos morbique progressum cognoscendum, pluribus tractavit.”

6. For a list of the areas in which Magini thought the use of medical astrology use-
ful, see ibid., 40r—v.

7. There is no full study of Cardano’s work as a natural philosopher. See in gen-
eral Dictionary of Scientific Biography, s. v. Cardano, by M. Gliozzi (New York:
Scribner, 1970-80, 1990); Dizionario biografico degli italiani, s. v. Cardano, by
G. Gliozzi (Rome: Istituto della Encyclopedia Italiana, 1960-); O. Ore, Cardano,
the Gambling Scholar (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954); A. Ingegno,
Saggio sulla filosofia di Cardano (Florence, La Nuova Italia: 1980); and E. Kessler,
ed., Girolamo Cardano: Philosoph, Naturforscher, Arzt (Wiesbaden: Harrossowitz
Verlag, 1994). On his medical writing and practice, see N. Siraisi, The Clock and
the Mirror (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); on his astrology see G.
Ernst, “‘Veritatis amor duleissimus’: Aspects of Cardano’s Astrology,” chap. 2 in
this volume, and Anthony Grafton, Cardano’s Cosmos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1999).

8. Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, ed. G. Cardano (Basel, 1578), 715 = Cardano, Opera
Omnia (Lyons, 1663; reprinted, New York: Johnson Reprint Corp., 1967), 5:560:

Primum igitur ad praedicendum ne accedas, nisi perfecte instructus in his quae hic
traduntur, et illis necessariis ut supra ostensum est. Vt quod cognoscas statim cum
Planetae sunt aucti cursu, quod sunt in superiore parvi circuli parte, cum diminuti in
inferiore, praeter Lunam: Et plura praedicendi tecum experimenta feceris. Secun-
dum, ut in praedicendo amoveas timorem, odium, et amorem. Illa enim etiam no-
lentem errare faciunt. Tertium ut ne artem profitearis in triviis, nec coram populo,
nec aedas quicquam publicum. Tales enim artem et se ipsos infamia aspergunt, eti-
amsi vera praedicant. Quanto magis ridiculi fiunt cum falsi deprehenduntur? Quar-
tum ne praedices tentanti nec dubiam habenti genesim, nec sine pretio, nec cum
exiguo pretio, nec deridenti artem: Nam vilipenditur in omnibus his ars, daturque
errandi occasio cum levibus laboribus magna praedicere conamur, et inventu diffi-
cilia. Ego bis centum coronatos pro una genesi perficienda respui. Vide modo an tu
me sis exercitatior. Quintum ne praedixeris, nisi omnibus diligenter consideratis et
bene discussis, ad unguem usque, et ratione habita conditionis hominis, familiae, re-
gionis, legis, aetatis, ac talium. Sextum, homini improbo et malo ne ulla ratione
praedixeris quicquam. Ex his sequitur ut ne ignoto: multo minus Principi saevo. Sep-
timum, in praedicendo soli illi qui te rogat dixeris, non in populum praedictiones dif-
funde. Nec de minutis respondebis, sed maximis tantum et evidentibus. et breviter,
non ut impleas folia, nec per ambages, nec contradicentia scribas. Sed pure, nitide,
caste, munde, breviter, clare. Exemplum de hoc habes in decima genesi.

9. Ibid., passim.
10. Ibid., 708 = Opera 5:556: “Furtum quis fecerit? an invenietur?
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Adeo desipiunt homines, ut res, non a veritate, sed pollicitis, aestiment. Nulla
prorsus est via, ut hoc haberi possit, cum praeter id multa mala subsequantur.
Quidam enim ex interrogatione hoc venantur. Sed quid habet interrogatio cum re
ipsa, quae iam praecessit? Saepius diximus astra esse causas non signa. Sunt cor-
pora, sunt nobilia, sunt potentia et valida”

11. Ibid., 713 = Opera 5:559-60.
12. Ibid., 714 = Opera 5:560: “De medicatione per ferrum vel ignem

Experimento deprehensum est, quod tales operationes si fiant Luna signum illud,
quod membrum respicit corporis, possidente, non sine evidenti noxa opus id fieri.
Praesertim si in sectione Saturno aut ustione Marti societur. Et si male dispositi
sint, non absque periculo.”

13. Ibid.: “nec minore cum gloria ac utilitate quam medici nostri aevi suam artem
medicam.”

14. Ibid., 712 = Opera 5:559: “Tutissima via ex ventris inspectione habetur, in-
quit enim Hippocrates masculi in dextris, foeminae in sinistris. Quod etiam ex
mamillarum differentia dignoscitur. Sed hoc et praecedens signum ut certissimum
est, et vix unquam fallit, ita plerisque anceps, cum discrimen hoc tam exiguum sit,
ut non nisi longa consuetudine dignosci queat: Estque velut gemmarum notitia.
Collocare oportet mulierem supinam ad amussim, et ut in luxatis pedibus exquisi-
tissime laterum comparationem habere. Quae, ut dixi, cum medicos expertos in
luxatis fallat, nihil mirum, si ubi obscurius est discrimen, et experientia longe rar-
ior, homines haesitent. Contingit tamen, licet vix in viginti praegnantibus unam,
dextrum latus turgidius, et tamen femellam in utero habere, aut converso modo.
Idem de mammis. Sed haec extra artem. Ex arte sunt directio, processus et ingres-
sus in loca masculina pro masculinis, in foeminina pro foemininis, pro patre aut
matre, tutius pro utroque. Aliud si hoc praesidio careas horam conceptionis
habeto, erige ascendens, et vide qui Planetae loco ascendentis et Medii coeli
dominentur, et qualiter affecti iuxta duplicem modum sexus. Quidam existimant
succedentes fratribus aut sororibus natis, Luna tendente ad novilunium masculos
esse, ad plenilunium foeminas. Melior ratio habetur ex nativitate fratrum praece-
dentium, ad quos Luna applicat, si masculini sint natura, signo, quo ad mundum,
et quo ad Solem, aut foeminini. Et similiter dominos loci Lunae et coeli Medii
coniectura accipere oportet, non solum secundum quatuor modos sexum decer-
nentes, sed et magnitudinem illorum aut intensionem qualitatis.”

15. Ibid.: “Exerceri autem prius in his oportet quam iudices, ne damno tibi sit ars
non lucro. Solent enim Antverpiae et Lugduni mercatores magnas circa hoc de-
ponere pecunias, certandi causa.” Cf. ibid., 712-13 = Opera 5:559, on determin-
ing legitimacy, which makes the social context of the drawing of elections even
clearer: “Quod ars haec coniecturalis sit, et hominum comparatione ambigua,
saepe diximus, quo fit ut apud multos talia damno fuerint. Iniicere autem suspi-
tionem filii spurii, adulterii uxoris, neque tutum est, nec sapientis officium.
Propterea etiam si ars ad huiuscemodi extendatur, haud tutum est ei aut pruden-
tis insistere. Inde enim caedes, suspitiones, veneficia, abiectionesque filiorum ex-
oriuntur. Invisa fuit mathematica olim propter hoc, et nunc quoque si talibus
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studeamus, astrologia. Quamobrem omnis scientia bona, non omnis suspitio aut
coniectura. Hoc igitur unum est ex his quae nescire praestat . . .”

16. Ibid., 708 = Opera 5:556-57: “Electiones an prosint?

Simili ratione quaesitum est an electiones prosint? Videtur enim quod prosint quo-
niam figurae quaedam aliquid facere videntur ad renum dolores et calculum.
Praeterea in monomachia diximus si dies congruat primae deliberationi, bonum
esse: At constat diem eligi posse. Sed figura ut figura est artificiosa, vim agendi non
habet: quomodo igitur electio proderit? Dicemus igitur actionem in substantiam
cum electione aliquid posse, non quia figura est, sed quia actio. Seu enim canem
seu leonem seu montem ea hora sculpseris, idem erit. Si figurae confidas, non
solum vanus es, sed superstitiosus: Quod et B. Thomas sensisse videtur. In mono-
machia aliquid facit electio, sed non secundum diem, verum quia ante vel post ad-
ventum directionis aut processus aut ingressus. Sed et utriusque ratio habenda est.
Est igitur hoc infinitum et incomprehensibile. Vt amissa occasione saepius damna
quam utilitatem afferat. Verum in annis et actionibus naturae etiam momentaneis
magnam afferre potest utilitatem. Veluti si hoc anno, non praecedenti, volo qui-
escere in patria. Est et hoc difficile propter concursus. Ob id in naturalibus electio
manifeste prodest. Vt si quis aestate serat aut putet, rideatur. In voluntariis si felix
sit sequatur naturae et animi impetum: Si infelix frangat et fugiat: non solum oc-
casionem sed etiam persaepe rem ipsam.

17. See the discussion of the horoscope drawn up by Conrad Heingarter (fl. 1440-
after 1483), physician and astrologer to Louis XI of France, to the Duc de Bourbon,
and to other notables, for his friend Jean de la Goutte in 1469 in Maxime Préaud,
Les astrologues a la fin du Moyen Age (Paris: Lattes, 1984), 71-94 and 177-86. On
Conrad Heingarter, see also Thorndike, A History of Magic, 4:374-85.

18. “Erecta figura (hora qua nuntius ad medicum venit) planetisque in ea cum for-
tunae, vitae, mortis et planetae interficientis partibus debite collocatis: Ascendens,
dominus ascendentis: Luna et dominus domus Lunae aegroto pro significatoribus
dandi sunt. Significator etiam qui iudiciariae astrologiae authoribus figurae domi-
nus sive significator caeli praecipuus dicitur, aegroto tribuitur. . . . Sexta vero do-
mus eius dominus et planeta a quo separatur dominus ascendentis, vel is qui ab eo
separatur, morbo et morbi causis dantur. Septima cum suo rectore medicum respi-
ciunt.” Claude Dariot, Ad astrorum iudicia facilis introductio . . . Eiusdem tracta-
tus de electionibus principiorum idoneorum rebus inchoandis. Quibus accessit
fragmentum de morbis et diebus criticis ex astrorum motu cognoscendis (Lyon,
1557), 78.

19. See, for example, Magini, title of book 2, chap. 14, of De astrologia ratione,
“De momento temporis, quo quis primum decubuit, diligenter observando,” 58,
and “Constructa itaque ad morbi initium coelestis figura diligenter conferenda est
cum figura nativitatis aegri, et cum revolutione anni illius, in quo natus de-
cubuerit. . . .” 58v, which, though late, is representative.

20. According to Auger Ferrier, “Ubi hora primi insultus haberi non potest,
confugiant astrologi ad quaestionum, seu interrogationum artem. Allata enim ae-
grotantis urina, aut accedente aliquo, qui pro aegrotante medicum accersat, eo
momento figuram coelestem erigunt.” Auger Ferrier, De diebus decretoriis (Lyon,
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1549), 120. Ferrier was perhaps somewhat uneasy about this recommendation,
since he added on 121-22 that erudite doctors of the Hebrews, Ptolemy, the Chris-
tian Albertus Magnus, the Platonist Marsilio Ficino, the physician Arnald of Vil-
lanova, and the distinguished philosopher Pietro d’Abano had all followed this
practice and that it was legitimate provided questions involving the soul or free will
were avoided; he reinforced his orthodoxy by continuing on 123-30 with a de-
nunciation of medical magic using charms said over herbs, geomancy, and seals.
Magini would have no truck with Ferrier’s relaxed view of interrogations of this
kind:

Sed aliorum quorundam curiosam superstitionem maxime redarguendam censeo,
qui aegritudinis principium ignorantes, ad damnatam quaestionum seu interroga-
tionum artem confugiunt, et figuram coelestem interrogationis erigunt ad illud
temporis momentum, quo urina aegri ipsis oblata est, aut quo de morbi auxilio ab
aegroto consuluntur; et de hac figura non secus iudicium ferunt, quam si exactum
primi decubitus punctum obtinuissent. Atque haec Arabum quondam et Iudaeo-
rum Astrologorum fuit amentia, quos nescio quo consilio neotherici complures
sectantur, ut Albertus Magnus, Marsilius Ficinus, Villanovanus, Apponensis,
Boderius, aliique. Quinimo et Augerius Ferrerius perversa aliorum opinione induci
se est passus, ut crederet tolerandam esse hanc doctrinam, dummodo Medicus ho-
ram interrogationis non deliberato animo, sed quasi interrupto sortiatur. Scribit
enim in haec verba in libello de diebus decretoriis. Putant Astrologi repentinos il-
los incautosque animi motus e Coelo promanare, Coelumque et ad accersendum
Medicum, et aegrotantis amicos et ministros eo modo impellere. Verum enimvero
nos superstitiones hasce, apparenti aliqua veritatis umbra, seu superinducto il-
linimento contectas, omnino repudiandas censemus, et rationabilia artis prin-
cipia tantum retinenda, non minus enim hanc interrogationum Astrologicorum
vanitatem, quam Geomantiae frivolam superstitionem a bonis omnibus merito
damnatam, explodendam iudicamus. (Magini, De astrologica ratione, 58v.)

21. See Vivian Nutton, “Idle Old Trots, Coblers and Costardmongers: Pieter Van

Foreest on Quackery,” in Petrus Forestus Medicus, ed. Henriette A. Bosman-
Jelgersma (Amsterdam: Stichtung AD&L, 1996), 243-56.

22. “Opera quidem ad salutem mira, quae a medicis in astrologia peritis per res
ex multa compositas, id est pulveres, liquores, unguenta, electuaria fieri possunt,
probabiliorem in se rationem et notiorem quam imagines habere videntur, tum
quia pulveres, liquores, unguenta, electuaria opportune confecta coelestes influxus
facilius citiusque suscipiunt quam materiae duriores ex quibus imagines fieri con-
sueverunt . . .” Marsilio Ficino, De vita libri tres 3.13, in idem, Three Books on
Life, ed. Carol V. Kaske and John R. Clarke (Binghamton, N.Y.: Medieval and Re-
naissance Texts and Studies in Conjunction with the Renaissance Society of Amer-
ica, 1989), 306.

23. See Miiller-Jahncke, Astrologisch-magische Theorie, 153-84.

24. “Marsilius Fiscinus, Florentin, grant philosophe, medecin et astrologien et le
plus que ’on sache de sont temps s¢avant divers langaiges, comme grec, caldée,
arabic, ebreu et latin. Cestui a bien monstré en ses euvres qu’il estoit souverain as-
trologien, part expecial en ung traicté qu’il a composé et intitullé De vita sana, de
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vita longa et de vita celesti.” Simon de Phares, Le recueil des plus celebres astro-
logues et quelques hommes doctes, ed. Ernst Wickersheimer (Paris: H. Champion,
1929), 266 (new ed., ed. Jean-Patrice Boudet, [Paris: H. Champion, 1997], 1).

25. Andrew Wear, “Galen in the Renaissance,” in Galen: Problems and Prospects,
ed. Vivian Nutton (London, Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine 1981),
229-62 at 245-50, is one of the very few scholars to have drawn attention to the
restricted role of astrology in general works on medicine, even during the period
in which European culture was most thoroughly astrological and the usefulness of
astrology for medicine was most frequently and emphatically asserted.

26. See Pietro d’Abano, Conciliator: Ristampa fotomeccanica dell’edizione
Venetiis apud Iuntas 1565, ed. Ezio Riondato and Luigi Olivieri (Padua: Editrice
Antenore, 1985), differentia 10, “Utrum quis medicus existens per scientiam as-
tronomiae, possit conferre in salutem aegroti necne,” 15v—18r, and differentiae
103-6, 153r=57v, all of which are on critical days. See also Graziella Federici
Vescovini, “La place privilégiée de ’astronomie-astrologie dans I’encyclopédie des
sciences théoriques de Pierre d’Abano,” in Historia philosophiae Medii Aevi: Stu-
dien zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters, ed. Burkhard Mojsisch and
Olaf Pluta, 2 vols. (Amsterdam: Gruner, 1991), 1:259-69.

27. De vita was first published in 1489. On Ficino’s ideas regarding astrology, see
G. Zanier, La medicina astrologica e la sua teoria: Marsilio Ficino e i suoi critici
contemporanei (Rome: Edizioni dell’atteneo & Bizzarri, 1977), and Melissa M.
Bullard, “The Inward Zodiac: A Development in Ficino’s Thought on Astrology,”
Renaissance Quarterly, 43 (1990): 687-708, which offers a full bibliography of
earlier studies.

28. The Hippocratic corpus as a whole contains only a very slight amount of
astronomical material, but of what there is, much is concentrated in the Epi-
demics and Airs Waters Places; see Otta Wenskus, Astronomische Zeitangaben
von Homer bis Theophrast. Hermes: Zeitschrift fiir klassische Philologie,
Einzelschriften 55 (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1990), 90-123.

29. On these debates see Vivian Nutton, “The Seeds of Disease: An Explanation
of Contagion and Infection from the Greeks to the Renaissance,” Medical History,
27 (1983): 1-34, and idem, “The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:
The Seed That Fell among Thorns,” Osiris, 6 (1990): 196-234; also Jon Arriza-
balaga, John Henderson, and Roger French, The Great Pox: The French Disease
in Renaissance Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 56-126.

30. See Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes adversus astrologiam div-
inatricem 3.16-19, ed. Eugenio Garin (Florence: Vallecchi, 1946), 2:322-63. The
work was first published in 1496.

31. A considerable number of Hippocratic treatises were available in Latin trans-
lation in the Middle Ages, but by no means the whole corpus; see Pearl Kibre, Hip-
pocrates latinus (New York: Fordham University Press, 1985). Some humanist
translations of individual treatises began to appear in the late fifteenth century, but
the first Latin translation of the Hippocratic corpus as a whole was Hippocrates,
Octaginta volumina . . . per M. Fabium Calvum . .. Latinitate donata (Rome,
1525). The Aldine edition of the Greek text followed in 1526. Subsequently, an-
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other translation was made by Janus Cornarius: Opera quae apud nos extant om-
nia. (Basel, 1546). The complete Epidemics was one of the most important works
first made widely available in print by Calvi’s translation.

32. Girolamo Cardano, In Hippocratis Coi prognostica, opus divinum . . . Item
in libro Hippocratis de septimestri et octomestri partu . . . (Basel, 1568) (no com-
mentary on De octomestri partu is included; De septimestri partu = Opera 9:1-
35); idem, Commentarii in Hippocratis de aere, aquis et locis opus (Basel, 1570) =
Opera 8:1-212. Cardano’s commentary on Epidemics 1 and 2 was not printed in
his lifetime; it survives in manuscript (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana
vat.lat. 5848) as well as in his Opera 10:168-387. In their final form, almost all of
Cardano’s Hippocratic commentaries reflect his lectures at Bologna in the 1560s,
but they were also part of a larger project on which he had begun working many
years earlier. See Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, chap. 6.

33. Cardano, Encomium medicinae, in his Quaedam opuscula, artem medicam
exercentibus utilissima (Basel, 1559), 135-36 (Opera 6:6-7, quoted with transla-
tion, in Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, 228-29).

34. “At meo iudicio, Hippocrates nunquam diceret aerem divinum esse, sed
coelum: Id enim aperte dicit in libro de Carnibus (Pag. 2) dicitque sempiternum, et
quod est calidum, et omnia novit. In libro vero de Aere, Aquis ac locis (Pag. 2)
tum in primo de Diaeta (Pag. 2) dicit, Astrologiam esse Medico necessariam,
oportereque illum noscere ortus, et occasus syderum, plurimumque hoc conducere
ad artis gloriam.” Cardano, comm. Prognostica 1.5, 6, 7 [division of Cardano’s
commentary; he is commenting on Prognostic 1, according to the reckoning of
modern editors], 15 = Opera 8:594. Cardano often cited De carnibus and De di-
aeta (= Regimen) as important authorities for some of his philosophical ideas; see
Ingegno, Saggio sulla filosofia di Cardano, 22627, and Siraisi, The Clock and the
Mirror, 67 and note.

35. Cardano, Contradicentium medicorum liber continens contradictiones cen-
tum octo (Venice, 1545), 1.6.10, 165r = Opera 6:415. On the publication history
of this work, see Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, 43-44.

36. “Sola enim medicina constantem facit praedictionem, modumque docet, tem-
pus ac eorum omnium certas et evidentes causas affert, atque ostendit.” Cardano,
comm. Prognostica, dedicatory epistle, *3v Opera = 8:583. Cf.: “Et ob hoc intel-
ligimus, medicinam esse certiorem naturali philosophia, cum naturalis philosophia
semper procedat ab effectibus ad causas, medicina vero persaepe a causis supra ef-
fectus. Et ob id dicebat Galenus primo artis curandi (cap. 4) quod demonstrationes
medicae sunt similes mathematicis, et a causis.” Cardano, comm. Prognostica
proem. 2 (Opera 8:585).

37. “Reliquum est, ut videamus de stellis, physiognomia, chyromantia, somniis, et
fato, seu ordine causarum: sub his enim quinque continentur omnia genera prae-
dictionum communia. Et dico, quod de stellis eatenus, quatenus agunt calore et lu-
mine, dubium non est: sed haec, si rite extendantur, etiam influxus continent.
Fatum quoque pro ordine causarum admittitur ab Augustino, in opere de Civitate
Dei. Physiognomia quoque haud dubie magnam continet veritatem. Chyromantia
est alterius rationis, nec potest adeo reduci ad causam seu causas naturales. Somnia
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probat Hippocrates, et lex utraque, antiqua et nova. Ideo videntur, posse facere
praecognitionem adeo certam, ut medicina. Itaque in universum quo scientia est
unius generis, eo certior est in praedicendo.” Ibid., 8 (Opera 8:589).

38. Opera 10:194.

39. Cardano, comm. De aere, aquis et locis, 103 [mispagination for 119]-20 =
Opera 8:102-3.

40. “Secundo devenit ad placita medicorum, utpote quod in purgando debeamus
observare quod luna sit in signis aqueis, et hoc credo non intellexisse Hippocratem,
sed potius de his tribus ut apparet ab illo, et est Astrologia naturalis rationi conve-
niens et vera: primum, ratione temporum. . . . Secundum quod recipitur ab Hip-
pocrate est ex aeris qualitate quae manifeste est calida, frigida, humida et sicca,
quia in temporibus humidis securiores sunt omnes operationes evacuandi. . . . Ter-
tium est aliquo modo extra medicinam, non tamen prorsus, velut quod prima
quadra lunae a coniunctione est calida et humida, secunda calida et sicca, tertia
frigida et sicca, quarta frigida et humida. Et ideo in prima et quarta maxime con-
veniunt evacuationes scilicet in prima per sectionem venae, in quarta per purga-
tionem (2. Apothelesmatum cap).” Cardano, comm. De aeris, aquis et locis 1.12,
p- 25 = Opera 8:21-22.

41. “Primum igitur quantum nostris temporibus astrifera illa sphaera senserit mu-
tationis, diligenter explanandum est; Quod tametsi viri aliquot ante nos per-
celebres, ut Regiomontanus Mathematicorum omnium decus et ornamentum
eximium, lacobus Zieglerus Laudanus, Gemma etiam Phrysius, ac Ruellius Sues-
sionensis, accurata diligentia sint persecuti, quoniam ipsorum monumenta non ad
manum cuivis sunt, maximum sane operae precium me facturum sum arbitratus,
si quod longa animadversione observatum a me sedulo est, scriptis mandaretur.”
Pedro Jaime Esteve, Hippocratis Coi medicorum omnium principis Epidemion
liber secundus . . . Latinitate donatus, et fusissimis commentariis illustratus . . .
(Valencia, 1551), Sv. The entire discussion occupies 4r—13v. According to Esteve,
citing Galen, “erubescere quivis [medicus] huius scientiae [astronomiae] ignarus
deberet.” Ibid., 4v.

42. Adrien ’Alemant, Hippocratis medicorum omnium principis, de aere, aquis
et locis liber . . . (Paris, 1557), 30v=42v. On Ptolemy’s Phaseis aplanon asteron, a
work transmitting one of the oldest forms of Greek interest in the stars, which long
predated planetary astronomy, see Dictionary of Scientific Biography, s.v. Ptolemy,
by G. J. Toomer.

43. Cardano, comm. De aeris, aquis et locis 4.1-2 (lectiones 55-56), 103 [mispagi-
nation for 119]-124 (Opera 8:102-4); regarding the occult influence of the heavens,
ibid., 1.11-12 (lectio 12), 25-26 (Opera 8.21); in Septem Aphorismorum Hip-
pocratis particulas commentaria . . . (Basel, 1564), 3.14, 253-62 (Opera, 8:322—
27). “Quae vero nugatur Brasavola circa astrorum ortum et occasum, quanto plura,
tanto magis risum moveat,” ibid., 4.5 (Opera 8:353). On Brasavola, see Dizionario
biografico degli Italiani, s.v. Brasavola (Brasavoli), Antonio, by G. Gliozzi. On Bra-
savola’s astronomical or astrological interests centered on the work of Manilius,
see Anna Maranini, “La tradizione degli ‘Astronomica’ di Manilio nel’ambiente
Ferrarese,” in Alla corte degli Estensi, ed. Marco Bertozzi (Ferrara: Universita degli
Studi, 1994), 425-45.
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44. “Febres pestilentes fiunt, aqua vel aere corruptis. Aer corrumpitur ob siderum
dispositionem, aut ventos, aut aquas, aut casum, ut in strage hominum, in abun-
dantia locustarum mortuarum, in copia reptilium. et quod ad sidera attinet,
Ptolemaeus hoc refert maxime in eclipses luminarium: et hoc, cum loco dominan-
tur maleficae. Et cum haec scriberem, facta est eclipsis Solis vigesima Iunii, et luna
fuit in nodo australi, et fuit in octava parte Cancri: et lupiter ac Saturnus fuerunt
occidentales in ipso Cancro, et procul dubio non est bona. Sed alii referunt in mag-
nas coniunctiones. Et utrique dicunt verum. Nam vidimus ex coitu Saturni et Tovis
in Cancro, anno 1504, inchoatam febrem pestilentem cum maculis, pulicum mac-
ulis similibus: quae, ut ait Fracastoreus, satis bonus observator talium, erat mor-
bus antea solum endemius Cypro et vicinis insulis, ut anno 15035 saevierit in Italia.
Et ex alio congresso eorundem cum aliis omnibus planetis, anno 1524 per totum
orbem, adeo anno 1528 invaluere, ut memoria illius anni multis saeculis sit
celebranda. Cum vero congressus fuerit in signo piscium patet trigonum aqueum
totum esse huiusmodi morbis corruptionis obnoxium. Ab anno autem 1544 in
Scorpione conversa est ad dissidia potius legis, ex quibus eversa est tota Gallia.
Modo praesenti anno transit haec magna coniunctio ad trigonum igneum
signumque leonis. Est igitur eclipsis haec ex his quae pertinent ad morbos pesti-
lentes in proprios locis. Et anno 1484 ostendit adventum pestis Indicae, quae
subsecuta est generalis, et invisa nostro toti orbi” Cardano, De venenorum
differentiis, viribus, et adversus ea remediorum praesidiis . . . (Basel, 1564), 1.9,
876 (Opera 7:285-86). The work is printed in 1564 in the same volume as Car-
dano’ commentary on the Aphorisms, with continuous pagination.

45. For example, Symon Pistoris, a medical professor at the University of Leipzig,
who was the particular target of one of Giovanni Mainardi’s sharpest attacks on
medical astrology. On this dispute see Paola Zambelli, “Giovanni Mainardi e la
polemica sull’astrologia,” in L'opera e il pensiero di Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
nella storia dell’'umanesimo (Florence: Nella sede dell’Instituto, 1965), 2:205-79,
with an edition of the text of Mainardi’s letter to Martin Mellerstadt at 260-79.
On astrological explanations of plague in the fourteenth century, see Anna M.
Campbell, The Black Death and Men of Learning (New York: AMS, 1966, reprint
of 1931 edition), 14-17 and 37-44; Campbell attributes the spread of astrological
explanations of plague largely to the influence of the Compendium de epidemia
produced in October 1348, in response to the request of Philip VI of France, by the
faculty of medicine of Paris, which emphasized the role of a conjunction of the
three superior planets. On the debate over the astrological causes of syphilis, see
Miiller-Jahncke, Astrologisch-magische Theorie, 193-207; see also Arrizabalaga
Henderson, and French, The Great Pox, 107-12.

46. “Ultimo vero et magis serio reditum coniunctionis duorum superiorum qui fit
per trigona singulis viginti annis, ita ut in uno trigono maneat plusquam per
ducentos annos, velut nostra aetate, et hoc etiam anno iuxta veram supputationem
tabularum Prutenicarum facta est ultima coniunctio trigoni aquei, Saturni et Iovis
in fine cancri, et per hos ducentos et amplius generati sunt morbi contagiosi ut lues
Indica. . . . At in trigono igneo fiunt morbi proprii magis non serpentes graviores,
tamen et non venenosi. . . . Erunt ergo sterilitates et siccitates maximae et bella,
quia Leo et Sagittarius et Aries sunt signa pugnacia, et Leo significat cor. Et ita
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erunt morbi pernitiosi absque veneno tamen. Et incipient ab anno MDLXXXIV
quo anno transibit haec coniunctio a trigono aqueo ad igneum, et erit in Ariete;
nec statim sentietur, sed ut reliqua naturalia sensim invalescet, incipiet incremen-
tum post annum domini MDCXXIV.” Cardano, comm. Epidemics 1,2.40 (Opera
10:272).

47. “Historia morbi validissimi,” Cardano, Consilia (Opera 9:245-46).

48. “sed si intelligit quod influant, hoc est solum dogma astrologorum, quos pro
nunc mittamus: quandoquidem sufficiunt nobis praecepta Hippocratis ad veri-
tatem eruendam.” Cardano, De providentia ex anni constitutione liber (Basel,
1564), 1042 (Opera 5:16). The work is printed in 1564 in the same volume with
Cardano’s commentary on the Aphorisms and De venenis, with continuous pagi-
nation.

49. Statutes of the University of Arts and Medicine of Bologna dated 1405 require
the professor of astrologia to prepare a iudicium anni for each year; see Carlo
Malagola, ed., Statuti delle Universita e dei collegi dello studio bolognese
(Bologna, 1888), 264. The practice was still being observed at Bologna in the six-
teenth century; see Thorndike, A History of Magic, 5:235-45, which describes a
collection of such prognostications made during the years 1500-40, as well as
scattered similar items from later decades. See also Robert Westman, “Copernicus
and the Prognosticators: The Bologna Period, 1496-1500," Universitas: News-
letter of the International Centre for the History of Universities and Science
[Bolognal], no. 5 (December 1993): 1-5.

50. “Propter hoc satis erit, si dicam de Roma; excusatum tamen me habebunt,
quod Romam non viderim. sed si vera est imago antiquae et novae urbis. . . > De
providentia ex anni constitutione liber, 1048 (Opera 5:18).

51. See Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, chap. 6.

52. Cardano, De providentia ex anni constitutione liber, 1051-53 (Opera 5:19-
20). On Cardano and anatomy, see Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, chap. 5.
These cases, not discussed in that chapter, supplement the account there. Gabriel
Cuneo was the first holder of a chair in anatomy at the University of Pavia, being
appointed in 1554. See Memorie e documenti per la storia dell’Universita di Pavia
e degli uomini pin illustri che v’insegnano (Pavia, 1878), 127. On the readiness
with which elite families in Renaissance Italy had recourse to postmortem dissec-
tion for family members, see Katharine Park, “The Criminal and the Saintly Body:
Autopsy and Dissection in Renaissance Italy,” Renaissance Quarterly, 47 (1994):
1-33, at 8-9.

53. “Hieronymus Fracastoreus (vir nostra aetate insignis, et praeter medicinam,
etiam in mathematicis rebus subtiliter exercitatus, et huic negocio totus intentus,
ut qui tres libros in hac materia luculenter scripserit, inscriptos de Morbis conta-
giosis). . . > Cardano, De providentia ex anni constitutione, 1055 (Opera 5:21).

54. “Quare concludo, quod generalis pestilentia aeris non potest generaliter
facere pestem buboniam, sed potest ex effectibus producere causam pestis bubo-
niae: id est, quae ex conversatione contrahitur. Et hoc fecit Deus Gloriosus: quia si
pestis communis posset per se transire in buboniam, cum quae ab aere fit ali-
quando sit communis toti orbi (ut de illa quae fuit tempore Antonini et Galieni, et
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ea quae fuit anno mccexxxix et perseveravit quindecem annis) posset et secunda
esse communis toti orbi: et ita interiret totum humanum genus, quia non possent
[sic] se tueri ab uno et altero simul.” Ibid., 1057 (Opera 5:22).

55. “Ex quo patet, quod sunt quatuor genera pestis: Commune, quod fit ex cor-
ruptione aeris, vel aquarum, quod (ut dixi) est contagiosum, id est ab aere: et etiam
a consuetudine, sed leviter, et est impressio ab astris, et non potest gigni (ut putant
stulti) neque ob inopiam rei frumentariae, neque alia causa, sed est a Deo, et coelo.
Secundum est ex cadaverum multitudine, exhalatione terrae, et locustis: et hoc fit
ex vaporibus et est contagiosum ab aere, non a consuetudine, sed persaepe generat
pestem buboniam. Differt a primo, quia est in vaporibus, non in aere, vel aqua.
Tertium est ex consuetudine, et contactu, et est bubonia pestis: et est cum ultima
putredine, et potest generare secundum genus, et inficere aerem vaporibus lethal-
ibus, et est pessimum celeritate mortis, et multitudine morientium: et quia pau-
ciores servantur. Quartum est, quod fit ex fame: et si comedant cibaria agrestia,
non permutatur, nisi quandoque in secundum genus. Si autem comedant res cor-
ruptas, et maxime ex animalibus, permutatur in buboniam . . . Et sicut primum
genus non potest fieri ab aliis unquam, sed potest esse causa omnium aliorum, ut
dictum est: ita bubonia pestis necessario fit ab una aliarum semper, et per accidens.
Et hoc declaratur, quia cum non fiat a coelo, nec aere, nec sit perpetua igitur
oportet ut oriatur casu ex aliis, vel etiam per putredinem linteorum, sepultorum,
vel exhalatione alicuius corruptione.” Ibid., 1066—67 (Opera 5:25).

56. See Ann Carmichael, “Diseases of the Renaissance and Early Modern Eu-
rope,” in The Cambridge World History of Human Disease, ed. Kenneth E. Kiple
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 279-87.

57. “Oportet autem solum tamen eas observare, quae evidentes habent qualitates,
et conspicuas constitutiones validas et firmas, ac diuturnas: ne pulcherrimum in-
ventum astrologorum more foedetur.” Cardano, De providentia ex anni constitu-
tione liber, 1072 (Opera 5:27).

58. “Septenorum quartus est index. Alterius septimane octavus principium. Est
autem et undecimus consideratione dignus: ipse enim est quartus secundae septi-
manae. Rursus vero et decimus septimus considerabitur: ipse siquidem quartus est
a quartodecimo, septimus vero ab undecimo.” Aphorisms 2.24, according to the
lemma from the text of the Latin version used by Cardano in his commentary (Car-
dano, comm. Aphorisms, 157 [Opera 8:282-83]). A modern English translation
from the Greek runs as follows: “The fourth day is indicative of the seven; the eighth
is the beginning of another week; the eleventh is to be watched, as being the fourth
day of the second week; again the seventeenth is to be watched, being the fourth from
the fourteenth and the seventh from the eleventh.” (Trans. W. H. S. Jones, Hippoc-
rates, Loeb Classical Library [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979,
first printed 1931] 4:115). For a collection of some of the remarks in the Epi-
demics that were held to provide empirical examples, see Galen, De diebus decre-
toriis 2.3, in his Opera ommnia, ed. C. G. Kithn, 20 vols. (Leipzig, 1821-33), 9:
848-52.

59. Galen, De diebus decretoriis 3, in Opera omnia, 9:900-41. The first two
books of this treatise (ibid., 769-899) establish the existence of critical days on the
basis of cases in the Hippocratic Epidemics and attack other views on the subject.
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The astrological material is mostly to be found in chapter 9 of book 3 (ibid., 928-
33). In addition to being included in Renaissance editions of Galen’s Opera, the
work was several times published as an independent treatise during the sixteenth
century in a translation by Guenther of Andernach. A thorough historical study of
the development of the doctrine of critical days is Karl Sudhoff, “Zur Geschichte
der Lehre von den kritischen Tagen im Krankheitsverlaufe,” Wiener medizinische
Wochenschrift, 52 (1902): 21013, 272-75, 321-25, 371-74.

60. “Et super medico quidem non inest, nisi ut cognoscat quod egreditur cum
crisibus pluribus: et non pertineat ei ut sciat quae sit causa eius, quum declaratio
illius causae extrahat tum ad artem aliam: imo oportet, ut sit sermo de diebus crisi,
sermo quum loquimur secundum semitam experientiae aut secundum viam posi-
tionis et axiomatum.” Avicenna, [Canon] 4.2.2.2, ed. Giovanni Costeo and Gio-
vanni Paolo Mongio (Venice, 1595), 2:103.

61. See the index entries under “critical days” in Lynn Thorndike and Pearl Kibre,
A Catalogue of Incipits of Mediaeval Scientific Writings in Latin, 2nd ed. (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: The Medieval Academy of America, 1963). For an example of this
literature, see Cornelius O’Boyle, Medieval Prognosis and Astrology: A Working
Edition of the Aggregationes de crisi et creticis diebus: With Introduction and
English Summary (Cambridge: Wellcome Unit for the History of Medicine, 1991).
According to the editor, this treatise survives in eleven manuscripts and was prob-
ably composed shortly after Galen’s De diebus decretoriis was translated into Latin
for the first time in the second half of the thirteenth century, possibly by William
of Moerbeke. But long before the transmission of Galen’s treatise, short texts as-
sociating the days of the lunar month with health and disease had circulated in Eu-
rope; see Christoph Weisser, Studien zum mittelalterlichen Krankheitslunar: Ein
Beitrag zur Geschichte laienastrologischer Fachprosa, Wiirzburger medizinbis-
torische Forschungen 21 (Pattensen: H. Wellm, 1981), which lists more than 130
manuscripts dating from between the ninth and the sixteenth century in various
European languages. On astronomical knowledge and astrological beliefs in the
early Middle Ages, see Bruce S. Eastwood, Astronomy and Optics from Pliny
to Descartes: Texts, Diagrams, and Conceptual Structures (London: Variorum,
1989), and Valerie ]. Flint, The Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1991).

62. “Quapropter Galenus et alios multos medicorum motum hunc lunae non tal-
iter distinguentes, sed simpliciter confundentes tanquam uniformem in eorum
crisibus plerumque errare contingit. . . . Tertius [mensis] autem compositus est,
qui secundum phantasiam Galeni ex mense peragrationis, sive propriae impressio-
nis et mense communis illfumin]ationis conficitur: coniungunt namque isti duo
menses invicem: et quod resultat ex eis sunt 53 dies, et 22 horae: huius quidem ag-
gregationis medietas sunt 26 dies, et 22 horae. Et hic mensis medicinalis a Galeno
appellatus existit.” Pietro d’Abano, Conciliator, differentia 104, fols. 154v-155r.
See also De diebus decretoriis 3.9, in Opera omnia, 9:932.

63. Avicenna’s Canon continued to be a standard medical authority and was fre-
quently reprinted during the sixteenth century; see Nancy G. Siraisi, Avicenna in Re-
naissance Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987). The astrological works
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of Avenezra (Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra, ca. 1090—ca. 1164-67) were translated
into Latin during the thirteenth century (via an intermediary French translation
made by a Jewish scholar) and appeared in early printed editions; see Dictionary of
Scientific Biography, s. v. Ibn Ezra, Abraham ben Meir, by Martin Levy. Pietro d’A-
bano’s Conciliator retained its status as an authoritative work on many topics, and,
unlike most other works of scholastic medicine, continued to be reprinted into the
second half of the sixteenth century (as in the example in note 26).

64. For example, the Amicus medicorum of Jean Ganivet (fl. ca. 1431-34) and the
latromatematicae of Girolamo Manfredi (1455-92), each issued in a number of
early printed editions. See Muller-Jahncke, Astrologisch-magische Theorie, 137.

65. “Sed si quis aegrotet pridie quam Luna coeat habeatque diem septimam creti-
cam, quomodo id erit ex influentia potestatis, tam a Sole receptae, quam a signis?
Cum maximam partem eorum dierum, sicuti non viderit, ita solari virtute Luna
nos non affecerit, auctore ipso Galeno.” Pico, Disputationes adversus astrologiam
divinatricem, 3.16, 1:330-32. The whole chapter, which is entirely devoted to de-
molishing Galen’s astrological theory relating critical days of illness to the moon,
occupies 322-48.

66. At different times in his career Nifo (ca. 1469/70-1538) taught philosophy,
medicine, or both at the universities of Padua, Naples, Salerno, and Rome. He
wrote a number of commentaries on Aristotle and was involved in philosophical
controversies, as well as being a member of the humanist circle of Giovanni Pon-
tano at Naples. See “Nifo,” Dictionary of Scientific Biography, s. v. Nifo, Agostino,
by Edward P. Mahoney. At the time of Nifo’ attendance on the Grand Captain in
1504-5 (ibid., 10:122), the task must have been a demanding one, as Gonzalo
Hernandez, then just taking up his position as the new Spanish viceroy of Naples,
was a sick man; see Gerald de Gaury, The Grand Captain: Gonzalo de Cordoba
(London: Longmans, Green, 1955), 110-11.

67. Agostino Nifo, De diebus criticis seu decretoriis aureus liber (Venice, 1519),
2r. An earlier edition of the work appeared in 1504.

68. “Multa Apponensis et Picus contra Galenum scribunt quae frivola sunt et
nostro libro deiecta.” Ibid., 8v. The repudiation of Pico’s demolition of the
planets/humors theory is on 6v.

69. Agostino Nifo, Ad Apotelesmata Ptolemaei eruditiones (Naples, 1513). This
work, too, repudiates Pico.

70. “Et hi [dies critici] sunt in primo mense lunari omnes septenarii. 7. 14. 20. 27.
Ut experientia gravissimorum medicorum Hippocratis in primis. . . . Similiter et
aliorum experientia qui praxim exercuerunt et exercent,” Cesare Ottato, Opus tri-
partitum de crisi, de diebus criticis: et de causis criticorum (Venice, 1517), 7v.

71. “Et vere mihi videtur etiam quod opinio Conciliatoris et astrologorum esset
vera. quod nullum possit fieri iudicium de crisi bona vel mala nisi habita ratione
nativitatis et geniture.” Ibid., 10v.

72. “Sed nolumus admittere aspectus illos astrorum inimicorum. non angulos non

masculinitatem vel feminitatem. non frigiditatem, etc., que omnia vana sunt cum
illis suis mathematicis precisionibus.” Ibid., 11v.
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73. “sequitur dicta medicorum esse arbitraria et in pronosticis vana valde de
crisi,” ibid., 12r; and “medici exercitati in magnis civitatibus et hospitiis publicis
dicunt nullam penitus invenisse differentiam sensibilem in pharmacando: vel flo-
botomando. sive in plenilunio sive in coitu lune sive alio tempore oppositionis: vel
consummationis lune etc. vel aliorum astrorum,” ibid., 12r.

74. “Quero tamen ab ipso: si ille sit unus de illis sic exercitatis et bonis medicis:
qui non adinvenit diversitatem in flobotomando et pharmacando suos infirmos in
plenilunio vel novilunio. Caveat dicere quod sic: quia viles muliercule levantes [la-
vantes] pannos: essent magis prudentes ipso: quae novilunium vel coitum lune cum
sole observant: ne panni in illa hora loti corrodantur.” Federico Grisogono, De
modo collegiandi: prognosticandi: et curandi febres (Venice, 1528), 7v. The work
is dedicated to Doge Andrea Gritti.

75. In addition to the items in note 29, see Wear, “Galen in the Renaissance,” 246—
49, and Alessandra Preda, “La peste astrologica, ovvero il dibattito circa la
‘scienza dei cieli’ tra Symphorien Champier e Giovanni Mainardi,” in Bertozzi,
Alla corte degli Estensi, 323—43. On the printing history of Mainardi’s epistles, see
Zambelli, “Giovanni Mainardi,” 256-58. For Leoniceno’s views, see Daniela
Mugnai Carrara, La biblioteca di Nicolo Leoniceno (Florence: Leo S. Olschlei,
1991), 41-42, 73, 82-84. But as the same author demonstrates, although Leoni-
ceno repudiated astrological prediction in medicine, he was deeply interested in the
stars.

76. “Semel evenit ut, cum praestantis cuiusdam viri curationi, una cum Hi-
eronymo Manfredo, astrologo sui temporis famatissimo, Bononiae interesset, im-
mineretque simul et solvendi occasio et luminarium coitus, astrologo reclamante
et aegrotanti mortem minitante, potio tamen ad Bencii imperium exhibita est
infirmusque per eam e gravi morbo convaluit.” Giovanni Mainardi, letter to Mar-
tin Mellerstadt, in Zambelli, “Giovanni Mainardi,” 278. Francesco Benzi was
the third son of one of the most celebrated of all scholastic physicians, Ugo Benzi
(d. 1439).

77. “nedum si Aegyptius aliquis astrologus, sed si Aegyptius aliquis deus, aut
Anubis, aut Osiris haec mihi dixerit, non facile credam.” Girolamo Fracastoro, De
causis criticorum dierum libellus, in his Opera omnia (Venice, 1584), 48v—56r, at
48v.

78. Fracastoro’s theory is analyzed in detail in Sudhoff, “Zur Geschichte der Lehre
von kritischen Tagen,” 322-23.

79. For example, Federico Grisogono, as in note 74; Johannes de Indagine,
Canones astrologici, de iudiciis aegritudinum, part 3 of his Chiromantia ([NP],
1547); Auger Ferrier, as in note 20; Thomas Bodier, De ratione et usu dierum criti-
corum opus (Paris, 1555); Claude Dariot, as in note 18; and Giovanni Antonio
Magini, as in note 2. On the work of Indagine, Bodier, Dariot, and Magini (and
others), see Miiller-Jahncke, Astrologisch-magische Theorie, 146-53; see also
P. Ulvioni, “Astrologia, astronomia e medicina nella Repubblica veneta tra Cinque
e Seicento,” Studi Trentini di Scienze Storiche, 61 (1982): 1-69 at 15-23, on the
defense of astrology, and especially medical astrology, against Pico, by the empiric
medical practitioner Tommaso Zefriele Bovio (1521-1609).
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80. Passages on critical days in Cardano’s medical works include Contradicentium
medicorum liber 1.3.2-7, 55v—66v (Opera 6:337-44) (except in the first of this set,
much of the discussion is, however, purely medical and includes citations of such
medieval medical authorities as Rasis, Taddeo Alderotti, and Gentile da Foligno
on 65v—66r [344]); comm. Aphorisms, 2.24, 157-58, and 4.36, 387-92 (Opera
8:283 and 381-83); comm. Prognostic, 3.1-5 (fourth section of commentary),
462-76 (Opera 8:741-46); comm. Epidemics, 1, 2.33, 2.52, and 3.53 (Opera
10:267, 282-84, and 324); comm. Epidemics, 2,2.23 (Opera 10:375). The fore-
going is not necessarily an exhaustive list.

81. “At vero miscere rem imaginariam cum re naturali, adeo puerile est ac
indignum Galeni autoritate, ut malim totum quod superest a capite octavo supra
tertii libri de Diebus iudicatoriis superadditum ab aliquo existimare, quam
autoritatem tam gravis viri violatam videri.” Cardano, Contradicentium . . . liber
1.3.2, 56r-v (Opera 6:337). Cardano was probably wrong, since Galen mentioned
writing the work in three books in De libris propriis chap. 5, in Opera omnia,
19:32. We are grateful to Vivian Nutton for drawing our attention to this reference.

82. “Habes igitur totam rationem deductam ex loco solis, nam ut centesimus-
vigesimus dies est tertia pars totius anni, ita quadragesimus centesimavigesimae, et
vigesimus dimidium quadraginta, et quatuordecim tertia pars, et septem dimidium
quatuordecim. Quae omnia cum ignoraverit Galenus, longe petitis auxiliis a luna
hanc doctrinam dierum criticorum totam confudit, nec sibi nec Hippocrati con-
cors. Constat ergo, Hippocratem a circuitu solis hanc rationem deducere.” Car-
dano, comm. Aphorisms, 4.36,390-91 (Opera 8:383).

83. “Haec igitur est summa dierum criticorum, numerus, ordo, explicatio, causa,
iuxta veritatem, et Hippocratis sententiam, quam Galenus tot nugis involuit false,
confuse, inconstanter, adeo ut qui eam secuti sint, finem nullum invenire po-
tuerunt.” Cardano, comm. Prognostic, 3.1 (fourth commentary), 465 (Opera 8:
741). And “Dico ergo, quod nemo potest dissolvere hanc difficultatem, nisi qui
calleat artem Hippocraticam Ptolomei.” Ibid., 3.5, 476 (Opera 8:741, 746).

84. “Stultum haec medicorum vulgus quod nostro seculo sic videmus insolescere,
atque imponere nobis purpura sua, cum sibi ab autoribus suis praeceptum sciant,
qui absque astrorum consilio nulli medicetur: et tam longe ab medicina est, qui as-
trologiae ignarus est, ut non medicus dici debeat sed et impostor: tamen eo nunc
ventum est, ut e centum vix unum aut alterum reperias, qui vere sciat diiudicare,
quo tempore quaelibet medicina adhibenda sit.” Johannes de Indagine, Canones
astrologici, de iudiciis aegritudinum, 63v=71r, in his Chiromantia ([Paris], 1546),
at 63v.

85. Cardano, De malo recentiorum medicorum medendi usu libellus, centum er-
rores illorum continens (Venice, 1536), chap. 24 and 55 (32-33 and 59). The work
was subsequently incorporated as part 1 of Cardano’s De methodo medendi, and
as such these chapters appear in Opera 7:211 and 220. On the publication history
of this work, see Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, xiv and 28-9.

86. “Utrum vero verum illud sit quod luna in ariete capite minetur, et in Tauro
collo, et ita in cancro pectore, in leone cordi, et in virgine visceribus, vere fateor
nondum diligenter adeo animadvertere potui ut affirmare possim vel negare.
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Quamobrem tutius est non contemnere, maxime cum ea opinio etiam apud nos
percrebuerit” Cardano, comm. De aeris aquis et locis, 1.11-12 (lectio 12), 25
(Opera 8:22).

87. “Indignabuntur imperiti, quod tam aperte lacessam Galenum suum. . . . Unde
illi tanta gloria? Quid hic affert nisi suos illos dies Tudicatorios, quorum causam
ne novit (ut alias saepe docui) quidem: Et si verae millies essent, quid medico util-
itatis afferunt?” Cardano, comm. Epidemics, 1, 3.53 (Opera 10:324).

88. “Circa causam huius Alemanus nihil dicit, sed multa tamen (15) e quibus
unum ridiculum, quod data cassia nigra cum manna dum luna esset in XV parte
Capricorni mulier una in operatione periit. Sed melius fuisset quaerere causam in
medicamento aut in morbo, et non in astris. Fieri potest ut materia veneni non ex-
pers mota sit, aut quod inclitum sit venenum, aut quod laboraret abscessu aliquo
prope cor aut in cerebro ei incognito, e tribus enim unum fuit non ex astris, neque
enim novit vim astrorum quomodo sit sumenda, ut video ex omnibus primum
aut saltem potentioribus et convenientibus inter se, et postmodum comparatis ad
hominem hunc, et in hoc tempore: dico iuxta genethliace, ut quatuor necesse sit
concurerre ad tales effectus repentinos. Et licet hoc acciderit anno MDLI, ut col-
ligitur ab eo, quia dicit quod fuit die XI Augusti, tum Mars esset infelix in Libra
respiciens quadrato Lunam, est tamen causa absurda et indigna tanto viro, cum
mille homines acceperint medicamenta ea die ex scammonio, etiam qui ne ungue
quidem laesi sunt. Ideo doleo illius causa quod occasionem dederit imperitis irri-
dendi, cum alioquin sit peritus. . . > Cardano, comm. De aere aquis et locis, 4.13
(lectio 65), 139 (Opera 8:120).

89. Bodier, De ratione et usu, 17v-51v. On Bodier, see Thorndike, A History of
Magic, 5:301-3. Bodier’s work is dedicated to Oronce Fine.

90. Cardano, De methodo medendi sectiones quatuor (Paris, 1565), section 3, cu-
ratio 18, p. 230 (Opera 7:253-64, at 256 and 258). Cardano collected accounts
of his cures throughout his life, publishing them in several different versions. See
Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror 29 and 235-36.

91. Cardano, Consilia, nos. 19 and 22 (Opera 9:102 and 124). The largest collec-
tion of Cardano’s consilia is the fifty-three included in his Opera, of which only a se-
lection had previously appeared in works published during Cardano’s lifetime. For
example, three lengthy consilia formed one section of his collection of short medical
treatises, Quaedam opuscula (Basel, 1559); in this copiously indexed volume there
are no index entries for astra, crisis, dies critici, sidera [sydera), luna, or stellae.

92. See Siraisi, The Clock and the Mirror, 4-5, with references to the earlier liter-
ature on Cardano’s career.

93. See J. Dupebe’s introduction to his edition of Nostradamus, Lettres inédites
(Geneva: Librarie Droz, 1983), 18 and n. 43, and P. Brind’Amour, Nostradamus
Astrophile (Ottawa: Presses de I"Université d’Ottawa, 1993), 318-19, 372-73.

94. For Nostradamus’s incompetence, see Brind’Amour, Nostradamus, esp. 70—
78.

95. G. Cardano, Pronostico o vero judicio generale (Venice, 1535), ed. G. Ernst,
in Marialuisa Baldi and Guido Canziani, Girolamo Cardano: le opere, le fonti, la
vita (Milan: E. Angeli, 1999); cf. Ernst’s discussion of this important document.
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96. 1. Maclean, “Cardano and His Publishers 1534-1663,” in Kessler, Girolamo
Cardano, 313.

97. Cardano published ten genitures with his Libelli duo (Milan, 1538); sixty-
seven in the reprint of this work (Nuremberg, 1543), and 100 in the expanded Li-
belli quinque (Nuremberg, 1547). The cases cited here are numbers 8, 56, and 59
in the collection of 100 genitures, to be found in Opera 5:458-502.

98. Ibid., genitures 5 and 21. On Corbetta and Capella, see S. Albonico, Il rugi-
noso stile (Milan: F. Angeli, 1990).

99. Geniture 55 (Opera 5:486): “Ioan. Antonius Castiloneus, civis noster, re-
giusque medicus et vir insignis, cum hanc vidisset genituram, dixit puerum hunc
nutriri non posse . . .’

100. Opera 5:436.

101. See Thorndike, A History of Magic, 5:244-47, though he understandably
failed to see that Niccolo and Costanzo were one and the same astrologer.

102. Cardano, Aphorismi astronomici (Opera 5:56): “Hic debilis ex reiectatione
sanguinis ex pulmone, et quasi tabificus, cum consuluisset Constantium Bonon-
iensem de Symis, an adepturus esset a Caesare regnum loco fratris, dixi ego illo
ostendente figuram, moriturum eo anno, nam Luna inter Pleiades erat in sexta, in
quadrato Martis et Iovis in fixa Saturni domo peregrinantium, et sic repente in
itinere suffocatus est.”

103. “... multi invidi dicerent me literas medicinae nescire quod totus mathe-
maticis viderer intentus,” Cardano, Ephemerus, de libris propriis, 1544 (Opera
1:57).

104. The following genitures have medical content (often minimal or tangential):
3,4,5,7,8,12,19, 20, 21, 22, 43, 45, 50, 51, 52, 55, 56, 57,59, 67, 68,73, 75,
77, 81, 86, 92, and 94.

10S. Geniture 67 (Opera, 5:491).

106. Cardano’s Liber xii geniturarum contains his surviving large-scale horo-
scopes and analyses. It first appeared with his edition of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos in
1554 and is to be found in Opera 5:503-52.

107. Ibid., 510-11.

108. Ibid., 511: “De opificio. Erit cupidus secretarum rerum, delectabitur pulchris
rebus, gemmis, vestibus, picturis, imaginibus: et liberalibus disciplinis, nec tamen
quicquam horum ob nobilitatem exercebit.

De itineribus. Nulla in re aut felicior, aut aptior quam in itineribus, legationibus
et expeditionibus, in quibus et pericula et calumnias patietur ob invidiam. Ad max-
imas tamen administrationes perveniet. Complectitur autem haec genesis con-
traria quaedam simul, velut bonam temperiem et vitam morbosam, orbitatem cum
sit uxoratus, obesum habitum et ingenium acre, benefacere et calumniam pati.”

109. Ibid., 508-10.
110. Ibid., 510: “Causa concordiae cum octava genesi et amoris erga nos quintu-

plex est .. ”; 541-44 at 544. Cardano’s advice for Casanatus sounds exactly like
the sort of vague astrologer’s chat that he elsewhere condemned. He predicted that
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he had chances “Ab ascendente autem iuxta 28. annum rixae peregrinationis acu-
tae febris et iuxta 50. submersionis, Mortem quidem evadere poterit, periculum
non. Vel erit suffocatio ex morbo, ut asthma, vel attonitus. Generaliter autem si
non violenta morte moriatur erit satis longaevus” (545)—a fair sample of Car-
dano’s predictions of life chances, mingling the medical freely with the accidental
and hedging both.

111. Cardano, Aphorismi astronomici, 1547 (Opera 5:85): “Hunc ego curandum
suscepli, levi spe, praesertim cum immensis distinear negotiis. Desiderium tamen
habendae geniturae ad hoc me impulit.”

112. “Vitam vero longam non solum ab initio semel fata promittunt, sed nostra
etiam diligentia praestat. Quod et astrologi confitentur, ut de electionibus et imag-
inibus agunt, et medicorum cura diligens experientiaque confirmat.” Ficino, Three
Books on Life, 2.1, p. 166. A reader of a copy of the first edition of De vita (Flo-
rence, 1489); Houghton, Inc 6151 (A), emphasized the words “Quotiens septimo
cuilibet propinques anno, consule diligenter astrologum” (2.19, [e v] recto [Fi-
cino, Three Books on Life, 2.20, p. 232]) by writing a marginal note: “Consulere
astrologum.”

113. Nostradamus, Lettres, 94-101.

114. For comparison we have used, inter alia, Luca Gaurico’s revolution for
1532-33 for Ferdinand, King of the Romans (Vienna, Osterreichische National-
bibliothek, MS 7433); his horoscope for one Stephen of Nuremberg (Paris, Biblio-
théque Nationale, MS lat. 7385, 332r-370v); Bartholomaus Reischer’s horoscopes
for the members of the house of Austria (Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, MS
10754); Cyprian Leowitz’s horoscope for Adam von Dietrichstein (Bibliotheque
Nationale, MS lat. 7443A). Thorndike, A History of Magic, vols. 5-6, still offers
the fullest guidance through the jungles of this unstudied literature. For published
samples of period horoscopes and revolutions, see the fascinating work of
R. Castagnola, I Guicciardini e le scienze occulte (Florence: Leo S. Olschlei, 1990),
which prints, among other documents, the horoscope drawn up for Francesco
Guicciardini by Ramberto Malatesta, and W. Pirckheimer, Briefwechsel, ed. E. Re-
icke et al. (Munich: Beck, 1940-89), 2:362-73.

115. Praeclarissimi viri Georgii Valle Commentationes in Ptolemei Quadriparti-
tum inque Ciceronis Partitiones et Tusculanas questiones ac Plinii Naturalis
historie librum secundum (Venice, 1502), ep. ded., [A vo]: “Ptolemaeus mathe-
maticorum omnium facile princeps ut quidam scripsere Adriani vixit temporibus
ad Antoniumque usque pervenit: quo tempore Galenum inclitum medicinae auc-
torem perhibent floruisse: necnon Herodianum grammaticum et Hermogonem
rhetorem: qui de arte rhetorica libros reliquit non contemnendos.”

116. Ibid.: “Primus autem apud Graecos traditur Chius Oenopides de astrologia
scripsisse nonnulla . . ”

117. Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, ed. G. Cardano (Lyons, 1554), 3 = Opera 5:94:
“Namgque ut apud Gellium Phavorinus qui parum ante Ptolemaeum floruit famo-
sus philosophus, more ambitiosorum artem astrologiae infamem reddiderat.” For

Favorinus’s critique of astrology, see A. Bouché-Leclercq, Lastrologie grecque
(Paris, 1899), 571ff.
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118. Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, 28 = Opera 5:113: “Cum igitur eodem tempore non
unum genus artis floreat, utpote militaris disciplina, poesis, eloquentia, pictura,
plastica, musica, medicina, philosophia, simul quoque desinant, ut Alexandri
et Augusti et nostra etiam aetate, cum tamen ab Augusto ad initium nostrae floren-
tis aetatis, quod fuit circa annum salutis 1440, fluxerunt anni intermedii circiter
mille quadringenti, nihil egregium pro miraculo natura produxerit in lucem,
praeterquam Antonini tempore cum tunc etiam floruissent simul Alexander Aphro-
disaeus, Ptolemaeus Pelusiensis et Galenus Pergamenus, et parum ante id etiam
C. Plinius et Plutarchus Cheroneus Traiani magister, manifestum est ex gener-
alibus constitutionibus coeli principaliter ista pendere.” Here Cardano intro-
duced astrological questions into a discussion usually conducted on a different
level, as Michael Baxandall has shown. See his Giotto and the Orators (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1971) and A. Grafton, Defenders of the Text (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1991), chap. 7.

119. Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, “Prooemium expositoris,” 1 = Opera 5:93: “Est autem
ars haec philosophiae pars prognostica et praecognoscere docens, unde non vere
scientia, sed ut ad medicinam se habet liber praedictionum Hippocratis aut Galeni,
ita hic ad totam Philosophiam. Vnaquaeque enim ars quae de naturalibus tractat
ea ratione, quae causas praesentium rerum explicat, docet et futurorum, nam fu-
tura a praesentibus non specie nec genere differunt, sed tempore, quod illis ut ac-
cidens adiungitur.”

120. Ibid. 5:94: “Artes autem quae futura hoc modo cognoscere docent, sunt Agri-
cultura, Nautica, Medicina, Physiognomia et illius partes, Somniorum interpreta-
tio, et Magia naturalis, ac Astrologia. Harum nobilissima astrologia est, quia de
omnibus est, alia autem sunt certi generis. Est etiam per causas semper atque eas
nobilissimas, reliquarum nulla semper, sed etiam per signa docet futura praedicere.
Non est autem ut quidam existimant scientia Astrologiae, Fati scientia, sed Fati
pars constitutio astrorum est.”

121. Ibid., 2 = Opera 5:94: “Porro quanto Fati scientia certior atque nobilior,
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Celestial Offerings: Astrological Motifs in the
Dedicatory Letters of Kepler’s Astronomia

Nova and Galileo’s Sidereus Nuncius

H. Darrel Rutkin

The years 1609 and 1610 saw the publication of two epoch-making works
in the history of astronomy and in the history of science overall: Johannes
Kepler’s Astronomia Nova (1609) and Galileo Galilei’s Sidereus Nun-
cius (1610). The revolutionary contributions of these works are too well
known to require retelling here.! In this chapter, I shall focus, rather, on
their dedicatory letters.

Mario Biagioli has recently called attention to Galileo’ scientific pro-
duction and its presentation within the context of the overall design of his
scientific career—his socioprofessional self-fashioning—in the courtly
milieu of an absolute prince.? Biagioli pays particular attention to recon-
structing Galileo’s patronage situations within the broader culture of early
modern Europe, where patronage concerns to a great extent conditioned
the social system within which the practice of science took place.? Specif-
ically, Biagioli reconstructs the patronage situation most relevant to our
purposes, in which Galileo tried to woo Cosimo II de Medici, who had just
succeeded to the grand duchy of Tuscany. Galileo had been his tutor in
mathematics for the prior several years, during the summers, in the time
off from his teaching duties as a professor of mathematics at the Univer-
sity of Padua in the Venetian Republic.*

In chapter 2 of his book, Biagioli focuses his account on the patronage
strategies that surrounded the publication—and presentation—of the
Sidereus Nuncius to Cosimo II. In the dedicatory letter, Galileo fashioned
his discovery of the satellites of Jupiter into Medicean stars in a spectacu-
larly successful attempt to raise his status from that of professor of math-
ematics at a university to that of court mathematician and philosopher of
an absolute prince.’ Biagioli argues that Galileo’s receipt of patronage
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from an absolute prince significantly augmented the epistemological legit-
imization he so greatly desired.® Even if one does not accept every detail of
his attempt to tie the contents of the preface into a purported Medicean
dynastic mythology,” Biagioli has been quite successful in showing how
Galileo skillfully related his “gift”® of Jupiter’s stars to Cosimo II person-
ally by the device of relating Jupiter, and thereby Galileo’s discoveries, to
Cosimo’s natal horoscope.

Galileo thus associated his epoch-making telescopic discovery of the
moons of Jupiter with the astrological nativity of his intended patron. Not
only was Galileo, then, ingenious in his artful prefatory invention, he was
also brilliantly successful in his intended grab for patronage. His gambit
worked spectacularly well, but was it original? Did he invent this brilliant
literary conceit, or did he, rather, skillfully adapt an already existing model
in an act of literary imitatio?® 1 will argue in this chapter that Galileo
probably did borrow at least one of the central structures of his pref-
ace: the association of his planetary astronomical discovery with his pa-
tron’s astrological nativity. Indeed, he seems to have borrowed this device
from the almost exactly contemporaneous—and also epoch-making—
astronomical contribution of the imperial mathematician, Johannes Kep-
ler: the Astronomia Nova of 1609. The chronology, as we will see in more
detail below, admits the possibility; the content and structure argue the
probability.

Furthermore, in looking for other examples of the particular astrologi-
cal device in question,'? it seems obvious to examine Tycho Brahe’s dedi-
catory letters, since it is well known that he was a serious astrologer!! (as
well as an alchemist).'? In particular, one thinks of his dedicatory letter to
the Astronomiae Instauratae Mechanica (1598), also dedicated to Rudolf
II. Although there is nothing obviously astrological there, let alone an ear-
lier example of the device in question, the letter does contain what may be
the model Galileo used for the first part of his dedicatory letter to Cosimo,
for which Kepler provided the model of the second part, especially of its
astrological centerpiece.

The chapter will begin with a detailed treatment of the first part of
Galileo’s dedicatory letter; then I turn to Tycho’s preface and argue that it
provides Galileo’s model therefor. The next part of the chapter treats the
second part of Galileo’s preface, where we meet our crucial astrological
passage. I then present Kepler’s dedicatory letter, also in some detail, and
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argue on several counts that it provides the model for the central device
around which Galileo structured his dedicatory rhetorical tour de force.
The concluding section will shore up these arguments with some chrono-
logical considerations. The fact that these prefaces happen to have been
written by three of the most important astronomers in the history of sci-
ence makes an investigation into their literary qualities a worthwhile en-
deavor;"? the additional fact that those by Galileo and Kepler also have
astrological motifs at their centers makes their interest even more com-
pelling.'*

Excursus on Dedicatory Prefaces

Dedicatory letters played many roles in Renaissance books.” They could
justify the work as a whole, suggest a way to read it, or create a relation-
ship between the author and the dedicatee—or carry out all three tasks
at once. They thus offered authors a kind of performance space in which
they had more room for innovation and creativity than was often available
in the text proper.'® What follows is meant to be preliminary, to indicate
some basic patterns that may then allow a fuller picture to emerge in con-
sidering the possibilities of this literary genre.'”

I will first characterize certain features of what may transpire in this
performative space—this public stage,'® as it were—which is placed at
the very beginning, before the hard work of the treatise (or dialogue)"
proper. The dedicatory letter, first of all, is just that, a letter.?° There ap-
pear to be two quite different kinds or styles—“modes” in Brian Vickers’s
sense—of dedicatory letters: (1) a more straightforward style in which,
for example, the author either tries to defend what has been done in the
body of the work or introduces it by describing some of the circumstances
of its investigation and composition,?! and (2) a more artificial, highly
elaborated composition in which the mode appears to be much less that
of forensic oratory than of a type of epideictic “show” oratory.?? Several
of Kepler’s other dedicatory letters are of the first, more straightforward
type, where he describes in propria persona the nature of his research di-
rectly to the patron in question;?® he often treats the issue of financial sup-
port openly in his dedicatory letters.>* Neither of our featured prefaces by
Galileo or Kepler,?* however, falls into this category; rather, they are both
highly ornate literary productions of a rather tall order, which, though
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they function quite effectively as dedicatory letters, have much more of a
novelistic or dramatic flavor.

One of the most important social functions that took place within the
dedicatory letter’s communicative space concerned patronage dynamics,
many fine discussions of which have appeared in recent years.?¢ We shall
not explore directly in this chapter the intricacies of patronage dynamics
beyond attempting to gain a deeper appreciation of one of the central lit-
erary spaces within which patronage relations were expressed, and thereby
constituted, in the public sphere.?” These dedicatory letters seem, further-
more, not only to provide a public demonstration of their authors’ abili-
ties, but also to publicize the magnificence of the dedicatee. This feature,
especially when a prince is the dedicatee, seems to drive the dedicatory let-
ter almost into the domain of courtly—and more public—entertainments,
much like those reconstructed by Roy Strong.?8

We shall also be well served by paying close attention to the rhetorical
practice whereby the author persuades the reader by (selectively) inform-
ing him and thereby shaping how he reads the work overall.?’ This aware-
ness is essential for understanding how the author purposefully crafts the
narrative to inform the particular way that the intended primary reader—
the dedicatee—will read and react to what the narrator presents. We shall
find some striking examples in what follows. These, then, are some of the
basic patterns that can help us see more clearly what the dedicatory letter
was and how it functioned, and, most importantly, how our historical au-
thors used them.

Galileo (I)

Let us now examine the dedicatory letter to Galileo’s Sidereus Nuncius.
The only historical context I wish to provide at the outset is simply that
Galileo, the author/dedicator, presented this work to the historical dedi-
catee, the nineteen-year-old newly crowned grand duke of Tuscany, Co-
simo IT de Medici, whom Galileo had recently tutored in mathematics.3°
That Galileo in his mid-forties was writing to his teenage ex-pupil is not
without significance for the narrative strategy he develops in the dedica-
tory letter.

First, let us begin to characterize the narrative situation of the dedica-
tory letter.?! Some of its distinctive features will come out more clearly by
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our contrasting them to the narrative situation of the dedicatory letter
to Kepler’s Astronomia Nova.** The historical author, Galileo, begins by
adressing the dedicatory letter to Cosimo II de Medici, the fourth grand
duke of Tuscany; he does this in the dative case as is normal in epistolary
addresses.* This address to the historical Cosimo has no explicit connec-
tion, qua narrative, with the narrative itself; it simply announces the his-
torical dedicatee, who then does not figure in the narrative for quite a
while. The dedicatee leaves no explicit linguistic trace in the text until the
thirty-third line of the dedication. We shall explore the rhetorical effect of
such a strategy as we go through the text. Kepler by contrast develops a
rather different structure in the dedicatory letter of the Astronomia Nova,
where he also at first addresses the historical dedicatee, Rudolf II, in the
dative case.>* But then the narrator immediately addresses Rudolf in the
vocative case (in the first line of the text of the dedicatory letter proper
[7,5]).%° Kepler then refers to him three more times in the next four lines
(7,6-9) in the genitive case, using a standard imperial formula.3¢

After this disconnected address, Galileo begins the dedicatory letter
proper with a highly impersonal construction. Van Helden captures this
well:3” “A most excellent and kind service has been performed by those who
defend from envy the great deeds of excellent men and have taken it upon
themselves to preserve from oblivion and ruin names deserving of immor-
tality” (29).38 Indeed, the entire first paragraph and, in fact, the entire first
part of the dedicatory letter (2,5-3,5) is presented in this completely imper-
sonal narrative style, which is wholly uncommitted, within the text itself,
with respect to the identities of both the narrator and the intended audience.
The narrator speaks only in impersonal, third-person utterances,® in the
manner of one speaking general truths. The tone, furthermore, is quite di-
dactic, much like that of an older, more experienced teacher instructing
a pupil. We happen to know, of course, that Galileo, more than twice
Cosimo’s age, had recently been his tutor, so this didactic tone appears to be
perfectly in keeping with the tenor of their historical relationship. Further-
more, the subject at hand—how to memorialize effectively a great ruler’s
actions and his name—would be of great concern to a young prince. This
strikes us, then, as a perfectly sound strategy on the historical Galileo’s part
to capture the attention and goodwill of the historical dedicatee.

The actual content of the narrative, on the other hand, the picture
that Galileo builds up of how great rulers’ names and deeds are to be
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memorialized, is also significant in shaping how Cosimo is to read and un-
derstand what follows in the remainder of the dedicatory letter. This is, af-
ter all, a rhetorical structure designed to influence and persuade.*® Indeed,
Galileo presents a graduated model of how this feature of the patronage
game has been played in the past and is played in the present, that is, the
different ways in which patrons’ virtues can be memorialized and the rel-
ative value, closely related to permanence, of these different ways. Kepler
also touches on these themes, but in a much less overtly didactic manner.*!

Let us now look at the graduated model: “Because of this (binc), images
sculpted in marble or cast in bronze are passed down for the memory of
posterity; because of this (hinc), statues, pedestrian as well as equestrian,
are erected; because of this (binc), too, the cost of columns and pyramids,*?
as the poet says,* rises to the stars; and because of this, finally (hinc
denique), cities are built and adorned by the names of those who grateful
posterity thought should be commended to eternity” (29).# Thus we have
a fourfold series, with each stage marked by its own reiterated hinc. First,
the material nature of the monument is emphasized, then the types of ma-
terial monuments to memory, in ascending order of magnitude: statues,
columns or pyramids, and cities.

The narrator then drives home the point with a reflection on human na-
ture, much like our own saying “out of sight, out of mind”: “For such is the
condition of the human mind that unless continuously struck by images of
things rushing into it from outside, all memories easily flee from it” (29).%

Let us now turn to the second series in Galileo’s model (2,16-3,5). Here,
the narrator presents a second type of memorialization, which he contrasts
with the first—literally monumental—series. He contrasts literal monu-
ments with literary monuments, beginning this second series with a strong
contrast—“But others (Verum alii) looking to more permanent and longer
lasting things, have entrusted the eternal celebration of the greatest men
not to marbles and metals but rather to the care of the Muses and to in-
corruptible monuments of letters” (29).46

Having evoked this contrast, which serves as an introduction to the sec-
ond series, the narrator peeks his head out from behind the wings, as it
were (or lifts his eyes up to the audience), and speaks in his own voice for
the very first time: At quid ego ista commemoro? (But why do I recall these
things?) He then immediately disappears again as unobtrusively as before
and returns to his objective, authoritative, didactic voice, deepening the
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theme just mentioned: “But why do I recall these things as though human
ingenuity, content with these [earthly] realms, has not dared to go beyond
them? Indeed, looking far ahead, and knowing full well that all human
monuments (omnia humana monumenta) perish in the end through vio-
lence (vi), weather (tempestate) or old age (vetustate), it [human in-
genuity]| contrived more incorruptible symbols (incorruptiora signa®’
excogitavit) against which voracious time and envious old age (Tempus
edax atque invidiosa Vetustas)* can lay no claim” (29-30).%

Now that Galileo has begun to reorient our thinking about commemo-
rations from the material and perishable to the literary and—paradoxi-
cally—less perishable, we should look more closely at the brief poetic
passage that Galileo inserted, with no explicit attribution,® in the third
stage of the series of material commemorations.’* I will not tell a definitive
story here, which would take us too far afield for our present purposes.
Even penetrating a little below the surface, however, can provide a deeper
appreciation of Galileo’s artistry.

Let us look at some of the resonances of the poem that Galileo has
quoted: Propertius’s Elegies I11,2.° One of the ironies resounding in Gali-
leo’s quotation of Propertius in this context is that Propertius described
not a literary monument to the name or deeds of a man renowned for vir-
tus, but one to his girlfriend, and in a programmatic poem for a book
of erotic elegies. Nevertheless, the ideas presented in both are indeed
parallel: Propertius considers his poems to be a monument to her beauty
(carmina erunt formae tot monumenta tuae, 18), where, for Galileo, the
eternal celebration of the best men (aeternum summorum virorum prae-
coniumy) are immortalized in the incorruptible monuments of letters (in-
corruptis litterarum monumentis).

Galileo quotes line 19 from Propertius: nam neque pyramidum sump-
tus ad sidera ducti.>* Indeed, the full line of Galileo’s: hinc Columnarum
atque Pyramidum, ut inquit ille, sumptus ad sidera ducti (2,10-11) also
has a resonance with line 11 of Propertius: guod non Taenariis domus est
mihi fulta columnis.> Likewise Galileo’s sed Musarum custodiae, et in-
corruptis litterarum monumentis consecrarunt (2,17-18) has much simi-
larity to Propertius’s lines 15-18 (which occur directly before the line
Galileo quoted):

at Musae comites et carmina cara legenti,
et defessa choris Calliopea meis.
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fortunata, meo si qua es celebrata libello!

carmina erunt formae tot monumenta tuae.*®

Finally, some of the ideas in the last section of Galileo we examined, om-
nia humana monumenta vi, tempestate, ac vetustate tamen interire . . .
Tempus edax atque invidiosa Vetustas nullum sibi ius vindicaret (2,21-
24), are closely paralleled in Propertius’s lines 23-24:
aut illis flamma aut imber subducet honores

annorum aut ictu, pondere victa, ruent.’’

The ideas are similar, to be sure, but the language reads more like a para-
phrase than an exact reminiscense. But when we look at the poem by Ho-
race on which Propertius’s elegy was modeled,*® Ode 111,30,% we see that
the language in Horace’s poem oddly seems to be more exactly the lan-
guage that Galileo used—and to reflect the ideas more precisely—than
that from Propertius’s poem, which he actually quoted. The lines in ques-
tion from Horace are the first five:°

Exegi monumentum aere®! perennius

regalique situ pyramidum altius,

quod non imber edax, non Aquilo impotens

possit diruere aut innumerabilis

annorum series et fuga temporum.*?

Why would Galileo have done this? Was it to dazzle us with his virtuos-
ity: to quote a line from a poem, one of whose invoked resonances in the
mind of a well-informed reader would be not only to the poem actually
quoted, but also to the poem on which the quoted poem was modeled?
Yes, but not only. A further motivation, I think, is that the line from Prop-
ertius’s poem contains a term utterly central to Galileo’s concerns that is
not found in Horace’s poem and that the narrator has not yet mentioned
up to the time of the quotation. The same term then also serves to fore-
shadow the second, and most significant, series in Galileo’s continuing
informative description of his model: the term sydera. That this term,
furthermore, was introduced in the only text explicitly quoted in the nar-
ration further adds to its emphasis.

Let us return to Galileo’s preface. His next phrase, In coelum itaque
migrans, directs our attention to the ultimate realm where Galileo, via
the narrator, has been heading for the entire time. Now that he has directed
us there—toward the heavens—and has prepared the ground of our un-
derstanding, he goes into much more detail than before. He informs us
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explicitly what the incorruptiora signa are that have just been contrasted
with the corruptible ommnia humana monumenta: “And thus, moving to
the heavens, it assigned to the familiar and eternal orbs of the most bril-
liant stars the names of those who, because of their illustrious and almost
divine exploits, were judged worthy to enjoy with the stars an eternal
life” (30).63

Human ingenuity (humana solertia) continues to be the subject of this
new sentence, carrying over from the beginning of the prior rather long
sentence (2,15-20), but without being explicitly reiterated. This human in-
genuity consigns the names (nomina consignavit) of those who are deemed
worthy (digni habiti sunt)—based on their extraordinary, almost divine
deeds (ob egregia ac prope divina facinora)—to the stars. The narrator
thus picks up again and reiterates the central theme of this entire first part
of the dedicatory letter: how to commemorate the deeds (res gestae) of
men who excel in virtus (excellentium virtute virorum) and whose names
are worthy of immortality (immortalitate digna nomina).** Galileo’s nar-
rator has now linked the names and deeds of great men with the stars,
which are not man-made—in contrast to omnia humana monumenta—
and which have perpetual (i.e., incorruptible) orbits.

The narrator then explicitly spells this out. Galileo in his didactic nar-
rative voice does not want his privileged audience to miss the point: “For
this reason, the fame of Jupiter, Mars, Mercury, Hercules, and other he-
roes after whom the stars are named will not be obscured before the splen-
dor of the stars themselves is extinguished” (30).¢* The fame of those
heroes, for whom the stars are named (quorum nominibus stellae appel-
lantur), will thus not fade out before the radiance of their stars (ipsorum
syderum) fades out. Galileo seems to be following here a euhemerist tra-
dition that would have been well known to him.® We should note once
again that, besides the brief aside at 2,18-19, our narrator is still speaking
in a completely impersonal, objective, third-person narrative voice.

Our narrator then presents a very conspicuous example of this process
of naming, conspicuous both in its protagonists—Julius and Augustus
Caesar—and in its failure. The relationship that he establishes here is cen-
tral to Galileo’s rhetorico-didactic purposes, central, that is, to the narra-
tive strategy that informs how Cosimo is supposed to understand his own
relationship with Galileo. Indeed, this relationship is one virtually guar-
anteed to appeal to the sense of historical destiny of a nineteen-year-old
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grand duke, especially of such a distinguished city-state: “This especially
noble and admirable invention of human sagacity, however, has been out
of use for many generations, with the pristine heroes occupying those
bright places and keeping them as though by right. In vain, Augustus’s
affection tried to place Julius Caesar in their number, for when he wished
to name a star (one of those the Greeks call Cometa and we call hairy)
that had appeared in his time the Julian star, it mocked the hope of so much
desire by disappearing shortly” (30).5”

Having established this relationship, then, and the failed attempt at pro-
viding such an incorruptible commemoratory gift, and with this failed gift
presented by one of the greatest rulers the world had ever known, Galileo
makes his next crucial rhetorical move, which thus inaugurates the second
(and final) part of the preface. The narrator at this point, after speaking
only in the impersonal mode, finally turns toward and explicitly addresses
the dedicatee, Cosimo II: Azqui longe veriora ac feliciora, Princeps Sere-
nissime, Celsitudini tuae possumus augurari. Nor is this change in tone
transitory. But before we turn in detail to this second part of Galileo’s
dedicatory letter—and the passage of most concern for our central argu-
ment—Ilet us consider a text that Galileo may well have used as the model
for the first part of his dedicatory letter to Cosimo.

Tycho

With Tycho Brahe’s dedicatory letter to Rudolf II in his Astronomiae In-
stauratae Mechanica®® of 1598, I will not go into nearly as much detail.
I would only like to suggest that Galileo may have taken over certain
patterns from Tycho’s preface for his own purposes. I begin with Tycho’s
narrative strategy, which is even more extreme than Galileo’. After the
address to Rudolf II, for which he used an ad + accusative construction in-
stead of the usual dative case construction,® Tycho begins with a similar
objective, didactic narrative tone in which neither the narrator nor the
dedicatee appears in any significant way until 6,25 for the narrator, after
60 lines of folio text, but for two faint premonitions,” and not until 9,8,
after 160 lines of text, for the dedicatee, Rudolf II.

In addition, Tycho, in the early part of his objective, didactic narrative,
brings up columns (5,19) and expensive pyramids (sumptuosissimae Pyra-
mides; 5,22), which some memoriae causa ad posteros inscripsisse (5,21).
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The concern with memory is not in itself particularly revealing, but that it
appears together with columns and pyramids suggests that it may relate
more closely to Galileo’s preface. And to top it all off, the passage even be-
gins with hinc.”!

Further, apropos of memory, there is another striking similarity to Ga-
lileo’s preface where Tycho as narrator, in discussing the memoria and
fama of Rudolf I, says that his will endure as long as the sun and stars will:
“In addition, may your Imperial Majesty’s memory and fame, since they
are so excellent and altogether the most important among worldly con-
cerns, not be weighed down by the tasks of preserving, protecting, and
promoting, and, for this reason, may they shine brightly and endure for all
posterity, as long as the sun and stars remain.””?> To be sure, this could eas-
ily have been a common trope that any astronomer would have placed
close to the front of his rhetorical arsenal, but I am not familiar with any
other examples.

Finally, only when Tycho made the analogy between Rudolf’s memory
and the celestial bodies, both of which would endure forever, did he first
explicitly mention Rudolf. Similarly, Galileo compared the longevity of
Cosimo’s fame to that of Jupiter and its satellites soon after his master first
appeared in the text. But Tycho’s comparison was cast in general terms; he
did not discuss any individual planet or Rudolf’s geniture.

To summarize, none of these themes, taken in isolation, would provide
a strong argument for Galileo’s use of Tycho’s dedicatory letter as a model
for the first part of his own; collectively, however, the similarities are sug-
gestive enough to warrant serious consideration of the possibility. In addi-
tion, the subject of Tycho’s work overall was instrument making, a central
concern of Galileo’s during his Padua years. Indeed, Sidereus Nuncius
would not have been possible without Galileo’s own significant improve-
ment on a recent, epoch-making astronomical instrument, the telescope.
This adds external support to my argument, in that it makes it likely that
Galileo would have read Tycho’s book, published twelve years before, with
close attention.”?

Galileo (2)

Let us now return to Galileo’s preface to the Sidereus Nuncius: “But now,
Most Serene Prince, we are able to augur truer and more felicitous things
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for Your Highness, for scarcely have the immortal graces of your soul be-
gun to shine forth on earth than bright stars offer themselves in the heav-
ens which, like tongues, will speak of and celebrate your most excellent
virtues for all times” (30-31).7* In this opening section of part 2, Galileo’s
narrator directly addresses Cosimo II for the first time. In this first passage,
he describes the bright stars that have offered themselves like tongues,
which will sing out his outstanding virtues (praestantissimas virtutes™
tuas) for all time (in ommne tempus). The stars, which he has not yet de-
scribed, have thus appeared and offered themselves just at the time when
Cosimo ascended to the grand duchy. Biagioli calls this a fateful conjunc-
ture.”® Galileo thus begins to associate the stars with Cosimo, and in a
manner that relates closely to the patterns set up at the end of the didactic
first part of the dedicatory letter, where the stars and planets were associ-
ated also with praising gods and heroes in euhemerist fashion and where
we met a significant historical example of a failed attempt at such an
association.

In the next passage, Galileo gives us our first information about the stars
themselves: “Behold, therefore, four stars reserved for your illustrious
name, and not of the common sort and multitude of the less notable fixed
stars, but of the illustrious order of wandering stars, which, indeed, make
their journeys and orbits with a marvellous speed around the star of Ju-
piter, the most noble of them all, with mutually different motions, like
children of the same family, while meanwhile all together, in mutual har-
mony, complete their great revolutions every twelve years about the center
of the world, that is, about the sun itself” (31).”” There are four stars
and they circle around Jupiter, the most noble of the planets (stella . . .
nobilissima). Furthermore, these stars have been reserved for his glorious
name (tuo inclyto nomine reservata). By whom they have been reserved is
nowhere mentioned; we can only assume that it is by the Syderum Opifex
of the following passage.

We should note also the long delay before Galileo has the narrator ac-
tually mention what the gift is. Nevertheless, Galileo has not yet fully con-
ditioned and personalized his gift for his intended patron; but he is almost
there. First he set up the situation by educating Cosimo as to the ranks of
gifts that may be given. Now he alludes to the gift, which he has almost
completely finished preparing. Kepler, too, in his preface, delays for quite
a long while the revelation of his planetary gift to his princely patron.
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Galileo as narrator then emphasizes his own not insignificant role as he
provides the last preparation for our crucial passage: “Indeed, it appears
that the Maker of the Stars himself, by clear arguments, admonished me
to call these new planets by the illustrious name of Your Highness (inclito
Celsitudinis tuae nomini) before all others” (31).7® Thus, none other than
the maker of the stars himself has persuaded our narrator with crystal
clear arguments (perspicuis argumentis) that he should affix to these new
planets Cosimo’s illustrious name.” Biagioli seems to have gotten Galileo’s
role here as intermediary between God and Cosimo just right.®® Further-
more, Galileo has placed himself in the role of Augustus Caesar in so far
as he attempted (albeit in vain) to honor his divine forebear with a stellar
commemoration. Galileo even lets Cosimo know, however subtly, that he
could well have given this supremely noble gift to some other patron.

What then are these crystal clear arguments? Galileo presents the first
as follows, and with a somewhat complex, highly rhetorical structure
(3,19-33): “For as these stars, like the offspring worthy of Jupiter, never
depart from his side except for the smallest distance, so who does not
know the clemency, the gentleness of spirit, the agreeableness of manners,
the splendor of the royal blood, the majesty in actions, and the breadth of
authority and rule over others, all of which qualities have found a domi-
cile and exaltation for themselves in Your Highness. Who, I say, does not
know that all these emanate from the most benign star of Jupiter, after
God the source of all good?” (31).8!

Galileo here, at the beginning of the first perspicuous argument, associ-
ates the spatial proximity of the new planets to Jupiter with the noble
virtues that likewise surround Cosimo. He then further associates Cosimo
with Jupiter by identifying those very virtues, which everyone knows Co-
simo possesses, with the virtues that everyone also knows emanate
precisely from Jupiter himself. Galileo uses a tamquam-ita construction
for the basic simile, which he embellishes with a long two-part rhetorical
question for the ifa clause on Cosimo and his virtues. The rhetorical ques-
tion is of the quis ignorat type. This is a very powerful form of rhetorical
argument, for very few people will nod internal assent to a question such
as: Who is so ignorant as to x? He repeats this question again within the
same sentence for further emphasis as he identifies Cosimo’s virtues as
those that indeed come from Jupiter. This passage, further, provides the
sort of fulsome rhetoric that one would expect from a courtier. Indeed, this
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sort of praise is what characterizes epideictic rhetoric, concerned as it is
precisely with praise and blame, as we find in its classic definition.??

With this twofold association of Cosimo with Jupiter and their associ-
ated virtues and satellites, respectively, Galileo now presents the crux of
his first argument and our crucial passage: “It was Jupiter, Jupiter I say,?
who at Your Highness’s birth, having already passed through the murky
vapors of the horizon, and occupying the midheaven and illuminating the
eastern angle from his royal house, looked down upon Your most fortu-
nate birth from that sublime throne and poured out all his splendor and
grandeur into the most pure air, so that with its first breath Your tender
little body and Your soul, already decorated by God with noble orna-
ments, could drink in this universal power and authority” (31-32).%4

Galileo further emphasizes here the relationship between Cosimo and
Jupiter developed in the first movement of this argument by means of the
device of emphasizing the role of Jupiter in Cosimo II’s natal horoscope.
Evidently Galileo drew up two horoscopes for Cosimo II: He drew the
extant one, the one that is described in the text here and was published
by Righini, on the back of one of his drawings of the mountains on our
moon.* Furthermore, Galileo here associates Jupiter only with Cosimo 11
personally vis-a-vis his horoscope and not with any sort of Medicean
dynastic imagery.*¢ Indeed, the only mention whatsoever of Cosimo’s il-
lustrious forebears occurs toward the very end of the preface, where the
narrator explicitly states that he will remain silent about them (4, 12-15).

Galileo has thus, in a rhetorically emphatic way, associated Jupiter, and
his own discoveries, with Cosimo’s natal horoscope, and thereby person-
alized the gift for his patron. But then Galileo makes a rather odd rhetor-
ical move, at least to my lights. He almost makes it a throwaway: “But why
do I use probable arguments when I can deduce and demonstrate it from
all but necessary reason?” (32).87 The narrator makes this transition with
his most prominent intrusion into the text as well—with three instances:
a first-person personal pronoun (ego) and two first-person singular verbal
forms (utor, queam); he also expresses it, once again, as a rhetorical ques-
tion. But what is even more odd than the throwaway nature of the astro-
logical crux is what he throws it away for. We might expect, indeed as we
find in Kepler, that Galileo would turn from a conjectural astrological ar-
gument to a certain astronomical argument of some sort. This relationship
between astrology and astronomy concerning their relative certainty had
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been central to their disciplinary configuration already from the time of
Ptolemy.®® Further, the certitude of mathematics in general, including
mathematical astronomy, was a central concern of sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century mathematicians and figured prominently in their justifica-
tions for the epistemological superiority of their discipline in relation to
the less certain but more powerful discipline of natural philosophy.®’

Contrary to this expectation, however, Galileo presents his necessary
argument in providential, existential terms: for example, that it was evi-
dently by divine inspiration that Galileo became Cosimo’s tutor and that
it was under Cosimo’s auspices that Galileo made his astronomical dis-
coveries.”® Even though the particulars of this existential argument are not
of central concern to us, the rhetorical structure of Galileo’s presentation
of this astrological motif and then his abrupt turning away from it for a
more certain form of demonstration certainly is of paramount interest in
our attempt to ascertain Galileo’s use of his dedicatory predecessors.

Kepler

Let us now turn to Kepler’s preface. Kepler, unlike Galileo, immediately
provides a great deal of information toward setting the dramatic stage of
his dedicatory letter: “Most August Emperor. In order that there be hap-
piness and prosperity for the most serene Name of Your Holy Imperial
Majesty and for the entire House of Austria, I am now finally, at long last,
exhibiting for public view a most Noble Captive, who has long since been
captured by me in a difficult and laborious war waged under Your Maj-
esty’s auspices” (30).°! In this first sentence, Kepler establishes his most
important structures and themes: (1) his privileged reader, the dedicatee,
the Most August Emperor, Rudolf I, whom he had just named above
in the formal address. Then, in rapid succession, he presents (32) the
narrator, Kepler’s dramatic personality for the purposes of this dedicatory
letter, (3°) exhibiting (4) a noble captive, not yet defined,?* (2) who is to
be publicly viewed, that is, by a much broader audience in addition to
the emperor.

As we saw, Galileo, in contrast, did not focus on the narrator nor on the
dedicatee until well into his preface. Likewise, he did not mention the gift
itself, except in the most allusive way, until rather far along in the preface.
Kepler, on the other hand, although neither specific nor full of information,
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at least points to his gift (albeit under cover) as a noble captive; he, too,
holds off fully revealing the nature of the captive for quite a while as he art-
fully builds up quite a good measure of rhetorical anticipation in the reader,
spinning metaphor after playful metaphor on a martial theme. In retrospect
we will be able to see that Kepler also dropped many hints as to where he
was going.

I would also like to note the explicitly public nature of Kepler’s exhibi-
tion of the gift. He develops this theme further just below, and in a way that
relates directly to Galileo’s model of public commemorations of the names
and deeds of great men:** “The renown (celebritas) of this spectacle could
not be greater than if I were to write a panegyric upon this most distin-
guished captive, and proclaim it publicly” (30).*> Here our narrator dis-
cusses both composing and publicly proclaiming® an epideictic oration in
praise of the captive to publicize the spectacle®” in the most effective way
possible. To be sure, although Kepler is not here making a contrast be-
tween different types of commemorations, that is, between material and
literary, he certainly is valuing a type of literary commemoration very
highly indeed: panegyric oratory.”®

Kepler then turns to the second section of his preface, where he treats
another type of literary composition, historiography, in quite a clever and
rhetorically powerful way. Historiography, like panegyric, is also deeply
concerned with commemorating both the names and deeds of great
men. It is worthwhile to look at these passages in some depth: They de-
velop the military theme further, and, more importantly, in a way that
would appeal directly both to the emperor’s current grave concerns and
to the deeper patterns of his mentality; their rhetorical presentation also
is quite striking.

Kepler as narrator now makes a segue to the historians’ treatment: “I
therefore leave it to the writers of history books to describe the greatness
of our Stranger, which he acquired in the art of war” (30).> He follows this
introduction with two more-detailed passages, each of which begins with
dicant and proceeds, in oratio obliqua, with hunc esse . . . , where hunc
refers to the noble captive. Dicant is, of course, in the subjunctive mood
and indicates what the historians would say in Kepler’s hypothetical situ-
ation. At the end of the two small historiographical paragraphs, the nar-
rator then returns the spotlight to himself and thus to the primary level in
the narrative.
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Let us now hear what these historians would say about the greatness of
Kepler’s stranger:

They would certainly say that it is he through whom all armies conquer, all mil-
itary leaders triumph, and all kings rule, without whose aid no one ever honorably
took a single captive. Let them now feast their eyes with looking at him, captured
through my martial effort (meo Marte captum).

Those who admire Roman greatness would say that he is the begetter of the
Kings Romulus and Remus, the preserver of the City, protector of the Citizens,
Supporter of the Empire, by whose favor the Romans discovered military disci-
pline, improved and perfected it, and subjugated the orb of the world. Let them
therefore give thanks at his being confined and at his being acquired as a happy
omen for the House of Austria.!® (30-31)

This captive is, then, he through whom (bunc per quem) all armies are
victorious (ommnes exercitus vincant), all leaders in war triumph (omnes
belli duces triumphent) and all kings rule (omnes Reges imperent). In ad-
dition to the fact that these three parallel structures reflect good rhetorical
technique, they also directly address issues of central concern to the his-
torical dedicatee at this particular, increasingly beleaguered moment in his
long reign, which was soon to end.'®! Furthermore, by casting the captive
as the preserver of the City (conservatorem Urbis), protector of the Citi-
zens (protectorem Quiritium), and Supporter of the Empire (Statorem
Imperii), and as he by whose favor the Romans discovered, improved, and
perfected military discipline and conquered the world, Kepler would be
magnifying Rudolf’s interest in this gift to quite an extent. That Rudolf
as Holy Roman Emperor considered himself heir to the Roman emperors
would have further focused his desire in that he would have considered this
gift, fashioned thus, as his own proper inheritance, and one that would be
coming at a particularly propitious time (1608-9) in relation to both ex-
ternal affairs (that ever present menace, the Turk) and internal (the deeply
troubling situation with his brother Matthias).!®> Kepler, as one of Ru-
dolf’s trusted advisers, would have known this very well.'®* As it turned
out, Rudolf was forcibly relieved of his empire in May 1611,'* which
presented its own set of difficult ramifications for Kepler’s career.'*

Furthermore, these military and political concerns would have been di-
rectly connected to another central feature of Rudolf’s psyche: his intense
interest in magic and the other occult sciences, including astrology and
alchemy.'% Indeed, Kepler seems to be shaping his gift to Rudolf as a sort
of magical talisman, which he describes as having been a source of great
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power for the Romans and which would also, therefore, be so for Rudolf
himself. That this power is also deeply astrological might further evoke a
resonance in Kepler’s treatment with one of the most important genres of
medieval prose literature, the mirror of princes, especially its most popu-
lar representative, the pseudo-Aristotelian Secret of Secrets, which had as
its most central secret precisely the use of astrologically charged talismans
to achieve political ends.'®” Rudolf’s curiosity, piqued to such an intensity,
would surely be wondering at this point what precisely Kepler had in
mind; the imperial mathematician knew his patron very well indeed.

After this hypothetical historical brief, the second form of commemora-
tive rhetoric touched upon (along with panegyric), Kepler now turns to his
more familiar domain of professional expertise. Here we meet our crucial
passage. The rhetorical legerdemain here especially, but also throughout
the preface more generally, seems to me worthy in many respects of Ci-
cero’s finest performances.'*® Kepler now makes the transition from the
historical section—and thus from the first, introductory part of the dedi-
catory letter—into the main body of the preface. The narrator intrudes
himself rather strongly into the text at this moment to pull the reader out
of the historians’ rhetorical grasp and, now, back into his own. Ego me are
the first two words: “I, for my part, retreat hence to other ground better
suited to my powers. Nor will I make a stand in that part of my profession
in which strife arises between me and my fellow soldiers” (31).' We can
also see that Kepler continues to develop his military metaphor. We should
also note that even though Kepler explicitly referred to Rudolf Il immedi-
ately at the start of the preface, he has not actually resurfaced overtly since
the first four lines of the first paragraph. Nevertheless, Kepler has certainly
done his best to keep Rudolf’s interest deeply engaged, as we have seen.
He will reappear directly in the text proper, and in a rhetorically pow-
erful manner guaranteed to continue keeping Rudolf’s attention fully
captivated.

So Kepler has moved from a discussion of historians to that of members
of his own profession, which, as he says, is more suited to his own powers.
He then immediately sets up two camps within his own discipline and pro-
ceeds forthwith to present the views of his fellow metaphorical comrades
in arms. We will note that he presents their views in much the same style
as he presented the historians’ views:''° “They, for their part, would
surely rejoice with a different joy: he has been restrained by the bonds of
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Calculation, who, so often escaping their hands and eyes, was accustomed
to deliver vain prophecies of the greatest moment, concerning War, Victory,
Empire, Military Greatness, Civil Authority, Sport, and even the cutting
off or calling forth of Life itself” (31).'"" Here Kepler begins the narrator’s
presentation of the astrologers. He treats here again certain of the themes
and the language of the passage on the historians: the prognostications are
made de Bello, de Victoria, de Imperio, de Dignitate militari. Moreover, in
the opening moment of our crucial passage, Kepler uses exactly the same
verb in exactly the same form—gratulentur (8,3)—to introduce the horo-
scope passage, just as he did to end the historical (7,30), thus further ty-
ing the two sections together.

The second movement presents us with our crucial passage: “Let them
congratulate Your Majesty that the lord of Your geniture has been brought
under control and even made to be friendly, for by their account Mars rules
Scorpio, which has the Heart of Heaven [i.e., the midheaven]; in Capri-
corn, which is rising, he is exalted; in Cancer, into which the moon has en-
tered, he customarily plays the triangular game with knucklebones;!!? in
Leo, where the Sun plays host, he is recognized as being one of the family;
and finally, he is the ruler of Aries, beneath whose power Germany is sup-
posed to be, over which he rules in complete harmony with Your Holy
Imperial Majesty” (31)."*? In this discussion of Rudolf’s nativity Kepler
finally identifies the noble captive for the first time."'* But what is even
more important for our purposes is the way that Kepler, even if not in the
narrator’s own voice,'"’ associates Mars with Rudolf’s nativity. Indeed,
he has personalized his gift to Rudolf by the device of discussing certain
features of Rudolf’s horoscope!'® in a way that is strikingly similar to, but
by no means identical with, the way that Galileo will also do so a scant six
months later. This is not the only similarity, however, as we shall see just
below.

But before we examine these other important similarities, we should
first look more closely at the details of the different ways that Kepler and
Galileo related their respective planetary gifts to their respective patrons.
How, particularly, does Kepler relate his gift of Mars to Rudolf’s nativity?
He says that the (hypothetical) astrologers will congratulate him (Rudolf)
that the lord of his geniture has been returned into his power (brought un-
der control) and even made friendly.!'” Determining the lord of the geni-
ture, that is, the planet that “rules” the horoscope overall, and thus the
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native himself, is one of the most important procedures used in interpret-
ing a horoscope. The procedure itself is based on a series of simple calcu-
lations meant to determine the overall strengths and weaknesses (dignities
and debilities) of each planet. These strengths and weaknesses are mea-
sured, based essentially on where each planet falls in a chart—what sign
and house it is in and also what angular relationship it bears with its
fellow planets—and also, as in Kepler’s treatment of Rudolf’s chart, on
which planet rules the sign of the ascendent and the midheaven. The planet
that acquires the largest relative score is thus determined the lord of the
geniture, the ruling planet of the nativity overall.!'®

Indeed, Kepler’s treatment of Rudolf’s horoscope centers completely on
his establishing the fact that Mars—his gift, after all—is indeed also the
lord of Rudolf’s geniture. He works to establish this important fact by enu-
merating five positive features that Mars has in Rudolf’s chart: (1) Mars
rules Scorpio, which is in the midheaven;'"® (2) Mars is exalted in Capri-
corn, which is Rudolf’s rising sign;'2° (3) Mars, which rules Scorpio, is thus
in a trine (120°) relationship to Rudolf’s Moon, which is in Cancer;'?! (4)
Mars, which also rules Aries,'?? a fire sign, is in a familial relationship with
the Sun, which rules Leo, another fire sign, that is, they are both members
of the fiery triplicity, along with Sagittarius.'?? Finally (5) Mars rules Aries,
and Aries is the sign that rules Germany; thus both Rudolf and Aries co-
rule Germany together in harmony.'>* I must note at this point one very
conspicuous absence from Kepler’s presentation of some of the details of
Rudolf’s horoscope: He has somehow neglected to mention one minor de-
tail, that is, where the planet Mars actually is in Rudolf’s nativity! True
enough, his first two points are indeed strong indicators for the influence
of Mars as lord of Rudolf’s geniture, but his failure to mention where
Mars actually was points rather strongly toward a rhetorical cover-up. But
Kepler is not interested in presenting a complete and accurate picture of
Rudolf’s nativity, warts and all. He has a well-conceived rhetorical strat-
egy in which Mars plays a leading role in both his own researches and in
their presentation to Rudolf; both then interconnect in this rhetorically
conditioned representation of Rudolf’s nativity.

Galileo uses a rather different approach, and here, perhaps, we might
catch him red-handed in the act of astrologico-literary variatio. Galileo
had better luck than Kepler, since the astrological details of his patron’s
geniture corresponded precisely with his rhetorical intentions. Jupiter was
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perfectly placed in Cosimo’s horoscope for Galileo’s purposes: in the mid-
heaven.'?’ Galileo points to only this one significant feature of Cosimo’s
nativity—and with a bright rhetorical spotlight—which he then describes
with colorful rhetorical adornment as pouring forth his benevolent in-
fluences on Cosimo’s tender newborn body (tenerum corpusculum) at the
same time as God provided Cosimo’s soul.!2¢

Nevertheless, even though Kepler and Galileo constructed their astro-
logical devices rather differently, the similarities—that they both person-
alized their epoch-making planetary gifts to their respective patrons by
means of a rhetorically conditioned astrological device that related their
respective gifts to important features of their patrons’ respective nativi-
ties—are far more significant than the comparatively minor rhetorico-
astrological variatio.

With respect to Rudolf’s nativity, once again, we should also note that
it is precisely in this passage that Rudolf also reappears explicitly in the
text for the first time since the opening paragraph. What then is the nar-
rative structure into which Kepler has so effectively led us? The narrator
does not narrate this astrological passage in his own voice, the emphatic ego
me notwithstanding. It is i//i—the astrologers—who would rejoice (in the
subjunctive, gaudeant) and who would congratulate (gratulentur) Rudolf
for realizing these specific features of his birth chart.

The narrator then leads us back from where he had taken us, back, that
is, to his own primary narrative voice: “Let them be occupied in this part
of the triumph; I do not mind. I shall give them no cause for quarreling on
such a festive day: let this impertinence pass as a soldiers’ joke. I myself
shall occupy myself with Astronomy, and, riding in the triumphal chariot,
will display the remaining glory of our captive, which is known particu-
larly to me, and every aspect of the war, as it was waged and completed”
(31).'?” Having thus presented their views, he then distances himself from
his hypothetical copractitioners: “Let the astrologers have that part of the
triumph.” In this way, Kepler skillfully moves the rhetorical structure of the
narrative forward from the different ways that the captive could be praised
(i.e., by historians and astrologers) to the particular way that Kepler will
in fact do so. At the same time, Kepler also thickens the play on the mili-
tary theme'?® by describing himself and his professional fellow soldiers as
all participating in a triumph. Triumphs, which were central to Roman
military pageantry in both the Republic and the Empire, were hardly only
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of antiquarian interest by Rudolf’s time. Indeed, triumphs a I"antique had
become central to early modern ceremonial displays of power, especially
since the time of the Emperor Charles V, as Roy Strong has brought out so
vividly.'?®

After this brief transitional aside, however, Kepler turns to his main
point: Ipse ad Astronomiam vertar, curruque triumphali invectus (8,13).
Kepler now portrays himself playfully as the Triumphator himself, but
with the important courtier’s caveat, as he emphasized before—but not
now—that he waged the war under Rudolf’s patronal auspices (7,8-9). He
will now reveal the rest of his captive’s glory, which is known especially to
him. Kepler here sets up the same type of special relationship between
Rudolf and his noble captive as did Galileo with Cosimo II and Jupiter’s
stars, that of a privileged mediator.

Indeed, Kepler then immediately invokes the aeternus mundi huius
architectus, communisque Siderum Hominumque Pater Jova (8,16-17),
much like Galileo’s invocation of the Syderum Opifex (3,18), but we shall
not follow him any further in his splendid rhetorical performance. Let us
rather look in detail at what he has just done and compare it with Galileo’s
strikingly similar use of the very same literary device and examine also his
use of a very similar structural presentation.

Kepler turns from astrology to astronomy, but not without first associ-
ating his noble captive, his scholarly gift, with the details of Rudolf’s na-
tivity, exactly as Galileo does with Cosimo I’s. At the same time, however,
he distances himself from this very same astrological approach by the nar-
rative technique of having the narrator not describe the astrological sit-
uation in propria persona, but rather by having him present it “as the
astrologers would say,” using the subjunctive mood. No one should be
deceived by what Kepler does here. He employs a very effective rhetorical
device, praeteritio, to create an effect much like the one whereby the ora-
tor says that he is not going to do something, and in the process of saying
that he is not going to do it actually does what he said he was not going to
do: in this case, provide an astrological interpretation that would link
the noble captive, Mars, to the emperor’s nativity.'*® Cicero often made
this sort of move in his courtroom oratory.

In addition to this rhetorical and narratological distancing, Kepler also
moves away from the astrological association of his gift with Rudolf II in
a structure that is exactly parallel to the way in which Galileo makes the
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same kind of transition. They both personalize their gifts for their patrons
by means of their patrons’ horoscopes; then they both turn away from this
device to pursue rhetorical strategies that they both consider more power-
ful. Kepler turns from astrology to astronomy, which is where he will play
his role in the triumph; but he also graciously permits the astrologers their
place, however less exalted. Galileo, on the other hand—and here, I think,
we can catch him once again in the act of literary variatio—makes the
same structural move as Kepler, also distancing himself from the astrolog-
ical argument, which Galileo characterized as a conjectural type of argu-
ment, by moving to a necessary argument, albeit of a very different stripe
than Keplers. Galileo’s move, then, is similar in structure to Kepler’s, not
only in the movement away from astrology per se, but also in the move-
ment away from a conjectural art (as astrology is) to a necessary or certain
art (as mathematical astronomy is). But Galileo’ necessary argument in
the preface decidedly does not proceed from mathematico-astronomical
bases, even though the content of the work overall is solidly based on ob-
servational astronomy. His argument proceeds from more circumstantial
and existential considerations, specifically, that God had established him
as Cosimo’s tutor, on the one hand, and, on the other, that he had discov-
ered the satellites of Jupiter very soon after Cosimo became grand duke,
thus establishing the certainty—rhetorical, at any rate—of his argument.
This would be Galileo’s literary transformation (variatio) of Kepler’s con-
tent and structure, if T am correct in the overall thrust of my argument, that
is, that Galileo did indeed borrow and adapt this material from Kepler’s
Astronomia Nova. In fine, the similarity in content and structure of
Galileo’s use of an astrological device to link his astronomical gift to
Cosimo Il is so strikingly similar to Kepler’s that it is hard to believe that
this was a historical accident.

Chronological Considerations

If we now consider the chronological circumstances of the composition
and publication of these two works, we will find that they definitely allow
for the historical possibility of my argument. Certain circumstances push
this possibility further into the realm of plausibility. The internal evidence
from the dedicatory letters themselves provides further weight. Whatever
the historical situation actually was, however, it is striking that both
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Galileo and Kepler used extraordinarily similar astrological motifs in pre-
senting their works to their respective absolute princes.

It is difficult to find precise information on the publication and imme-
diate reception of Astronomia Nova'' beyond the well-known fact that
Kepler had still not received it back from the printer by 1 September 1609,
even though it had apparently reached the Frankfurt book fair by that
point.'?2 Evidently there were difficulties both in the publication and the
distribution, with Kepler ultimately selling the stock of the small print run
to the printer himself.'>* There is, however, some interesting evidence in
Kepler’s letters (both to and from him) that provides very helpful, precise
information concerning the earliest reception of Astronomia Nova. We
shall find this very useful indeed for our purposes.

Our first bit of evidence overall, and our terminus post quem, is Kepler’s
letter to Thomas Harriot (September 1, 1609), where we find that the
book is for sale at the Frankfurt book fair, but that Kepler does not yet
have a copy. It appeared in the catalogue for the Fall book fair.'3*

In a letter of September 25, 1609, from the rector, chancellor and doc-
tors of the University of Tubingen, Kepler’s beloved alma mater, we get our
first evidence for the actual reception of Astronomia Nova. They wrote a
very friendly letter about having received the book that day in which they
confirm that they immediately dispatched a remittance of the five-ducat
price.!3s

Our second piece of evidence for the reception and our first evidence for
an actual reader comes from a letter of December 3, 1609, from Nicholas
Vicke to Kepler."*¢ He found part of the Astronomia Nowva difficult to un-
derstand, so he made a somewhat detailed query to Kepler, the details of
which do not concern us.

Martin Horky’s letter of January 12, 1610, provides our third piece of
unambiguous'?” evidence for the reception of Astronomia Nova, although
it appears unlikely that he actually read it. Horky wrote from Bologna,
where, after much travel, he was currently staying with Giovanni Antonio
Magini. While there, he was able to see a copy,'*® most likely the same copy
about which Magini wrote three days later.

Our last and most important piece of evidence, for both reception and
reading, comes from Magini himself, also from Bologna, dated January
15, 1610.* The volume he saw was brought to Bologna from Venice for
a nobleman by a Bolognese bookseller. Magini examined it quickly, dur-
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ing the one day that he had access to it. He also discusses a problem he
found in the Astronomia Nova, the details of which, once again, do not
concern us. But having solid evidence that Magini, professor of mathe-
matics at Bologna, had access to the Astronomia Nova, in Bologna, by
January 15, 1610, certainly does concern us, as we shall see in some detail
below.

Galileo’s side of the historical equation, on the other hand, is much bet-
ter known.'*® During the composition and publication of the Sidereus
Nuncius, Galileo was living and working in Padua, where he had been a
professor of mathematics at the university for almost twenty years (from
1592). We have good evidence that Galileo turned his new, improved tele-
scope' from a military'#? to an astronomical purpose sometime in the au-
tumn of 1609.'** He first paid most attention to the irregular surface of
our moon;'# soon after, on January 7, 1610, with a telescope that magni-
fied thirty times, he discovered the satellites of Jupiter: “By 15 January at
the latest he had the solution . . . : Jupiter had four moons!”'* By January
30, he had composed Sidereus Nuncius and gone to Venice to have it pub-
lished.'#¢ It was only “after February 13,” however, that he fashioned the
satellites of Jupiter into Medicean stars. Sidereus Nuncius was published
in early March 1610. The last observation was dated March 2.'%” The ded-
icatory letter was dated March 12, 1610. On the next day he sent an un-
bound copy to the Tuscan court with a letter. Finally, on March 19 he sent
off a properly bound copy in company with the very telescope he had used
to make his epoch-making discoveries.!*

The only external evidence I know of for Galileo’s having access to As-
tronomia Nova is circumstantial; it is not, however, insignificant.'®
Padua, where Galileo had lived and worked for almost twenty years, was,
of course, the main university for the Venetian Republic, with the city of
Venice itself one of the major centers of book production and trade.'*® Fur-
ther, considering that Kepler was probably the most famous mathe-
matician/astronomer in all of Europe at that time,"! it would be highly
probable that Galileo would have had at least some access to Kepler’s
work. We know that Galileo had known of Kepler’s work since at least
1597, when Kepler sent him a copy of Mysterium Cosmographicum, to
the substance of which Galileo apparently never replied.'? Galileo un-
doubtedly knew about Astronomia Nova by late April 1610, upon receiv-
ing Kepler’s reply to the Sidereus Nuncius.'>> One piece of possibly useful
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positive evidence (although by itself not very strong) comes from Galileo’s
letter to Giuliano de Medici, Florentine resident ambassador at Prague,'>
dated October 1, 1610. Galileo requests that Giuliano procure for him
two of Kepler’s works mentioned in Kepler’s personal letter to Galileo,
dated April 19, 1610, just before the Dissertatio cum nuncio sidereo was
published: the De stella nova (1606) and the Optica (1604),'° to which
he stated he did not then have access.!’® We can reasonably infer that
Galileo did not also ask in the same letter for the Astronomia Nova be-
cause he already had access to it by then (October 1610); on the basis of
this evidence we cannot speculate soundly any further. Perhaps he had ac-
cess to it much earlier—that is, at some time after September 1, 1609—
and perhaps not. Favaro notes that Galileo did indeed possess a copy of
Astronomia Nova at some point, but he provides no indication as to when
Galileo had it, or if he annotated it.'5”

But if Magini—professor of mathematics at the University of Bolo-
gna—had access to Astronomia Nova by January 15, 1610, in Bologna,
it seems to me even more likely that Galileo—professor of mathemat-
ics at the University of Padua—would also have had access to it at that
time in Venice, especially since the Bologna copy had itself been brought
there from Venice. Likewise, Galileo would almost certainly have known
of Astronomia Nova earlier from its advertisement in the general cata-
logue of the fall 1609 Frankfurt book fair,'*® where it had been for sale
since at least September 1, 1609. We know, further, that Galileo was
keenly interested in Kepler’s response to his own Sidereus Nuncius. In this
light, it seems rather likely that Galileo, during the prior six months,
would have had some rather intense interest in Kepler’s most recent work,
which promised nothing less than a new astronomy.

The combined weight of this admittedly circumstantial evidence makes
it highly likely that Galileo both knew about and had access to Astrono-
mia Nova at the time he wrote his dedicatory letter to the Sidereus Nun-
cius. Indeed, the internal evidence from the dedicatory letters themselves
seems to be the strongest evidence that Galileo did have access to, and ac-
tually read, Astronomia Nova between September 1, 1609, and March 12,
1610. But perhaps this motif of associating an astronomical discovery, or
something else for that matter, with a dedicatee’s horoscope was common
in early modern dedicatory letters.'s® Kepler mentions astrology in several
of his pre-1609 prefaces,'® but there is no mention whatsoever of a pa-
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tron’s horoscope, besides the De stella nova of 1606, which I discussed
above. At any rate, the De stella nova, apparently, could not have been a
model for Galileo’s Sidereus Nuncius because as late as October 1610, as
we saw, he claims that he did not yet have access to it in Padua or Venice.
Tycho also discusses astrology in some of his prefaces, but again with no
reference to a patron’s horoscope.

Indeed, it might even be more striking to find out, especially in lieu of any
examples to the contrary, that Galileo had in fact #ot had access to the As-
tronomia Nova before the composition and publication of Sidereus Nun-
cius; that somehow he and Kepler both came up with an extraordinarily
similar astrological device employing distinctive structural similarities and
yet in complete and utter ignorance of each other’s work. This would be very
striking indeed, however unlikely, and points to the need to investigate fur-
ther the dedicatory letters of early modern writings, scientific and otherwise.
Be the precise details of the actual historical situation as they may, we are left
with the singular fact that these two epoch-making works in the history of
astronomy used prominent astrological devices of essentially similar content
and structure in the dedicatory letters to their princely patrons.
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62. “A monument more durable than bronze,/Rising above the regal pyra-
mids, / have I erected, which no rain nor wind, / Nor centuries unnumbered, could
destroy, / Nor all the flights of seasons.”

63. “In Coelum itaque migrans, clarissimorum Syderum notis, sempiternis illis or-
bibus eorum nomina consignavit, qui ob egregia, ac prope divina facinora digni
habiti sunt, qui una cum Astris aevo sempiterno fruerentur” (2,24-27).

64. 2,6-7.

65. “Quam ob rem non prius lovis, Martis, Mercurii, Herculis, caeterorumque
heroum, quorum nominibus Stellae appellantur, fama obscurabitur, quam ipso-
rum Syderum splendor extinguatur” (2,27-29).

66. For a rich historical discussion of euhemerism, see Jean Seznec, The Survival
of the Pagan Gods: The Mythological Tradition and Its Place in Renaissance Hu-
manism and Art, trans. B. F. Sessions (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1961).

67. “Hoc autem humanae sagacitatis inventum cum primis nobile, ac mirandum
multorum iam saeculorum intervallo exolevit, priscis heroibus lucidas illas sedes
occupantibus, ac suo quasi iure tenentibus: in quorum coetum frustra pietas Au-
gusti Tulium Caesarem coaptare conata est: nam cum Stellam suo tempore exor-
tam, ex iis, quas Graeci Cometas, nostri Crinitas vocant, Iulium Sydus nuncupari
voluisset, brevi illa evanescens, tantae cupiditatis spem delusit” (2,30-3,5; Van
Helden’s parentheses in translation).

68. Tycho Brahe, Opera omnia, v. V, 5-10.

69. “Ad  Augustissimum Imperato-/rem  Rudolphum Secundum/Tychonis
Brahe/Praefatio” (5,1-4). Ad + accusative is equivalent in construction to using the

dative case for an address; this is Tycho’s substantively insignificant variatio. Sty-
listically, however, it might have raised a few eyebrows.

70. inquam at 5,8 and invenio at 6,1.
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71. 5,19-22: “Hinc sunt illae columnae, quas losephus Iudaicarum rerum scrip-
tor refert, Adae Nepotes in Syria extruxisse, iisque sua inventa memoriae causa ad
Posteros inscripsisse. Huc pertinent Aegyptiorum et aliarum gentium altissimae et
sumptuosissimae Pyramides|.]”

72. “Tuaeque insuper Caes. Majestatis memoria et fama, quod haec tam excel-
lentia, et in rebus Mundanis ferme praecipua, conservare, tueri, et promovere non
degravetur, ad omnem Posteritatem, quoad Sol et Sidera durabunt, eo illustrior ful-
geat et perduret” (9,30-34; my translation).

73. Antonio Favaro, “La Libreria di Galileo Galilei,” Bullettino di Bibliografia e
Storia delle Scienze Matematiche e Fisiche, 19 (1886): 219-93, notes that Galileo
had a copy at some point, but with no further details (no. 168).

74. “Atqui longe veriora ac feliciora, Princeps Serenissime, Celsitudini tuae
possumus augurari; nam vix dum in terris immortalia animi tui decora fulgere
coeperunt, cum in Coelis lucida Sydera sese offerunt, quae tanquam linguae
praestantissimas virtutes tuas in omne tempus loquantur ac celebrent” (3,5-10).

75. We will recall that the preface overall is motivated in the opening sentence by
a discussion of the kinds of memorials for the deeds of men excellent in virtus: “ex-
cellentium virtute virorum” (2,6).

76. Biagioli, Galileo Courtier, 128.

77. “En igitur quattuor Sydera tuo inclyto nomine reservata, neque illa de gre-
gario, ac minus insigni inerrantium numero, sed ex illustri vagantium ordine, quae
quidem disparibus inter se motibus circum Iovis Stellam caeterarum nobilissimam,
tanquam germana eius progenies, cursus suos, orbesque conficiunt celeritate
mirabili interea dum unanimi concordia circa mundi centrum, circa Solem nempe
ipsum, omnia simul duodecimo quoque anno magnas convolutiones absolvunt”
(3,10-17).

78. “Ut autem inclito Celsitudinis tuae nomini prae caeteris novos hosce Planetas
destinarem, ipsemet Syderum Opifex perspicuis argumentis me admonere visus
est” (3,17-19).

79. Galileo uses a similar manner of speaking in his letters of January 30, 1610,
and February 13, 1610, (quoted in Galileo, Sidereus Nuncius, 17-18). He also
refers to his power as discoverer to name them. There are quite a few thematic sim-
ilarities with the dedicatory letter, especially in the letter of February 13, but de-
cidedly not with respect to the astrological device.

80. Biagioli, Galileo Courtier, 129.

81. “Etenim quemadmodum hae stellae tamquam Iove digna proles nunquam ab
illius latere, nisi exiguo intervallo discedunt; ita quis ignorat clementiam, animi
mansuetudinem, morum suavitatem, regii sanguinis splendorem in actionibus
maiestatem, authoritatis, et Imperii in alios amplitudinem, quae quidem omnia in
tua Celsitudine sibi domicilium ac sedem collocarunt, quis inquam ignorat haec
omnia ex benignissimo Iovis Astro, secundum Deum omnium bonorum fontem,
emanare?” (3,19-26).

82. “Nunc ad demonstrativum genus causae transeamus. Quoniam haec causa di-
viditur in laudem et vituperationem. . . .” Rhetorica ad Herennium, trans. (with
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copious annotations) Harry Caplan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press [The
Loeb Classical Library], 1954), I1I,vi,10 (172). The author discusses epideictic at
172-85.

83. Jupiter inquam here picks up the quis inquam ignorat of two lines before, ty-
ing this passage to the previous rhetorical question (and especially its second move-
ment) and at the same time moving the stream of thought into the next emphatic,
highly charged passage.

84. “Iuppiter, luppiter inquam, a primo Celsitudinis tuae ortu turbidos Horizon-
tis vapores iam transgressus mediumque coeli cardinem occupans, Orientalem-
que angulum sua Regia illustrans, foelicissimum partum ex sublimi illo trono
prospexit, omnemque splendorem, atque amplitudinem suam in purissimum
aerem profudit, ut universam illam vim, ac potestatem tenerum corpusculum una
cum animo nobilioribus ornamentis iam a Deo decorato, primo spiritu hauriret”
(3,26-33).

85. G. Righini, “L’oroscopo Galileiano di Cosimo II de’Medici,” Annali (1976):
29-36. Pantin corrects his account on several points of detail (Galileo, Le Messager
Celeste, n. 22, 53-54). I discuss this further below.

86. See note 7.

87. “Verum quid ego probabilibus utor argumentationibus, cum id necessaria
propemodum ratione ac demonstrare queam?” (3,33-35).

88. Tetrabiblos 1,1. This is an important—and understudied—issue that requires
further treatment.

89. See Paolo Mancosu, Philosophy of Mathematics and Mathematical Practice
in the Seventeenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), esp.
10-33.

90. 3,35tf.

91. T use Donahue’s translation, sometimes with minor, sometimes with major
modifications. The Latin text is from Kepler, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 3:
“AUGUSTISSIME IMPERATOR, Quod S Cs Mt* Ve [Sacrae Caesareae Maies-
tatis Vestrae], totiusque adeo Domus Austriacae serenissimo Nomini foelix faus-
tumque sit, imperiis M V& tandem aliquando publice spectandum exhibeo
Captivum Nobilissimum, jam pridem auspiciis M V2 bello difficili et laborioso
a me acquisitum” (7,5-9).

92. I present them here in what seems a more natural order of exposition. The
numbering refers to the actual order in the sentence: (2) publice spectandum (3)
exhibeo (4) Captivum Nobilissimum.

93. It will turn out to be Kepler’s “gift” to Rudolf once it has been fully rhetori-
cally conditioned and personalized.

94. Tshould note that Kepler also emphasized Rudolf and his house’s name in the
first sentence.

95. “Huius vero spectaculi non major poterit esse celebritas, quam si panegyricum
captivo praestantissimo scribam publicaque voce pronunciem” (7,19-20).

96. Donahue rather overtranslates publica voce pronunciem as “shout it out
loudly and publicly”
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97. spectaculum here picks up publice spectandum in the first sentence.

98. On panegyrics, see E J. Stopp, The Emblems of the Altdorf Academy: Medals
and Medal Orations, 1577-1626 (London: Modern Humanities Research Associ-
ation, 1974). For an earlier period, see also Sabine MacCormack, Art and Cere-
mony in Late Antiquity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1981).

99. “Itaque relinquo scriptoribus historiarum explicandam Hospitis nostri mag-
nitudinem, re bellica comparatam” (7,19-20).

100. “Dicant illi sane, hunc esse, per quem omnes exercitus vincant, omnes belli
duces triumphent, omnes Reges imperent; sine cuius ope nemo unquam quenquam
captivum cum laude abduxerit. Hunc jam meo Marte captum spectando, suos illi
oculos exsatient.

“Dicant Romanae magnitudinis admiratores, hunc esse satorem Regum Romuli
et Remi, conservatorem Urbis, protectorem Quiritium, Statorem Imperii: quo pro-
pitio Romani militarem disciplinam invenerint, auxerint, perfecerint, Orbemque
Terrarum subjugaverint. Hunc igitur circumscriptum, Domuique Austriacae
foelici omine nunc acquisitum gratulentur” (7,21-30; Donahue’s capitalizations,
which follow the typography of Caspar’s text).

101. For RudolfII overall, see R. J. W. Evans, Rudolf II and His World: A Study in
Intellectual History, 1576-1612, corrected ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984).

102. See Barbara Bauer, “Die Rolle des Hofastrologen und Hofmathematicus als
furstlicher Berater,” in A. Buck, ed., Hofischer Humanismus (Wienheim: VCH,
1989), 93-117 at 105ff.; Evans, Rudolf 11 and His World, index s. v. “Turks” and
“Matthias, H.R.E. 1612-1619” and Max Caspar, Kepler, trans. and ed. C. Doris
Hellman, with new introduction and references by Owen Gingerich (New York:
Dover, 1993), 186-89, 203-4.

103. See esp. Bauer, “Die Rolle des Hofastrologen,” particularly 102ff.
104. Caspar, Kepler, 203.

105. Caspar, Kepler, 18688, 204ff. This could be another reason why Kepler was
so full of praise for Galileo in the Dissertatio cum nuncio sidereo (1610), where
Kepler seems to have been seeking Giuliano de Medici’s patronage. Notwith-
standing the difficult political situation at the time, it should also be noted that
there is an important difference between Kepler’s and Galileo’s overall patronage
strategies: Galileo was trying to move up in the world by his particular patron-
grabbing strategy; Kepler, on the other hand, already had his top position as im-
perial mathematician, even though this position was becoming increasingly
precarious.

106. Evans, Rudolf II and His World, esp. chaps. 6 and 7: “Rudolf and the Oc-
cult Arts” (196-242), and “Prague Mannerism and the Magic Universe” (243-74);
see also Bauer, “Die Rolle des Hofastrologen,” 102ff.

107. See W. E Ryan and Charles B. Schmitt, eds., Pseudo-Aristotle, The Secret of
Secrets: Sources and Influences (London: Warburg Institute, 1982), with its exten-
sive bibliography.

108. For a penetrating evaluation of Kepler as a humanist, see Grafton, “Hu-
manism and Science,” 178-203.
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109. “Ego me hinc ad alia recipio, quae sunt viribus meis accommodatiora.
Neque tamen in ea professionis meae parte pedem figam, in qua mihi simultas in-
tercedit cum commilitonibus” (7,31-33).

110. The narrator began his presentation of the historians thus: Dicant illi sane,
etc. He now begins to present the astrologers thus: Illi sane gaudium aliud licet
gaudeant.

111. “Illi sane gaudium aliud licet gaudeant: constrictum vinculis Calculi, qui
toties ipsorum manus et oculos effugiens, irrita solitus est reddere vaticinia max-
imi momenti: quippe de Bello, de Victoria, de Imperio, de Dignitate militari, de
Magisterio, de Lusu, de ipsa denique Vita abscindenda vel proroganda” (7,
34-8,3).

112. The translator acknowledges ad loc. (n. 1) that he could not find information
on the “astragalis lusum trigonicum.”

113. “Illi M¢ Ve gratulentur de Domino Geniturae in potestatem redacto, imo
vero conciliato; quippe illis testibus Mars Scorpioni dominatur, qui cor Coeli ha-
bet; in Capricorno exaltatur, qui oritur; in Cancro, in quem Luna ingressus est,
ludere solet astragalis lusum trigonicum; in Leone, quo Sol utitur hospitio, famil-
iariter notus est; Ille denique et Arietis est dominus, cui subesse creditur Germa-
nia, planeque concurrens cum S* C* Mt V* habet imperium” (8,3-10).

114. Actually the first time directly: Kepler mentions Mars furtively at 7,24 when
he notes that the captive was meo Marte captum.

115. As1discuss more fully below.

116. Kepler also discusses Rudolf’s nativity in the dedicatory letter, also to
Rudolf, of De stella nova (1606). Although the basic idea is similar—associating
something with Rudolf’s nativity—it is executed rather differently. The treatment
in De stella nova is in the most general terms, whereas, in Astronomia Nova, Kep-
ler treats Rudolf’s horoscope in some detail: “Nullum umquam coeleste Thema
Genethliacum tam pulchre adumbrare creditum est cujusquam hominis fortunam,
quam ad S. C. Majest. V** gravissimarum occupationum successus, studiorum As-
tronomicorum cursus et fortuna sese accommodavit hactenus” (1,152,3-6). Kep-
ler then proceeds to correlate the phenomena in the heavens with the events of
Rudolf’s public life, but without discussing the details of his nativity. This preface
is quite interesting in itself and worthy of further study.

117. “Illi M# Ve gratulentur de Domino Geniturae in potestatem redacto, imo
vero conciliato” (8,3-4).

118. See J. C. Eade, The Forgotten Sky: A Guide to Astrology in English Litera-
ture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). For a simplified method of arriving at the
“lord of the geniture,” see 88—89; for the details of how to calculate dignities and
debilities, see 59-88.

119. “Mars Scorpioni dominatur, qui cor Coeli habet” (8,5).

120. “in Capricorno exaltatur, qui oritur” (8,5-6).

121. “in Cancro, in quem Luna ingressa est, ludere solet astragalis lusum trigo-
nicum” (8,6-7). The lusum trigonicum refers to the trine relationship. Kepler
seems to be stretching here: He is not saying that Mars in Rudolf’s chart is actually
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in Scorpio and thus trines Rudolf’s Moon in Cancer; rather, that Rudolf’s Moon,
by virtue of being in Cancer, trines Rudolf’s midheaven in Scorpio, and since Mars
rules Scorpio, Mars gets some extra points thereby. This appears to be a rhetorical
bending of the rules.

122. Each of the planets, except the Sun and Moon, rule two signs each: Mars
rules Aries and Scorpio.

123. “in Leone, quo Sol utitur hospitio, familiariter notus est” (8,7-8). Kepler is
stretching here again, trying to associate Mars with the other of the two luminar-
ies, but here he stretches even further, because he is not even talking (apparently)
about the placement of the Sun in Rudolf’s horoscope, but rather about the ruler-
ship of the Sun in general; nor is he talking about either the placement of Mars or
the location of Aries in Rudolf’s horoscope, but just about the fact that Mars rules
Aries in general. Mars apparently gets these extra points in Rudolf’s chart as a
fringe benefit of his having Scorpio in the midheaven, which Mars co-rules. We
should probably refer this rather creative “dignity” accounting to Kepler’s rhetor-
ical license. No wonder he distances himself from the practice of such astrologers.

124. “Ille denique et Arietis est dominus, cui subesse creditur Germania, planeque
concurrens cum S C* Mt V= habet imperium” (8,8-10). The study of astrologi-
cal rulership of geographical regions goes back to antiquity. Ptolemy treats this
topic in book 2 of the Tetrabiblos. Franz Boll discusses this in some depth;
“Studien iiber Claudius Ptolemius. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Griechischen
Philosophie und Astrologie,” Jahrbuch fiir Klassische Philologie, Supplementband
21: 51-243.

125. Atleast this was the case in the second horoscope that Galileo cast. One won-
ders what he found the first time.

126. “Juppiter, Juppiter inquam, a primo Celsitudinis tuae ortu turbidos Hori-
zontis vapores iam transgressus mediumque coeli cardinem occupans, Orien-
talemque angulum sua Regia illustrans, foelicissimum partum ex sublimi illo trono
prospexit, omnemque splendorem, atque amplitudinem suam in purissimum
aerem profudit, ut universam illam vim, ac potestatem tenerum corpusculum una
cum animo nobilioribus ornamentis iam a Deo decorato, primo spiritu hauriret”
(3,26-33). One of the compromises with astrological doctrine in the Middle Ages
was that astrological influences could affect the body but not the soul; for a recent
orientation, see Laura A. Smoller, History, Prophecy, and the Stars: The Christian
Astrology of Pierre d’Ailly, 1350-1420 (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1994), 29-32.

127. “Hanc igitur triumphi partem illi licet occupent; nullam ipsis tam festo die
rixandi causam exhibebo: transeat haec licentia inter jocos militares. Ipse ad As-
tronomiam vertar, curruque triumphali invectus, reliquam captivi nostri gloriam,
mihi peculiariter notam, omnesque adeo belli gesti confectique rationes ex-
plicabo” (8,11-15).

128. The entire preface can be considered a iocus militaris, which is indeed how
Kepler himself describes it in the preface to his Dissertatio cum nuncio sidereo (IV,
286, 19-23), esp. 21-22: “Lusus enim seu iocus militaris, quo sum usus in opere
illo publico (sc. Astronomia Nova)[.]”
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129. Strong, Splendor at Court, 25-37, with many illustrations. Furthermore, it is
worth noting the dynamic nature of Kepler’s preface, with all its movement and
celebration, which is in stark contrast to Galileo’s much more static preface. In-
deed, Kepler’s preface seems to be almost a literary rendering of the magnificent
illustrations of recent imperial triumphal processions, but with Kepler as Tri-
umphator instead of Rudolf.

130. Perhaps Kepler distanced himself also because astrologically speaking, as he
would have well known, the case for Mars really being the lord of Rudolf’s geni-
ture is questionable at best, as our analysis indicated.

131. For the publication history, see Friedrich Seck, “Johannes Kepler und der
Buchdruck: Zur dufleren Entstehungsgeschichte seiner Werke,” Archiv fiir
Geschichte des Buchwesens, 11 (1970): 610-728, esp. 643-48; and Caspar, Kep-
ler, 139-42, 177, 187 and 194, which is essentially a minor expansion of his
treatment in Bibliographia Kepleriana. Wilbur Applebaum, “Keplerian Astron-
omy after Kepler: Researches and Problems,” History of Science, 34 (1996): 451-
504 at 456ff., is quite helpful on the reception in general, although not for our
particular questions; see also Massimo Bucciantini, “Dopo il Sidereus Nuncius:
Il Copernicanesimo in Italia tra Galileo e Keplero,” Nuncius, 9 (1994): 15-35,
also for a slightly later period of the reception, i.e., after the publication of Si-
dereus Nuncius.

132. In Kepler’s letter (no. 536) to Thomas Harriot, dated September 1, 1609 (in
Gesammelte Werke, 16:251,11. 49-51): “Quaeris de studiis meis. Commentaria de
Marte titulo Astronomiae novae aitiologetou, seu Physicae coelestis, prostant jam
Francofurti. Exempla nondum habeo.”

133. This last information comes from Kepler’s letter to Magini of February 1,
1610 (letter 551, in Gesammelte werke, 16:279, 11. 33-35): “At quia strenue me es-
urire patitur, coactus sum vendere typographo, sine exceptione. Pro tribus tamen
florenis hic Pragae habere possum unum.” Caspar tells of the publication problems,
especially Tengnagel’s obstructions and Rudolf’s inconsistent financing, in Kepler,
139-42.

134. Seck, “Johannes Kepler und der Buchdruck,” 645: “Am I. September hat Kep-
ler seine Exemplare noch nicht bekommen; das Buch ist aber zu dieser Zeit schon
in Frankfurt kauflich und erscheint im Kataloge der Herbstmesse. Es war demnach
im Juli oder August 1609 ausgedruckt.”

135. Letter 540 (in Gesammelte werke, 16:254-55): “Es hat unns diser tagen der
Ehrwiirdig unnd hochgelert Herr Matthias Hafenreffer, der h