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Introduction

In the closing years of the twelfth century, a circle of scholars from
southern France addressed an epistle with a series of queries—I will
refer to it below as Queries—to Maimonides in Egypt, requesting his
advice on some troubling issues related to astrology. Queries is ad-
dressed to Maimonides as the supreme halakhic authority of the time.
Together with Maimonides’ answer it belongs to the well-established
literary genre of responsa (Se’elot u-tesuvot). The point of departure of
Queries is astrological ideas that had been developed by Jewish as-
trologers and thinkers. The authors of Queries are surprisingly well-
informed about astrology, particularly about the doctrines of nativities
and interrogations, although they also say they are not competent in it.
They refer to “the scholars of our country, who have already followed
the path of this science” and express alarm about its social con-
sequences: “For some of us are overcome by melancholy as a result of
thinking about the questions that we have raised in the present letter.
May our Master give his response to everything, omitting nothing.”
Maimonides’ answer, the famous Letter on Astrology, is an im-
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portant Maimonidean text." It has been edited and translated into many
European languages, from the sixteenth century onward. Scholars drew
on it to understand Maimonides’ views on astrology and other philo-
sophical and scientific topics.? Surprisingly, however, the Letter has
been studied in almost total neglect of the Queries that triggered it.”
Queries has been published only once, by Alexander Marx in 1926,
and has not been studied at all. My purpose here is to fill this lacuna and
redress the balance by an examination of Queries. This text must be
studied independently of Maimonides” reply, because it was composed
without any knowledge of Maimonides’ opinions about astrology.’ I
present a new scientific edition of the Hebrew text, accompanied by the
first translation into a European language, as well as a study of the
historical context of Queries and of its sources. This study thus has
several purposes:

(1) Although Marx’s editio princeps is excellent, I wanted to es-
tablish a new scientific edition of the Hebrew text based on a re-ex-
amination of the only extant manuscript. I was able to correct the text
on the basis of my identification of various sources quoted or para-
phrased by authors of Queries. Also, a comparison of the Hebrew text
transmitted by the manuscript with another source (already used by
Marx), namely, the responsum of Rabbi Sherira and Rabbi Hai (sce
below, p. 132) occasionally led me to different results. Lastly, I believe I
identified scribal errors overlooked by Marx; in some cases, the ensuing
corrections significantly change the meaning.

(2) The Hebrew text is accompanied by an English translation to
make Queries accessible to those who do not read Hebrew.

(3) Annotations to the translation seek to clarify major issues, ex-
plain astrological concepts and terms, identify sources, and explain the
message the authors wished to convey to the addressee.

My most important finding is that the authors of Queries in-
corporated verbatim quotations and paraphrases of passages from
several astrological treatises by Abraham Ibn Ezra (ca. 1089-ca. 1167)
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Professor Herbert A. Davidson has recently expressed doubts about the authenticity
of the Letter or parts of it. See H. A. Davidson, “The Authenticity of Works At-
tributed to Maimonides,” pp. 111-133 in Me’ab She‘arim, Studies in Medieval Jewish
Spiritual Life in Memory of Isidore Twersky, ed. E. Fleischer, G. Blidstein, C. Hor-
owitz, and B. Septimus (Jerusalem, 2001). By contrast, Maimonides” authorship of the
Letter on Astrology has been vigorously defended by I. Shailat, The Letters and Essays
of Moses Maimonides (Jerusalem, 1995), 2:474-477, esp. p. 476 n. 6.

For a bibliographical account, see: 1.Y. Dienstag, “’Iggeret ha-Rambam le-hakmei
Sarfat ha-deromit “al *istagninut, bibliografiyah Sel hosa’ot, tirgumim u-mehqarim,”
Kiryat Sefer 61 (1986/7):147-158. For some modern references to Maimonides® Lezter
on Astrology, see: S. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews (New York,
1958), 8:180; R. Barkai, “L’astrologie juive médiévale: Aspects théoriques et
pratiques,” Moyen Age 93 (1987):323-348; Y. T. Langermann, “Maimonides” Repu-
diation of Astrology,” Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991):123-158; G. Freudenthal,
“Maimonides’ Stance on Astrology in Context: Cosmology, Physics, Medicine, and
Providence,” pp. 77-90 in Moses Maimonides, Physician, Scientist, and Philosopher, ed.
F. Rosner and S. Kottek (London, 1993); J. Kreisel, “Maimonides’ Opinion of As-
trology,” XI World Congress of Jewish Studies Proceedings (Heb.) 2:3 (1994):25-32; D.
Schwartz, Astral Magic in Medieval Jewish Thought (Heb.) (Ramat Gan, 1999), pp.
92-1105 S. Sela, “The Fuzzy Borders between Astronomy and Astrology as Reflected
in the Thought and Work of Three Twelfth-Century Jewish Intellectuals,” Aleph 1
(2001):59-100; M. Gémez Aranda, Sefarad cientifica. Ibn Ezra, Maimdnides y Zacuto
(Madrid, 2003), p. 95.

See, e.g., R. Lerner, “Maimonides” Letter on Astrology,” History of Religions 8
(1968):143-158; idem, Maimonides’ Empire of Light, Popular Enlightenment in an Age
of Belief (Chicago, 2000), pp. 56-64. See also the brief reference in N. Roth, Medieval
Jewish Civilization, An Encyclopedia (New York, 2003), s.v. “Astrology and Al-
chemy,” pp. 595-596.

A. Marx, “The Correspondence between the Rabbis of Southern France and Maimo-
nides about Astrology,” Hebrew Union College Annual 3 (1926):312-358. This pub-
lication also included the first scientific edition of Maimonides’ Letter on Astrology.

Shailat (Letters 2, pp. 474-475) believes that Queries was written as a response to
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and that the questions addressed to Maimonides are based on them.®
The annotations document these borrowings from Ibn Ezra, identified
in manuscripts of his astrological works. It is well known that Mai-
monides nowhere explicitly refers to Ibn Ezra’s writings,” although the
latter’s reputation as a biblical commentator was quickly established.®
Hence Queries and the Letter on Astrology constitute a sort of indirect
dialogue between Abraham Ibn Ezra and Maimonides, the two tow-
ering scholars of the twelfth century.’

Queries also emerges as a valuable text for studying the impact of
astrology on Jewish communities in southern France in the second half
of the twelfth century, under the sign of the works by Abraham Bar
Hiyya and Abraham Ibn Ezra and prior to the influence of the rejection
of astrology expressed by Maimonides in the Lezter and other writings.

Last but not least, we will see that the text of Queries is composed
of two parts, written at the same time but quite distinct (for reasons that
will be made clear later). In addition, although the writers refer to
themselves as a homogeneous group, more than one voice may be
discerned in the epistle.

The Scientific Edition of the Hebrew Text

The only extant manuscript of the Hebrew text of Queries is New
York, Jewish Theological Seminary of America, Mic 2384, fols. 33a—
42a."° My edition is based on the microfilm at the Institute for Mi-
crofilmed Hebrew Manuscripts of the Jewish National and University
Library in Jerusalem (F. 28587). Variant readings appear below the
Hebrew text and indicate three categories of corrections: (a) those based
on a comparison with the responsum by Rabbi Sherira and Rabbi Hai,
in Harkavy’s edition (see below, §2, n. 5); (b) those based on a com-
parison with other sources of Queries (notably Abraham Ibn Ezra’s
works); (c) those I deemed necessary for various reasons. I have added
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certain sections of Maimonides” Mishneh Torah that deal with astrology. But Mai-
monides himself, in his letter of response, clearly supposes that his correspondents
were not familiar with the Mishneh Torah; the present study indeed demonstrates that
the Provencal scholars were responding to quite different texts.

This possibility was raised by A. Marx (“Correspondence,” p. 315 n. 10), but he did
not base this idea on a comparison between the text of Queries and any specific part of
Ibn Ezra’s astrological works.

There seems to be only one reference by Maimonides to Abraham Ibn Ezra, in a letter
to Samuel Ibn Tibbon about a Provengal scholar, whom he calls R. Meir, the “dear
scholar,” and describes as a student of R. Abraham ben David of Posquieres and of R.
Abraham Ibn Ezra (Shailat, Lerters 2, p. 530; cf. Marx, “Correspondence,” p. 327:
2py? M YK wATpwInAW S 29 DTAR M ¥R Y 1w qpe 0onm Rn M nYyR xaws”
Y"1 RIMY 1AR 0K 1 Syry 57t 2. The ethical will in which Maimonides supposedly
admits that had he seen the “secrets” alluded to by Ibn Ezra in his commentary on the
Pentateuch and in his books before he wrote his Code and the Guide of the Perplexed,
he would have recommended them to his son, has been recognized by modern
scholarship as a later forgery. See I. Twersky, “Did R. Abraham Ibn Ezra Influence
Maimonides?” (Heb.), pp. 21-48 in Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra: Studies in the Writings
of a Twelfth-Century Jewish Polymath, ed. 1. Twersky and J.M. Harris (Cambridge,
Massachusetts and London, 1993), esp. pp. 22-23; Davidson, “Authenticity,” p. 113,
esp. n. 8; Shailat, Letters 2, pp. 697-698.

R. Judah Ibn Mosconi, in his supercommentary *Even ha-‘ezer (1362-1370), claims
that only nine years passed between the time Ibn Ezra wrote his commentary on the
Pentateuch and the composition of one of the supercommentaries. See U. Simon,
“Interpreting the Interpreter, Supercommentaries on Ibn Ezra’s Commentaries,” pp.
86-128 in Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra, ed. Twersky and Harris, esp. p. 94.

For Ibn Ezra’s purported influence on Maimonides, see I. Twersky, “The Guide of the
Perplexed, tr. Shlomo Pines (Review),” Speculum 41 (1966):555-558, esp. p. 558;
Twersky, “Influence,” pp. 21-48.

For a description of the manuscript, see Marx, “Correspondence,” p. 338.
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punctuation and paragraph breaks (in most cases I kept Marx’s para- "' For the English translation, I used The Holy Scriptures. The English Text Revised and
graph divisions and numbering). Biblical and talmudic sources are given Edited by H. Fisch (Jerusalem, 1977).

as notes to the English translation only,"" together with a few brief

explanatory comments. The folios of the manuscript (x33 through x42)

and the page numbers of Marx’s edition (343 through 349) appear on

the right of the Hebrew text. The bracketed and bold numbers in the

Hebrew and English texts refer to the annotations that follow the texts.
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English Translation

1 Formerly in Israel, [1] when a man set out on a journey he would
say: Come, let us go to the seer.' He will teach us his ways and we will
walk in his paths,” so we may know how to sustain the weary” and
separate the chaff from the wheat.* Now ages of troubled time have
passed;’ iniquities have mounted® and the garners of wisdom are in
ruins,” the terraces have fallen,® and wisdom was left a wandering exile,’
with none to guide her,'® until the Lord sent a redeemer'' who makes
known the paths of righteousness.'> He built a tower' of intelligence
and understanding with no limit to the store.'* Then wisdom emerged
and donned royal vestments and embroidered garments. For God had
mercy on her and allowed her to conceive'” as a sign and a vision;'® she
bore a cherished son'” who will augment and enhance the Torah.'®
Pele” Yo“es °El- szbor >Avi “Ad Sar Salom is his name."” Leadership is
upon his shoulders,”® righteousness the girdle of his waist, and faith-
fulness the girdle of his loins.*' He opened the chambers of the Torah
to enlighten our eyes®* and gave it ears.”> He set up its towers>* and
raised her palaces.”” There the weary are at rest’® and find a place of
repose.”” In that goodly mountain region and the Lebanon,?® where the
Tree of the Knowledge is.*” Its branches grew long.’® It was fair in its
size, in the length of its branches.”’ The waters nourished it, the deep
made it grow tall.’* There lies the poorest of the flock™ that is driven
out and limps.>* For this is the place of repose.”® But all speech is
awkward and language heavy®® to adequately extol and express ap-
preciation of the majestic glory>” of our teacher, Moses, the dis-
tinguished scholar, the son of the great rabbi, our Rabbi Maimon, may

"1 Sam. 9:9. ?Tsa.2:3. 7 Isa.50:4. *Jer.23:28. > Dan.9:25. °DPs.65:4. 7 Joel
1:17. % Ezek. 38:20. 7 Isa. 49:21. '°Isa.51:18. '!Isa. 19:20. !2Ps.23:3. '3 Isa.
5:2. ' Nahum 2:10. ' Ruth 4:13.  '©Tsa.22:1. " Jer. 31:19. '8 Isa. 42:21. ' Isa.
9:5. °71sa. 9:5. 2! Tsa. 11:5. 22 Ezra 9:8. 2 Prov. 20:12.  %* Isa. 23:13.
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the memory of the righteous be a blessing. His praises are unlimited
and the armies of his virtues are without number.®® His books are
encircled by sapphire.”® They are his messengers, they are his jewels.
God has sent him to preserve life,*® to make a barren and desolate land
sprout and blossom with the showers of his wisdom and the early rain
of his righteousness. May God in his mercy grant him a long life and

fulfill his wishes. [2]

2 Now, our Rabbi, our Master, our Gaon, the beacon of Israel that
spreads light throughout the Diaspora, we your servants who dwell in
the tents*' of Edom* have come from a faraway country to obtain
sustenance™ from your treasury of wisdom and draw water from your
fount** of erudition. It occurred to a number of our group to inquire of
our Master about what was said by our Rabbis, may their memory be a
blessing, namely, “There is no mazzal [3] for Isracl.”* [4] We have
come upon the following responsum by [the Geonim] Rabbi Sherira
and Rabbi Hai [5]: “The astrologers who gaze at the stars*® [6] are of
two types. [7] Some of them attribute everything to the stars [mazzal],
saying that even a man’s movements and even his inner thoughts de-
pend on the stars. [8] From there the influence of the stars descends
here and things happen here according to what transpires there. All
earthly affairs are like a wax planchet waiting to be stamped. The
heavenly constellations [mazzalot] are like a seal that is prepared and
stamps its own image upon the coin without addition or diminution.
These [astrologers] do not acknowledge the Holy one, blessed be He,

[9] and have nothing to do with our concerns. A second type [of as-

25 Ps. 48:14.  2°Job 3:17. %7 Isa. 34:14. % Deut. 3:25.  ?° Gen. 2:9. ° Ezek.

31:5. 3! Ezek.31:7. 32 Ezek.31:4. % Zech.11:7. * Micah4:6. >° Isa.28:12. 3¢ Ezek.
3:5-6. % Esth.1:4. % Job25:3. ° Lam.4:7. *° Gen.45:5. *' Gen.9:27. *? Thatis, in
the Christian countries.  ** Gen. 42:7 et passim.  ** Tsa. 12:3.  ** B Shabbat 156a. * Isa.
47:13.
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trologers] says that man, by means of his wisdom, [10] can do things
that are not predetermined by the stars and that man can, by means of
his knowledge, overcome what has been predetermined by the star.
And those [who belong to the second type] are divided into two further
types. There are those who presume things to be dependent on the
human soul and say that the human soul and spirit are of a higher rank,
that their substance [11] and principle are above the stars and zodiacal
constellations, and that owing to its [the soul’s] power, man can alter
things that have been predetermined by the star. But others [the second
type] presume that things are dependent on Almighty God, and they
say that God created in man the ability to change what has been pre-
determined by the star. For both the first and the second [subtype],
when the star provokes fever at a certain time, [those who presume
things to be dependent upon the human soul] say that man can drink
cold beverages in order to cool himself; [12] whereas those [who pre-
sume that things are dependent] upon the Holy One, blessed be He,
[say that] when it suits Him [He ordains] deliverance, and [when it suits
Him He ordains] that he be rebuffed he is rebuffed [i.e., succumbs].”

3 This is what we found in the responsum of the Geonim of blessed
memory, which we mentioned to our Rabbi and quoted verbatim. And
there are those who speak wisely®” about this matter and maintain that
the sayings of the Geonim, their memory for a blessing, refer only to a
person who is ordained to be ill with fever at a certain time because of
the configuration of the stars of his nativity and that such a person can
protect himself beforehand by drinking cold beverages so as to cool
down and balance the temperament of his body. [13] [14] But a person
who has been doomed to death on a certain day because of the con-
figuration of the stars of his nativity [15] will not be helped by any
preventive measure.

*” For this translation, see below, §3 n. 38.
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4  This is something that our intellect cannot tolerate nor our mind
accept. For in their view the decrees of the stars [16] and of the zodiacal
constellations [mazzalot] are as one of the natural processes that obtain
in the world since the day when God created man;*® nothing can be
added or subtracted.*” In our humble opinion and limited under-
standing, a person who maintains that position deters people from
believing in the Torah and slams the door before those who put their
faith in prayers. For [if this were the case,] everyone would understand
that the order established with the creation cannot possibly be altered
for his sake so that he might escape the decrees of the configurations of
the stars and of the zodiacal constellations. He would liken them [the
prayers] in his thought to what [our Rabbis], their memory for a
blessing, said: “This is a futile prayer.”>° [17]

5  Indeed, because of our sins the current generations do not deserve
that God change the natural order of the world for them. If they are
controlled by the stars and their aspects, [18] wilt Thou work wonders
for the dead®' and resurrect them? We do not refer to people®® whose
physical nature is feeble from the day of their birth and whose natural
makeup does not allow them to live many years. We refer only to death
[19] ordained upon the human body by the judgments of the stars, [20]
although its makeup is strong and healthy; but the stars indicate an
unnatural death for him, or death itself,”>® or other terrible occurrences,
things that he does not deserve except as the consequence of a [divine]
cause or crime, but not because of the feebleness of his corporal tem-
perament, which was set on the day he was formed.

* Deut. 4:32.  *° Eccles. 3:14.  *° B Bava Mesia® 42a, Berakot 54a et passim. > Ps.
88:11. °? Eccles. 3:18.  *> B Shabbat 156b.
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6  For that reason the spirit within us constrains us.>* We are baffled
by the difference between the science of the zodiacal signs [mazzalot]
[21] and the other sciences; for whereas in medical science there is great
worldly benefit, this science increases sorrow.”> [22] Moreover, these
scholars [knowledgeable in astrology] destroy the foundations of faith
[23] by positing astrology as an immovable peg. According to their
views, the prayers of certain people are like [those of which] our
Rabbis, their memory for a blessing, said: “This is a futile prayer.”*® For
no man gives charity and prays in order to resurrect the dead, and
according to their opinion some creatures are called dead while still
alive. But life, wealth, and happiness should be sought from God. Even
though our Rabbis, their memory for a blessing, said: “Length of life,
children, and sustenance depend not on merit but on astrological fate
[mazzal],”’” [24] our mind is inadequate to understand their words and
to resolve the difficult issues found in the Talmud. In several places in
the Torah, in the Prophets, and in the Hagiographa, as well as in the
sayings of our Rabbis, their memory for a blessing, we find that merits
are beneficial both in this world and in the world to come. We have
already noted that in their responsum the Geonim Sherira and Hai

concurred with him who said, “there is no mazzal for Israel.”>®

7 Therefore we eagerly inquire of our Rabbi, our Gaon, that he let
us know the truth about all the evil that the astrologers [25] prognos-
ticate for us. Namely, whether they know a time for everything®” and
whether it is possible to protect oneself by [asking the advice of] some
scholar [knowledgeable in astrology]. For it is found in the books of
these scholars [26] that if a configuration of certain stars occurs in such-
and-such a place, such-and-such an event will befall him, but if another
star is involved, a different event will befall [him]. Some of them make

> Job 32:18. °° Eccles. 1:18.  >° B Bava Mesi“a> 42a, Berakot 54a et passim. >’ B Mo“ed
P
Qatan 28a.  °® B Shabbat 156a. *° Eccles. 3:1.
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the [upcoming] harm explicit, but others make explicit [27] neither what
the harm is, nor whence it will come, nor when it will occur.

8  We now proceed to write down some of those details. A man will
die of unnatural sicknesses. He will die at the hands of robbers. He will
be imprisoned. He will die an unnatural death together with many
others. He will suffer from a permanent deformity. His wealth will be
taken from him. He will bring upon himself [a chain of] causes and
bring about his own death. He will be taken prisoner while traveling.
He will be held hostage. Misfortune will befall him in mid-life. His end
will be bad. He will suffer many troubles. He will always be poor. He
will suffer from depression his entire life [and be] full of anxiety and
fear of death. His brother will suffer from a chronic illness. All his
brothers will die during his lifetime. Most of his sons will die [during
his lifetime]. There are other incidents as well, namely the sword, fire,
water, wild beasts, collapsing buildings, falling from a high place, and
other calamities. [28]

9  Concerning all these things we inquire of our Rabbi and our
Master: Can a scholar [well-versed in astrology] know [in advance] the
beginning of all the aforementioned future calamities? Can [knowing]
each decree according to its nature help save a man from his mis-
fortune? And assuming that the astrologers’ opinions are well-founded,
can they discern whether [the future calamities] will come through
human deeds or from Heaven? [29] We also inquire of our Master
about the aforementioned calamities and poverty, depression, anxiety,
and fear of death: Is there any cure for all these misfortunes?

10 It is found in the books of the scholars [well-versed in astrology]
that from the son’s nativity they can know the astrological fate [mazzal]
of the father, that is, his death and the circumstances of his life. Can our
Master tell us whether they can know [also] all the favorable or in-
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auspicious events in the life of the newborn’s brothers, just as they
know the fate of the newborn’s father and [the newborn’s] sons. If a
certain star indicates the fate of the older [brothers], another star [in-
dicates the fate of] the middle [brothers], and yet another star [indicates
the fate of] the younger [brothers], what will the stars [that are in
charge] of the newborn himself indicate? We also ask whether, if they
encounter a certain configuration of stars that ordains that all of the
[newborn’s] brothers will die during his lifetime, or that most of his
sons will die, they can know by what kind of death. Can they pro-
nounce their judgment about the order in which they will die, the oldest
first and the youngest last, when one will die and when the other? If [the
astrologers] pronounce their judgment [30] to the effect that some
chronic disease will befall one of the [newborn’s] brothers, can they
determine the nature of the disease, who will be affected, and when? [31]

11  We also inquire whether what can be known about the [new-
born’s] brothers may be also known about the father’s brothers, since it
is hinted in their books that the third [horoscopic] house indicates [the
fate of] the relatives and in-laws, [32] though they [the books] are not
more explicit. The books of their science also mention the lot of the
father and the lot of the father’s father in the fourth [horoscopic] house.
[33] After that, when they discussed the entire matter of the father in
more detail, they said nothing. [34] Because of this, we ask whether
they can know the entire matter of the father’s father as they know the
matter of the father.
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12 We solicit our Rabbi, our Gaon, the light of our eyes, to inform us
whether, in everything mentioned above, there is utility and succor if a
person asks the advice of some scholar [knowledgeable in astrology],
inasmuch as his astrological fate [mazzal] will be known [to him], so
that we can say whether the prayer of a person who does not know his
astrological fate is in the category [of the supplications about which]
our Rabbis, their memory for a blessing, said, “this is a futile prayer.”*
[35]

13 We have also heard in the name of the astrologers that one who
was born in an inauspicious configuration [of the stars] will benefit
from changing his place of residence. [36] If this is true, will our Master
inform us whether changing your place of residence can save you from
all the calamities decreed by the configuration of the stars of your
nativity. We also ask our Master to inform us whether the distance [of
the change of place] is equal for all the inauspicious nativities , or
whether one nativity requires a greater distance than another nativity.
[37] If this is really true, will our Master inform us what equal distance
should be assigned to all of them.

14 We have also heard of one Muslim philosopher [38] who lived in
our country and said that no astrologer is capable of pronouncing
categorically that such and such an event will occur. This is because the
uppermost orb, [39] like the stars and the zodiacal constellations
[mazzalot], has powers that change their effect on created beings from
one instant to another. And nobody is able to withstand these powers.
Sometimes the powers of the uppermost orb reverse the power of the
stars. This phenomenon cannot be fathomed by any scholar in the
world. Hence no one can make a true assessment in the judgments of
the stars. [40] Nothing is hidden from our Master, and he [surely]

%0 See above, n. 103.
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entirely understands the philosopher’s ideas and knows whether there
is any substance in them.

15 We have also heard that some astrologers pronounce their judg-
ments on the basis of questions [41] posed to them by a man, even
though they have no knowledge of the inquirer’s nativity. [42] Some
astrologers have maintained that the [doctrine of foretelling the future
in response to] questions is of no substance. This is their reasoning:
Everything that occurs to [the bodies of] the lower world is caused by
the movements of the upper bodies, [which affect] created beings ac-
cording to their physical nature. Because man’s soul is superior, he can
protect himself, namely [deliberately] increasing or reducing [what is
caused by the stars]. Therefore the upper bodies do not give an in-
dication about all the questions that men may entertain. But other
scholars asserted that the judgments [based on the doctrine] of [posing]
questions through the stars are as trustworthy as the judgments based
on [the doctrine of] nativities. This is their reasoning: The thoughts of
the mind change in accordance with the change of the physical nature of
the body. Therefore, the power of the soul is altered according to the
variation of the power of the body; and since the stars indicate the
physical nature of the body and how it is altered, we can know the
thoughts and [the answers to] questions. [43]

16 May our Master inform us of his opinion on whether there is
substance in the [astrological] judgments [based on the doctrine of
posing] questions. [Consider the following situation:] Someone made
up his mind and even made it public that he does not wish to [turn to an
astrologer and] ask any question in order to know his astrological fate
[mazzal], be it fortunate or unfortunate. Other people, however, aware
that he does not want to, go ask about him i absentia. Had they been
unaware that this was his decision, they would not have asked about
him. May our Master inform us whether, in the opinion of the scholars
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who endorse the [astrological] judgments [based on the doctrine of
posing] questions, this question is as sound as the other questions. [44]

17 We have also come to inquire of our Rabbi, the light of our eyes,
about another issue: Some scholars foretell the evil that should occur as
a result of the judgments of the stars, but their science is not broad
enough [45] to determine the cause and when the calamity will begin,
neither through judgments [based on the doctrine of posing] questions
nor through judgments [based on the doctrine] of nativities. Perhaps
our Master can instruct us and point out a single rule from which we
can infer a lesson as to when all misfortunes will occur. We await our
Master’s word; perhaps it will help us find shelter in the day of the
Lord’s anger.®!

18 If the matter is so profound that we cannot comprehend it, let our
Master explain it in his learned language. Perhaps the scholars of our
country, who have already followed the path of this science, [46] will be
able to understand and learn. As for us, who write [this epistle] to our
Rabbi, we have neither tried to walk in the path of these sciences nor is
our understanding adequate to encompass what scholars conceive.
Everything we mentioned above we mentioned only on the basis of
what we have heard. Whatever our Master can teach us about every-
thing we have asked, may he explain it to us very clearly.

19 Our Master, we needed to ask your honor about all these issues in
order to straighten our paths, give light to our eyes, and increase our
wisdom. You are legs for the lame;*? you make the blind see; you loosen
the cords of the fool.> May those who err in spirit come to under-

¢ Zeph. 2:3. ©2 Job 29:15.  © Job 38:31. This puns on the word kesil, which in Job refers
to the constellation Orion but also means fool, thus paralleling the “blind” in the previous
clause.
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standing and they that murmur learn a lesson.®* Happy are thy men
who stand before thee and hear your wisdom;*® thou makest them to
drink of the river of thy pleasures,®® and may they dine at your table.®”

20 From the uttermost part of the earth have we heard®® your fame;
all the world declares your prominence. Honor and majesty are your
diadems. Torah and wisdom and modesty are your crowns. Thou art a
seal and a paragon, full of great sciences,”” which your hand has
managed to collect like a nest’® in the treasure house of your intellect;
all of them gather together and come to you. And now, our Rabbi, our
Master, our Gaon, forgo the honor due to yourself and favor us with
your good words of guidance. May the Torah emerge from your
majesty to teach us the right path. Provide us with a single key to all we
have asked, which will open [our minds] and be very useful to remove
certain doubts and still the tumult and perplexity of [our] hearts. We
beg our Rabbi to write his statements and to couch them in terms of
general rules and explicit details, so that we may understand.

21 If we have found favor in your eyes, be so good as to respond [to
our questions] in order’! and leave nothing out. We have written to our
Master about some topics related to the [doctrine of] nativities.”? We
have asked whether there is any benefit [in trying] to save oneself from
them” and from any evil that the astrologers prognosticated.”* We have
also mentioned to our Rabbi: Perhaps he can show us one rule from
which we may learn a way that is useful for all the decrees [of the stars],”
each decree according to its nature.”® We ask our Master to write in a
language befitting his wisdom, and if we do not understand, perhaps the

® Isa. 29:24.  © 2 Chron. 9:7. ® Ps.36:9.  1Kings2:7. °®Isa.24:16. * Ezek.
28:12. 7°Isa.10:14. 7' M Avot5:7. 7% Seeabove, §§7 and 8. 7> That is, from the harm
caused by the stars.  7* Sce above, §9.  7® See above, §§17 and 20.  7° See above, §9.
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scholars of our country will understand and learn.”” We beg our Master
to respond to our questions, clearly and giving the sense,”® so that we
may understand. For we have not tried to walk in the path of this science,
which is remote from us.”” We have also asked our Gaon whether there is
any benefit in changing one’s place of residence®® and we mentioned the
statement of the [Muslim] philosopher.®’ We also inquired about two
approaches related to the judgments [based on the doctrine of posing]
questions.*? And we wrote about the newborn’s brother and sons,*
about the father’s brother, [that is,] whether they can pronounce judg-
ment about their longevity and the future circumstances of their lives,
and also about the newborn’s father and the father’s father.®*

22 We ask our Master, the great Rabbi, the light of our eyes, to look
at all this and respond to all the points of this epistle.®> For your
servants have come from a distant land® to ask your honor about this.
Therefore, forgo your honor and respond to all our questions in
writing, in truth,*” leaving nothing out, so that we will not find it
necessary to ask you again.

23  Some things were already asked of the earlier Geonim of blessed
memory and they answered all the questions posed to them. [We trust
that] you, too, will give us®® [an answer] and reply to our questions,
since the eyes of all Israel are turned to you.? Blessed is he that waiteth
and cometh”™ and receives your precious and enlightening answer. And
this shall be the peace, when [your answer] comse into our land”" and
comes into our possession. Long life to our Master, the great Rabbi
forever, from whom nothing is concealed, who seeks good for his
people and speaks peace to all his seed.”

77 See above, §18. 7% Neh. 8:8. 72 Eccles. 7:23. See above, §18.  *° See above, §13. #' See
above, §14. %2 See above, §15.  *? Sce above, §10.  ® See above, §11. ¥ Esth.

9:26.  %¢Josh.9:9. ¥ Dan.10:21. *¥ Exod.10:225. * 1 Kings 1:20. *° Dan.
12:12. °' Micah 5:4. °* Esth. 10:3.
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24 We have already sent other epistles to our Rabbi but do not know
whether they reached him. [47] In the present epistle there are some
points that were not in the others. And in the other [epistles] there were
some issues that we are not sure our Master would respond to. One of
them concerns a point found in the books of the astrologers. They said:
In a man’s nativity, the location of the Moon at the time of birth is
always the degree of the ascending zodiacal sign at the moment of the
descent of the drop [of semen] into the womb. And the [degree of the]
ascending zodiacal sign at the moment of birth is the place where the
Moon was at the moment of the [descent of] the drop [into the womb].
Therefore, if we know the moment of the [descent of the] drop, we can
know the moment of birth, and if we know the moment of birth we can
know the moment of the [descent of the] drop. Some scholars said that
most fetuses are [carried in the womb] approximately nine months: The
short period [of pregnancy] is 259 [days], the medial [period] is 273
days, and the long [period] is 287 days, but sometimes 266 and
sometimes 280 [days].”” [48] And they expatiated [on the issue] in their
wisdom and gave alternative explanations for each period [of preg-
nancy]. They also wrote long dissertations that we cannot understand.
One scholar made his own contribution [49] and presented two ap-
proaches in the science of the stars; [50] he said that sometimes babies
are born seven days before the [appropriate] period [of pregnancy]. He
extended his wise statements, but such knowledge is too wonderful for
us; too high, we cannot attain unto it.”*

9> All these periods are full weeks: 259 days = 37 weeks, 273 days = 39 weeks, 287 days = 41
weeks, 266 days = 38 weels, and 280 days = 40 weeks.  ** Ps. 139:6.
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25 May Our Master, from whom nothing is hidden, inform us whether
a scholar in the science of observation [51] can choose the moment of
conception—a certain hour, or half hour, or third of an hour, that is free
of all harm, at the beginning of the day or the beginning of the night, that
is, a time that can be reckoned as appropriate to begin any task. Thus, one
could determine that birth occur at a propitious time. This may be very
helpful even if he can select only one specific day in every year for those
living in his generation, for the coming years up to a period of seventy
years, more or less, as far as his lore may go, taking into account the
required reckoning of times that are propitious for the period [of
pregnancy] of the fetus. Indeed, our Rabbi of blessed memory taught us
to guard ourselves against the baneful star at the hour of birth. [52]

26 If our Rabbi sees fit to respond regarding this, please write [it] in a
separate letter, [53] for this matter should be communicated only to the
chaste.”” And if our Rabbi deems fit to answer in this way, may he send
[the letter] from one trustworthy person to another” till it arrives at a
place named Montpellier, which is close to the cities of Narbonne and
Marseilles. And if God agrees to fulfill our wish and we receive a letter
from our Master, then, to attest its truthfulness, let it be addressed and
sealed with the name of Rabbi Jonathan, who is one of the rabbis and
pious men of our country. [54]

27 If there is foolishness in our questions and the conclusion of our

utterances is silliness, and we have burdened you with a verbose style

and expressed ourselves in an inappropriate manner, may our Rabbi in

his mercy forgo his honor. What our Rabbi sees fit to answer, may he

answer all our questions with acceptable words, and words of truth
. . 97 .

written in proper ’ form, to enlighten us and gladden us. May he show

% B Qiddushin 71a et passim.  *® ] Megillah 12b and Genesis Rabbah 1:11.  *” Eccles.
12:10.
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us the path so that we need not be concerned about the experiences of
the astrologers. [55] For some of us are overcome by melancholy as a
result of thinking about the questions that we have raised in the present
letter. May our Master give his response to everything, omitting nothing.

28 And after we take sweet counsel”® of his sweet words”” and hear
the truth from him, we will rely on him in everything and accept [his
statements] as [if they were] the law given to Moses at Sinai.'® His
words will be happiness and hearty rejoicing, and the words of our sage
will be the tonic that preserves the whole world.'®" We wish our Gaon
long life and peace.

29 Our Rabbi should know that a letter has reached our country
about the coming of the Messiah, may he come speedily in our days. It
was said, in your name, that some people from a distant country came
to tell you that a prophet has arisen in Israel and spoken about the
coming of the redeemer, and you informed the community of Fez of
those things in writing. [56] The letter that you sent them has appeared
in our region and the voice of the turtle-dove is heard in our land,'®?
but we do not know whether there is truth to the report. And now,
Our Rabbi, our Gaon, forgo your honor and let us know the gist of the
message, heralding good tidings and announcing peace.'® May our

Teacher, the Master of Peace, be covered with blessings. And in his days
shall Judea be saved and Israel shall dwell safely.'®*

% Ps. 55:15.  ?° Prov. 23:8.  '°° Genesis Rabbah 72:5 et passim.  '°* B Berakot 59a et
passim. ‘% Cant. 2:12. 1'% Tsa.52:7 '™ Jer. 23:6
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Explanatory Notes

§1

[1] Formerly in Israel etc. The opening paragraph consists of a series
of biblical extracts, in conformity with contemporaneous literary
practice in epistles of this type.! In many other parts of the letter, too,
biblical and nonbiblical phrases are used as building blocks with which
the writers convey their message to Maimonides.

[2] Moses, the distinguished scholar etc. An unmistakable feature of
§1 is the great esteem in which Maimonides was held by the writers of
Queries. The same admiring attitude is evident throughout the epistle.”
What accounts for this high opinion? The allusion in §1 to Maimonides’
books as “his messengers” and “his jewels” suggests that the Provengal
scholars were acquainted with all or most of Maimonides” great works.
L. Shailat maintained that they had received the Mishneh Torah, notably
those parts of Avodah Zarah denouncing astrology, before they wrote
their letter.” But this does not seem to be the case. Had they been
familiar with any of Maimonides’ works they would almost certainly
have referred to it explicitly. Moreover, Maimonides himself, in his
reply, assumes that neither his Code nor the Guide of the Perplexed
(not yet translated into Hebrew) has reached them. He even corrects
their statement about his “Letter to Yemen,” which the Provengal
scholars erroneously assumed to be directed to the Jews of Fez, and
informs them of the fate of the false messiah in Yemen.* More in
keeping with the evidence of the sources is Marx’s opinion that “we are
compelled to conclude that it was fame that had reached them by rumor
rather than his writings.””

§2
[3} Mazzal. The term, in the plural, appears in 2 Kings 23:5, where it
seems to refer to the planets other than the Sun and the Moon.® In B
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Shabbat 156a, too, mazzal seems to mean a planet.” Mazzal un-
doubtedly means “planet” in Genesis Rabbah 10:4, and this is how

See S.D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab
World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza (Berkeley, 1988), 5:422.

2 See also §§19, 20, 22 et passim.

In Shailat’s opinion (Letters 2, pp. 474-475), Maimonides’ remark that the Mishneh
Torah had not yet reached the Provengal scholars should be read as a reprimand: why
do you, who have already read the section of my code dealing with ‘avodah zarah in
which I expressed my opinion about astrology, bother me again with questions about
astrology? This, to say the least, is a very forced reading of Maimonides’ letter.

* Marx, “Correspondence,” §3, p. 349; §8, p. 351; §27, pp. 356-357.

Ibid., pp. 325-326. If for “rumor” we read “widespread interchange of commercial and
personal correspondence,” then, in the light of the findings of modern Mediterranean
studies, it is easy to understand how Maimonides’ fame crossed the Mediterranean from
one extreme to the other. See Goitein, A Mediterranean Sociery, 1:11-12, 26, 162, 163.
Notice that in this verse the mazzalot are distinguished from the Sun and the Moon on
the one hand and from the host of heaven, an expression that may indicate the fixed
stars, on the other. For mazzal as a planet, see D. Shapira, “5xw % 5m px: Celestial
Race, The Jews,” Kabbalah 5 (2000):111-127, esp. p. 126.

This talmudic passage mentions “the mazzal of the day” and “the mazzal of the hour”
(myw Sm o1 Sm), which are in all likelihood references to an astrological doctrine of
Chaldean origin that assigns each of the planets to a day of the week and the hours of
the day. See A. Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie grecque (Paris, 1899), pp. 477-486. For
the later application of this doctrine in Arabic astrology, see Al-Birani, The Book of
Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, ed. and trans. R. Ramsay Wright
(London, 1934), pp. 237-238. Notice also that in B Shabbat 156a, Saturn is called
Sabbetai because it is the planet in charge of sabbat, the seventh day in the week. The
discussion goes on to illustrate the general astrological influence of mazzal by pointing
to the specific astrological characteristics of the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon,

and then of Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars. Next, mazzal is ascribed the power to give
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Maimonides understood the term in Guide of the Perplexed 11, 10.%
Elsewhere in the talmudic corpus, however, mazzal has other senses:
human fate as influenced by the stars (B Mo“ed Qatan 28a; see §6); a
star or constellation, such as Kimah (B Rosh Hashanah 11b-12a); etc.’

A scrutiny of the uses of mazzal in the transition from Antiquity to
the Middle Ages suggests that its meaning gradually crystallized into
the twelve zodiacal constellations or signs,'® when used in the plural,
and as one of these twelve, when used in the singular. This process is
already visible in the Babylonian Talmud (Berakot 32b) and in some
midrashim (Genesis Rabbah 100:9). It is evident in the Baraita de-
Semu’el and the Baraita de-Mazzalot and dominant after the twelfth
century, with the creation of a new Hebrew corpus of astronomical and
astrological works.

In Queries, the term mazzal appears 28 times, in the singular and
plural. Given its multivalent sense, I have opted for a contextual
translation strategy. In some cases it has been integrated into terms like
“astrologers” (m%mim m>on) and “astrology” (m%mm nnon), which are
translations of well-known expressions coined by Abraham Ibn Ezra
and borrowed by the Provengal scholars (§§6, 7, 9, 13, 14, 15, 21, 24,
and 27; see below, §7, n. 25). In other cases it is rendered by zodiacal
constellation” (§§2, 4, 6, 7, and 14) or as “astrological fate” or “star”
(§§2, 6, 10, 12, and 16). In the references to B Shabbat 156a I have stuck
with the Hebrew term (§§2 and 6).

[4] There is no mazzal for Israel. This is a quotation from B Shabbat
156a, where we find an astrological discussion between R. Hanina and
R. Johanan (ca. 180—ca. 279). I will summarize the main ideas of this
dialogue, which was well known and implicitly referred to by both the
Provencal scholars and their Jewish astrological sources. R. Hanina
holds that mazzal gives wisdom and wealth (\*wyn 5m niorn 5m). The
all-encompassing power of astrological influence is fittingly illustrated
by the statement that even Israel stands under the sway of mazzal (wn
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5xw 5 ). R. Johanan, the founder of the academy at Tiberias, tersely
retorts that “there is no mazzal for Israel” (5xw % Sm ), that is,
Israel is immune to astrological influence. The question of why and
how this exceptional status could come about remains open; con-
sequently, the remainder of the talmudic discussion develops R.
Johanan’s opinion. The fact that R. Hanina’s opinion is not amplified
reveals the preferences of the talmudic editor.

Two main arguments are presented to support the opinion that
“there is no mazzal for Israel.” The first, put forward by R. Johanan
himself and by R. Judah, invokes the biblical past by adducing three
biblical verses: (a) Jeremiah 10:2, from which the Talmud learns that
while the Gentiles are dismayed by the heavenly constellations, Israel
should not be; (b) Genesis 15:3-5, from which R. Judah concludes that
Abraham could beget Isaac, despite his congenital barrenness, because
he could overcome the control of the stars—proof that Israel is exempt
from astrological influence; (c) Isaiah 41:2, which R. Judah reads as

wisdom and wealth (""wyn Ym oarm Sm): the first is probably a reference to the most
common astrological characteristic of Mercury; the second, to a complex astrological
interplay between several planets. For Mercury’s influence on human wisdom, see
Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos 111, 13 (Loeb edition, ed. and trans. E.E. Robbins [London, 1980],
pp- 359-361). For the planetary influence on material fortune, see Tetrabiblos IV, 2 (ed.
Robbins, pp. 373-377).

See Le Guide des Egarés par Moise Ben Maimoun dit Maimonide, publié pour la
premicre fois dans loriginal arabe par S. Munk, Réimpression photoméchanique de
I’édition 1856-1866 (Osnabriick, 1964), Vol. I, 2:10, Judeo-Arabic section, p. 21a.
For a comprehensive review of the uses of mazzal, see E. Ben-Yehuda, A Complete
Dictionary of Ancient and Modern Hebrew (New York and London, 1960), 4:2282—
2285.

A zodiacal constellation is one of the twelve groups of stars of the zodiac, that is, the
belt centered on the ecliptic. A zodiacal sign is one of the 30° arcs of the ecliptic. Each

of the zodiacal signs corresponds to one of the zodiacal constellations.
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referring to the astronomical phenomenon that led to the change in
Abraham’s astrological destiny: The planet Jupiter, which stood in the
west and portended Abraham’s barrenness, was relocated to the east by
God, thereby shifting Abraham’s astrological fate.

The second argument is advanced through three stories intended to
support R. Johanan’s opinion, although they contain little astrological
material. The two first stories, told by Samuel (second-third centuries)
and R. Aqiba (ca. 50-ca. 135), demonstrate that righteousness and good
deeds can deliver one from a certain death foretold by the astrologers.
The third story, related by R. Nahman b. Isaac, tells how an astrological
prediction that someone would become a thief came true, but only after
he committed a moral lapse (not covering his head so that the fear of
heaven would be on him). The message of all three stories is the same:
Even though “there is no mazzal for Israel,” Jews are not automatically
protected against the decrees of the stars; rather, astrological influence
may be counteracted by good deeds, that is, by conduct that is morally
impeccable according to rabbinic standards.!'

The Provengal scholars were in all likelihood also acquainted with
the opinions of two twelfth-century Hebrew writers on astrology.
Abraham Bar Hiyya (ca. 1065—ca. 1140), active in Catalonia and
probably in Provence, twice expressed his views about the idea that
“there is no mazzal for Israel.” In the introduction to a Jewish and
universal astrological history, which constitutes the fifth chapter of his
Megillat ha-megalleh (The revelator’s scroll), Bar Hiyya recognized the
role played by astrology in the collective fate of the Jewish nation. He
maintained, however, that whereas each of the other nations has a
specific zodiacal constellation and a specific planet that is in charge of
it, the Jewish nation does not.'? In his epistle to Rabbi Judah b. Barzilai
of Barcelona, Bar Hiyya discussed the Talmudic explanation and added
that the pious and the righteous among the Jews are endowed with the
power to abrogate the decrees of the stars—an exclusively Jewish pre-
rogative.'?
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Whenever he dealt with “there is no mazzal for Israel,” Abraham
Ibn Ezra, too, always described the astrological status of Jews as
privileged in comparison with that of other nations or religions. In one
of his biblical commentaries, however, Ibn Ezra belittled the scope of
this special astrological status by conditioning its realization on the
unlikely situation that the entire Jewish nation observes God’s com-
mandments.'* Moreover, Ibn Ezra explained the Jews’ prolonged exile
as the result of a malign conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter, presumably

For discussions of this passage and of astrology in the talmudic period, see: M. Bar-
Ilan, “Astronomy and Astrology among the Jews in Antiquity,” in A. Avery-Peck and
J. Neusner, eds., Supplement I to the Encyclopaedia of Judaism (forthcoming); J.
Charlesworth, “Jewish Interest in Astrology during the Hellenistic and Roman Peri-
od,” Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt, Part 2, Vol. 20 (Berlin, 1987), pp.
926-950, esp. pp. 931-932; A. Altmann, “Astrology,” Encyclopedia Judaica (Jer-
usalem, 1971/72), 3:789-90; Lester J. Ness, Astrology and Judaism in Late Antiquity
(Phd. Diss., Univ. of Miamy, Oxford, Ohio, 1990), pp. 154-156; M. N. Sobel,
“Istagninut,” Encyclopedia Hebraica, vol. 5 (Jerusalem, 1960), 466-468 (Hebrew).
It could not be otherwise, he affirmed, because all the stars and zodiacal constellations
were created for the sake of Israel. Abraham Bar Hiyya, Sefer megilat ha-Megale von
Abrabam bar Chija, published by A. Posnanski with introduction and notes by ]J.
Guttman (Berlin, 1924), p. 115 (hereafter Megillat ha-megalleh).

To Bar Hiyya’s mind, God behaves in different ways, depending on whether He
wishes to annul some astrological threat to the Jewish nation or to the Gentile nations.
Whereas in the latter case God manipulates and annuls the power of the stars that are
responsible for the potential damage, He does not have to do so in the case of the
Jewish nation, since no planet or zodiacal constellation is in charge of it. See Abraham
Bar Hiyya, “Epistle addressed to Rabbi Judah b. Barzilai of Barcelona” (Hebrew), in
Festschnift Adolf Schwarz (Berlin and Vienna, 1917), pp. 23-36, on p. 27.

See the long commentary on Exodus 33:21, in Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the Torah,
ed. A. Weiser (Jerusalem, 1976), 2:218 (Hebrew).
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in the sign of Aquarius.'” Consequently, in a passage of one of his
astrological treatises referring to the astrological status of Christendom,
Judaism, and Islam, Ibn Ezra endorsed the talmudic dictum—as long as
the Jews cling to God and observe His commandments—while in the
same breath expressing no doubt that “Aquarius rules over Israel.”'®

This short account shows that whereas the Talmud adopts a per-
sonal approach, focusing attention on the extent to which individual
Jews are subject to the stars and the extent to which they may avert their
baneful influence, medieval thinkers interpreted the dictum that “there
is no mazzal for Israel” to mean that the nation of Israel is collectively
endowed with a favored astrological status. In Queries, the Provencal
scholars refer only to the talmudic sources and disregard the medieval
ones, although they were acquainted with at least some of them.

[5] We have come upon the following responsum by Rabbi Sherira
and Rabbi Hai. Queries includes only a fragment of the responsum,
which was published in its entirety by A. Harkavy in 1887."” The part
of the responsum omitted includes quotations from B Shabbat 156a and
B Mo‘ed Qatan 28a, the two main Talmudic sources of Queries (§§2
and 6)."® The section included in Queries includes seminal ideas that
were further expanded in Ibn Ezra’s introduction to his Sefer ha-mo-
ladot (see below, §3, n. 13).

[6] The astrologers who gaze at the stars. This compound term,
which Rabbi Sherira and Rabbi Hai used to refer to astrologers,
combines elements deriving from two historical layers. The phrase
“those who gaze at the stars” (0733132 o), is borrowed from Isaiah
47:13; as far as I know, it was not used in the talmudic period to refer to
astrologers. The Geonim’s responsum was probably responsible for its
widespread use in the Middle Ages. Its use is especially noticeable in the
fifth chapter of Abraham Bar Hiyya’s Megillat ha-megalleh."”

Most interesting is the first element, numwyx Sy, literally “the
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practitioners of istagninut, a term taken from the Babylonian Talmud,
in which istagninin and “istagninut appear multiple times. Their most
plausible etymology is the Greek 6 otéyavoc, that is, one that conceals or
one that keeps in secret.”® Istagninin is applied several times in the
Babylonian Talmud to Pharaoh’s magicians, who tried to match Moses’
feats.”! In other context, “istagninut has a clear astrological meaning. In
Shabbat 156b, the amora R. Judah invokes Genesis 15:3-5 to support
R. Johanan opinion that Israel is immune from astrological influence
(see above, §2, n. 4). According to R. Judah, Abraham examined his
istagninut ("Sw nmvyxa nbanoy), that is, he determined his
astrological fate by inspecting the stars, and concluded that he was not

Ibn Ezra expresses this view in several places, including the introduction to Sefer ha-
moladot, in a passage that, as will be show below, was known to the Provencal
scholars. See Sefer ha-moladot, Paris, Bibliotheéque nationale de France, MS héb. 1056
(hereafter Moladot), fol. 46b. On conjunctions of Saturn and Jupiter, see especially K.
Yamamoto and Ch. Burnett, eds. and trans., Abi Ma“shar on Historical Astrology, The
Book of Religions and Dynasties (On the Great Conjunctions), (Leiden, 2000),
1:582-586.

16 Abraham Ibn Ezra, Sefer ha-olam (second version), Rome, Vatican MS Ebr. 477, fol.
88b.

Zichron la-rishonim we-gam la->aharonim, Responsa of the Geonim Rav Sherira and
Rav Hai and Rav Isaac Alfasi, ed. A. Harkavy (Berlin, 1887), pp. 206-207 (hereafter
Responsa).

Ibid., p. 206: “¥p Naw) MWW SR DN K SxWw Y S wn Pwyn Ym omsn Sm mx K A
X5n X9ma K5 xN5Mm KON v 7ava X9 10m XS 121 mm PA X2 KT KA M1 K L(RY

ARV 1p naw) SxwS Ym pRT a7 M kb Yax 1o xwp XY (k7Y 1 p Tvm) ’xnYm
Y Megillat ha-megalleb, pp. 4, 12, 13, 120, 144, 149, 154.
2% Jacob Levy, “Istagninin,” in Worterbuch iiber die Talmudim wund Midraschim
(Darmstadt, 1963), 1:118.

21 See B Berakot 4a, Sanhedrin 101b, Sotah 12a, 13a, 36b.
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destined to beget a child. If Abraham nonetheless fathered Isaac, it was,
in R. Judah’s view, because God ordained that he be freed from his
Yistagninut (15w Mnwyxn xy); that is, Abraham overcame the control
of the stars.”

Maimonides employed both of these terms—“those who gaze at the
stars” and “the astrologers”—in his Letter on Astrology, in all likelihood
as a witty riposte to the Geonim’s earlier use of the same expressions.”

[7]1 Two types. Rabbi Sherira and Rabbi Hai divide astrologers into
two groups, one endorsing a “hard” and the other a “soft” version of
astrology. Their responsum explains the talmudic dictum “there is no
mazzal for Israel” and the aforementioned discussion in B Shabbat
156b (see above, §2, n. 4).** The responsum presents R. Hanina’s hard
version of astrology, according to which “mazzal gives wisdom and
wealth,” as meaning that astrologers of the first group “attribute ev-
erything to the stars.” The responsum construes the view ascribed to
Samuel and R. Agqiva, that astrological influence may be counteracted
by good deeds, as asserting that the second group of astrologers
maintain that “man by means of his wisdom can do things that are not
predetermined by the stars.”

The two Geonim, however, expanded considerably on this basically
dualistic approach, showing that they read the talmudic text in the light
of several key elements of the new Arabo-Hellenistic science. The
Jewish community of Baghdad in the time of Sherira Gaon (d. 1006)
and Hai Gaon (d. 1038) was of considerable size and intellectual ac-
tivity, excelling in astronomy, medicine, and not least in astrology.”> In
the following notes I discuss some of these elements, which became
cardinal elements of the Provencal scholars” epistle.

[8] A man’s movements and even his inner thoughts depend on the
stars. Is the influence of the stars limited to the material composition of

the human body, or does it extend to the spiritual realm as well, de-
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termining a person’s desires and choices? Abraham Ibn Ezra, in the
introduction to his Sefer ha-se’elot, describes the “state of the art” in
Islamic civilization by distinguishing “two great schools of thought.”
The first, represented by “Hermes, Ptolemy, and many of the ancients
with them,” holds “that everything that occurs to the bodies of the
lower world is caused by the movements of the bodies of the upper
world”; the second, represented by Dorotheus of Sidon, the scholars of
India, Persia, and Egypt, and certain astrologers whom the author
considers close to him, takes the view that “since the stars indicate how
the physical nature of the body is altered, we can know thoughts and
questions.””® When describing the hard version of the talmudic sages,
the two Geonim similarly state that its upholders take not only “a
man’s movements” but also “his inner thoughts” to depend on the
stars.

22 The term ’istagninut, with the same meaning of “astrological prognostication,” is also

used in the Babylonian Talmud: Nedarim 32a, Shabbat 156a, Yoma 28b, Bava Batra
16b.

2 Marx, “Correspondence,” pp. 349, 350. For Maimonides’ use of to the term

Yistagnimin, see Sela, “Fuzzy Borders,” pp. 67-80.

Responsa, pp. 206-207.

% 1. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam (Leiden, 1986), pp. 79-84; B.R.
Goldstein, “Astronomy and the Jewish Community in Early Islam,” Aleph 1
(2001):17-57.

See below, §15, n. 43. The Provengal scholars were familiar with the introduction to

24

26

Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-se’elot, as will be shown below. A felicitous though late expression
of these positions may be found in the Guide of the Perplexed, 1, 72. For the Galenic
source of Guide 111, 12, where Maimonides discusses the sources of evil, notably
Galen’s That the Powers of the Soul Follow Upon the Temperament of the Body, see G.
Freudenthal, “Four Implicit Quotations of Philosophical Sources in Maimonides’
Guide of the Perplexed,” Zutot 2 (2002):114-125.
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[9] These [astrologers] do not acknowledge the Holy one, blessed be
He. The reception of astrology in Islamic civilization provoked some
resistance. One of the most effective ways to denigrate astrology was to
depict its followers as freethinkers and unbelievers. This can be ob-
served in public debates on the validity and merits of astrology, in
which leading educated figures of tenth-century Baghdad partici-
pated,”” and in manifestos against astrology written by outstanding
Muslim intellectuals such as Avicenna.”® The statement by the two
Geonim that those who support the hard version include some who
“do not acknowledge the Holy one, blessed be He, and have nothing to
do with our concerns,” echoes such criticism.

[10] Wisdom. The soft version of astrology holds that man can be
delivered from his astrological fate by drawing on “wisdom.” Sub-
sequently, Sherira Gaon and Hai Gaon also refer to the “power” of the
“soul,” whose “substance” (see below, §2, n. 11) is “above the stars and
zodiacal constellations.” By “wisdom” they probably mean the rational
and scientific approach, which is later exemplified by the fact that “man
can drink cold beverages in order to cool himself” (see below, §2, n. 12).
These concepts were probably based on ideas about the soul that were
developed and circulated in the cultural milieu of the Geonim, most
notably by Saadia Gaon (882-942), who uses the term “power” to
qualify the “wise soul” or rational soul in the context of the doctrine of
the tripartite soul.””

[11] Substance. To express the notion that the wise or rational human
soul is a “substance,” the two Geonim used the Arabic philosophic
term jauhar (Am), which is derived from Persian gawhar. Jauhar is the
common Arabic term for the Greek ousia, one of the fundamental terms
of Aristotelian philosophy, and thus a basic and widely used philo-
sophical term.*®
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[12] Man can drink cold beverages in order to cool himself. The
Hippocratic-Galenic theory maintained that health and illness were
determined by the mixture and proportion of the four humors (blood,
phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile) in the body.”" Human health de-
pended on preserving the natural equilibrium of the “temperament,”
that is, the mixture of the four humors. Illness was considered to be a
violation of this equilibrium, i.e., the excess of one of the humors,
possibly due to the influence of a planet. Consequently, the act of
healing involved restoring the “temperament” to its natural equilibrium.

¥ See, for example, the discussion of astrology that took place in Baghdad in the

scholarly circle of Aba Sulayman (c. 912-c. 985), fully reported in Kraemer, Hu-
manism in the Renaissance of Islam, pp. 150-162.

2 A.F. Mehren, “Vues d’Avicenne sur P’astrologie et sur le rapport de la responsabilité

humaine avec le destin,” Le Miiseon 3 (1884):383-403, on pp. 395-396. For Al-Farabt’s

anti-astrological stance, see Thérése-Anne Druart, “Astronomie et astrologie selon

Farabi,” Bulletin de philosophie médiévale 20 (1978):43-47; idem, “Le second traité de

Farabi sur la validité des affirmations basées sur la position del étoiles,” Bulletin de

philosophie médiévale 21 (1979): 47-51.

2% Saadia Gaon, The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, trans. from the Arabic and the He-
brew by Samuel Rosenblatt, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 241-245;
idem, The Book of Theodicy: Translation and Commentary on the Book of Job by
Saadiab ben Joseph al-Fayyami, translated from the Arabic with a philosophic com-
mentary by L. E. Goodman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), pp. 154-155.
Cf. Plato, Timaeus 69a, 69d, 79d; Aristotle, De anima 413a, 413b, 414a, 414b. See also
H.A. Davidson, “Saadia’s List of Theories of the Soul,” pp. 75-94 in Jewish Medieval
and Renaissance Studies, ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge, Mass., 1967).

39 See The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2°¢ ed., vol. 2 (Leiden, 1965), s.v. djawhar (pp. 494-
495).

> For Galen’s physiology, see G.E.R. Lloyd, Greek Science after Aristotle (New York
and London, 1973), pp. 138-141.
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Astrologers, for their part, held that certain planets were in charge of
certain humors; Saturn, for example, was in charge of the black bile and
Mars of yellow bile.>? Since the excessive action of a planet in charge of
one of the humors could modify the equilibrium within the body, man
could counter their action by, for example, cooling a body that had
been unduly heated. The statement by the two Geonim, to the effect
that “when the star provokes fever at a certain time ... man can drink
cold beverages in order to cool himself,” is grounded not only in this
Galenic naturalistic theory but also espouses the therapeutic claims of
the astrologers.

§3

[13] Il with fever ... temperament of his body. This is an almost
verbatim quotation from the introduction to the first version of
Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot (Book of nativities). This is a
treatise concerned with genethlialogical astrology, whose fundamental
tenet is that an individual’s destiny is predetermined by the config-
uration of the stars at the instant of birth. It was composed, as a major
component of Ibn Ezra’s astrological encyclopedia, in 1148, in the city
of Béziers in Provence.”” The passage from which the Provengal
scholars quote runs as follows:

D5M Y1 AT BK D LNROMAT R A TRwIT D NREn AT 0Tm
D132 Y17 1AT2 IR 15 1P 13 INAW NBIPNA TR N1STHIT Nnona
5on "5mm X2 DTMp KIT NWT DR MM NIyt nmibyn 5X nviRn
D152 1913 NTYIN Wwnn T 191 1pY nrpwn anwn on boRn
n120 1% 2207 owit 125 52 owa [uIan 1351 .0A7nIYT 1INYYna nrIRn
2N PIINT D PBD 'R 37V LT7INA pra Yon 1Sivnh mivhy pni i
70T LT 1SV wanwr nmyd 3 mSmm T Showntm Mnw
DN 125w M MWK T3 (T: TR 1Tyw) 551 DInoIpy 21007 TnKw

¥ 1K oy
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Translation: The eighth rule is concerned with the power of the
soul, whose power is wisdom. Consider the case of a scholar in
the science of the zodiacal signs who observes in [the horoscope
of] his anniversary nativity”> that he is bound to come down
with fever at a certain time when Mars enters in the degrees of
the ascending zodiacal sign.”® If he takes precautions before the
illness comes, abstaining from any hot food and drinking
beverages in order to cool his body, then he will maintain a
balance in the temperament of his body when Mars enters the
degree of the ascending zodiacal sign. Likewise, he who trusts
God with all his heart, God—“by Him actions are weighed” (1
Sam. 2:3)—will bring about the proper causes on his behalf to
save him from any harm [prognosticated] in his nativity. Hence
there is no doubt that the righteous person is better protected
against the judgments coming from the stars than the scholar is,
because the scholar’s acuteness of judgment will sometimes be

See, for example, Abit Ma“shar, The Abbreviation of the Introduction to Astrology,
together with the Medieval Latin translation of Adelard of Bath, ed. and trans. Ch.
Burnett, K. Yamamoto, and M. Yano (Leiden, 1994), pp. 61-63; Al-Birani, Art of
Astrology, p. 247.

For Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot and the place of this astrological treatise in his as-
trological encyclopedia, see S. Sela, “Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Scientific Corpus: Basic
Constituents and General Characterization,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 10
(2001):91-149, esp. pp. 123-126.

Moladot, fols. 46b-47a.

This is a horoscope cast on a person’s birthday each year and thought to have special
bearing on the particular human affairs of the current year.

That is, when Mars, in its motion, reaches the point on the ecliptic that rose above the
eastern horizon at the time when the horoscope of the anniversary nativity was cast.

For the ascending zodiacal sign, see below, n. 66.
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faulty, as Scripture says (Isa. 44:25), “and makes diviners mad.”
See how fortunate is he whose heart is wholly with his God.

The Provengal scholars used the quote from Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-
moladot to clarify and expand upon the statement by the two Geonim
that “man can drink cold beverages in order to cool himself.” More-
over, they chose to embed this passage in Queries because they knew
that Ibn Ezra wrote the entire eighth rule from the introduction to Sefer
ha-moladot as a commentary on and expansion of the second part of
the responsum by Rabbi Sherira and Rabbi Hai.”” Indeed, they allude
to this fact in §3, where they wrote that “there are those who speak
wisely about this matter (1372 om>nnn wn)*® and maintain that the
sayings of the Geonim, their memory for a blessing, refer only to a
person. ...” The eighth rule, following in the footsteps of Rabbi Sherira
and Rabbi Hai, propounds that protection from the stars is indeed
attainable and divides this soft version of astrology into two alternative
ways of conduct: One path is to follow a rational and active approach
relying on a scientific methodology; the other derives from a religious
and passive stance and consists in entrusting one’s fate exclusively to
God. Ibn Ezra attributes these alternatives to “a scholar in the science
of the zodiacal signs,” that is, an astrologer, who counteracts the po-
tential harmful physical effects of the stars by applying prophylactic
medical measures, essentially the same that appear in the responsum by
the two Geonim, and to “the righteous person,” the pious believer, who
is saved by God’s intervention from the harm preordained by his
personal horoscope.’”

Let us comment briefly on the passage from Ibn Ezra. He em-
phasizes that the prevention of disease, seen as a particular case of
protection against the hurts of the stars, may be obtained by main-
taining the “temperament” in its natural equilibrium, before it can be
disrupted by the excessive influence of a planet on one of the humors.
Assuming that Mars, for example, causes illness by producing an excess
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of yellow bile (the humor under its sway), and knowing that the two
main natural qualities of Mars are hot and dry, a person can preserve his
health by abstaining from eating hot foods and by drinking suitable
beverages “to cool his body.” The timing, too, is determined by as-
trological considerations. By “he will maintain a balance in the natural
setting of his body when Mars enters the degree of the ascending zo-
diacal sign,” Ibn Ezra means that the neutralizing measures should be
taken just when Mars” harmful influence is about to come into effect—a
time predicted by the horoscope. Although the Provencal scholars’
quotation preserves the essential idea they read in Sefer ha-moladot, it
omits Ibn Ezra’s reference to the astrological considerations of the
timing of the prophylactic measures and reduces Ibn Ezra’s precise

> On the close relationship between the eighth rule in the introduction to Sefer ha-

moladot and the responsum of the two geonim, see S. Sela, Abraham Ibn Ezra and the
Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science (Leiden, 2003), pp. 172-174.
3 The Hebrew word omsnmm — derived from the root h-k-m — whose basic meaning is
associated with wisdom, provides an elliptical reference to the author of the following
sentence, Abraham Ibn Ezra, as well as to astrologers, who throughout the letter are
called hakamim and hakmei ha-mazzalot, that is, the scholars engaged in hokmat ha-
mazzalot or the science of the zodiacal signs. The Hebrew word omannn allows also
for an ironic meaning, namely, “pretend to be wise.” In the translation, however, I have
opted for the more neutral expression “those who speak wisely.”
** The following points of contact between the second part of the responsum by the two
Geonim and the eighth rule in the introduction to Sefer ha-moladot should be noted:

» «

(a)where the responsum refers to “wisdom,” “the human soul,” or “the power of the
soul,” the introduction to Sefer ha-moladot refers to “the power of the wise soul”;
(b)in both cases, the wisdom of the human soul represents the main agent for averting
the decrees of the stars, exemplified by two alternative paths. For a description and

analysis of the eighth rule, see Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, pp. 172-191.
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reference to “Mars in the degree of the ascending zodiacal sign” to a
general reference to “the configuration of the stars of his nativity.”

[14] The temperament of his body. Hebrew: i ni1bin. When
quoting from the introduction to Sefer ha-moladot the authors of
Queries naturally appropriated Ibn Ezra’s new astrological terminol-
ogy. Here the Hebrew word toledet is a neologism that illustrates Ibn
Ezra’s approach to the creation of scientific nomenclature. He holds
that translators need not always coin new words to convey Arabic
technical words into Hebrew. Instead, the biblical text can provide
words he believed were already endowed with that scientific meaning.
Thus, Ibn Ezra took the word toledet from Genesis 2:4 and defined it in
his long commentary on Exodus 23:25 as “the power (koah) preserving
the body that man receives from the heavens.”*® The term thus has the
general meaning of “nature”; Ibn Ezra employed it in a number of
derived senses. The quotation in the letter highlights one of the most
widespread uses of roledet, to convey the Galenic notion of
“temperament.”*! The word is employed four more times in Queries
with the same meaning (see §5 and §15).

[15] Death on a certain day because of the configuration of the stars
of his nativity. See below, §5, n. 19.

§4
[16] The decrees of the stars. Hebrew: n»asian nian. The Provengal
scholars probably took this medieval coinage from the astrological
writings of Abraham Bar Hiyya.** Although the noun gezerot, in the
plural, or gezerah, in the singular, denoting astrological influence, is
used frequently in Ibn Ezra’s biblical exegesis, it appears there without
the qualification ha-kokavim (the stars).” The authors of Queries used
various expressions formed from the root g-z-r: e.g., m31d7 NN
nibmm (the decrees of the stars and of the zodiacal constellations), n1m
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m5mm 1o niaavn (the decrees of the configurations of the
stars and of the zodiacal constellations),** or simply nim, in the
plural, or /1, in the singular,*® and the verbal form = (decreed).*
From Queries the term gezerot ha-kokavim passed to Maimonides,
who employed it three times with the same astrological meaning in his
reply.*” See also, below, §5, n. 20, on the related concept of “judgments
of the stars” (mispetei ha-kokavim).

[17] This is a futile prayer. The Provencal scholars formulate their
main misgiving about astrology in its hard version—the belief that the
course of events in the world is entirely predetermined since creation
induces people to think that prayer is futile. Indeed, opponents of as-
trology often pointed out that belief in astrological determinism
threatens to subvert all social order. How much the authors of Queries
were troubled by such thoughts may be appreciated by the fact that
they reiterated similar ideas in §6, where we read that the astrologers
“destroy the foundations of faith by positing astrology as an immovable

49 See Ibn Ezra’s long commentary on Exodus 23:25 (ed. Weiser, 2:153-154).

' For the uses and meanings of the word toledet in Ibn Ezra’s work, and especially to

denote the notion of temperament, see Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, pp.

130-137.

#2 Either from his “Epistle addressed to Rabbi Judah,” pp. 27, 30, or from the fifth
chapter of Megillat ha-megalleb, p. 112.

# See the fragmentary (long) commentary on Genesis 1:1 (ed. Weiser, 1:158); com-

mentary on Isaiah 24:18; long commentary on Exodus 3:8, 33:21, (ed. Weiser, 2:23,

218); commentary on Psalms 76:9.

* See §4.

#5 See §§17 and 21.

€ See §§3, 5, and 13.

# Marx, “Correspondence,” pp. 351, 356.
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peg.” A rhetorically striking feature of §6 is that they identify the
antagonism between astrology and religious belief in the Talmud. B
Mo“ed Qatan 28a—“length of life, children and sustenance depend not
on merit but rather on astrological fate”—supports the hard version of
astrology (see below, §6, n. 24). On the other hand, Shabbat 156a holds
that “there is no mazzal for Israel” (see above, §2, n. 4).

§5
[18] Their aspects. Hebrew: nvan. The reference is to the astrological
aspects, that is, the angular relationships between planets, zodiacal signs,
and other components that play a key astrological function in the
horoscope. The five astrological aspects usually posited by astrologers
are classified according to the difference of longitude of two planets or
celestial entities: (a) trine, 120°% (b) opposition, 180% (c) quartile, 90% (d)
sextile, 60°% and (e) conjunction, 0°. The trine and sextile aspects are
considered harmonious or favorable; opposition and quartile are con-
sidered disharmonious or inauspicious.”® The Hebrew mabbat was
used with this technical meaning by Abraham Bar Hiyya and Abraham
Ibn Ezra.*

[19] Death. The Provengal scholars express great concern about death
as a result of the decrees of the stars. Two types of death are dis-
tinguished: (a) The death of persons who are physically weak from
birth and whose natural makeup does not allow them a long life. This
type of death is acceptable and even natural in the eyes of the Provencal
scholars, who express this idea by quoting Psalms 88:11. (b) Death
ordained by the stars that comes unexpectedly to an individual born
with a strong natural constitution. The letter writers accept that divine
intervention or human sins may cause such a sudden and unnatural
death, but quote Job 32:18 to express the idea that such a death re-
sulting from “the judgments of the stars” is totally unacceptable.
Moreover, the Provencgal scholars view the astrologers’ pretense that
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they can foretell such a death as ruinous to the foundations of faith.
They seem to have been thrown into considerable perplexity by the
discussion of death in B Mo(ed Qatan 28a (see below, §6, n. 24) and in
Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot (see below, §8, n. 28).

[20] The judgments of the stars. Hebrew: n»asm wown. The term
mispatim in the astrological sense was coined by Abraham Ibn Ezra and
occurs often throughout his work.”® It designates both the effects of
astrological influence and the rules by which the astrologer can de-
termine this influence. The expression mispeter ha-kokavim, which is a
calque of the Arabic abkam al-nujam, appears three times in Queries
(§§5, 14, and 17)—one of the first occurrences of the term and a clear
sign of the direct influence of Ibn Ezra.”!

§6
[21] Science of the zodiacal signs. See below, §7, n. 25.

[22] Science of the zodiacal signs and ... medical science. Here as-

* For a general explanation of the astrological aspects, see Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos 1, 13 (ed.

Robbins, pp. 73-4); Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie grecque, pp. 165-179; C. A.
Nallino, “Astrology,” First Encyclopedia of Islam, 1" ed., vol. 1 (Leiden, 1987), p. 495.
9 See, e.g., Megillat ha-megalleh, pp. 122, 124, 129, 131, 134, 136, 140 et passim; Mo-
ladot, fols. 50a, 52b, 53a, 54a, 58b et passim.
% For Ibn Ezra’s role in the creation of this Hebrew astrological neologism, see S. Sela,
“El papel de Abraham Ibn Ezra en la divulgacién de los uicios’ de la astrologia en la
lengua hebrea y latina,” Sefarad 59 (1999):159-194.
> Notice that although the term mispatim occurs in Ibn Ezra’s work in a variety of
combinations, notably in the expression mispetei ha-mazzalot (lit. the judgements of
the zodiacal signs), he did not use the expression mispetei ha-kokavim, which appears

in Queries.
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trology is criticized and compared with the other sciences in general
and with medical science in particular.>® Whereas medicine is benefi-
cial,”® astrology is futile and disquieting. At the same time, the astrol-
ogers’ claim that they can foretell unnatural and premature death is
construed as implying an astrological determinism that threatens to
destroy the foundations of faith and annul the effect of prayers. The
terminology used in this comparison betrays the implicit presence of
Abraham Ibn Ezra, who coined and frequently employed the term
hokmat ha-mazzalot, literally, science of the zodiacal signs (see below,
§7, n. 25), and also used the term hokmat ha-refu’or.

[23] Those scholars destroy the foundations of faith. See above, §4, n.
17.

[24] Length of life, children, and sustenance depend not on merit
but on astrological fate (B Moed Qatan 28a). This talmudic dictum is
cited in many discussions on astrology, including the responsum by
Sherira Gaon and Hai Gaon,>* Abraham Bar Hiyya’s astrological his-
tory, and Abraham Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentaries.”® It is quoted here
because the talmudic discussion poses two questions about the facts of
death that are highly reminiscent of the discussion about death in §5: (a)
Why does one person succumb to a sudden death and another dies after
a short or long illness? (b) Why does one person die before he is fifty,
another at sixty, and still another at seventy or eighty or more? Rava,
one of the participants in the talmudic discussion, states that “length of
life, children, and sustenance depend not on merit but on astrological
fate” and adduces the example of two Sages: Although both were able
to bring rain by their prayers, R. Hisda reached the age of ninety-two,
while Rabbah died at forty. The fact that the hard version of astrology
is propounded in an authoritative Jewish text perplexed the Provencal
scholars. They sought to alleviate it by referring to two alternative
Jewish texts: unspecified passages in the Torah, the Prophets, and the
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Hagiographa, and, again, the talmudic dictum that “there is no mazzal
for Israel” (see above, §2, n. 4).

§7
[25] The astrologers. Hebrew: mb%mm man. The term hakme: ha-
mazzalot—that is, the scholars engaged in the “science of the zodiacal
signs” (hokmat ha-mazzalot)—was a new coinage by Abraham Ibn
Ezra which he employed to refer predominantly to astrologers, but also
to astronomers, mathematicians, and calendarists.”® The Provencal
scholars employ it no fewer than nine times to refer to astrologers and
describe some important features of their art (§§6, 7, 9, 13, 14, 15, 21,
24, and 27). Elsewhere the single word hakamim ‘scholars’ does duty
for hakmei ha-mazzalot (§§6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 24).
2 Another medieval tradition highlights the cooperation between astrology and medicine.
See E. Klein-Franke, latromathematics in Islam, A Study on Yuhanna Ibn as-Salt’s
Book on Astrological Medicine (New York, 1984), pp. 19-69. Similar comparisons of
medicine and astrology, preferring, respectively, the former and the latter, can be found
in the work of Avicenna, who was a staunch opponent of astrology (see Mehren, “Vues
d’Avicenne sur Iastrologie,” pp. 397-398) and in the work of Abt Ma“shar, probably
the most influential medieval Arabic astrologer (see AbG Ma“3ar al-Balhi [Albumasar],
Kitab al-madhal al-kabir ila “ilm abkam al-nujuwm, Liber Introductorii Maioris as
Scientiam Judiciorum Astrorum, ed. Richard Lemay [Naples, 1996], 5:5-14.).
> The utility of prophylactic measures, such as restoring the temperament to its natural
equilibrium, is acknowledged in Queries (§§2-3). Natural death as a consequence of a
weak constitution, that is, death as explained by medical science, is also accepted (§5).
> Responsa, p. 206: “X9x Kn5m XN 1av PHava x5 191a XD 2131 1 0 XA KT X 11 1K1
XnYm x“n x5ma
> Sece Megillat ha-megalleh, pp. 111, 115; Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Eccles. 2:21 and
long commentary on Exod. 20:13; 32:32 (ed. Weiser, 2:139, 211).
¢ For the multiple uses of the expression hokmat ha-mazzalot in Tbn Ezra’s work, see

Sela, “Fuzzy Borders,” pp. 84-86.
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[26] The books of the scholars. This is the first in a series of references
to “the books of the scholars” or to “the books of the scholars engaged
in the science of the zodiacal signs” (§§7, 10, 11, and 24). It is safe to
say that all of them refer to Ibn Ezra’s astrological treatises (see below,
§10, n. 31; §11, n. 34; §24, n. 48). In the present instance, two con-
siderations confirm this assertion. First, he coined the expression
“configuration of a star” (2313 n37yn), not found before the twelfth
century, and used it throughout his work, especially in the introduction
to Sefer ha-moladot.”” Second, in §8 the Provencal scholars give some
details they found in the “books of the scholars” mentioned in §7, and
all of these are verbatim quotations from Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot
(see below, §8, n. 28). The plural (“the books of the scholars”) may be
explained by the fact that even though the writers of Queries drew on
the astrological books of a single author, viz. Ibn Ezra, in his treatises
the latter usually referred to the astrological works of a long list of
earlier astrologers.”®

[27] Others make explicit etc. See below, §11, n. 34.

§8
[28] A man will die ... and other calamities. This paragraph consists
of a series of brief statements describing various calamities that can
befall a man and which, according to the astrologers, are ordained by
the stars. All of these statements are quotations (most of them verbatim)
from Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot. In what follows I quote in full the
passages in Sefer ha-moladot that are excerpted in §8. The quoted
words are underlined:

T DR T3 ... AR 233 IR T Nan Sy vibwi oK R N
% pimmwn nkbnn nnt ot mMbma

Enoch [Hermes] said: If Venus or Mercury is the ruler of
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death®® ... and if they are in the maimed zodiacal signs,®' then
[a man] will die of unnatural sicknesses.

nw MY 1] oXY ... NI Sy vbwr 1nn nTIRn T oK)
62,0°w0% T N1 0K 12 Ny Sy

See long commentary on Daniel 2:2; commentary on Job 10:22; long commentary on
Exod. 6:3, 8:6, 23:25, 33:21 (ed. Weiser, 2:47, 55, 164, 218); commentary on Ps. 27:5,
75:7; Sefer ha-mivharim (second version), Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS
héb. 1058, fol. 12b; Sefer Mispetei ha-mazzalot, Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de
France, MS héb. 1058, fol. 16b; Sefer ha-se’elor (first version), Paris, Bibliotheque
nationale de France, MS héb. 1056 (hereafter Se’elot A), fol. 62b; Moladot, fol. 46b. It
was also used by later authors such as Gersonides. In this regard, see Gersonides’
commentaries on 2 Sam. 23:7; 2 Kings 19:15, Prov. 3:1; Job 1:1, 3:26, 10:22, 19:29.
See examples referring to Hermes, Masha’allah, Ptolemy, and Sahal the Israelite in the
notes to §8.

Moladot, fol. 57a.

A certain planet is said to be the “ruler of death” (Salit al ha-mawet) if, after a
calculation involving a comparison with the other planets, it turns out to possess a
maximum of “powers” (kohot) in one of the “places of death” (meqomot ha-mawet).
For example, a planet is assigned five “powers” if, besides being located in one of the
places of death, it is located in its own planetary house or domicile as well (see below,
n. 74). For the special “scale of powers” that underlies this comparative calculation, see
Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, p. 252 n. 60; Al-Birtini, Art of Astrology, pp.
306-308. According to Moladot, fol. 57a, the “places of death” that influence the time
and type of death are the eighth horoscopic house, the place of the planet that is the
lord of this house, the lot of death (the place between the Moon and the beginning of
the eighth horoscopic house), and the place of the Moon.

Aries, Taurus, Cancer, Scorpio, Capricorn, and Pisces. See Moladot, fol. 55a; Al-
Birtini, Art of Astrology, p. 212.

Moladot, fol. 57a.
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And if Mars is in charge and the ruler of death ... and it [Mars]
is in one of the zodiacal signs that have human shape,®’ then he
[the newborn] will die at the hands of robbers.
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The twelfth [horoscopic] house:®> Look—if the ascending
zodiacal sign® or the star that is in the ascending zodiacal sign
gives its power®” to Saturn, and if it [Saturn] is in the fourth
[horoscopic] house,®® it indicates that the newborn will be

imprisoned.
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If the Sun is the ruler of death and it is in the seventh or in the
sixth [horoscopic] house,”® then [the newborn] will die an
unnatural death together with many others.
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71,y1ap

[Masha’allah] stated this rule: ... And if the maleficent [planet]”
is to the east of the Sun, [the newborn] will suffer from a
permanent deformity.
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If this [planet] is one of the maleficent ... and if it is not in the
house where it exercises rulership,”* then his wealth will be
taken from him.
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Gemini, Virgo, Libra, and Sagittarius. See Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fol. 14b; Al-Birtini,
Art of Astrology, pp. 212-213.

Moladot, fol. 59a.

According to Ibn Ezra in Resit hokmabh, the twelfth horoscopic house indicates “grief,
poverty, envy, hatred, fear, trickery, and grudge-bearing, as well as the prison-house,
captivity, all sorts of disgrace and plagues, and the animals that men ride.” For the
Hebrew text of Ibn Ezra’s Resit hokmah, see The Beginning of Wisdom, An Astro-
logical Treatise by Abraham Ibn Ezra, ed. Raphael Levy and Francisco Cantera
(Baltimore, 1939), ch. 3, p. xli.

This is the zodiacal constellation that rises above the eastern horizon at a certain
significant time, usually the time of birth or the start of some important event, and
serves as a fundamental parameter for casting the horoscope.

“Giving power” (tet ha-koah) is one of the thirty situations referred to in the seventh
chapter of Resit hokmah (ibid., ch. 7, pp. lvi-Ixii, esp. p. lix). These situations describe
the interactive positions and circumstances in which one planet exerts influence on
another.

The fourth horoscopic house indicates “the father, lands, houses, fields, cities, build-
ings, hidden treasures, and everything that is concealed” (ibid., ch. 3, p. xli).
Moladot, fol. 57a.

The sixth horoscopic house indicates “any disease that is chronic and like an accident,
slaves, female slaves, small cattle, prison, fraud, and gossip” (Resit hokmah [ed. Levy
and Cantera, ch. 3, p. xlii]). For the seventh house, see below, n. 100.

Moladot, fol. 55b

Saturn or Mars. See Tetrabiblos 1, 5 (ed. Robbins, p. 39); Al-Birtni, Art of Astrology,
pp. 232-233.

Moladot, fol. 51b.

A planet that is located in a certain horoscopic house is said to exercise rulership over it
if this horoscopic house overlaps any of the zodiacal signs that are considered to be the
planet’s house or domicile. According to this doctrine, Leo is the domicile of the Sun
and Cancer of the Moon, while all the other five planets have two domiciles each:

Saturn, Capricorn and Aquarius; Jupiter, Sagittarius and Pisces; Mars, Scorpio and
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Ptolemy said: Someone [in whose natal chart the ruler of the
eighth horoscopic house]’® is in the sign of Aries or Libra will
bring upon himself causes that lead to his death; or he will
commit suicide.

7072 [P 13 T, NTTINT NAKD WRwin §owl ‘o nan Sya i ox
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If the ruler of the ninth [horoscopic] house’® is burned by the
Sun’® at one of the cardines,*® this indicates that he will be
taken prisoner while traveling and held hostage.
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If one of the maleficent planets is in one of the cardines it
indicates evil; if it is to the east of the Sun, illness and
misfortune will befall him before the middle of his life.
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This [horoscopic] house® indicates the end of everything;
therefore, if there is a beneficent planet® that is not retrograde
there, and it is not burned, and it is neither in his house of
dishonor® nor in his house of hate,*® the newborn will have a
fortunate end.
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Aries; Venus, Libra and Taurus; Mercury, Virgo and Gemini. See Tetrabiblos 1, 17 (ed.
Robbins, pp. 79-81); Al-Birani, Art of Astrology, p. 256.

Moladot, fol. 57a.

The eighth horoscopic house indicates “death, inheritance, a pledge, separation, fear,
grief, and loss” (Resit hokmah [ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, p. xlii]).

Moladot, fol. 59a.

The ninth horoscopic house indicates “travel, distant roads, anyone who may be
deposed from his high position, secular lore and faith, serving the Lord, messengers,
rumors, dreams, oaths, signs and portents, and laws and statutes” (Resit hokmah [ed.
Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, p. xlii]).

In Mispetei ha-mazzalot, Ibn Ezra states that a planet is said to be “burned by the Sun”
if the distance between the planet and the Sun is less than 6° (Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fol.
17b). In Resit hokmah, however, he gives a more detailed definition (Resit hokmah [ed.
Levy and Cantera, ch. 6, pp. liv-1v]).

The four cardines are the beginning (cusp) of the first, fourth, seventh, and tenth
horoscopic houses. For a definition, see Al-Birtini, Art of Astrology, pp. 149-150. See
also below, n. 131.

Moladot, fol. 51b.

Ibid., fol. 54a.

The reference is to the fourth horoscopic house. See above, n. 68.

Jupiter, Venus, or the Moon. See Tetrabiblos 1, 5 (ed. Robbins, p. 39); Al-Birtani, Art of
Astrology, pp. 232-233.

A planet is said to be in its “house of dishonor” (beit galon), which is Ibn Ezra’s
special name for the astrological notion of “depression” or “fall,” if it is in the sign
opposite to that of its “house of honor” (beit kavod) or “exaltation.” For the ex-
altations and depressions of the planets see Tetrabiblos 1, 19 (ed. Robbins, pp. 89); Al-
Biriini, Art of Astrology, p. 258.

A planet is said to be in its “house of hate” (beit sin’ah), which is Ibn Ezra’s special
name for the astrological notion of “detriment,” if it is in the sign opposite to that of its
domicile or planetary house. See, for example, Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera,
ch. 2, p. 10 [Venus], p. 15 [Mercury]); Al-Birani, Art of Astrology, p. 257.
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And if the ruler of the eighth [horoscopic] house is in an
unfortunate aspect®® with the maleficent planets, it indicates that
[the newborn] will suffer many troubles.

T 075 yA DIpna pINY WARwS 1K NAN AT nnan Sya i DRl
89,’]}]

And if the ruler of the second [horoscopic] house” is under the
rays of the Sun’' and Jupiter is in an unfortunate place, [the
newborn] will always be poor.

o mm nan Syab s g abun Sy vibwn o axocnr nan
22, NI TADY PIAnw MK 1 53 15un

The eighth [horoscopic] house: If the ruler over the newborn™
gives its power to the ruler of the eighth [horoscopic] house,
then the newborn will suffer from depression his entire life [and
be] full of anxiety and fear of death..
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If the ascending zodiacal sign is Aries or Libra, [the newborn]
will cause his own death and have money from women, and his
brother will suffer from a chronic illness.

55 1M 5amn Syar am nhan Sya 1551 wnwit 7K Dnn DrTIRn Oxl
%5 1 1K

154

87

88

89

90

91

92

923

94

95

96

97

Shlomo Sela

And if Mars is under the rays of the Sun, and the same happens
with the ruler of the third [horoscopic] house”® and the ruler of
the lot,”” all his brothers will die during his lifetime.

Moladot, fol. 56b.

Opposition and quartile. For the astrological aspects, see above, §5 n. 18.

Moladot, fol. 52a.

The second horoscopic house indicates “money, property, negotiations, food, his aides
and subordinates, witnesses, keys, and treasures” (Resit hokmah [ed. Levy and Can-
tera, ch. 3, p. xli]).

According to Ibn Ezra, a planet is “under the light of the Sun” (tahat or ha-semes) or
“under the spark of the Sun” (tahat nisos ha-semes) if it is 15° before or after the Sun.
See Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fol. 20a; Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 5, p. liii).
Moladot, fol. 56b.

A planet is said to be the “ruler over the newborn” (salit/paqid “al ha-nolad) if it has
the maximum number of “powers” in one of the “places of domination” (meqomot ha-
aerarah) of the natal horoscope. For the special “scale of powers” that underlies this
calculation, see above, n. 60. According to Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fol. 22b, the places of
domination are: the place of the Sun, the place of the Moon, and the place of the
conjunction of the Moon and the Sun before birth.

Moladot, fol. 52b.

Ibid., fol. 52b.

The third horoscopic house indicates “brothers, sisters, relatives, in-laws, wisdom,
knowledge of the Torah and laws, dreams, humility, council, faith, epistles, rumors,
and short journeys” (Resit hokmah [ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, p. xli]).

The reference is to the “ruler” of the “lot of the brothers.” For the notion of astro-
logical lots, see below, §11, n. 33. In the case of the “lot of the brothers,” the distance
calculated from the ascendant is between Saturn and Jupiter. Resit hokmah (ed. Levy
and Cantera, ch. 9, p. Ixviii). The planet that is the ruler of the lot of the brothers is the

one with the maximum number of “powers” in this particular place.

155



28,1712 217 10177 19K VI VAN IR [PIY] MY N2 T OTIRND 0K

And if Mars is in conjunction with it [Jupiter] or in an
unfortunate aspect with it, most of his sons will die [during his
lifetime].
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And Mars indicates killing and [being eaten by] wild beasts, ...
and if the ruler of the seventh [horoscopic] house'® is in the
ninth house, it indicates that [the newborn] will fall from a high
place and die ... Sahal the Israelite'® said that he saw in the
Book of Secrets by Enoch [Hermes] that if someone is born at
the end of Pisces, he will die by fire, and if Saturn is the ruler of
the eighth house and it has a watery nature, he will die by water,
and if it has an earthy nature he will die in a collapse.

Paragraph 8 clearly shows that the Provencal scholars had Abraham
Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot in front of them as they wrote. It is
noteworthy that they were interested mainly in the alleged pre-
determination of events and less in astrological theory; they did not
mention any theoretical points and focused their attention on calam-
itous events.

§9
[29] Through human deeds or from the Heavens? The Provencal
scholars now ask whether the astrologer can predict the astral mis-
fortunes enumerated in the previous paragraph; and, if so, whether their
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knowledge can help prevent them or whether they are inevitable. They
also ask whether astrologers can know whether these calamities will
stem from human or divine action. This dilemma probably has its roots
in the two opposing archetypes featured in the final part of the in-
troduction of Sefer ha-moladot (see above, p. 138). Two similar alter-
natives are also presented in the last section of the responsum by Sherira
Gaon and Hai Gaon (see above, p. 100).

§10

[30] Pronounce their judgment. Hebrew: 119. This biblical term,’
in the astrological sense, was first employed by Ibn Ezra throughout his
astrological work, notably in those passages of Sefer ha-molador and
Sefer ha-se’elot quoted in Queries (see §3, n. 13; §15, n. 43). The term
appears in Ibn Ezra’s work as both verbal and substantive; both forms
were borrowed by the authors of Queries.'® The term is very similar in

02

9% Moladot, fol. 54b.
% 1Ibid., fol. 57a.

19 The seventh horoscopic house indicates “women, sexual intercourse, disputes, war,
litigation, thieves, partnership, and commerce” (Resit hokmah [ed. Levy and Cantera,
ch. 3, p. xlii]).

191 An astrologer active in the early ninth century and the author of many books on
astrology studied throughout the Middle Ages. See: B.R. Goldstein, “Astronomy and
the Jewish Community,” pp. 26-27; Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, p. 5.

192 Gen. 49:16; Deut. 32:36; Ps. 7:9, 9:9, 72:2, 86:10; etc.

19> The biblical verb la-din, as employed by Ibn Ezra, denotes the idea that the astrol-
oger’s statements are akin to judgments; in Queries this form is used in §§10, 15, and
21. The substantive dinim (dinin), with a qualifying astrological term, points to a
specific astrological doctrine; this form appears in the term mbxwn 21 (judgments
based on the doctrine of posing questions), found in Queries §§15, 16, 17, and 21, and
in the term mT>mn 1 (judgments based on the doctrine of nativities), found in

Queries §§15 and 17.
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meaning to mispatim, another astrological term coined by Ibn Ezra (see
above, §5, n. 20).'%*

[31] It is found in the books of the scholars ... who will be affected,
and when? The allusion to “the books of the scholars” again points to
Ibn Ezra’s astrological treatises. But unlike their earlier use of Ibn
Ezra’s works, here the writers draw on them for specific and technical
information. In fact, §§10-11 are a digression, requesting clarification
of astrological theory itself rather than of its religious implications. The
writers of Queries refer to the theory of the horoscope, particularly to
two of the twelve horoscopic houses. The houses (Greek topoi, Latin
loci, Arabic buyut, Hebrew batim) are the twelve divisions of the
ecliptic that form the basis for every astrological calculation and are
held to govern a variety of human relationships and experiences.'®
Paragraph 10 begins with “the fate of the father” as it can be predicted
“from the nativity of the son,” which is a general reference to the fourth
horoscopic house.'*® It goes on to ask about “the life of the newborn’s
brothers,” a general reference to the main characteristic of the third
horoscopic house.'”” The Provencal scholars again draw on Sefer ha-
moladot; the reference to brothers who are “older,” “middle,” or
“young” is an almost word-for-word quotation from the chapter in
Sefer ha-moladot that deals with the third horoscopic house, itself a
paraphrase of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos:

PI¥1 T5un 0% oInRa Sy 11 wowm naw 13 01nbva nx
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Translation: Ptolemy said that Saturn and the Sun indicate the
fate of the brothers who are older than the newborn, Jupiter
and Mars indicate [the fate of] the middle [brothers], and
Mercury indicates [the fate of] the younger [brothers].'%
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Similarly, the reference to the configuration of stars indicating that “all
of the newborn’s brothers will die during his lifetime,” that “most of
the newborn’s sons will die,” or that “some chronic disease will befall
one of the [newborn’s] brothers,” is also taken from Sefer ha-moladot:

19 On these related terms, sce Sela, “El papel de Abraham Ibn Ezra,” pp. 167-174, 180-
191. Their kindred character stems, in part, from the fact that both terms appear in
close proximity in the Bible (Job 36:17; Jer. 21:12; Ps. 9:5).

For the twelve horoscopic houses, see: Bouché-Leclercq, L Astrologie grecque, pp.
276-288; S. Tester, A History of Western Astrology (Suffolk, 1987) pp. 25-29, 37-41;
Nallino, “Astrology,” pp. 496-497. For an exposition of the twelve horoscopic houses

105

in Ibn Ezra’s astrological work, see Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, pp. xli-
xlii). For a succinct description of the second, third, fourth, sixth, seventh, eighth,
ninth, and twelfth houses, see above, nn. 65, 68, 70, 76, 78, 90, 96, 100. The most
detailed description is in Moladot, fols. 48a-59a; but see also Misperei ha-mazzalot,
fols. 16a-17a. For a description of the twelve horoscopic houses in classical medieval
Arabic astrology, see: Abti Ma‘shar, Kitab al-madhal (ed. Lemay, 7:333-369); Al-
Birtini, Art of Astrology, p. 275.

1% For a description of the scope of the human relationships and experiences of the fourth

horoscopic house, see, for example, Abe Ma“shar, Kitab al-madbal (ed. Lemay, 5:340-

343); Moladot, fols. 53a-54a. See also above, n. 68. On father-and-son horoscopes, see

B.R. Goldstein and D. Pingree, “Horoscopes from the Cairo Geniza,” Journal of Near

Eastern Studies 36 (1977): 113-144; eidem, “More Horoscopes from the Cairo Gen-

iza,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 125 (1981):155-189.

For a description of the scope of the third horoscopic house, see above, n. 96. See also

Abt Ma“shar, Kitab al-madhal (ed. Lemay, 5:338-340); Moladot, fols. 52b-53a. For

the role of each of the twelve horoscopic houses of such a horoscope, see Al-Biriini,

Art of Astrology, p. 275.

198 Moladot, fol. 52b.

199 Cf. Prolemy, Tetrabiblos 111, 5 (ed. Robbins, pp. 250-255).
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Translation: “If Mars, the ruler''" of the third [horoscopic]
house,''? and the ruler of the lot'"? are under the rays of the
Sun,'"* then all his brothers will die during his lifetime.
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Translation: If Mars is in conjunction with it [Jupiter] or in an
unfortunate aspect''® with it, most of his sons will die.
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Translation: If the ascending zodiacal sign''® is Aries or Libra
... then some chronic disease will befall one of his brothers.

§11

[32] The third house indicates the relatives and the in-laws. The
implicit references to the third and fourth horoscopic houses in §10 are
made explicit in §11. The terminology employed by the Provencal
scholars to describe the astrological significance of these two houses
strongly suggests that here they depended on Ibn Ezra’s Resit hokmah
(The beginning of wisdom).''” This is shown in the description of the
third horoscopic house as the one that “indicates [the fate of] the rel-
atives and the in-laws” (ounnm ooaampn by m1v), which is almost
identical to the wording used in Resit hokmah to describe this horo-
scopic house:

120, panmm oaMpm NIARM DINRT Sy g webwn nnan
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Translation: The third [horoscopic] house indicates the fate of
the brothers, sisters, relatives, and in-laws [of the newborn].

[33] The lot of the father and the lot of the father’s father. Hebrew:
A 1ax 5 axm 5. Goral is the Hebrew term for “astrological lot.”
The astrological lots (Greek kleros, Latin pars-sors, Arabic sahm) are
special celestial locations that play an important role in the natal chart
and generally involve the calculation of a certain distance from a certain
place in the zodiac, especially from the ascendant.'*' In the particular
case of the “lot of the father,” the distance calculated from the ascendant
is from the Sun to Saturn during the day and from Saturn to the Sun
during the night.'** In all likelihood, the Provengal scholars derived

10 Moladot, fol. 52b.

11 See above, n. 74.

112 See above, n. 96.

113 See above, n. 97.

114 See above, n. 91.
U5 Moladot, fols. 54a-54b.
16 See above, §5 n. 18.

17 Moladot, fol. 52b.

18 See above, n. 66.

"9 This treatise was written in 1148 in the city of Béziers, in Provence. For a biblio-
graphical account of Resit hokmabh, see Sela, “Ibn Ezra’s Scientific Corpus,” pp. 120-
121.

120 Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, p. xli).

121 For a discussion of this astrological concept, see: Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie

grecque, pp. 288-310; Tester, A History of Western Astrology, pp. 27-29, 39-40; J. D.
North, Chaucer’s Universe (Oxford, 1988), pp. 217-220; Nallino, “Astrology,” p. 495.
Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 9, p. Ixviii); Al-Birani, Art of Astrology, pp.
284, 289.
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their information about this from the chapter in Resit hokmah devoted
to the astrological lots of the horoscopic houses:

AR D bwit L. AR S TR, N5 nyvaw 1% we wyiann nhan
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Translation: The fourth [horoscopic] house has seven lots; the
first 1s the lot of the father; ... the third is the lot of the father’s
father ...

The Hebrew goral in the sense of astrological lot can be found in the
Baraita de-Mazzalot (an early Hebrew astrological work), in Abraham
Bar Hiyya’s Megillat ha-megalleb, and in Ibn Ezra.'** Since, however,
goral is used in the Bible with the basic meaning of fate (Dan. 12:13; Isa.
17:14), it is not clear whether the writers of Queries were aware of the
technical astrological meaning with which Ibn Ezra and other Hebrew
astrologers had invested this Hebrew term.

[34] They said nothing. A clear complaint against and disappointment
with the “books of the scholars” is voiced here. This seems to confirm
the hypothesis that the Provengal scholars based their knowledge of
“issues related to the father” on Resit hokmah, which says very little on
this topic apart from an extremely brief description of the scope of the
fourth horoscopic house and another brief reference to “the lot of the
father and the lot of the father’s father.”'*> What is remarkable in this
complaint is that the authors of Queries are reprimanding the astrol-
ogers, as they knew them from Ibn Ezra’s astrological books, on strictly
technical grounds, rather than for religious or moral reasons. This kind
of complaint against the astrologers is repeated in §7 and notably in §17,
where they state that the “science” of the astrologers “is not broad
enough.” The writers of Queries alternately employ the terms
“judgments of the stars” (o371 "vown), judgments [based on the
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posing] of questions (M5xwi =171), and “judgments [based on the
doctrine] of nativities (n15mn 107), all of them borrowed from Ibn
Ezra’s astrological books,'?® against which their criticism was levelled.

§12
[35] A futile prayer. §12 resumes the discussion interrupted at §9. Its
main concern is the utility or futility of prayers. The Provencal scholars
ask what advice they should give a person who is concerned about his
fate but has not consulted an astrologer: Can prayer avert the calamities,
or is this “a futile prayer”? In fact, it is not clear exactly what they are
asking. They may be referring to Berakot 54a, where the cases of a man
with a pregnant wife who prays that it be a boy and of a person “crying
over the past” are described as “a futile prayer” (“ar =11 7avw5 pyivm
x1w nban”). If so, they are asking whether the stars determine our fates.
For if they do, such that there is “utility and succor” in learning one’s
astrologically ordained destiny from an astrologer, a person who does
not know his horoscopic fate is like the man with the pregnant wife
praying that it be a boy—which, the talmudic text states, is a “futile
prayer.” On the other hand, the writers may be referring Bava Mesi“a’

122 Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 9, p. Ixviii).

2% Baraita de-Mazzalot in *Osar midrasim, edited with introductions and notes by J. D.
Eisenstein, (New York, 1928), 2:283, par. 13; Megillat ha-megalleh, pp. 119, 124, 125,
128 et passim. Ibn Ezra expounds astrological lots in the following places: Resit
hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 9, pp. Ixviii-Ixxi); Sefer ha-te‘amim (first version),
Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, MS héb. 1056 (hereafter e amim A), fol. 44a;
Sefer ha-te‘amim (second version), ed. Naphtali Ben Menachem (Jerusalem, 1941), p.
37 (hereafter Te“amim B). But see also Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fols. 24a-25a, where Ibn
Ezra uses the Hebrew word manah instead of goral.

125 Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and Cantera, ch. 3, pp. xli; ch. 9, p. Ixviii).

126 See below, §15, n. 43. See also above, §5, n. 20; §9, n. 30.
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42a, where, regarding the utility of prayers, a distinction is made be-
tween what is hidden from the eye (samui min ha-‘ayin) and what is
weighed/measured/counted, (Saqul/madud/manui). In this case, their
question is: If you have consulted the astrologer, prayer is futile; but if
you have not done so, perhaps your destiny is “hidden from the eye”
and can still be modified in response to prayer.

§13

[36] Changing his place of residence. In this paragraph the writers
express their concern about the relationship between geographical lo-
cation and astrological influence. Astrologers from Antiquity to the
Middle Ages held that the influence of the stars depends on a person’s
geographical location and postulated a correlation between each of the
seven climates,'”” on the one hand, and each of the twelve zodiacal signs
and each of the seven planets, on the other.'”® Whereas the astrologers
drew no conclusions about the possibility of averting the decrees of the
stars from this theory, the Provengal scholars assume that such deliv-
erance is possible if one changes his place of residence. This idea seems
to be their own elaboration of the rabbinic dictum: mesanneh maqom
mesanneh mazzal, i.e. “one who changes his place changes his astro-
logical fate.”'*” Concerned as they were about the possibility of
averting the decrees of the stars, the Provengal scholars asked two re-
lated questions: (a) Can one avert the decrees of the stars by changing
one’s place of residence? (b) Assuming that the distance that one should
relocate is determined by the natal horoscope, is this distance equal for
all nativities or does one nativity requires a greater distance than an-
other?

[37] Whether the distance is equal ... a greater distance than an-
other nativity. Assuming that one can escape the stars’ influence by
changing one’s place of residence, the writers ask whether the distance
one needs to move depends on the configuration of the natal horo-
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scope. This idea could have been inspired by the second macro-astro-

logical rule in the introduction to Sefer ha-moladot, where Ibn Ezra

stated that residence in a specific place has more influence on one’s
destiny than his individual horoscope and that men with similar
horoscopes will meet different fates if they live in different climates.'*°

In addition, the Provencal scholars adopt a dual approach that
seems to address one of the major technical problems with which the
medieval practitioners of astrology had to come to grips—the calcu-
lation of the twelve horoscopic houses, whose beginning and size,
unlike the zodiacal signs, vary according to the locality and time for
which they are calculated.””" Notice that the Provengal scholars men-

127 The seven climates, as defined in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, were seven zones of

the Earth bounded by two parallels of latitude, in which the same phenomena were to

be found, such as a prevalent type of weather or the same length of longest daylight.

See Resianne Fontaine, “Between Scorching Heat and Freezing Cold: Medieval Jewish

Authors on the Inhabited and Uninhabited Parts of the Earth,” Arabic Sciences and

Philosophy 10 (2000):101-137.

128 See Tetrabiblos 11, 2 (ed. Robbins, pp. 120-123); B.R. Goldstein, ed., “The Book on
Eclipses of Masha’allah,” Physis 4 (1964):205-213, esp. p. 209; Abat Ma“shar, Kitab al-
madhal (ed. Lemay) 3:389-393 (Arabic text); 5:235-239 (Jean de Séville’s translation);
8:107-109 (Hermann de Carinthie’s translation); Al-Birtini, Art of Astrology, pp. 238~
239. For Ibn Ezra’s contribution, see Te‘amim A, fol. 36a; Resit hokmah (ed. Levy and
Cantera, ch. 2, p. ix).

129 Based on B Rosh Hashanah 17b.

139 Moladot, fol. 46b. For a detailed explanation of this part of the introduction to Sefer

ha-moladot, see Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, pp. 158-162.

131 Usually the beginning (cusp) of four of the houses coincides with the four astro-

logical cardines. The cusp of the first house coincides with the ascendant (the in-

tersection of the ecliptic with the eastern half of the local horizon); the cusp of the
fourth house coincides with the lower midheaven, that is, the intersection of the

ecliptic with the lower half of the local meridian; the seventh house coincides with
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tion two contrasting methods: They ask whether the “distance of the
change of place is equal for all the ... nativities” or whether “one na-
tivity requires a greater distance than another nativity.” This probably
follows Ibn Ezra’s analogous dual approach to the problem of calcu-
lating the horoscopic houses. In several parts of his astrological trea-
tises, Ibn Ezra noted that astrologers commonly choose one of two
different systems to compute the horoscopic houses. The first system,
which he calls hillug ha-misor or planar division, simply divides the
zodiac into twelve equal horoscopic houses and takes no account of the
locality where the newborn was delivered. By contrast, the second
system, hillug ha-misadim or rising-times division, is based on com-
putation of the rising times,'>* so that the twelve horoscopic houses
change as a function of the latitude or horizon of the newborn’s lo-
cation.'”’

§14
[38] One Muslim philosopher. Nothing is known about the identity of
this Muslim philosopher, who is said to have spent time in Provence in
the second half of the twelfth century.

[39] The uppermost orb. The “uppermost orb” here refers to the
ninth, starless orb. This can be inferred from the fact that it is here set
against “the stars and the zodiacal constellations” carried by the other
eight orbs. The Muslim philosopher thus took sides in a controversial
issue and upheld the existence of the ninth orb."** Setting the astro-
logical influence of the planets and the fixed stars against that of the
ninth orb is an uncommon idea; I am unaware of its use by other
opponents of astrology.

[40] The judgments of the stars. Hebrew: n s "vown. See above,
§5, n. 20.
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§15
41 Judgments on the basis of questions. Paragraphs 15-16 focus on
the doctrine of interrogations (Greek eroteseis, Arabic masa’il, Latin
quaestiones, Hebrew se’elor). The idea is that the horoscope of the
moment at which someone presents a question to an astrologer allows
the latter to determine the correct answer. This system foretells the

the descendant; and the tenth house, with the upper midheaven. But this leaves the
task uncompleted, giving rise to multiple methodologies for calculating the re-
maining eight horoscopic houses. For an account of several of these methodologies,
see E. Kennedy, “The Astrological Houses as Defined by Medieval Islamic As-
tronomers,” pp. 535-578 in idem, Astronomy and Astrology in the Medieval Islamic
World (Aldershot, 1998).
132 That is, how many degrees of the equator cross the horizon of a given locality si-
multaneously with the consecutive zodiacal signs. On rising times, see The Code of
Maimonides, Sanctification of the New Moon, trans. S. Gandz, introduction by Julian
Obermann, astronomical commentary by O. Neugebauer (New Haven, 1967), pp.
142-143.
For an account of these two systems, see especially: Mispetei ha-mazzalot, fols. 15b-
16a; Te‘amim A, fol. 44b. See also Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, p. 160 n. 39.

Abraham Bar Hiyya in the astrological history that constitutes the fifth chapter of his

133

Megillat ha-megalleh applies these two systems to characterize some of the horoscopic
houses (Megillat ha-megalleh, pp. 120, 121, 137, 151). He was acquainted with the
techniques of the Arabic astrologers. See Abraham Bar Hiyya, Sefer Hesbon mahblekot
ha-kokavim, ed. J. M. Millas Vallicrosa (Barcelona, 1959), ch. 18 , pp. 103-105. In the
Baraita de-Mazzalot there is a single and extremely brief mention of the house of life—
a reference to the first horoscopic house—but no allusion to the calculation of the
houses (see Baraita de-Mazzalot [ed. Eisenstein, 2:283, par. 13]).

3% For a twelfth-century description of the ninth orb and of the controversy about its

existence, see Abraham Bar Hiyya, Sefer Surat ha-’ares, ed. S. Minster (Basilea,

1546), pp. 3-5: “The ninth is the orb that propels all from east to west around the two
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future in response to questions about common events of daily life, such
as finding a missing person, catching a thief, or recovering a lost item.'>

[42] Even though they have no knowledge of the inquirer’s nativity.
The writers highlight a problem with the doctrine of interrogations—
that the astrologer interprets a horoscope cast at the moment when the
question is posed,'*® neglecting the natal horoscope of his client, which
is the cornerstone of genethlialogical astrology or the doctrine of
nativities.

[43] Some astrologers have maintained ... we can know the
thoughts and questions. Paragraph 15 is almost entirely a verbatim
quotation from the introduction to the first version of Ibn Ezra’s Sefer
ha-se’elot (Book of the Questions), a treatise devoted to expounding
the doctrine of interrogations and part of Ibn Ezra’s astrological en-
cyclopedia, composed in 1148 in the city of Béziers in Provence:'?’

NART TINT .M NN NS mMSKxwa 1p%n1 S mon
N5 71177 75 0NnIk 0951, 00Ny 0737 0MNTPY D1V 1IN
0ma PR MSRwn pa o511 o5wn MaTa omnn omna on
NIYIIN MAaya KIT 0MNANA Tpw an %3 0 vy onyvy wnn
q3T T LT SR O ONDOYn NRAWT B unwn ,ombyn
112y21 .007710 193 0°X1237 93 5y oy 1w 1oa navinn
1717 X5 12 5y, y1mia% na groinas anwnS o1 mainby oIxa nnvaw
Dman o oK1 oKk 25 Sy mbynw mibkwn 53 Sy oanbyn
MOMY DIKMINT DWRI NI Tnm 055 mytta oo
19K O121p W MY mon 551 0Myn Mo vab MO I
YITT : DARYL L NI 7T 0101 MYKRWT 117 10 0T Tn 05
NUNWA 793 71MNwWN W1 NAwnn 1 NIYINT Nnona K
qMKY LRI A BN 183 5N 7AW 3 M L1 DTN
mawnnt ny15 551 mam peanm qun nTvin Sy 1 paoonw
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Translation: The astrologers are divided into two great schools of
thought regarding the [doctrine of foretelling the future in response
to] questions. The first is the school of thought of Enoch
[Hermes],"”” Ptolemy, and many of the ancients with them. They
all maintain that astrological judgments are clear and trustworthy,
both with respect to general worldly matters and with respect to

poles that are in the north and in the south. This orb has no star; God Almighty set it
to encompass all the other orbs and to set them all in motion from east to west. This is
the opinion of the philosophers. ... But the astronomers did not take the ninth orb into
consideration, ... since no ocular proof of it is available. ... They reckon only eight
orbs in the heavens, the highest being the orb of the zodiacal constellations, which
propels all the other orbs from east to west.” For Ibn Ezra’s and Maimonides’ posi-
tions on this issue, see Sela, Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, pp. 224-233. For
Averroes’ position, see A. I. Sabra, “The Andalusian Revolt against Ptolemaic As-
tronomy: Averroes and al-Bitr@iji,” in E. Mendelsohn, ed., Transformation and Tra-
dition in the Sciences (Cambridge, 1984), pp. 139-40, 149-50.

On this astrological technique, see: Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie grecque, pp. 458-
486; Tester, A History of Western Astrology, pp. 88-92; Nallino, “Astrology,” pp. 495-
496; D. Pingree, “Astrology,” in Dictionary of the History of Ideas (New York, 1973),
1:123-125.

For the role of each of the twelve horoscopic houses of such a horoscope, see Al-
Birtini, Art of Astrology, pp. 276-277.

For a bibliographical note on Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-se’elot, see Sela, “Ibn Ezra’s Sci-
entific Corpus,” pp. 126-128.

Se’elot A, fol. 62b.

A mythical figure to whom the so-called Hermetic writing, which include significant
astrological material, are ascribed. Ibn Ezra knew him as “Enoch.” On astrological
works in Greek ascribed to Hermes, see E.S. Kennedy and D. Pingree, The Astro-
logical History of Masha’llah, (Cambridge, Mass., 1971), p. 89 n. 13. See also Tester, A
History of Western Astrology, pp. 20-29.
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[private] matters related to newborns,'*® and only the doctrine
[based on the posing] of questions is of no substance. Their
argument: It is known that everything that occurs to [the bodies] of
the lower world is caused by the movements of the upper bodies
and they [the former] change according to the configuration in
which they [the planets] are aligned with each other. This indeed
follows from nature; [namely,] that the bodies of the upper world
affect [lit. indicate] all the creatures according to their physical
nature. [However], since man’s soul is superior, he can protect
himself; namely, [deliberately] increasing or reducing [what is
caused by the stars]. Therefore, the upper bodies do not give an
indication about all the questions that men may entertain. These are
outstanding scholars in the knowledge of the orbs. The second
school of thought is headed by Doronius,'*! the scholars of India,
the scholars of Persia, the scholars of Egypt, and the astrologers
who are close to us. They all concur that the judgments [based on
the posing] of questions are as trustworthy as the judgments [based
on the doctrine] of nativities. This is their reasoning: It is known in
natural science that the thoughts of the mind change in accordance
with the change in the physical nature of the body. Therefore, the
power of the soul is altered according to the variation of the power
of the body; and since the stars indicate the physical nature of the
body and how it is altered, therefore we can know the thoughts and
[the answers to] questions.

§16
[44] A sound question etc. In §16 the authors of Queries explore the
limits of the doctrine of interrogations. A person is troubled by some
unspecified problem but decides not to turn to the astrologer to present
his question. The Provengal scholars ask Maimonides whether the as-
trologer is nonetheless capable of giving a prediction if the question is
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put to him by a third party. They drew their inspiration from the
opening words of the first chapter of the first version of Sefer ha-
se’elot:

140

141
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144
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The first [horoscopic] house: Know that there is a great debate
among the astrologers over [judgments based on the posing of]
questions: Some of them say that if someone put a question on
behalf of another person you should look at the ascending
zodiacal sign, for it is the heart of the matter,'* and pass
judgment according to what you see [there]. But the others said
that the ascending zodiacal sign is always in charge of the
person who poses the question and the seventh [horoscopic
house]'** is in charge of the person who poses the question on

his behalf.

This is a reference to Ptolemy’s dual pattern of astrology—universal or general and
genethlialogical—evident in Tetrabiblos 11, 1 (ed. Robbins, pp. 117-119).

Dorotheus of Sidon, an influential astrological poet of the third quarter of the first
century CE. See David Pingree, ed., Dorothei Sidonii Carmen Astrologicum, Inter-
pretationem arabicam in linguam anglicam versam una cum Dorothei fragmentis et
graecis et latinis, (Leipzig 1976), esp. pp. 262-322 (= the fifth book of Dorotheus, on
interrogations).

Se’elot A, fol. 63b.

For the ascending zodiacal sign, see above, n. 66.

For the seventh horoscopic house, see above, n. 100.
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§17
[45] Their science is not broad enough. See above, §11, n. 34.

§18

[46] The scholars of our country, who have already followed the
path of this science. This paragraph hints at the existence of Jewish
astrologers in Provence in the second half of the twelfth century. This
impression is confirmed by a prognostication based on the conjunction
of Saturn and Jupiter in 1166, which has been ascribed to Abraham Ibn
Ezra although it was definitely not written by him.'** Its terminology
reveals that the anonymous author employed some astrological terms
peculiar to Ibn Ezra, as well as others that are characteristic of Abraham
Bar Hiyya but never used by Ibn Ezra. Thus it seems plausible that the
author was a Provengal student of Ibn Ezra who was also acquainted
with the astrological work of Abraham Bar Hiyya. The mixture of
terminology in this prognostication is highly reminiscent of the
blending of Ibn Ezra’s and Bar Hiyya’s astrological nomenclature in
Queries."*®

§24

[47] We have already sent other epistles to our Rabbi etc. In the
manuscript, the start of §24 is indented a full third of a line, presumably
indicating the beginning of a new section of the text. This impression is
borne out by the opening words of the paragraph, which sound like a
“new start.” This part of the text does not seem to be a separate epistle,
but a postscript or appendix that the writers added to the first part of
their letter. For an analysis of the structure of the letter, see the Con-
clusion.

[48] Always in the nativity ... sometimes 266 and sometimes 280
days. This statement is again a verbatim quotation from Ibn Ezra’s

Sefer ha-moladot:
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Translation: Prolemy said that we can know the degree of the
ascending zodiacal sign [at the time of birth] by means of a
comparative method,'*® which is called Nimubar in the
language of Persia. ... But the most trustworthy is the
comparative method of Enoch (Hermes), except that it calls
for two corrections, as I myself found out empirically many
times. Enoch said: In a man’s nativity, the location of the Moon

This text has been studied in depth in B. R. Goldstein, “A Prognostication Based on
the Conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in 1166 [561 A.H.],” pp. 735-757 in C. Burnett
et al., eds., Studies in the History of the Exact Sciences in Honour of David Pingree

(Leiden: Brill, 2004), which includes a full bibliography of earlier literature.

For the use of Bar Hiyya’s terminology in Queries, see §2, n. 6; §4, n. 16; §5, n. 18; §11,

n. 33; §24, n. 50; §25, n. 51.
Moladot, fol. 47a.

The comparison is between the place of the Moon and the degree of the ascending

zodiacal sign at both the time of birth and the time of conception.

173



at the time of birth is always the degree of the ascending
zodiacal sign at the moment of the descent of the drop [of
semen] into the womb. And the degree of the ascending
zodiacal sign at the moment of birth is the place where the
Moon was at the moment of the [descent of] the drop [into the
womb]. Therefore, if we know the moment of the [descent of
the] drop, we can know the moment of birth, and if we know
the moment of birth we can know the moment of the [descent
of the] drop. We proceed as follows: We observe whether at the
moment of birth the Moon was below or above the Earth. If we
find it [the Moon] at the degree of the ascending zodiacal sign
we know that the period [of pregnancy] of the newborn was the
medial, which is 273 days. If the Moon was at the degree of the
descending zodiacal sign, then his period [of pregnancy] was
the short one, which is 259 days. If it [the Moon] was under the
earth and was close to the degree of the descending zodiacal
sign, even one degree close to it, then his period [of pregnancy]
was the long one, which is 287 days. So that there are seven
days between any one of the cardines and the next cardo.
Therefore, if the Moon is at the beginning of the line of upper
midheaven, the period [of pregnancy] was 266 days. If it is at
the beginning of the line of the lower midheaven, the period [of

pregnancy] is 280 days.

This passage is part of the treatment of the first subject in Sefer ha-
moladot, just after the introduction, from which the Provengal scholars
already quoted in §3. Ibn Ezra uses the Persian term nimubar to refer
to a complicated astrological doctrine designed to determine the as-
cendant, the most fundamental component of a natal horoscope. This
doctrine, also called animodar and numndar, was employed in those
cases when the precise time of birth was not known—the situation in
the vast majority of cases.'*” This theory had already been developed
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by Greek astrology and is presented in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos.">°
Paragraph 24 alludes to another technical detail of this astrological
technique, a late development not found in Ptolemy’s work, which
focuses on the relation between the ascendant and the location of the
Moon at the moments of conception and birth.'"!

[49] One scholar made his own contribution. Abraham Ibn Ezra is
the “scholar” referred to here; the “two approaches in the science of the
stars,” which the Provencal scholars describe as the scholar’s “own
contribution,” are the “two corrections” Ibn Ezra presented in Sefer
ha-moladot to improve Enoch’s aforementioned comparative method
of nimubar:

93 "N01 IR DA .OATRAT YR 15 1T 1A AR 0RAT DMOAM
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149 See: Bouché-Leclercq, L’Astrologie grecque, pp. 383-390; Tester, A History of Western
Astrology, pp. 78-79.
139 Prolemy, Tetrabiblos 111, 2 (ed. Robbins, pp. 228-235). Ibn Ezra, interestingly enough,
refers to three astrological works in which Claudius Ptolemy developed this theory:
Tetrabiblos, the apocryphal Sefer ha-"ilan (Book of the tree), and the otherwise un-
known Sefer ha-qosem ha-qatan (The little book of the wizard). See Moladot, fol. 47a:
“oIn WY KIpY DWW DAMKND T MM vt Nyt 5om o ornbua mK cTmm arkn
« DX 71321 VP DO 102 DA [9°KiT 19D O3 DWW “T11 1902 01 arm xamn The same
theory, with a similar reference to Claudius Ptolemy, is also alluded to in the second
version of Sefer ha-teamim (Te“amim B, p. 32). Note that a similar idea, namely that
the zodiacal sign in which the Moon is located at the time of birth is the zodiacal sign
of the ascendant at the time of conception, appears in sentence 51 of the apocryphal
Centiloquinm, attributed to Claudius Ptolemy and well known to Ibn Ezra. See
Claude Ptolomée, Les Cent Sentences Astrologiques (Paris, 1938), p. 25.
131 For its development in Arabic astrology, see Nallino, “Astrology,” p. 496. For the

doctrine of animodar in Al-Qabist’s Introductorium as scientiam astrologiae judicialis,
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Translation: The scholars who came after Enoch concurred with
him regarding this comparative method.'> I too tried it out
empirically and was successful. However, in certain cases [this
method] calls for one of two corrections. All that we have
already said [about Enoch’s method] is true regarding those
who are born after roughly nine months [of pregnancy], which
is the case of the majority of human beings. But occasionally a
baby is born in the seventh or in the eleventh month. I now
mention the [two] corrections. [The first correction:] Look
whether, in the days close to delivery, Venus or Mercury, which
are the lower stars and whose nature is akin to the Moon’s
nature, move into the place where the Moon is to be at the time
of birth, and [check whether] Venus or Mercury have rulership
of this place.””* If you observe that the Moon is in quartile
aspect with the star that is in the aforementioned degree, then
the baby will be born seven days before the appropriate period
[of pregnancy]. ... And this is the second correction: Look
whether Mars moves into the place where the Moon was at the
moment of the [descent of] the drop and if [Mars] is in its
[planetary] house or in its exaltation;'>® if that happens close to
seven days before the period [of pregnancy] and if the Moon is
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in conjunction with Mars, the baby will be born before the
[appropriate] period [of pregnancy].

In this instance the Provengal scholars summarized Sefer ha-moladot
instead of quoting it. They wanted to highlight that occasionally babies
are born “seven days before the [appropriate] period [of pregnancy]”
because they knew from Sefer ha-moladot that this is the common
denominator of Ibn Ezra’s “two corrections.”

[50] The science of the stars. Hebrew: nas1sn nnan. This term, which
does not appear in Ibn Ezra’s writings, was apparently introduced by
Abraham Bar Hiyya, who used it at least three times.'*® Assuming that
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see North, Chaucer’s Universe, pp. 213-214. For several systems of numindar in
medieval astrological literature, see E.S. Kennedy, “Treatise V of Kashi’s Khaqani Z3j:
The Determination of the Ascendant,” Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der arabisch-islam-
ischen Wissenschaften 10 (1995/6):123-145. For a very similar report about numaudar,
including the idea that the ascendant may be determined by exploring the relation
between the ascendant and the place of the Moon at the time of conception and the
time of birth, as well as a strikingly parallel account of the periods of pregnancy, see
Al-Birani, Art of Astrology, pp. 328-331. For the role of animodar in the last chapter
of both the Castilian and the Latin versions of Abraham Zacuto’s Almanach Perpet-
uum, see J. Chabds and B. Goldstein, Astronomy in the Iberian Peninsula, Abraham
Zacut and the Transition from Manuscript to Print (Philadelphia, 2000), pp. 86, 150-
153.

Moladot, fol. 47a.

See above, n. 148.

On “rulership,” see above, n. 60, 74, 93.

On “planetary house,” see above, n. 231. On “house of exaltation,” see above, n. 85.
In the astrological history included in Megillat ha-megalleh, pp. 145, 151, in the

introduction to Surat ha-’ares (ed. Minster, pp. 3-5), and particularly in the epistle

177



the text of Queries is not corrupt (it is conceivable that the authors
wrote hokmat mispetei ha-kokavim), it is noteworthy that the Prove-
ngal scholars employed this term to refer to a distinctively astrological
doctrine, whereas for Bar Hiyya “the science of the stars” means a
mixed body of knowledge comprising both astronomy and astrol-
ogy."”” Maimonides, in the Letter on Astrology, uses “the science of the
stars” to refer to astronomy alone.'*®

§25

[51] The science of observation. Hebrew: ptnim nnsn. This term is
found in three of Abraham Bar Hiyya’s astronomical works, where it is
synonymous with astronomy.'”” Just as in the case of “the science of
the stars” (see above, §24, n. 50), however, the Provencal scholars used
it to denote astrology. This confusion is a result of the blurring of the
borders between astronomy and astrology, which persisted in the
twelfth century.'®

[52] Our Rabbi of blessed memory ... taught us ... at the hour of
birth. Paragraph 25 is concerned with “birth programming,” i.e.,
choosing the appropriate moment for sexual intercourse in order to
protect the child who may be conceived from harm. The Provengal
scholars viewed this as a practlcal apphcatlon of nimubar, the astro-
logical theory they presented in the previous paragraph.'®" They based
this query on a debate between Ptolemy and Enoch about “birth
programming,” discussed in Ibn Ezra’s Sefer ha-moladot:

yana namyi a1%yni anrnad MR T pyaw 7BYK :01nbva qnKm
17 73 A NKRM LNRY NBNNWN T9MT Yana Nnmya by oy, meeun
Ryw 1y 5%wh 1Mprw ompni Y3 nyS o abvn yana nomvi abynn
1% 1Mprw oMt 53 Ny 551 15 yana naniya abynnmt InK juan
oy 53pr [ AMIRM AMKA A3 53pr INKYA ) 0w RY'Ww 0Ywa 1TIva
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addressed to Rabbi Judah b. Barzilai of Barcelona (Bar Hiyya, “Epistle addressed to
Rabbi Judah,” pp. 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 33, 35, 36).

See Sela, “Fuzzy Borders,” pp. 82-83, 90-91. Notice also that a very similar phe-
nomenon occurs in paragraph §25 with regard to “the science of observation” (see
below, §25, n. 51), another term peculiar to Abraham Bar Hiyya.

Marx, “Correspondence,” p. 351: ny™ K71 N'KM N3N K7W D317 NROAW M wn
oo ny. As far as [ know, the expression hokmat ha-kokavim does not appear in
any of Maimonides’ other works.

See Abraham Bar Hiyya, Sefer Surat ha->ares (ed. Munster, pp. 4-5, 65 et passim);
Sefer Hesbon mahblekot ha-kokavim (ed. Millds Vallicrosa, pp. 3, 19); Sefer ha-ibbur,
ed. T. Philipofsky (London, 1851), p. 78. For the use of hokmat ha-hizzayon in Sefer
Surat ha->ares, see Sela, “Fuzzy Borders,” pp. 90-91. Interestingly enough, this ex-
pression does not appear in the pair of works in which Abraham Bar Hiyya dealt
directly with astrology, namely, his apologetic epistle to Rabbi Judah b. Barzilai of
Barcelona, justifying the study and use of a specific kind of astrology, and the astro-
logical history he inserted in the fifth chapter of Megillat ha-megalleh.

For an expansion on this subject, see Sela, “Fuzzy Borders,” pp. 59-100.

The Provengal scholars could have drawn inspiration from Abraham Ibn Ezra’s long
commentary on Exodus 2:2. The wording of the reference there to the doctrine of
nimubar is very similar to that employed by the Provengal scholars in §24. In the
commentary, Ibn Ezra harnessed the doctrine of nimubar to argue against a midrashic
interpretation that Moses, in order to escape Pharaoh’s decree, was programmed to be
born in the seventh month, when newborns are undersized. To clinch his argument,
Ibn Ezra (paraphrasing what he himself wrote in Sefer ha-moladot) states that “one
who knows the time of [the beginning of] pregnancy can ascertain the time of birth,
and one who knows the time of birth can ascertain the time of [the beginning of]
pregnancy. This was tried out by the ancients. I myself have tried it out five times. For
the degree of the sign where the Moon is at the moment of [the beginning of] preg-
nancy is also the degree of the ascendant at the moment of begetting. The degree of the
ascendant at the moment of [the beginning of] pregnancy is also the degree of the sign

where the Moon is at the moment of begetting. Now the time set aside for carrying a
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7Y 1Y IR 7Y AnK M AR DTN A qonn 1By mavbyn anwan
162 mpr0 Yvana v abyna

Translation: Prolemy said: Although the essence [of the method]
should be [to pay attention to] the degree of the ascending zodiacal
sign at the moment [of the descent] of the drop [of semen], the
degree of the ascending zodiacal sign at the moment of birth is also
to be taken into consideration. And Enoch said that from the
degree of the ascending zodiacal sign at the moment [of the descent]
of the drop [of semen] we can know all the events that will befall
the fetus till it is delivered from its mother’s womb; and from the
degree of the ascending zodiacal sign at the moment of birth we can
know everything that will happen to him while he is in the world
into which he is delivered. For at birth he will receive the power of
the air, and from this power he will receive the power of [his]
superior soul, according to the admixture of Venus and the nature
of air.'®> And [in my opinion] he is completely right! Therefore we
have no need for the degree of the ascending zodiacal sign at the
moment [of the descent] of the drop [of semen].

Here “our Rabbi, of blessed memory” refers to Abraham Ibn Ezra.
When they write that he “taught us to guard ourselves against the
baneful star at the hour of birth” they are summarizing the contents of
the present paragraph in Sefer ha-moladot and of the previous one. Two
additional points deserve mention: (a) lebissamer (lit. to protect oneself,
take precautions against), which conveys the recommendation of the
anonymous rabbi, has already appeared in Queries three times with a
similar astrological sense, always within a quotation from Ibn Ezra;'**
(b) the expression kokav mazzig ‘baneful star’ is very frequent in Ibn
Ezra’s astrological work, especially in Sefer ha-moladot.'®®
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§26

[53] If our Rabbi sees fit to respond regarding this, please write it in
a separate letter. This request pertains to the query put in §§24-25:
Maimonides is requested to send his reply to this specific subject in a
separate and confidential letter,'®® to keep it from becoming available to
the public at large. The obvious reason for this request is the topic—
choosing an appropriate time for sexual intercourse—which is consid-
ered to be indelicate. The writers who requested this confidential and
separate letter from Maimonides call themselves “the chaste” (ba-
senuim), a talmudic term (Qiddushin 71a) that here signifies “free of
obscenity.”'®”

[54] Rabbi Jonathan, who is one of the rabbis and pious men in our
country. The only resident of Provence identified by name in the letter
is R. Jonathan ha-Kohen of Lunel (ca. 1130-after 1211), presented in
the letter as a resident of Montpellier. From other sources we know that

child is 259 days and a third. The medial time for pregnancy is 273 days. The maximum
time for being with child is 287 days. The scholars of nativities will admit this” (ed.
Weiser, 2:16).
162 Moladot, fol. 47b.
16> The theory alluded to in the last sentence is characteristic of Ibn Ezra. See, e.g.,
Abraham Ibn Ezra, Sefer yesod mora® wi-ysod Torah, VIL:4-5 in Abraham Ibn Ezra
Reader. Annotated texts with introductions and commentaries by I. Levin (New York
and Tel Aviv, 1985), p. 330; long commentary on Exodus 23:25 (ed. Weiser, 2:164)
164 See §§3, 7, and 15.
165 See especially Moladot, fols. 49a, 50a, 51a, 51b et passim. Note that kokav mazziq is
rather unusual in contemporary or earlier Hebrew astrological literature. For some
examples, see the quotations from Sefer ha-moladot in §8 n. 28.
16 This point was already noted by I. Sonne, “Maimonides’ Epistle to Shmuel Ibn
Tibbon,” (Heb.), Tarbiz 10 (1939):135-154 and 309-322, on p. 141.

167" See The Babylonian Talmud, Seder Nashim, Kiddushin, translated into English with
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R. Jonathan ha-Kohen was an ascetic scholar and talmudist, the author
of commentaries on the Mishnah, Gemara, and R. Isaac Alfasi. He was
the most important rabbi in Lunel and one of the leaders of the “300
French and English rabbis” who emigrated in 1211 to Eretz Israel,
where he died. He is also mentioned by Maimonides’ son R. Abraham
as a disciple of R. Abraham ben David of Posquicres (the Rabad).'®®
Although R. Jonathan ha-Kohen is categorized as “one of the rabbis
and pious men in our country,” the text says nothing of his role in the
composition of Queries. Because he is specified as the recipient, on
behalf of “the chaste” (ha-senu‘im), of the separate confidential reply
from Maimonides, we know that he must have been connected with the
letter writers, whether or not he was numbered among them.'®’

A. Marx, in the notes to the editio princeps, stated that Queries was
the first link in an epistolary chain of queries and responsa between R.
Jonathan ha-Kohen and Maimonides, which in the course of time
created strong bonds of mutual affection and admiration.'”® Although
neither R. Jonathan nor other Provencal scholars explicitly refer to
Maimonides’ Letter on Astrology, some words in a letter from the
former to the latter, written around 1195, seem to refer to Maimonides’
Letter on Astrology and suggest that R. Jonathan fully understood its
anti-astrological message:

NINIK ,NY2am1 NLY1T NIRDBN N7DY5  NyT1 Nivyna 0wty 1% nana
NWAIT DMWY MM, N1 NS5 0MoIp TNeIMT ,PPNINIR N 0va
D1"2 N12T Y 5X nNnbwr q5v by neol MIvayR qwyn nawa

71950

Translation: You have written to us excellent things in counsels and
knowledge (Prov. 22:20), for a diadem of beauty and for a crown
(after Isa. 28:5) and a turban; with your signs you have frustrated
the signs of the impostors and with your wonders you have
thwarted the wonders of the diviners (after Isa. 44:25); with your
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heavens, the work of your fingers (Psalms 8:4), you have shamed
the astrologers (Isa. 47:13); you have sprinkled your dew over us,
and you have sent offerings to your people on the day of thy battle
(after Psalms 110:3).

§27

[55] Be not worried by the experience of the astrologers. “The
chaste” (ha-senu‘im), continuing from §26, express their concern
about astrology in a way that is reminiscent of the criticism of as-
trology in §§4, 5, 6, and 18. They employ the distinctive expression

notes under the editorship of I. Epstein (The Soncino Press: London, 1936), p. 362, n.
3. See also Talmud Bavli, Tractate Kiddushin (The Schottenstein Edition: New York,
1998), p. 71a’, wherein sanua® is translated as “discreet.”
168 For a short biography, see 1. Twersky, Rabad of Posquiéres (Cambridge, Mass., 1962),
pp. 247-250; .M. Ta-Shma, “Jonathan ha-Kohen,” Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem,
1971/72), 10:186. For his role in the Resurrection Controversy, see B. Septimus,
Hispano-Jewish Culture in Transition: The Career and Controversies of Ramah
(Cambridge, Mass., 1982), pp. 42-44.
169 A. Marx (Correspondence, p. 333) considered R. Jonathan ha-Kohen to be the center of
the circle of Provengal scholars who sent Queries to Maimonides. Cf. Sonne,
“Maimonides’ Epistle,” p. 141. As S.D. Goitein has demonstrated, an active civilian
postal system regularly functioned across the Mediterranean in the twelfth century
(Goitein, A Mediterranean Society 1: 191, 281-295, 305).
170 A. Marx, who studied their correspondence, has shown that if R. Jonathan ha-Kohen
and the scholars of Lunel were not initially held in high esteem by Maimonides, they
gradually gained his respect and admiration after their correspondence turned to ha-
lakhic issues (Marx, “Correspondence,” pp. 325-335; Sonne, “Maimonides’ Epistle,”
pp. 136-146).
71 Letter from R. Jonathan ha-Kohen of Lunel to Maimonides, quoted from Moses ben
Maimon Responsa, ed. Alfred Freimann (Jerusalem, 1934), p. LVI. On this passage, see

Sonne, “Maimonides’ Epistle,” pp. 140-141; Shailat, Letters, 2:492).
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“experiences of the astrologers” (m%mm "man noa) to refer to the
astrologers’ claim that their science is based on accumulated experience
rather than on deduction from theoretical principles.'”” This suggests
that they requested a separate reply not only because of their qualms
about the indelicate character of one of the queries but also because
they did not share the view of those who accepted the utility of
astrology.

§29
[56] You informed the community of Fez of those things. See above,
§1, n. 2.

Conclusion

Astrological Sources
The sources of Queries are Jewish astrological or astrologically related
texts, written in Hebrew or Aramaic, from four different historical
periods. These four layers are interrelated and offer an essentially am-
biguous and dualistic view of astrology:

(a) Twelfth century. This layer, by far the most important one,
derives from the work of Abraham Ibn Ezra, whose pervasive influence
on Queries may be observed in verbatim quotations (§§3, 8, 10, 11, 15,
16, 24, and 25) or paraphrases (§§3, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13, and 24) from his
works and in elliptical references to earlier astrological sources men-
tioned in them.'”> Abraham Bar Hiyya’s influence on Queries is limited
to a few astronomical and astrological terms (see above §2, n. 6; §4, n.
16; §5, n. 18; §11, n. 33; §24, n. 50; §25, n. 51). This can be explained by
the subsidiary role that astrology played in Bar Hiyya’s writings.'”*
Although the astrological doctrines mentioned in Queries are closely
related to the work of Arab astrologers, there are no direct references to
Arabic astrological texts. This is because the Provengal scholars could
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not read Arabic'”® and received technical astrological information al-
ready couched in Hebrew terms, thanks to Ibn Ezra’s astrological
treatises.

At least some of the Provencal scholars knew that Ibn Ezra was
their main astrological source, as is evident from the fact that they not
only quoted his texts but also made two references to their author,
albeit without mentioning his name (see §24, n. 49; §25, n. 52); what is
more, Ibn Ezra does not hide his identity in Sefer ha-moladot and Sefer
ha-se’elot, the two works most frequently quoted in Queries.'’® The
writers seem to have been acquainted with the full texts of Ibn Ezra’s
astrological works, given that they perused them carefully for appro-
priate passages—e.g., in §8, where they inserted no fewer than seventeen
excerpts from various parts of Sefer ha-moladot.

Why, given their heavy reliance on Ibn Ezra’s astrological works,
do the Provencal scholars avoid referring to him by name? The refer-
72" Note too that the writers use the new Hebrew expression (m>mi man) coined by
Abraham Ibn Ezra to refer to astrologers (see above, §7, n. 25).

173 We notice references to “those who speak wisely” (§3), “the scholars” (§§6, 9, 11, 14,
15, 16, 17, 18, 21, 24, and 25), “the astrologers” (§§7, 9, 13, 14, 15, 21, 25, 27), “the
books of the scholars” (§§7, 10, 11), and “the books of the astrologers” (§24).

174 Besides the letter to Rabbi Judah b. Barzilai of Barcelona and some astrological ref-
erences in his astronomical work, Bar Hiyya’s main contribution in this field is limited
to the fifth and last chapter of Megillat ha-Megalleh. This work deals with macro-
astrology and therefore is not concerned with the astrology of the individual, the topic
that preoccupied the Provengal scholars. For Bar Hiyya’s astrological work, see Sela,
Rise of Medieval Hebrew Science, pp. 101-104.

175 They were presumably the promoters of the translation of the Guide of the Perplexed
from Arabic into Hebrew. See Marx, “Correspondence,” p. 330. However, their ac-
quaintance with the theory of the Muslim philosopher (§14) indicates that they were
not disconnected from astrological ideas emerging directly from Arabic civilization.
176 Moladot, fol. 46b; Seelot A, fols. 62b, 63a.
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ences to Ibn Ezra in §§24-25 (“one scholar,” “our Rabbi, of blessed
memory”) give the impression that the reason is their familiarity with
Abraham Ibn Ezra, who had passed through their country forty years
earlier and to whom they still felt indebted, as may be appreciated by
the extent of the quotations from his work. But some of the Provengal
scholars may also have had some reservations about astrology or about
Ibn Ezra’s astrological ideas. Ultimately, the reason remains a puzzle.

(b) Geonic period. This layer consists of a lengthy excerpt from a
responsum written by Sherira Gaon and Hai Gaon, which divides as-
trologers into two groups, one endorsing a hard, and the other a soft,
version of astrology. Both the included and the excluded parts of the
responsum are significant with regard to the astrological sources of
Queries: whereas the excluded section includes the two main talmudic
sources of Queries (B Shabbat 156a and Mo“ed Qatan 28a), the frag-
ment that the Provencal scholars chose to insert in their letter is the one
commented and expanded on by Ibn Ezra in the introduction to Sefer
ha-molador (see above, §2, n. 5; §3, n. 13).

(c) Talmudic period. This layer is represented by a passage from
Shabbat 156a (§2, §6) and a quote from Mo“ed Qatan 28a (§6), included
in Queries to convey respectively the soft and hard versions of as-
trology (see above §2, n. 4; §6, n. 24). There is also a citation of a third
talmudic passage (Bava Mesi‘a’> 42a), devoid of any astrological sig-
nificance in the Talmud; it is incorporated in three different places (§§4,
6, and 12) to sound an alert against the dangers that astrology may pose
to religious practice.

(d) Biblical period. In §2 the astrologers are referred to as “those
who gaze at the stars” (Isa. 47:13). The use of this designation implies a
tacit admission that astrology could trace its roots back to biblical
times. On the other hand, in §6 there is a reference to several un-
specified verses of the Torah, the Prophets, and the Hagiographa, in-
voked to buttress a presumably anti-astrology argument.
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Date and Structure
The terminus ante quem for Queries seems to be 1193, the year when
the Mishneh Torah reached Provence.'”” Indeed, the Provencal scholars
do not refer to Maimonides’ Code, which was at the core of their later
correspondence.'”® Since Queries is the last in a series of letters that the
same group of scholars from southern France sent to Maimonides but
which had remained unanswered (§24),"”° such a date for Queries also
implies that the correspondence between Provence and Maimonides
about astrology commenced some years earlier.

The fact that in §26 Maimonides is requested to reply to a separate
subject in a confidential letter and that §24, which opens the discussion
about this separate subject, is preceded by a long indentation, strongly
suggests that §§24-29 are a distinct part of Queries. I would explain this
structure of Queries as follows:

Queries was divided into two parts because it includes a subject that
the writers judged to be indelicate and embarrassing—how to choose a
propitious moment for conception.'®® For this specific purpose, the
writers refer to themselves in §26 as “the chaste” (ha-senu im).

177 See Septimus, Hispano-Jewish Culture in Transition, p. 39.

178 Moreover, Maimonides himself, in his reply, assumes that neither his Code nor the
Guide of the Perplexed (which had not yet been translated into Hebrew) has reached
them (Marx, “Correspondence,” §3, p. 349; §8 p. 351).

179 Maimonides himself, in his reply, seems to acknowledge this fact by invoking in his
defense his many occupations and lack of time. Moreover, he admits there that had he
not been urged “till he was ashamed,” he would not have replied to the present letter,
either (Marx, “Correspondence,” pp. 357-358).

189 Tt is not completely clear whether this subject, alluded to at the beginning of §24, was
one of the “points that were not in the others” or one of the issues that had been
included in the earlier letters, of which the writers state that they “are not sure whether
Maimonides would deem it possible to respond.” Marx believed that this query or-

iginated in an earlier letter (Marx, “Correspondence,” p. 318).
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The first part of Queries, by contrast, is a letter written to be sent to
Maimonides in the manner usual for this kind of writings, i.e., with no
need for confidentiality and the attendant expectation that it would be
diffused widely. Here the Provencal scholars recycled material from
queries sent to Maimonides in previous letters. This part of Queries
runs from §1 to §23: §1 consists of the customary salutation; the queries
on astrology are developed in §2 through §20; §21 through §23 are the
conclusion, which includes a summary of the main queries posed (§21)
and a conventional closing that praises the addressee and asks him to
acknowledge and respond to their letter (§§22-23).

The second part, §24 to §29, was presumably written on a separate
sheet and sealed, perhaps with a superscription to the effect that it was
confidential. The “delicate” subject is developed in §§24-25; §26 con-
tains the request that Maimonides respond to this question under
separate cover to a specified address; in §27 the authors ask for
Maimonides’ forbearance should he consider they had done something
unworthy; §28 is the complimentary close, though in a very abridged
form (compare §§18-20). Finally, §29 is a postscript.

We thus have a single epistle whose authors viewed it as consisting
of two distinct parts—one dealing with “decent” topics, open to the
general public, the other with an “indelicate” theme, to be discussed
only by “the chaste.” At a later stage, the two parts of the letter were
copied one after the other, although even in the manuscript that has
come down to us a long indentation still indicates that Queries origi-
nally consisted of two separate documents.

The Writers and their Message
The writers of Queries are presented in §2 as a homogeneous group
(havurah). Given, however, that they where thoroughly acquainted
with some of Ibn Ezra’s astrological works, we may wonder why they
state, in §18, that their knowledge of astrology is based on “things we
have heard.” This seems to break the cohesiveness of the havurah and
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indicates that more than one voice may be heard in Queries, as might
be expected in the collective composition of a group of scholars con-
cerned about an essentially ambiguous view of astrology. I would
suggest that there were two main groups among the writers, each of
them conveying a specific message to Maimonides in both parts of
Queries.

The first group includes persons who were acquainted with the
details of some of Ibn Ezra’s astrological books, although they sup-
pressed his name. The voice of this group is clearly heard in §3, which
includes a verbatim quotation from the introduction to Sefer ha-mo-
ladot (see above, §3, n. 13); in §8, which is made up of at least seventeen
brief excerpts from all parts of Sefer ha-moladot (see above §8, n. 28);
in §§10-11, where they drew on Sefer ha-moladot and Resit hokmah
for technical information about the third and fourth horoscopic houses
(see §10, n. 31; §11, n. 32); in §15, which includes a long word-for-
word quotation from the introduction to Sefer ha-se’elot (see above
§15, n. 43), and in §24 (in the second part of Queries), which includes
another long verbatim quotation from Sefer ha-moladot (see above §24,
n. 48).

Based on these sources, the first group admits that astrology may be
trustworthy. This is noticeable in both parts of Queries (§§10, 11, 13,
15, and 24): First they present some astrological doctrine and then focus
on a problematic though highly technical characteristic thereof. They
do not reject the possibility that astrologers may be of benefit in pro-
tecting the planet-stricken. Hence a major issue that occupies a sig-
nificant part of the letter (§§7-13) is the means and extent to which
astrologers can help foretell calamities and thus avert the baneful affect
of the stars. They also earnestly try to find a way to harmonize this soft
version of astrology with religious belief and practice (see above, §9, n.
29; §12, n. 35). Through oblique references to Ibn Ezra’s writings ( “the
books of the scholars,” “the books of the astrologers™), in §§7, 11, and
17 they also voice a complaint that is not always confined to purely
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religious or moral issues but also refers to the confusing way in which
the technical details are presented in these books (see above, §11, n. 34;
§17, n. 45).

The voice of the second group is clearly heard in §18, where, in
sharp contrast to the first group, we read that they had not read any
book on astrology, had not studied astrology, and never “walk in the
path of these sciences,” so that their minimal knowledge of astrology is
based on mere hearsay. They unleash a strong attack on the hard ver-
sion of astrology in both parts of Queries: In §4 they construe astro-
logical determinism as inducing people to consider all prayer to be futile
(see above, §4, n. 17);'®' in §16 the astrologers’ presumption that they
can predict unnatural death is viewed as destroying the foundations of
faith and annulling the effect of prayers (see above, §6, nn. 22 and 24);
and in §27 they resume their attack on astrology when they ask Mai-
monides to show them the path, so that they will “be not worried by
the experience of the astrologers” (see above §27, n. 55).
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81 In contrast, the followers of the first position presume in §12 that prayers may be

helpful if there is “utility and succor” in knowing one’s astrologically ordained lot by

asking the opinion of the astrologer (see above, §12, n. 35).
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