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Firs t delive re d a s a lectur e at the K epler  C ollege, Se attle , Ore gon, Unite d Sta tes  o f
Amer ica  o n 13 Janua ry 2001.

In  t wel ft h cen tur y Weste rn Eu rop e, Ch ri sti an  scholar s sudde nly 
de ve lop ed (f or  re asons stil l not  e nti re ly cl ear ), a voracious hu nge r
for the  advanced scien ti fic l ear ni ng of  th e Mosle ms. F or ab out  200
ye ar s ( c.1100- 1300)  th ese Wester n sch ol ars l ocate d, re ad, t ran sl ate d
an d assimilate d Arabic t ext s on Gr eco-Arab ic Scie nce 1.

Th is Gr eco-Arabic Scie nce was esse nti al ly an  Ar ab ic Ne opl at oni c
sy nt hesis of  Aristotle 's Natu ral  Scie nce. It  had a compel li ngl y
at tr act ive f eatur e to it . Whi le it s sci ence was i nti matel y wedde d t o
Islam, it  was not  an e nt ire ly  cl osed sy ste m prohi bit in g discussi on or 
el ab orati on bu t r at her  a re markabl y u ni fie d vision of the  r elati on of 
God, Man and N atu re  pr oduce d by a cur ious (t o t he  mode rn mi nd
pe rh aps) fusion of the ol ogy , phi losop hy  an d the  scie nces. At t he 
ti me , Chr ist en dom, esp ecial ly  We st ern  Chri st endom, h ad noth ing 
li ke  it . Eve ry  ar t and scie nce k nown to man, fr om me tallu rg y and
mi ni ng, t o e th ics and polit ical scien ce  an d ult imate ly  to t heology
had a p lace in  th is gr an d h ie rar ch ical ove rview.

                                                
      1 Call ed Greco-A rabic Science because i t was a continuation of Greek Science
cultivated by Arabi c speakers under Isl am. The translations began c 1126 w ith
Adel ard of B ath's transl ati on of the astronomical  tabl es of al -Khwarizmi  and
continued unti l 1176 or thereabouts w ith Gerard of Cremona's translati on of
Ptol emy's Al magest. In the thirteenth century these works and the phi losophical 
and sci entific writings of Aristotle and Averroës were assimilated. Ni cholas
Rescher "By 1300 the processes of active transl ation had sl owed dow n to a mere
trickle." Studies i n A rabic P hil osophy, University of P ittsburgh Press, 1966, p.156.



By  t he be gin ni ng of  th e twe lf th ce ntu ry , Moslem cult ur e, dr awi ng 
up on  Gr ee k p hi losop hy an d sci ence, had art iculate d a p yrami dal 
sy nt hesis of  all kn owl edge wh ich  p laced Al lah and Hi s Kor an  as
th e cap -ston e of th is py ramid an d vie we d t he  vari ous othe r art s and
scie nce s as de rivat ive  and th ere fore as su pp ort ive and su bordi nate
to Islam. Th rough  t he ramif icati on s of the  subdivisi on s of the 
scie nce s and due to th e dif fe ren t app li cat ions an d sub -di scipl in es
pe rt ain in g t o each of th e sub ordin ate  arts and scien ce s t he 
concept ual are a covere d by th is ar ran ge men t was b road at th e
"b ot tom" of th e p yr ami d, i.e. in  t hei r app li cat ion t o human  li fe , and
narr ow at  th e "top"  as t he many pr act ical ar ts we re ru led b y or
su bordi nated t o a f ew ke y sci ences, whi ch we re in  tu rn  re gu lat ed
by  Allah and t he Koran .

Th is al l–encompassi ng model  of k nowle dg e ( se t f or th in  a nu mbe r
of  docu me nts, some of wh ich  were  t ran sl ate d int o Lat in  in  t he
twel fth  cent ur y and some  of  which became k nown to We st ern 
scholar s lat er )2 was, sur ely  an orderi ng  te ch niq ue  in te nde d to
su pp ort  t he Koran  and Mosle m rel ig ion  b ut it  al so assi ste d in th e
re gu lat ion of civil  af fairs since it su bor di nat ed ju ri spr udence,
poli tical  scie nce , economics and mili tary scien ce  to t heology. It was
th er efore  an  i mport ant  t heocr ati c tool. Bu t it al so fu nct ioned as a
mn emoni c device f acili tatin g the  orde rl y arr ang ement  of comple x
su bject s in th e p hi losop her 's mi nd an d promoted t he op por tu ne
re call of  ne eded in for mation store d i n the  memory  in  an
ap pr opr iatel y hie rarch ical fashi on .

Th is concept ual model gave le git imacy  t o t he  ar ts an d sci en ces so
ar range d. On ce  it s posit ion  i n t he  hi er archy  of  h uman knowl edg e
was est ab lishe d, th e g iven ar t or sci en ce had a p lace in th e h ie rar ch y
ne ar er to or  f art he r f rom All ah, t he source of al l aut hor it y. Wh at is
most  notable  abou t thi s is th at astrology, alch emy and magi c wer e
pl aced immediatel y ben eath th e K or an an d h en ce, above all  t he
ot he r art s and scie nce s.3

                                                
      2 E.g. the Rasa`il  of the Ikhw an as-Safa, di scussed below , and Al farabi' s De
ortu scienci arum, translated by Gundisall inus in the 12th century. C.f. al so, the
Introductori um maius of Abu Ma`shar.

      3 Hence w hen A grippa (De Occulta Phil osophia, Bk I, chapter 1) defines Magi c
as "The most perfect and chief sci ence, that sacred and subl imer kind of
phil osophy, and l astly the most absol ute perfecti on of al l most excel lent
phil osophy," he i s merel y repeating the vi si on of magi c's priori ty as conceived in
Medi eval Isl amic Science.



Or ig ins o f t he Islamic O rder of  Sci ence.

Me di eval Isl amic or thodoxy di d n ot  su cceed, ini ti all y in st ifl in g all 
he te rodox y. By  th e eig ht h cen tur y, th e int el lectu al world, the  Arab s
had tak en  possession of was r ich  i n p hi losop hy an d sci ence and
astr ology , alchemy and magi c playe d sig nif icant  r ole s in socie ti es,
wh ich came u nder Mosle m con tr ol.4 Unl ike  t he Ge rmani c b ar bar ian
in vasions, whi ch tr ansforme d the  Roman Emp ir e and gave  ri se  to
Fe udali sm, t he  Ar ab  conq uest of th e East was swif t and le ft  th e
soci ety  most ly  in tact.

Th e deser t Arabs had b ee n wit hou t sci en ce an d, accor di ng to Ib n
Kh al dun  ( wri ti ng in  th e fou rt een th  14th  ce nt ury ), pr ior t o the 
Pr op het , wer e tot al ly un gover nab le  an d wil d. Islam was wh at  was
ne eded to br in g t o the m any  semb lance  of civili zation. It  did th is
we ll  for by 762 AD Bag hdad had b ee n f ou nde d and b y 813 th e Bait 
al Hikma ( House  of Wisdom) was e stabl ish ed th er e. It  was desig ned
to b e a p lace in wh ich  t o assimi late th e wealth  of wisdom t hat  t he
Ar ab  Empi re had i nh eri te d. To fu rt her  t he cu ltu ral f lower in g of the 
Ab bassi d Dyn asty, t he Calip h Al- Mansur5 ask ed th e Byzant in es, t he
Pe rsian s and t he In dians to send h im te xts on sci ence and
tr an slators to re nder th em in to Ar abi c. Th ey  comp lie d wit h the 
re qu est . Obser vat or ies were  constr uct ed ne ar  Damascu s and
Bagh dad and tr anslations of  G ree k, Sy ri ac, P ersian and Sanskri t
li te rar y, scie nti fi c and ph il osoph ical wor ks we re  avidly un der taken .

Th is fl ur ry of  tr an slati on br oug ht  to t he ke n of the  Arab s the 
math emati cal  and astronomical  work s of the  Indi an s ( th e
Si ddhan tas, calle d by th e Arabs th e Si ndhin d) , t he  astr ologi cal 
doct rin es of  t he Babyl on ian s, Ch al dae an s, Pe rsi an s and ot he rs; and
th e phi losop hi cal  work s of th e G re eks. Of especial i mp ort an ce we re

                                                
      4 By 711 the Isl ami c World spread from India, west through Persi a, the Arabi an
Peni nsula, E gypt and the Mi deast, excepting large areas of Anatolia controlled by
Chri sti an Byzanti um, N orth Africa to the A tl antic Ocean and Spai n to the
Pyrenees.

      5 abu-Ja`far `A bdull ah al -Mansur 712?-775. Second Abbasid caliph (754-775).
He moved the seat of government to the new  city of B aghdad. He w as a patron of
learning, encouragi ng the transl ation of Greek and Latin cl assics i nto A rabic.



th e Neopl atoni c wri tin gs, t he  He rmeti c wri ti ngs and th e sci ent if ic
wr it ing s of Ar ist ot le, which the  Lati n Chr istians had bee n wit hout
un ti l t he  twel fth  cent ur y. Th e p re judices of  Islam b ei ng di ffe re nt
th an  th ose of Chr istiani ty, scie nce, ph ilosophy  and me dicin e
fl ou rishe d u nder th e Arabs.

Th e ide as in tr odu ce d i nt o Isl ami c socie ty by  th e translat ion of the se 
li te rat ur es gave ri se to nu me rou s het er odox int er pre tations of 
Islam, wh ich  q uickl y f ou nd it  ne ce ssary  to p resen t t he mse lves as
esot eri c doctr ine s cir cu lat ed in  smal l, di scree t commu nit ie s.

Mosl em or thodoxy ke pt a war y eye  out for h et erodox opi nions th at 
had any  p ote nt ial  f or un seati ng th e r el igi ou s st at us qu o an d
espe ciall y f or  an y resur gen ce  of  astr ol ogi cal p ol yth ei sm.
Ne ve rth el ess, in th e e ig hth  and ni nth  cent ur ies n ume rous Batinee ye h
(e soter ic) moveme nt s b eg an (such  as Isma`il ism) wh ich  arose eit he r
fr om ex posur e to Gr eek , Per si an or  In di an ideas or wer e sur vival s
of  p re- Islamic se ct s ( e.g. th e Mandaeans an d Harr ani an  Sabaean s) .

Th ese moveme nt s p layed a role  in  spre ading  t he occul t sci en ces t o
We st ern  Chri st ian  l ands aft er  1100 wh en  Islamic r eli gi ous r eacti on
su pp resse d all  bu t the  most  orth odox vi ews i n t he  Mi d East. It  i s
al so tr ue  th at  earl y ort hodox  Mosl em th eol og y h el d i de as ab out  f ate 
th at  we re  favourabl e t o the  acce pt ance and deve lopme nt  of 
astr ologi cal  dete rmini sm. F or  th e ear ly  or th odox the ol ogi cal
Mosl em As hariyeh, "n oth in g i n the  whol e Uni ve rse , nei th er a class
nor an in dividual  b ein g...i s due  t o chance ; eve ry thi ng  is t he re sul t of
wi ll , i nt ent ion and ru le ."6

Of  g reat imp or tan ce  to our di scu ssion  i s t he  in fl uen ce  of  t he
ph il osoph ical movement s wit hi n Isl am an d i n par ti cul ar  th at  of 
Ne op lat on ism, whi ch  had from its i nce pt ion  i n Ale xan dr ia in  th e
fi rst h al f of the  t hir d cen tu ry7 b ee n f avour ab le to th eu rgy  ( divin e
magi c). N eop laton ism soon absorb ed an  i nte re st in  astr ology  fr om

                                                
      6 Maimoni des, Guide for the Perpl exed, III, 17. trs Friedländer, D over, NY  1956.

      7 Neoplatonism w as founded in A lexandri a in the early 3rd century by
Ammonius Saccas, teacher of Pl otinus, Origen, Longinus and others by fusi ng the
teachings of P lato with those of A ristotle.



th e Stoics. It  is alre ady discusse d i n Pl ot inu s' s ( 205-270) En neads8

an d in Th e Let ter t o Ab am mon , at tri bu ted t o Iamb lichu s ( d. c. 333) ,
a be lie f in astrology is we ll  establi sh ed in  th e Syr ian sch ool  of
Ne op lat on ism. Neu ge bau er  st at es th at th e p hi losop her s of th e six th
ce nt ury  Academy of Ath en s, by  th en  Ne op lat on ist s, we re  en gaged
in  maki ng  gold 9. Al exandria i n Egy pt was f er til e groun d f or  th e
de ve lop me nt of  astr ologi cal  t heory , p racti ce  an d the  deve lopme nt 
of  math emati cal met hods.

Th e Arabi c N eoplatonists carr ied on t he  ph il osoph ical reali sm of 
th ei r G re ek an tecedent s and saw th e cau ses of t er restr ial 
ph en ome na in  t he ce lesti al an d sup er ce lesti al (Ideal)  worl ds. Thei r
th re efold di vi sion (worl d of the  e lemen ts; worl d of th e cel est ial; an d
worl d of the  supe r cel estial or th e Ide al world) cor re sponded to th e
fi el ds in  wh ich t he  scie nce s of al che my , ast rol og y and magi c
op er ate d.

Al ch emy  was th e act ion  of b ody on body (el ement al ). Th e
astr ologi cal  t ali sman was an act ion of spi ri t on body (ce le sti al ).
Magi c was re garde d as an  acti on of  sp ir it on  sp ir it (supe r cel estial) .

Wi th  su ch  a cosmology an d p hy sics, astr onomy  was ine vi tab ly 
favoure d as pr ovi di ng th e ke y t o under standing  t he pr oce sses of 
natu ral  chan ge  – th e coming -t o-b e and of p assin g away. Astr ology 
ex pl ain ed how God's Wi ll  mani feste d i n the  worl d and t hroug h t he 
Ne op lat on ic doctr in es of  eman ati on  an d int er mediarie s it
addr essed th e que st ion s lef t by Ar ist ot le. N ame ly  how the  Un moved
Move r who has no body or  sh ap e whatsoever can act ual ly  be  i n a
pl ace on the  circumfer en ce of  th e wor ld, and how the  Un moved
Move r k ee ps th e u ni ver se  in  moti on  an d how a si ng le Move r can 
gi ve  ri se  to t he many th ing s of th e n at ural and cele st ial  worl ds.

Th e Neopl atoni sts, exp laini ng  Pl at o t hr oug h Ari st otl e, pr esent ed
th ei r sol uti on  to t hese probl ems. The  Myst ics and th e Sabaean s
adde d t he ir vi ews whil e the  orth odox Mosle ms de bated with  b oth .

                                                
      8 Cf Pl otinus The Enneads, trs MacK enna, London, Faber and Faber Ltd, 1969,
pp80-105; esp. "A re the Stars Causes?" pp 91-105.

      9 Otto Neugebauer, A Hi story of Mathemati cal A stronomy, New Y ork, Springer
Verl ag, 1975, pp.1035 n. 17; 1045, 1050f.



Th e resul t of the  comp et ing  f orces of  p hil osoph y, occu lti sm, sci ence,
my st ici sm an d the ol ogy  with in  Islam meant th at th e arr ang ement 
of  t he scien ce s h ad, i n lar ge  me asure  t he ap proval of the  orth odox
Mosl em th eol og ian s as we ll as th e esote ricists an d t he  ph il osoph ers.
Th e Suf i phi losop he r Al farab i gave a p lace to th e mag ical scien ce s
in  h is br ief  work  t ran sl ate d int o Lat in  as De or tu  scienti ar um and
hi s translat or , t he  twel fth  cent ur y Chr ist ian p hi losop her  Domi nicus
Gu ndissal inu s, foll owi ng  Al farab i in hi s own  De di vi sio ne
ph il oso ph iae l ists ni gr oma ncia secu ndu m ph ysica m among hi s l ist
of  e igh t nat ur al scien ce s. Al gazal i, re garde d as "The Fathe r of th e
Ch ur ch in  Islam" for h is or th odoxy , n evert he less inclu des t he
magi cal  scie nces of  imagine s, in cantatione s et  alle ccion es ( astrological 
imag es, i ncant ati on s and el ections) as a p ar t of nat ur al scien ce .10

Th is su bordi nation of th e art s and scie nce  t o ast rol og y, al che my  an d
magi c may  se em st range  t o t he  mode rn we ste rn er raise d in a
rati onali st socie ty , whi ch se es th is occul t tri ni ty as th e par adigm of
ig noran ce . Whi le th e sub ordin ati on  of  astr ol ogy , alche my an d
magi c t o rel ig ion  may st rik e man y as th e r an kest sup er sti ti on.

If  we are  to u nde rstan d how t he Me die val Moslem i nte ll ige nt sia
coul d con str uct such a concep tual model  an d cou nt enance i ts
pr actical  ap pl icati ons, whi ch  fl ow ne ce ssari ly an d l og icall y f rom i t,
a nu mbe r of matte rs mu st  be  clar if ied f irst. In  so doi ng we  le ar n n ot 
on ly  ab ou t Medieval  Islamic Scie nce, Ch risti ani ty  an d the  O ccu lt 
Scie nce s, bu t about  of -cour se  ab ou t our sel ve s as wel l.

Fi rst, we  mu st  un de rst an d what " scien ce " meant, and st ill  mean s, in 
Islam. Se yy ed Hose in Nasr  te ll s u s: "In the  Islami c Wor ld, t he
hi gh est  f orm of k nowle dg e h as ne ve r b ee n any  si ng le scien ce , or
sc ie ncia, wh ich  r emain s at the  discur sive level , b ut  th e `wi sdom of 
th e sai nt s,'  or sapient ia, wh ich  u lti matel y means gn os is." 11 All 
kn owledge  re si des i n i ts fu ll ness in Al lah  b ecause H e is it s sou rce .

                                                
      10 Al gazel 's Metaphysi cs, Latin text edited by Muckle, S t Michael' s C ol lege,
Toronto, Canada, 1933, p.4.

      11 Science and Ci vil izati on in Islam, The Isl ami c Texts Soci ety, Cambridge,
1987 p. 337.



Me di eval Arabi c N eoplatonic P hil osoph y, cont inu in g t he  Pl ot ini an 
tr aditi on , sou ght  t o e xp lai n thi s Gnost ic in sig ht  rati onall y b y
asse rti ng  th e exi st ence of an  Univer sal  Inte ll ige nce, an  eman ati on  of 
th e Divin e. Th e t ranscen den tal u ni ty of  Al lah was sp ecifi ed an d
de fi ned i n t hi s Int ell ig ence and made  i nte ll igi bl e t o the  soul .
Kn owledge  or  sc ie ncia ( Ar abi c 'ilm) is wh at  re su lts f rom t he corre ct 
use of th e sen ses and re ason. Sapient ia ( Ar abi c hikma) passe s bey on d
th e sou l' s f acult y of re ason to th e r ealm of  th e Int el lig en ce an d t o
Di vi ne Or igi ns.

Th e sen se  in  which moder n wester ne rs use t he  te rm scie nce  t oday is
a narrowi ng of  th e ter m sc ie ns, sc ie ntia f rom " kn owi ng " i n gen er al to
a sp eci fi c cri ter ia for knowi ng calle d Sci en tif ic Me th od de vel op ed in 
th e seven tee nt h cen tur y. Mode rn we ste rn  scie nce  arri ve s at its
conclusions th rou gh  ob se rvati on of  re pe atabl e e xp eri me nts u nde r
cont rol le d cir cumst ances in  which the  p ecu li ar power s or sk ill s of
th e par ti cul ar  scie nti st  conduct in g t he  ex pe rimen t h ave
in te nti on all y bee n factored out. More over, classi cal  west er n sci ence
focu ses atte nt ion  on object ive, ph ysi cal p he nomen a and di sr egards
th e tradi tional sapient ia ( hikma) aspect of kn owi ng  wh ich i t reg ar ds
as subjective and h ence unr eal. Su ch  scie nce  was un known  in  t he
Mi ddle Ag es to ei th er Ch risti ans or Moslems bot h of wh om sh are d
th e sc ie ncia/sapient ia p ar adi gm of  k nowin g.

Th e Medie val  Mosl em un de rst an din g of scien ce  di st ing ui she d
be tween  a kn owing  ( sc ie ns) wh ich  t reats of  mani fe st or  rati onall y
di scern ib le cause s and a kn owing  which app re hen ds hi dden cause s
(sapient ia). H idden  be cause  t hey  e xce ed th e cap ab ili ty  of  t he hu man 
re ason to di scern  and di sti ng uish the m. Astr ology , alchemy and
magi c f al l i nt o t hi s second cate gory, h ence the y are  of a diff er ent 
or de r t han t he  ot he r art s and scie nce s whose  causal rationales are
re adily  comp re hen de d b y reason. As a re sul t the se  th re e sci ences
we re  accorde d a dif fer en t status t han  t he ot her s as be ing  n on- 
di scipl in ary  and as re qu iri ng  for the ir  su ccessfu l and pr op er
pr actice a g iven sp iri tu al power  or p ot ency, i.e. a gi ven  sapient ia, on 
th e par t of th eir  p racti tione r.12

                                                
      12 Domi nicus Gundissal inus De di vi sione phil osophiae ed. Bauer, in Beiträge
zur Geschi chte der Phil osophie des Mi ttelalters herausgegeben von Dr C lemens
Baeumker, Band IV , H eft 2-3, München 1903, p. 120: "Unde Al farabius di ci t, quod
astronomi a (sc. astrologi a) est scienci a de si gnifi cacione stel larum, quid scili cet
stel le si gnifi cent de eo, quod futurum est, et de pluribus presentibus et de pl uri bus
preteri ti s. Nec nomi nantur i nter scienci as di scipl inales, set inter vi rtutes et
potenci as, quibus potest homo iudi care de futuris, si cut est vi rtus interpretandi
vi si ones et si cut est vi rtus augurandi  in avibus et sterutaci oni bus et al ii s
huiusmodi ."



 It was just  such  r equ isite  p erson al contr ib uti on  of  t he op erator
wh ich was re je cte d as a factor i n sci en ce by  Fr an cis Bacon in hi s
se ve nte en th ce ntu ry  ar ti cul at ion  of Sci ent if ic Me thod whi ch  le d to
th e diver gen ce  of  West er n and East ern  scie nce and to t he sp lit 
be tween  astr ol ogy  and astronomy, alch emy and ch emist ry  an d
Natu ral  Magi c and P hysics.

Se condl y, we  n eed t o u nderstand th at si nce  astr ol ogy , alche my an d
magi c i n per fe ct st ate  e ntail  a tr ansce nde nt al kn owi ng , and ye t are 
base d u pon t he  lowe r sci ences su ch  as math emati cs an d phy si cs. As
su ch  th ey  form a li nk be twe en  th e the ol ogi cal or mysti cal 
kn owledge  of  G od an d t he  ar ts an d sci en ces p ert ai nin g to th e
te rr est ri al we ll be ing  of Man .

Al th oug h ast rolog y, al ch emy  and magic were  t ran scenden tal 
scie nce s, th e goal of wh ich  was to br in g t he  pr actit ioner  t o a
kn owledge  of  and un ion  with  t he tr ansce nde nt al On e, each of  th ese
th re e O ccult  Scie nces re ste d upon non -t ran scenden tal , rat ional 
scie nce s; espe ciall y t he  se ve n Lib eral Art s (di vi ded i nto t he four
math emati cal  arts: the  Q uadri viu m and t he th ree  e xposi tor y art s:
th e Tr ivium).

In  what  f oll ows I h ope  t o show h ow astr ology , alchemy and magi c
we re  se en  by  t he Ar abi c phi losop he rs to be  b ase d upon the se 
Li be ral  Arts. The se  Li be ral  Ar ts be in g t he  foun dat ion of Gre co-
Ar ab ic Scien ce . P le ase  k eep  i n min d t hat we are  discussin g
Me di eval Sci en ce, n ot Moder n Weste rn Scien ce  an d that we ar e
emph asi zi ng Me die val Sci ent if ic th eor y rat he r t han p racti ce .

                                                                                                                      
.



Astr olo gy  and Medieval  Science

Th e famou s P er sian ast rolog er  Ab u Ma'shar  ( Ab u Ma'shar  Ja'f ar
ib n Muh ammad ib n `Umar  al -Balk hi)  ( 787 -  886 AD)  i s a major
re pr ese nt ati ve  of   Ar ab ic Astrology . He was a studen t of the  g reat
Al -Ki ndi (d. 870 AD),13 " th e p hi losop her  of t he  Ar ab s,"  p romin ent 
in  t he Be it  al-Hikma at Bag hdad an d a l eadin g ast rol og er.  Under  Al -
Ki ndi's i nfl ue nce , Abu  Ma`shar  l ink ed astr ology  to both 
Ne op lat on ic Ar istot el ian ism and to H ermet ici sm in  h is
In tr odu ct ori um  Ma iu s ( Ki ta b a l- mu dk hal  a l-ka bi r il a `il m ah ka m
an -nu jj um).

"F or  Ab u Ma`shar , ast rolog y is not onl y a vali d sci en ce, r oot ed in 
pr in cip le s of nat ur al scien ce  an d prove n b y exp er ime nt ati on , b ut  it 
is also t he hi ghe st  scie nce  deal in g wit h n at ure  p recisely  b ecause i t
tr an sce nds t he  evidence of pu re se nsi bl e p er cep ti on."14 F or  Ab u
Ma`shar , ast rolog y is founded up on  two disci pli nary scien ce s:
astr onomy  an d judgment . The  g reate st au thori ty on  th e fir st  of 
th ese i s Ptole my' s Almages t15. Th e sou rce  of t he  se cond is
ob se rvati on an d t he  te achin gs of  t he wi se an d of phi losop he rs wh o
have  re du ced such  obse rvati on s t o a l og ical sci en ce.

By  u sin g Ari st otl e' s n at ural phi losop hy , h e demon str at es th e
scie nti fi c f ou ndati on of  two of astrology' s pri ncipl e pre mi ses: fir st ,
th at  th e mot ions of  th e heave nly  b odi es ar e the  sour ce  of  all activit y
in  t he ph ysi cal u ni ver se , and se condl y, th at  th e bodie s of the 
in fe rior wor ld have  an  i nnate  di sp osi ti on to re ce ive  such  i nfl ue nce s
wh ich are  th e cau se s of the ir  own mot ions.

                                                
      13 Al -Ki ndi (Ya`kub ibn Ishâk ibn Sabbâh al -Ki ndi), w ho di ed c. 870, is one
of the greatest names in the history of Arabic learning. He is know n as "The
Phil osopher of the Arabs." Al -Ki ndi w orked i n the famous House of W isdom
erected by the Cali ph Al -Mansur in Baghdad (founded 762) for promoting the
Arab worl d's assi mi lation of Indian, Greek and Persi an science. He translated the
works of Ari stotl e and other Greeks i nto A rabic and devel oped hi s own phil osophy
(heavil y influenced by the Neopl atoni sm). Many books are attri buted to him on
such subj ects as philosophy, pol itics, mathematics, medicine, music, astronomy
and astrology. Few of hi s w orks survi ve. S ee On the Stell ar Rays.

      14 cf R ichard Lemay, Abu Ma`shar and Latin Aristotel ianism i n the Twel fth
Century, Beirut, 1962, pp 48-50.

      15 C laudi us Ptol emaeus, The Al magest, tr s R. Catesby Tali aferr o, Gr eat
Books, Vol 16, C hicago, 1948.

http://www.new-library.com/zoller/features/rz-article-abumashar.shtml
http://www.new-library.com/zoller/features/rz-article-arabic.shtml
http://www.new-library.com/zoller/books/alkindi/stellarrays.shtml
http://www.new-library.com/zoller/books/alkindi/stellarrays.shtml


For Abu  Ma`shar , ast rolog y is based on t he  scie nce  of n at ure . He
of fe rs an  account  of t he  causali ty  of  t he st ars b ase d upon Ari st otl e' s
Ph ysica , De Ca el o, Meteoro lo gica an d Meta phy si ca. He  th en  gi ve s
an  accoun t of chang e i n the  subl un ary  worl d again  re latin g all  t o
Ar istot le , t hi s t ime t o Ph ysica  and De Generat io ne et  Co rr upt io ne.
Th rough ou t h is work , Abu  Ma`shar  stre sses th e sci ent if ic natur e of
astr ology .

Ye t thi s sci en tif ic astr ology  has led Abu Ma`shar  t o a k nowle dge  of
God for , by ob ser vi ng ap par en t t hi ngs, known  to t he se nse s, he 
pe rceives th at  th e ult imate  sour ce  of  cele st ial  moti on  (and he nce of
te rr est ri al ch ang e)  is i n G od's Wi ll. Thus, ast rolog y assists in  raising 
th e con te mpl at ion  of t he  ph il osoph er fr om th e observat ion  of t he 
se nsibl e to th e r at ion al  sc ie ncia and fi nally  t o t he  kn owledge  of  t he
tr an sce ndent al  or  sapient ia.

Astr ology  was lin ke d t o the  Q uadri viu m (th e fou r mat he mat ical
scie nce s of ar ith me tic, geome try , music an d ast ronomy)  in  seve ral
ways. F ir stl y, th e per iods of  th e plane ts we re based u pon  coun ts of 
days, mon ths and ye ars. Cal cu lat ion of plane tar y posit ion s wer e
accompl ished t hroug h ari thmet ical ope rations adju sti ng  cu rr ent 
posi tions to k nown posit ion s at gi ven  e pochs. The  astr ologi cal 
me an ing s of th e h ou ses, asp ects an d sig ns as we ll  as t he so-call ed
Ar ab ic Parts r eli ed, u lt imate ly, u pon  n ume rolog ical sp ecu lations
de ri ved f rom P yth ag ore an  doct rin es ke pt  al ive b y the 
Ne op lat on ist s.

Mu si c was in te rpr et ed, f oll owing  P lat o and Th eon of Ale xandr ia, as
pr op ort ion. A rich doctr ine  of cor responde nces li nke d the  p lan et ary 
sp he res and el eme nt s of the  p hysical world t oge th er in  a
harmoni ou s symphony . Ast rol og y's p hysical basis was in 
astr onomy  an d the  math emati cal b asis of  astr onomy  was to be 
foun d i n geome try  as P tolemy' s Al ma gest mak es cl ear  ( esp ecial ly 
Book  I, which provi des a sp he rical  basi s f or  astr onomy ).

As an e xampl e of Ar abi c Ast rolog y' s sel f con sci ou s awaren ess of its
pr of oun d dep en den ce  up on  th e Quadr ivi um we  n eed only  consider
Al -Bi ru ni' s Ta fh im ( En gli sh  ti tl e: Th e Boo k of In str uctio n in th e
El em ent s of th e A rt  of  A str ol ogy 16) wr itt en  in  1029 AD. Th e f ir st 41
page s of whi ch  ar e a p ri mer  i n mat hemat ics cove ri ng su ch su bje ct s
as n umb er  th eory, g eomet ry, alge br a, pr oport ion s, rati os, p owe rs,
root s, conic sect ions  &etc.

                                                
      16 Translated R . Ramsay W ri ght, Luzac &  C o, London, 1934.



Of  astr ol ogy 's in ti mat e (th ou gh esote ri c con necti on)  with  t he
Tr ivium, we can cit e Al ki ndi 's On  t he St ell ar  Ra ys17. Th is te xt
gi ve s a r ati on al ex planation of astrological  magi c and in  doin g so
su gg est s a l in k b et wee n spe ech and astr ologi cal  magi cal i nf lue nces.
Th e aut hor att emp ts to corr el ate  vari ou s modes of  sp eakin g wit h
magi cal  i nte nt ion s. In  arti cu lat in g t hi s t he ory  of t he  magi c art , t he 
Al ki ndi  r efe rs to t he li ght  r adi at ing  f rom t he st ars as t he  acti ve
ag en t i n bot h judicial  astr ol ogy  and in  astr ologi cal  magi c. Hi s
re marks make  i t app are nt  th at  he  h as in  mi nd th e medie val  t heory 
of  opti cs an d that he is eq uatin g lig ht  wi th  sp ir itu al  in fl uen ce .

By  doin g so Al kin di  is t ran smitt in g ancien t and medi eval op ti cial
th eory fr om wi thi n the  t radit ion  of t he  Ne op lat on ic ph ilosophe rs
wh o spe cu lat ed up on  th e rel at ion  b etwee n p hy sical  li gh t and
sp ir itu al  li gh t. Hi s i de as of  th e beh aviou r of li ght  as l in ked t o
astr ologi cal  i nfl ue nce  i s r ep eat ed by  Roge r Bacon  (Op us Ma iu s,
Op us Tert ius) in  th e thi rt een th  ce nt ury , Joh n Dee  ( Pr op aed eu mat a
Ap ho risti ca) in  th e six te ent h cen tu ry, and Ke ple r (De Cert ior ib us
Fu nd ament is Astro lo gia e) an d P lacidus (Pr im um Mo bil e) both of 
th e seven tht ee nth  cent ur y.

                                                
      17 translated by Robert Zol ler, avail abl e electronicall y from
http://ww w.new -li brary.com/zoller.

http://www.new-library.com/zoller/books/alkindi/stellarrays.shtml


Al chemy  and Medieval Sci ence

Al ch emi st s, su ch as Ge be r ( Jabi r ib n Hayy an, 721?- 815?) , oft en 
conside re d t he  gr eatest alche mist of Islam ( alt hough  Gl assé says18

he  was not a Musl im bu t an Harr ani an  Sabaean ), saw proporti on 
an d measu re every wh ere  i n Alchemy. Ge be r's writ in gs we re ve ry
in fl uen ti al in  Eu ropean Alche my th rou gh out  t he Mi ddl e Age s19,
ex te ndi ng  th rough  t he Re nai ssance and, via Rosi cr uci an ism, int o
th e eig ht een th  ce nt ury . He was suf ficie ntl y wel l known  to Medi eval
an d Ren ai ssance Chr ist ian Eur ope an s f or  Dant e t o place  hi m in hi s
In ferno .

Ge be r20 i s a f ig ure  veil ed in  a good de al  of  myst er y. Some We ste rn 
scholar s towar ds th e b eg inn in g of the  t wen ti eth  cent ur y dou bte d he
even  ex isted.21 O th ers asse rt ed he  was an impor tant fi gur e in th e
hi st ory  of Alchemy as we ll as for the  Harr ani an s. Sh iit e tradi tion
asse rts t hat  h e stu die d alche my un der  t he si xth  Imam Ja`f ar  As-
Sadi q b ef ore  t he latte r' s death in  765 and h e i s sai d to have se rve d as
cour t alchemist t o the  cali ph  Haru n al- Rash id (789 – 809 AD). It
may wel l be th at it  was aft er  he  l eft  Al rashi d’s cou rt th at he  be gan

                                                
      18 Cyri l Gl assé, The Conci se Encyclopedia of Isl am, HarperS anFrancisco,
1991.

      19 Geber (Jabi r ibn Hayyan As-Sufi ), w as an important fi gure in the history of
Al chemy as w el l as of the Ismaili  branch of Islam.  A ccording to some accounts,
he studied alchemy under the sixth Shii te Imam Ja`far As-Sadi q before the latter' s
death i n 765 and served as court alchemist to cali f Harun al-Rashid. Geber died i n
815 AD at Tus (in the Khorasan – modern day northern Iran). H e i s sai d to have
been a Harrani an Sabi an and i s cal led al-Sufi. Al so, Geber i s sai d to have li ved for
sometime in conceal ment, fearing for hi s l ife w hen a new Caliphate government
acti vel y started suppressing the Barmeci des  (vizi ers under the earlier cal iph
Harun al-Rashid), who had been influential in early Ismaili sm.    These bamakis
were descended from the pri ests of the Afgan B uddhi st shri nes and preserved
much of the pre-Isl ami c teachings of that area. S ome Mosl ems regarded hi m as a
si lent Imam.

      20 The fol lowing rel ies on: Ambi x Oct 1953 "The Anti qui ty of A lchemy" by H.E.
Stapleton.

      21 J. W . Fück, i n Ambi x Vol IV, Nos 3 &  4, February 1951, p.125, states that
Holmyard and S tapleton beli eved Geber to have studi ed wi th Ja`far as-Sadi q. J.
Ruska asserted that even if a man named Geber exi sted, it w as no proof that he
wrote the works attributed to hi m. Whil e P aul K raus asserted that the works
attributed to Geber could not have been w ri tten in the 8th century, but w ere w ritten
by an Ismaili  circa 900 A D.



to conceal h is wh er eab ou ts as hi s associat ion wit h t he  Ismaili  sect 
woul d h ave p laced h is li fe in  dang er. It was ar ou nd th is ti me th at
th e Ismaili  we re  in  g reat dispu te wi th th e cal iph  i n Bag hdad. A
di sp ute  t hat  l ead t o t he ir se cessi on in  th e nin th  ce nt ury  and th eir 
su ccessfu l e st abl ishme nt  as a se ct  th at  is t oday heade d b y the  Ag a
Kh an .

Ge be r f re que nt ly ci tes H ermes an d Ag at hosdæmon , exh ib iti ng  a
st rong He rme ti c i nf lue nce and le nding  supp or t t o the  i dea t hat  h e
was con ne cte d to th e Harr ani an  Sabaean  commun ity  whose sacre d
book s wer e t he  wr it ing s of He rme s Tr ismeg isus. Ge be r’s alch emy i s
both  th eoret ical an d p racti cal. Al che my  for Ge be r ( an d app are nt ly
for the  e nti re  Sabaean  commun ity ) was p art  of a comp le x i nt er- 
re lated syst em of  Ne op yth ag ore an ism, Neopl atoni sm an d
He rmeti ci sm. Inde ed, Cor bin 's pr écis of  Ge be r's Th e Boo ks of  t he
Ba la nce sug gests th at  th e Harr ani an s h ad de ve lop ed a hi ghl y
ex actin g for m of al che my  an d medicine  f oun de d u pon n umeri cal
th eory.22

Ge be r i s sai d to have wr itt en  a gr eat  n umb er  of  alch emical,
astr ologi cal , cosmolog ical, t ali smani c and r elate d wor ks. They 
re pr ese nt  an  Isma'il i syn th esi s of Harr ani an  Sabaean  t eachi ngs.23

Be rt hel ot  tr an slate d what i s avail abl e of th e alchemical works i nto
Fr en ch.24 The  un de rly in g t he ory  i n t he  28 ( of an  al le ged 2000) books

                                                
      22 "In Isl amic gnosi s, the metaphysical and mystical  basi s of the science of
correspondences i s cal led, `the Science of the Balance'". This science w as
practiced par excel lence by the alchemists. It provides the basis for an all egori cal
interpretati on of S cri pture and science such that a concrete sci ence like alchemy
can be vi ewed as having spi ri tual import and a spiri tual text such as the Koran can
be view ed as scientifi c. Temple and C ontempl ati on, Henry C orbin, Kegan P aul
Internati onal in Association with Isl amic Publi cations, 1986, page 55.

      23 In fact there is some confusi on as to w hether Geber w as a Harrani an Sabi an,
a Sufi, or an Isma`il i. E.J.Hol myard w rote an article enti tled: An E ssay on Jabi r ibn
Hayyan, i n Studien zur Geschichte der Chemie. Festgabe für E.O. von Li ppmann,
Berl in, 1927. On p. 28 he suggests that Geber w as murdured whi le working for
the Isma`il i (whose members included the notorious sect of the Assassins).

      24 Some were edited by O. Houdas i n Berthel ot La Chimie au Moyen A ge, ii i,
91-205 (text) and 126-224 (translation). E leven tracts were publ ished in 1891 i n
li thagraph at Bombay. In 1928 Holmyard repri nted thi s work at Paris as The
Arabic Works of Jabi r ibn Hayyan.



wh ich h ave sur vived is t he Re ducti on of  "Bodies" to th e f ou r
el ement s (fi re , e ar th, air an d wat er)  and of  th ese e le men ts to t he
four  natu res ( hot , col d, we t, dr y) .  Al so th e alchemist must b ri ng
ab ou t t he  re qu isi te  comb inati on in  th ei r p roper  p rop or tion of Body,
Soul  an d Spi ri t and kn ow how to condu ct  th e two oper at ion s
(O ut er an d Inn er) .

The Boo ks of  t he Balances.

Ge be r's alch emical teach ing s are  f oun d in hi s Th e Boo ks of  t he
Ba la nces. It s Theory of the Balan ce t eache s that the  n umb er s 1,3,5,8
(=17) as wel l as th e n umber  28 e xp ress the  b asal str uctur e of matte r
an d of every  scie nce as wel l as th e l an guage  by  which men  atte mp t
to e xpr ess t he ir ideas and dr eams.

Th e Boo ks of  t he Ba lan ces con sist of 144 t ex ts in  wh ich t he  Theory of
the Balan ces  i s discu sse d. Br ie fly  stat ed th is th eory holds t hat 
astr ology , alchemy, me di cin e, ph ysics, music, ast ron omy, gr ammar 
an d prosody ar e all  base d on the  n umb er s 1,3,5,8, (and th ei r t ot al
17) whi ch  in di cat e the  b alance of rel at ion sh ip be twe en  th e fou r
natu res ( hot , col d, we t, dr y)  th at  mu st  be  main taine d in th e case of
ever y p he nomen on th at pr ese nt s i tself  t o t he  hu man i nt ell ect. Th is
part icu lar p or tion of th e th eory be ing  attr ib ute d to Ap ol lon iu s of
Ty an a.

St ap let on  re lates t he nu mbe rs used in  Ge be r’s alch emical doctr ine s
to t he magic square  of  Satu rn  (Sat urn  = Le ad, b ei ng th e f at her  of all 
ot he r met als):

Taki ng th e g nomon , say  4+9+2+7+6, we ge t 28 and 1,3,5,8 are  le ft 
un touch ed. Thi s i ll ust rates why Ge be r t ook 28 as th e P er fect
Nu mb er an d att rib ut ed th e n umber s 1,3,5,8 to th e fou r ele me nts as
foll ows: 1=F ir e, 3=Ear th , 5=Wate r, 8= Air.25

                                                
      25 Al so see Corbi n, Temple and C ontempl ati on, chapter 2: The Science of the
Balance and the C orrespondences between the Worlds i n Isl amic Gnosi s
accordi ng to the work of Haydar Amul i 8th/14th century.

4 9 2
3 5 7
8 1 6



Ge be r's work  e xhi bi ts th e dual l evel of  esot eri c (sp ir itu al ) and
ex ot eri c (ch emical)  in te rpr et ati on s of alche my. This i s n owher e
more  evident  t han  on t he  su bject  of t he  Elixir, th e alchemicall y
pr oduce d sub st ance use  i n t he  manu factu re of  th e Phi losop he r's
St on e.26 The  Ph il osoph er' s Stone  is said t o f ir st sh ow up  in  seve nt h
ce nt ury  alch emical lit er atu re .27 F or  Ge be r, th e Elixir i s bot h a
ch emical and a sp ir itu al  fe rment . It is a mater ial sub stance, wh ich 
tr an smu te s b ase met als t o g ol d, an d i t is th e Wor d ( Logos), which
tr an sforms t he  worl d. However  th at  may be, t he qu est ion of just
wh at  th e Elixir i s cen tr al to an y pract ical alche my. Tryi ng  to f ind out
th e answe r, th oug h, is ofte n a t horny  affair . The  te rm is n ot part of 
th e Gre ek  al ch emi cal Cor pus and Ge be r h imsel f gives us l itt le  he lp .

Th e Mu qa ddi ma h, a historical  work , wri tte n in Ar abi c c. 137728 b y
ib n Kh al dun  ( 1332- 1406)  al so addr esses th e sub je ct of  al ch emy .29

Af te r a detail ed di scu ssion  i n whi ch an  al ch emi cal t ex t b y Ib n
Bi sh run  i s g iven in  fu ll , ib n Kh al dun  conclu des t hat  alch emy i s a
form of  sorcer y b ecause, amon g oth er th ing s, it  make s gol d from
some thi ng  ot he r t han g ol d ( wh ich  h e r eg ards as impossi ble  f or th e
or di nar y per son) th us is th e pre se rve  of t he  sorcere r.

                                                
      26 It i s possible that Geber i nvented this word (el ixir) al though S tapleton thi nks
the whole subj ect i s qui te a bit older (perhaps 400B C and maybe 1200B C!).

      27 The phi losopher's stone first appears about the 7th century but may be
earl ier. Stil lman, The Story of E arl y Chemi stry, D. Appl eton & C o., N Y 1924, p170.

      28 Ibn Khal dun, The Muqaddi mah, trs Franz Rosenthal , 3 vols., 1958 by
Boll ingen Foundation by Pantheon B ooks, NY C.

      29 op cit. pp227-246



Magi c and Medi eval Sci ence

Of fi ciall y, Islam does n ot count en ance mag ic. Its pr actice is
pr esent ly  il le gal  i n a n umb er  of  Islami c cou ntr ie s and th is si tu ati on 
is n ot ne w. Mu qaddimah, (Ibid p . 170) tel ls us t hat  t hen  r eli gi ous l aw
bans sorcery , tal isman s and p resti dig it ati on  (t hr ee ki nds of mag ic
we  will  discuss b el ow) . However th e sub ject of magic i n Isl am is not
as simp le  as i t may  at  f irst see m. Wh er eas we modern  West er ner s
have  bu t one  word f or th at wh ich  " mag ic" den ote s, Me di eval Isl am,
a socie ty  st ee ped i n age  ol d tradi tions of  such  p racti ces r ecogn ize d
nu me rou s var ie tie s of wh at we  lu mp  toge the r and dismiss as mag ic
an d had diff er ent  n ame s for  e ach . Thu s we re ad ab out  l ett er  magi c
(simiya, shimiya), t ali smans, praye rs (qiyamat , su bu hát ), Whil e some
of  t hese pract ice s wer e con de mne d in Islam, oth er s wer e p er mit te d
un de r cer tai n con di tions.

The Mu qa ddi ma h on Magi c30

Me di eval Isl amic at tit udes re gar di ng magic are re cor de d f or  us i n
th e fou rt een th  ce nt ury  Mu qa ddi ma h. It ’s au th or ib n Kh al dun ‘s
op in ion s are  r ath er  conservat ive  and or thodox. Th ey re fle ct  wi th 
fair  accu racy those  of  h is corel ig ion ists of  300 years earl ier  vis- a-vis 
th e ser iousn ess wit h whi ch th e sub ject of magic was taken . From
th e amoun t of space  an d the  detail ed accou nt s ib n Kh al dun  g ive s to
magi c, astrology an d alchemy, th e reade r g et s t he  impr ession of the 
gr eat r ol e t he se scien ce s p layed i n f ou rte en th ce ntu ry  Islam.

We  ar e tol d31 t hat " al l ( magic) act ivity  i n t he  worl d of nat ur e comes
fr om th e human  soul  an d the  h uman min d, be cause  t he hu man  soul 
esse nti al ly en compasse s and g ove rn s n at ure ."  "The  acti vit y of
pe op le worki ng  wi th  tali smans consist s in br ing in g down t he 

                                                
      30 In the secti on on magi c, I am relying upon Ibn Khal dun, The Muqaddi mah, trs
Franz R osenthal, 3 vol s., 1958 by Boll ingen Foundation, Pantheon B ooks, N YC.
Ibn Khal dun deal s with magic in pp 156-246. Page 156 has his secti on 27 titl ed,
"The sciences of sorcery and tal ismans. Pages 171-177 deal with letter magic and
tali smans. 170-182 deal  w ith l egal and i llegal sorcery. 182-214 deal  w ith Zairajah,
a branch of letter magic for findi ng out the answ ers of questi ons by means of
connections existing between the l etters of the expression in which the question i s
phrased. Various forms of l etter magi c are given in pp 214-227.

      31 Ibid page 175 Muqaddi mah



sp ir itu al ity  of t he  sp he res and ty ing  i t down wit h t he  he lp  of 
pi ct ure s or nu mer ical pr oport ion s."32 P eople  who work wi th
tali smans re qu ire  l itt le  sp ir itu al  ex er cise to be  ab le  to b e e ff ect ive
magi cians. P eople  who work wi th words must  e xer t the mselves
st re nuously be cau se  it  i s t he  li gh t of the  Lord G od, which eff ects
wh at eve r is af fecte d. Word Magic i s of a h ig her  orde r th an 
astr ologi cal  magi c.33 Also y ou  sh ou ld note th e con necti on be twe en 
magi c and "n umeri cal p ropor ti ons" as we ll as words.

Ib n Kh al dun  dist in gui sh es th e mir acl es of  t he saint s from the  work s
of  magi ci ans. The  f ormer  acqu ire  t he power  f rom f ait h and
de tachmen t. Th ey do not wil l it. The power  come s to th em
sp on tan eousl y. Th e mir acles t he saint s do ar e l icit wh ile  t he works
of  t he sorce re rs ar e n ot , t hough  t hey  are re al.

He  t ell s us th at hu man  soul s are  one in  sp ecies b ut di ffe r in
qu al iti es. The  soul s of proph ets are pr epare d t o have divin e
kn owledge  an d to be  addr essed by  ange ls in  t he name of  God and
to e xer ci se th e i nf lue nce whi ch goes wi th al l t hat u pon cre ate d
th in gs. The souls of cer tai n sor ce rer s are  able  t o e xe rci se  in fl uen ce 
up on  cr eated b ein gs an d to at tract  th e spi ri tuali ty of  th e stars so t hat 
th ey  can use  i t and can exe rcise  an i nf lue nce t hr oug h eit he r p sy chi c
or  satani c p owers.

Ke ep ing  i n min d t hat ast rol og y, al che my  an d mag ic we re  re garde d
by  t he Me die val Moslems as re qui ri ng sp eci al  powe rs on  th e par t of
th e ope rator  i n order to be  f ull y eff ective, ib n Kh al dun  t el ls us th at 
th e sou ls th at  have  magi cal  abil it y are  of  t hre e deg re es.

 The  fi rst k in d e xe rci se s i ts in fl uen ce  me re ly th rou gh  me nt al power 
wi th out  any in str ument  of aid. Thi s, ph ilosophe rs call  sorcery .

Th e secon d k in d e xe rci se s i ts in fl uen ce  th rough  t he ai d and te mp er
of  t he sp her es an d ele me nts or wit h t he  ai d of th e p roper ti es of 
nu mb ers. Thi s is calle d tal isman s. It  i s weaker  t han  t he fi rst  k ind.

                                                
      32 ibid page 175 Muqaddi mah

      33 ibid page 175 Muqaddi mah



Th e thi rd ki nd ex er cises it s inf lu ence upon the  p owe rs of 
imag inati on. That  i s, th e mag ici an  in fl uen ce s t he  imag inati on of 
ot he rs. The magician p lants diff er ent  sort s of ph ant asms in  th e
imag inati on: i mag es, p ictur es, whi che ve r s/h e i nt ends to use. Th en
s/he  br in gs th em down to th e level  of  sense per ce pti on  so t hat 
ot he rs may see  th em by  t he power  of h is or  h er (i .e. t he magician’s)
own sou l. As a re su lt, t he ph ant asms ap pear to th e observer s as
th in gs ex ist in g i n the  e xte rn al or  ph ysical wor ld (whi le in  fact , t he re
is n oth in g of the  sort  t her e) . F or  in st ance a p er son  may se e g ar den s,
ri ve rs or  cast les wher e non e exi st . The  ph il osoph ers call  t his
pr estidig itati on. We r ecogn ize i t as hy pnosi s, wi thout  th e
di st incti on of  th e nee d to be  pr esent  t o p er for m thi s.

Ib n Kh al dun  make s his b eli ef  pl ai n t hat t he  sorcere r posse sse s thi s
powe r p ot ent ially  b ut tr ansforms i t and make s i t act ive b y exe rcise .
He  also make s plain  hi s bel ie f t hat all  magi cal  e xer ci se consi st s of
di re cti ng  on eself  t o t he  sp he res, the  star s, th e hig he r wor lds, or to
th e devil s b y means of  vari ou s k in ds of  ve ne rat ions, worshi p,
su bmissions an d h umili at ion . From thi s it was con clu de d t hat
magi cal  e xer ci se is ve ne rat ion, et c of bei ng s oth er th an God and for
th is re ason magicians ou ght  t o b e kil le d. Th e f ir st two k in ds of 
sorcery  are re al bu t t he  last  is n ot. In assert in g t he  re al ity  of sor cer y
th e Kor an  st at es th at th e devils Haru t and Maru t t au ght  i t t o man .

Fr om wh at  ib n Kh al dun  t ell s us an d f rom oth er au thori tie s on th e
su bject  we see  th at  math emati cs makes magi c possi ble . Thi s is
espe ciall y so in astrological  magi c whe re th e e re cti on  of  a ch ar t f or 
th e times au sp ici ou s f or  th e man uf act ur e of tal isman s pre su ppose s
comp ete ncy i n ast ronomical mathe matics. In  addi ti on to th is th e
astr ologi cal  magi ci an has t o use  t he magic square  of  t he pl ane t and
kn ow how to const ru ct th e app rop ri ate  modi fi cat ion of the  said
sq uare. In t he  Mu qaddimah var iou s sor ts of  t ali smans are de scr ib ed
wh ich u se  nu mb ers. Thi s sor t of talisman see ms to have  be en 
conside re d sup eri or , p robab ly  be cause  t he Ar abs t hou gh t t he  Gr ee k
Py th agore ans h ad used it .

We  are told th at th e p hi losop her s disti ngu ish b et wee n tal isman s
an d sor ce ry. F irst, th ey  af fi rm th at both de rive the ir  ef fe cti ve ness
fr om th e inf lu ences of  t he hu man  soul . Ib n Kh al dun  cite s the ir 
re asoni ng  as b ein g that the  soul  r ule s the  b ody : a man  walk ing  a
ti gh t r op e wil l n ot  fall  un le ss he  conceives th e ide a of falli ng . Thu s,
th e ide a in th e sou l r ul es th e b ody.



In  sorcer y t he  sorcere r doe s not  n eed any ai d.  Those who work 
wi th  tali smans do. For  t hey  seek  t he ai d of the  spir it ual it ies of t he 
st ar s, th e secret s of nu mbe rs, t he  part icu lar q ualit ie s of exi st ing 
th in gs34 and fr om th e posit ion s of th e stars as th ey  act on th e
el ement s. Th e phi losop he rs say t hat sor cer y is a uni on  of  spir it  wi th 
sp ir it wh ile  t he talisman i s a u ni on of  sp ir it wi th body. As t he y
un de rst an d t hi s, it  me an s t hat t he  hi gh  ce le sti al  natu res are ti ed
toge the r wit h the  l ow te rre st rial nat ur e. Th e h ig h cel est ial n at ure s
be in g t he  sp ir its of t he  st ar s. Th ose  who work wi th talismans,
th er efore , u su all y see k the  aid of  astr ology .

 Th e ph il osoph ers t hin k that a sor cer er  does not acq ui re hi s mag ical
ab il ity  b ut has b y nat ur e t he  part icu lar disposit ion  n eeded for
ex er cisin g t hat t yp e of inf lu ence. Mi racle s are  done  b y g ood p eople 
for good pur poses and by  soul s t hat are  en ti rel y devot ed to good
de eds. Bu t t he  powe r comes fr om God. Sorce re rs, on t he  ot he r h an d
ar e sai d to act f rom t he ir own p sy chi c power , and occasionally  b y
th e aid of demons. Thu s onl y evi l peopl e who ar e devot ed to evil 
de eds p racti ce  Sorcery . The y cau se , f or  ex ample , discord be twe en 
hu sb and and wi fe, dest ru cti on  of  e nemie s, an d similar thi ng s.  He re 
I am cl osely  p araph rasin g ib n Kh al dun 

Ib n Kh al dun  t ell s us35, "It i s def in ite  t hat  sorcer y i s tru e, al th oug h it
is f orb idden . But  we are  sati sfi ed wi th  th e knowl edg e God t aug ht 
us."  Ye t, on  t he same page he  says: " Le tte r mag ic (shimiya) cl ear ly  is
a ki nd of  sorcery  and, as such, at tai nable  t hroug h var iou s exe rcise s
wh ich are  le gal accordin g t o the  r eli gi ous l aw." An in nat e abi li ty for
sorcery  r equ ir es ex ercises in  or de r t o chang e i t from a p ot ent ial t o
an  actu al  ab il ity . Usu al ly th ese  e xer ci ses i nvolve b eh avi ou rs
cont rar y to th e K or an (e .g. vene ration of th e p lanet s) . H oweve r,
some  of  t hose see ki ng su ch power s sub st itu te  le gal act ivi ti es for
il le gal  b y r ep lacin g t he  non- Koranic vene rations wi th  dhikr e xe rci se s
an d praye rs fr om th e K or an an d P rophe ti c t radit ions. To t hi s t he y
add the  astr ol ogi cal e le cti on  of  days and hours. Thi s is le gal . Ib n
Kh al dun  cite s al- Bu ni 's Ki ta b a l- An ma t as an ex amp le  of  t his k ind
of  " Let te r Mag ic." Fin al ly, t he mi racle s of the  sain ts ar e licit  be cause 
God order ed th em. The saint s did n ot in iti at e t he  mi racle  on t he ir
own.

                                                
      34 We are reminded of the w hol e of Agrippa's 1st B ook (On Natural  Magi c) of
hi s 16th century Occult Philosophy. Indeed Agrippa' s three-fold cosmos (N atural,
Celesti al  and Spi ri tual) cl osely parall els ibn Khal dun's three kinds of magi c.

      35 pages 178-182 of the Muqaddi mah



It  i s cle ar th ere fore th at un der  cert ai n con dit ions, sorcer y and magi c,
al th oug h for bi dde n whe n the y uti li ze non-Koranic p racti ces, may 
be  l egall y accept ab le un der  Islami c Law. We not e that, in  addi ti on
to ib n Kh al dun 's op in ion s, ju st  ci te d, th e Ha di th36 p er mit s the  u se of 
amul ets ( taww iz) wi th Koranic verses37 and, as men ti one d above ,
even  al -Gh azzal i, th e archl y ort hodox , accept ed in cantati ons,
imag es an d e le cti on s as par t of natur al  scie nce .

Fu rt her , it is cl ear t hat, at  le ast dur ing  t he fi rst  f ive  cent ur ies of
Islam, magic was activel y p racti ce d among th e Moslem
in te lli ge ntsia. Thi s i s also app ar ent  f rom t he Ra sa ̀il , th e
en cy clope dia of t he  Ik hw an al -Sa fa , or  fr om th e Broth erh ood of
Pu ri ty38, an  esot eri c frate rni ty  ce nt red at Basra in  th e ten th  or 
el event h cen tu rie s. Nasr  te ll s u s: "The  Ik hw an t re at magic,
tali smans, and si mi lar  studie s i n a sep arate  ch ap ter  at t he  en d of th e
tr eatise whe re  th ey  st at e t hat t he y are  du e to th e act ion  of spi rit ual
(h er e meanin g psy ch ic)  b ein gs (af`al al- ru haniyin ) in  vari ous
domains of t he  cosmos."

Th us it  i s cle ar th at, f or th e e soter ic Ikhw an al-Safa   t he or thodox Al- 
Gh azzal i and t he conse rvati ve  ib n Kh al dun  t hat  astr ol ogy , alche my
an d mag ic we re  part s of human  kn owledge  an d, gi ve n t he  lack  of 
an y sep ar ati on  be tween  chur ch  an d state  in  Islam, al l sci en ces,
in cl udi ng  magi c, found t hei r exp re ssi on  in  t he ex ercise of
gove rnance. Ce rtain  aspe cts of mag ic mi ght  b e con demne d, bu t i t
had its p lace in th e Isl ami c Sc ie ncia- Sapie ntia ( hikma).

Th e Ki ta b a l- Gh ay ah ( kn own  t o t he  We st  as t he Pi ca tri x39) of ten 
at tr ibu te d ( wr ong ly ) t o Masl amah be n Ahmad Majr iti  i s cit ed by 
Ib n Kh al dun  as a syst emati c tre at men t of th e craft of  magi c. Th e
Picatrix as wit h oth er  occu lt ar ts, p resen ts two asp ect s to th e r eader :
rati onal sc ie ncia and su pr a-r at ion al  sapient ia.

                                                
      36 Thanks to Chri stopher Warnock for this ci tation. Book 50, nr 50.2.3 section
"Guardi ng from the Evi l Eye.” Mali k's Muwatta.

      37 Indeed this practice i s sti ll  wi despread today. P racti tioners of this craft even
have websites. Ref. ww w.quranidowa.com.

      38 See Netton, Ian Ri chard, Musl im Neopl atoni sts: an introduction to the
Thought of the Brotherhood of Puri ty, London, George A llen & Unwi n, 1982, pp. 1,
50, 52. S ee al so Seyyed Hosein Nasr, An Introduction to Isl amic Cosmological 
Doctrines, Shambal la, B oulder, 1978, p. 90., n. 51.

      39 In w hat foll ow s I rely on D avid Pi ngree's edition of the Lati n Text of Pi catri x
publ ished in 1986 i n London, The Warburg Institute. Translation mine.



Of  t he tr ansce nde nt  Un it y, calle d "th e One  Thin g," we are  t old i n
Book  I ch apt er  1 th at th e mag ici an  mu st  kn ow  " wh ere  h e40 e xi sts,
wh o is th e r oot and pr in cip le 41 of all  t he th ing s of th is world, and
th rough  whom all th ing s are  dissol ved; thr ou gh th is same th ing  are
al l thi ng s n ew an d old k nown. Th is ve ry  th in g i s tru ly  th e fir st 
th in g, an d t he re is noth ing  l ack in g i n it, n or does it  want  wi th 
re sp ect  t o some oth er si nce  i t i tself  of i tself  i s t he  cause of oth er 
th in gs, n or does it  re ce ive  q ual it ies f rom anot he r. Bu t i t42 i s not  a
body , n or  is i t composed fr om some  body , n or  is i t mix ed wi th
some  ot he r out side itsel f, bu t i t is wh ole  i n i tself . And t her ef ore  i t
can onl y be calle d The  O ne. And st rictl y spe aki ng  it  i s t he  on e tru th 
an d one  sing le  un it y, an d t hr oug h its u nit y each thi ng  has uni ty .
An d it it sel f is th e f ir st tr uth  and it  is n ot lacki ng  wi th  re sp ect  of t he 
tr ut h of anoth er; e ach  t hin g recei ves t rut h from it. Inde ed, wit hou t
it , all  t hin gs ar e imp er fect; for it al one  i s p er fect."

Th e wou ld-be  magi ci an is told:

 " Daily  y ou ou ght  t o stu dy in  God- -to wit in  hi s laws and h is
goodness- - b ecause sci en ce, u nde rstan di ng (se ns us)  and goodness
pr oceed f rom h im. And hi s spi rit  i s a n obl e and h igh  l igh t. An d he
wh o int en ds to st udy i n it sh oul d despi se th e t hi ngs of t hi s wor ld
si nce t he y h ave an end and th ere  i s n o stabi lit y in th em  .... F or 
wh ich r eason  k now y ou th at th is se cre t whi ch  we  i nte nd to disclose
in  t his our book cannot be acqui re d e xcept  t hat  k nowin g ( sc ie ntia) is
fi rst acq uir ed. And he  who in ten ds to k now shou ld st udy t o acq ui re
{k nowle dg e} in  th e sci en ces and to th or oug hl y i nvest ig ate  t hem i n
or de r b ecause thi s secre t can not  b e h ad ex ce pt by  wi sdom an d
st udyin g one  t hin g aft er  th e oth er  in  scie nce." 

Book  III, Ch ap ter  6 te ll s u s:

                                                
      40 il le. Pi catri x consi stently refers to this principle as masculi ne.

      41 principium

      42 Ipse



 " No on e is ab le to be  p erf ect i n thi s sci en ce un less his own pr ope r
natu re in cli ne d h im to i t b y the  virt ue  an d disposit ion of the  p lan et s
an d thi s is wh at Ar ist ot le says in  th e book Azti meh ec43 i n whi ch  he 
says: natu ra complet a f or tif ie s t he  on e phi losop hi sin g and
st re ngt he ns hi s i nt ell ect and wi sdom so th at  he  may su cce ed in  all
hi s wor ks. Each of the  wise  men of  th is scie nce  want ed to h ide  t his
scie nce  amon g the mselves accordi ng  to t hei r deg re e as far  as t he y
coul d and th ey  di d not  want  t o p ub lish it ex cep t to ph ilosophe rs.
Natu ra complet a showed t hem e ver y sci en ce an d p hi losop hical 
su bt let y bey on d t he  work  of  spir it s t o the ir  di scipl es. Indeed t hey 
call ed th e spi rit s of th is natu ra complet a wit h t he se four names:
Me egius , Be tzahu ec h, Vacdez, Nu fe ngu ediz,.... and wh en  th ey  ne eded
th is natu ra complet a t he y cal led t hese fou r names, whi ch names
si gn ify  t he poten cy  of  natu ra complet a." 

Late r a visi on  dr eam i s descr ibe d in wh ich  i s g iven a rit ual f or 
acqu iri ng  th is natu ra complet a.

Bu t the  magi ci an mu st al so kn ow th e mor e e xoter ic ar ts, i ndeed t en
of  t hem. Book IV ch apt er  5:

 " Th e ancien t wise men  who in ven te d t hi s sci ence, di d so on ly by 
in ve sti gatin g wit h con ti nuous labour an d p rovin g all  t hin gs both 
wh il e awake an d whi le sl eep in g  (dreami ng)  u nti l the y arr ived at 
th at  wh ich t he y desire d to at tai n. By  f oll owing  t his p ath  t hey  k new
an d under stood two con cl usi on s: fi rst , the y con si der ed it  n ece ssary 
to k now t en ar ts (t he se con d con cl usi on  se ems t o be th at love is th e
root  of  t his scie nce)”.

"The  fi rst of the se  is agri cu ltu re , seafar in g ( fi shi ng ? mari time trade ?)
an d gover nin g the  p eop le , b ecause thi s is th e f ir st of  th e art s in th e
gove rni ng  of  citi es an d kin gdoms. And t his can on ly be  done 
th rough  t he an cie nt  scie nce s con ce rni ng  wh ich ver y man y b ooks
can be found”.

"And af te r t hi s i s the  art of  le ading  soldie rs, of g overn in g armies, of
maki ng conte st s and batt les, of makin g the  soun ds of  animal s and
bi rds and of  dece iving  t hem. Man y books ar e also to be  foun d on
th ese t hi ngs”.

                                                
      43 No such book of A ri stotl e i s known.



"Aft er th ese  are th e art s of cit ie s b y whi ch  me n are  aide d and u nde r
th is he ading  are gr ammar , t he  di vi sion of idioms (ph rases of spe ech 
or  dial ects - possi bly  r het or ic?), to r eason  ju dg eme nt s ( logic), to
make  re asons and un der st and l aws and th ose  t hin gs wh ich f ol low
fr om th em su ch  as chan ce rie s (sc riban ia) wi th th e t hi ngs p ert ai nin g
to t hem, buy in g and se ll ing  e tc. But in  th ese t hi ngs very  many 
book s may  be  f oun d”.

"N ex t f ol lows ari th met ic an d all  b ook s thr ou gh wh ich  n umb er s and
th in gs si mil ar  to t hem are kn own . Aft er  th is foll ows g eomet ry, i n
wh ich t he ory  and pr act ice con sist; fr om th is {comes}  t he ar t of
me asuri ng  th e lan d (su rveyi ng ), th e art  of  r aisin g a weig ht 
(mechan ics), maki ng  in ve nti on s, ch ann el lin g wat er s, in str ument s in
br ass, const ru cti ng  bu rn ing  mirr or s and ap parit ions (as pe ctu s). Afte r
th is foll ows astr on omy  t hroug h whi ch ar e k nown th e t ransi ts
(gr es sus ) of  th e plane ts an d t he  ju dg eme nt s of the  star s. Af te r t hi s
mu si c i s fou nd. Under th is he adi ng  is comp re hen de d sin gin g,
dr ummin g (pu ls are ) an d mak ing  n ote s (mu si cal  n otati on) ”.

"Aft er th is comes dial ectic, whi ch  is divi de d i nt o e ig ht books, in
wh ich Ari stotl e t he  Wi se man  t aug ht  us h ow to en te r ( or  pe ne trate 
th is su bject ).44

"Aft er th is is ph ysics, whi ch  is divi de d i nt o t wo part s: th eor y and
pr actice”.

"Aft er th is follows th e art  of n at ure  which Ari st otl e and othe r wise
ph il osoph ers p osi te d. Th ere  are ve ry many books on t hi s sub ject,
wh ich r eq uir e man y glosses an d e xp osi ti ons. The  f irst of th ese  i s
call ed Oy du s na tu ral is. Th e second, Li ber celi  et  mu nd i; th e t hi rd,
Li ber generat io nis et co rr upt io nis; th e f ou rth , Lib er si gn oru m qu e
ap pa ren t in celo ; th e f if th, Li ber mi nerar um ; th e six th Li ber
vegetab il ium ; th e sevent h Li ber an im ali um  mo tu um, i.e. fr om on e
pl ace t o anoth er. ( Not e that mysti cal  work s see m to be  mi xe d
toge the r wit h what we would call  scie nt ifi c sub je cts).

                                                
      44 Note that di al ectic is not mere logic. Amongst the Moslems at least and
among some esoteric Pl atoni c Christians, dialecti c came to mean more than mere
logi c as it was understood by Aristotle and his foll ow ers. For the Pl atoni c mystics,
Di al ectic meant the means by whi ch one created the "aha" moment through the
expl oitation of the Law of Three. That is, H igher Know ledge coul d ari se under
certain circumstances: w hen, in di scussion there was a si ncere desi re for truth
and real attention to the dialogue, such knowledge occasi onall y arose and all 
were edified.



"N ex t f ol lows Met ap hysics, wh ich  Aristotle  comp osed in  th ir tee n
book s. For h e who u nde rstan ds th em we ll  an d shall  kn ow th em
pe rf ect ly  wi ll  be  a comp let e wise man  and wi ll achie ve  th e
pe rf ect ion of his b elove d g oal." 



Co nclusio n t o Mag ic

Magi c i n Medie val  Islam was more  t han  what  i s common ly 
ascr ibe d to wi tch cr aft . The  Medi eval magician was not a r ustic. He
was a h ig hly  e ducat ed scien ti st, comp et ent  i n b ot h sc ie ncia ( ̀ilm)
an d sapient ia ( hikma).

I have focusse d u pon t he  th re e occult  scie nces of  magi c, astrology,
an d alche my. I have  done  so b ecause i t is ne cessary to emph asi ze 
th e rol e of th e occult  scie nces in  Me di eval Gre co-Ar ab ic Scien ce  for
a se ver al  of  r eason s.

Fi rstly , historie s of ph ilosophy  and hi stori es of  scie nce  f req ue ntl y
su pp ress the  f act  t hat  t he occul t sci en ces h ad a cen tr al role in 
Me di eval Isl amic Scien ce . Modern  West er n sch olarship  h as, u nti l
re ce ntl y, emph asi ze d t he  advance  of t he  rati onal, mate riali sti c,
me ch ani st ic scien ce  th at  be gan t o blossom in  th e seven tee nt h
ce nt ury  and wh ich  l ed to th e techn ologi cal  supe ri ori ty  th at  th e West
now enjoy s. Wh ile  ackn owledgi ng th at We ste rn  Scie nce 's root s are 
to b e f ou nd in  Me di eval Arabi c Sci ence, th e gen er al te nde ncy h as
be en  to r egard th e Medie val  O rig in s of Moder n Sci ence as
su pe rst it iou s emb ar rassment s best lef t beh in d and forg ott en . Thi s
at ti tude claims t hat Wester n Sci en ce owed li ttl e to th e G re co- Ar abi c
Scie nce , whi ch  pr ecede d it. This p oin t of vi ew pr ecl udes an y
at te mpt  t o object ively  and scien ti fical ly consi de r any  be ne ficial
cont rib ut ion  t he Occul t Sci en ces may have confe rr ed on  th ose who
cu lt ivate d t he m and an y rol e the y may  h ave  h ad as soci ologi cal  or
sp ir itu al  forces in  hi st ory .

More  re ce ntl y anoth er at tit ude h as be gu n t o be he ard. Some
hi st ori an s h ave b eg un to admi t t hat G re co- Ar abi c Sci en ce pr ovi de d
th e imp et us for t he  ri se  of  mode rn  scie nce .



 Edward G ran t, in  h is Th e Fou nd ati on s o f Mod er n S ci ence in th e
Mi dd le Ages, Cambr idge Un ive rsity  P ress 1996, wr it es in  hi s
pr ef ace , "My  atti tu de ch ang ed dr amati cally , however, when , some
ye ar s ago, I aske d mysel f whe the r a Sci ent if ic Re vol ut ion  coul d
have  occu rre d in th e sevent ee nth  cent ur y i f the  l eve l of scien ce  in 
We st ern  Europe  had remai ned what  i t was in  t he fi rst  h alf  of t he 
twel fth  cent ur y. Th at is, cou ld a sci en tif ic re volut ion h ave occurr ed
in  t he se ven te ent h cen tu ry if  th e massi ve tr anslations of  G reco- 
Ar ab ic scien ce  an d nat ur al ph ilosophy  i nto Lati n had n eve r tak en 
pl ace? Th e r espon se  se emed ob vious: n o, it  coul d not . Wit hout th e
tr an slati ons, man y cen tu rie s wou ld have  be en  re qu ire d bef or e
We st ern  Europe  coul d h ave r eache d the  l eve l of Gr eco-Arab ic
Scie nce , thu s del ay ing  any possi bi lit y of a transfor mation of
scie nce ." 

 H e goe s on to di scuss t he contr ib uti on s t o sci en ce made by  th e
Ar ab s, th e Medieval  Un iversit y, an d e ve n t he  Ch ri sti an  Ch ur ch!
Cl early  a re ap praisal of  th e historical  re cord has t ak en pl ace  f or
Doct or Gr ant  as i t has f or ot her  scholars.

As e arl y as 1962, Dr Richar d Le may, in  hi s Ab u Ma ̀shar  a nd La tin 
Ar istot el ian ism i n the 12th  C ent ur y45, ar gue d that the  O ccu lt 
Scie nce s, an d esp ecial ly  astr ology , wer e t he  ve hi cle  b y whi ch th e
We st ern  Europe an schol ar s wer e i nt roduced to th e Nat ur al
Ar istot le  wh ich h ad be en  lost  to t he We st si nce  t he fall of  th e
Roman Emp ire  i n t he  si xt h cen tur y but  p reser ved and re vised in  t he
Mi ddle East un der  Islam.

 Le may's p oi nt of  vi ew, cer tai nl y cor rect, is t hat  Medi eval Scien ce ,
i.e. Gr eco-Arabic Scie nce, was b ased up on Ar ist ot le' s Nat ur al
Scie nce  which, in  t he hands of t he  Ar ab ic ph ilosophe rs, was made 
to serve as a veh icle for syn the si zin g and coll at ing  t he many ar ts

an d sci en ces ( occul t and ot he rwi se ), ph ilosophi es an d mysti cisms
cu lt ivate d i n the  Medi eval Islamic Worl d. Th e i nt roduction of th is
scie nce  i nto Europe  in  t he twelf th  ce nt ury  l ed to th e Eur op ean 
st udy of Ari st otl e and t his cont ri but ed gr eatly  t o t he  gr owth of 
scie nce  i n t he  We st .

                                                
      45 A merican University of Bei rut, 1962.



Th us far Le may's t hesis is n ot novel . No hi stori an of  scie nce  woul d
cont est  t his. He goes on  to p rove, howe ver , that what ini ti all y
at tr act ed th e weste rn Eu rop eans to th e New Scie nce was astr ology ;
espe ciall y t he  wr it ing s of Ab u Ma`shar , whose  Gr ea ter  I ntr od uct io n
to  A str ol ogy  ut il ize s Ari st otl e' s N at ural Sci en ce an d met aph ysics t o
ju st ify  i ts cl aim t o b ei ng th e h ig hest sci en ce.

Both  th ese p ositi on s f al l short of  a consi de rat ion of the  O ccu lt 
Scie nce s of astrology, alch emy and magi c i n the ir  own rig ht . Bot h
Le may and Gr an t see  Ar ab ic Scien ce 's contr ib uti on  to t he twelf th 
ce nt ury  Lati n West as th e t ransmission of th e N at ural Ari st otl e
wh ich l ai d t he  foun dat ion f or  wh at  late r develope d i nt o Modern 
We st ern  Scie nce. Bu t t hat i s chang ing . The re  has bee n a spate of 
book s r ecent ly  focu ssi ng  up on  magi c h istor icall y and soci ol ogi cally .
Th e Occul t and th e Esote ric are now f ie lds wort hy  of 
in st itu ti onali sed academic in vesti gat ion.

Se condl y, I have emphasi zed t he role of  th e occul t art s i n Medie val 
Gr eco-Arabic Scie nce b ecause the ir  in cl usi on  in  t he hi erarchy of  th e
scie nce s esp ecial ly  th ei r p re sti gi ous and lofty  r ank  t her ei n i s
te st imony  to t he fact th at Me die val Isl ami c Sci en ce re cog ni zed t he
tr emendou s i mp ort an ce of  a scien ti fic l ink  b etwee n r at ion al  an d
qu an tit at ive  scie nce, i.e. sc ie ncia- ̀ilm and th e absol ute ly 
tr an sce ndent al  su pr a-r at ion al  an d un it ive , the  k nowle dge  of whi ch
was sapient ia-hikma. Th e u ni que  n atu re  of  t he occul t art s of
astr ology , alchemy and magi c is th at th ey pr ovi de d sci ent if ic li nks
be tween  t he Di vin e and t he Natur al . Thi s l in k was not mer el y
th eoret ical or  doct rin al . It was oper at ive . The  Medi eval au thors we 
have  ex amine d had n o dou bt ab out  t he ef ficacy of ast rolog y to
pr edict  e ven ts, of alche my to tr an smu te  or  of mag ic to bi nd, l oosen ,
command spir it s and ef fe ct mi racle s.

Bu t if astrology, alch emy and magi c wer e e ff icaci ous oper at ive 
scie nce s, th e per fe cti on  of  t hei r eff icacy  was du e t o the  p racti tione r's
possession of the  r equ isite  spir it ual  virt ue s and powe rs (virt ute s et
pote ncias ), which are  t he fr uit  of sapient ia-hikma. In  th e fin al  an al ysi s,
it  was th e ast rol og er, t he al che mi st an d t he  magi cian himse lf wh o
was the  l ink  b etwee n t he  Di vi ne an d N at ure .



Co nclusio n

In  sett in g t he  st ag e f or  th e discu ssi on  of  t he tr ansmi ssi on  of 
astr ology , i nt o t we lft h cen tu ry Eu rop e, as p art  of t he  Ne w Sci en ce,
focu s h as be en  pl aced on  th e Arabi c side of the  stor y so as to
pr ovide  a balance  t o t hose wh o e labor at e on the  Lati n Eur op ean 
si de .  For t he  pr op er un der st andin g of thi s imp or tan t stage  of 
Eu ropean devel opmen t i t is imper at ive  t hat  b oth  side s are  e xpl or ed.

More  th an  th is I have tr ied t o draw att ent ion t o the  i mport ance of
be in g aware th at Gr eco-Arab ic Scie nce  was ne ith er  si mi lar  t o n or 
in fe rior to moder n- day  West er n Sci ence.  Equ all y, it  was not t he 
ab je ct an d i gn orant  su pe rst it ion  t hat  some  h as tr ied t o p or tray it as.

In  t his i t i s essen tial to re cog ni ze th at, i n t he  twel fth  cent ur y,
We st ern  Europe an schol ar s t hr ong ed to Spai n, Si ci ly an d
Constan ti nop le  to l ear n from Mosle m sou rce s.  The  Me di eval
Ch ri sti an  worl d h ad noth ing  l ike  t he hi ghl y sop hi sti cated scie nce of
th e Arabs. A scie nce t hat i ncluded an d val ue d t he  occu lt scien ce s as
a me ans b y whi ch th e t ranscen den tal cou ld be  scie nti fi cal ly  li nk ed
to t he natur al .

On e ine scapabl e con clu si on fr om al l of thi s is th at th e G re co- Ar abi c
Scie nce , whi ch  th e Arabs tr an smi tt ed to th e West in th e t we lft h and
th ir tee nt h cen tur ie s, was i ne xtr icabl y bou nd up  with  magi c,
al ch emy  and astrology. These and t he Ar abi c Neopl atoni c Ari stotl e
we re  th e essen ce of  th e New Scie nce.

Th e Weste rn schol ar s at fir st  eage rly  r ece ived th e N ew Scie nce . But 
soon  th er e was re si stance t o its h idden  impl icati ons and a
se parat ion was made . The  fi rst, be twe en  Ar istot le  an d the  O ccu lt 
Scie nce s and t hen  b etwee n Ari stotl e, an d t he  Ar ab ic in ter pr etati on
of  Aristotle .



 Aqu inas eff ected t his l att er  fe at  as a pr el imi nary to hi s Su mm a
Th eo logia e whi ch event ually  b ecame  th e cri te ria f or Catholi c
or th odoxy  an d an ob stacl e t o the  over t spr ead of Arabi c
Ne op lat on ic doctr in es in  Me di eval Weste rn Ch riste ndom. Howe ver 
Re scher , in St ud ies i n A ra bic Phil osoph y, Uni ver si ty of  Pi tt sbu rg h
Pr ess, 1966, p .151 tel ls us t hat  t he st udy  of Ari stotl e f rom an
un ch risti ani ze d p oi nt of  vi ew we nt  on  i n several Itali an
Un iversit ies. Eve nt ual ly  th e con cr ete , rat ional istic, mat er ial ism of
th e West ove rcame  t he ph ilosophi cal Realism of th e N eoplatonists
an d the  occu lt  scie nce s wer e rel eg ate d to th e dustbi n unt il  th e so- 
call ed “O ccu lt  Re vi val ” of th e n in ete en th ce ntu ry .   

It  i s t hi s k ey  un de rst an din g - t hat t he  Gr eco-Arabic Scie nce
tr an smi tt ed to th e West was i nex tr icabl y b ou nd up  wi th  magi c,
al ch emy  and astrology -  which is so important  in  sheddi ng li ght 
up on  th e ori gi ns of  th e so- calle d "We st ern  O ccu lt  Tr aditi on ."
Un fortu natel y, it  i s b ey ond t he scope  of t hi s p ap er to fu rt her 
ex pl ore  t his subject. Th at would t ake  u s i nt o a discussion of th e
re ce pti on  of  t he Ne w Sci ence by th e Wester n Lat in  Ch ri sti an 
scholar s of th e t we lft h cen tu ry an d i ts adumbrati on in  su bsequ en t
ce nt uri es. N evert he less, th is pape r doe s p rovide backg rou nd
mate rial necessar y to th at wi der  i nve st igati on.

A se con d ine scapabl e con clu si on is th at  astr ology , alchemy and
magi c, th oug h transcen de ntal sci en ces are pr ope rl y p ar t of the 
scie nti fi c t radit ion. Th ey ar e way s of knowi ng. It  shou ld al so be 
re me mbe re d t hat whi le th ey we re re pudiated b y t he  We st ern 
rati onali st mater ialists  ( of  th e seven tee nt h t hr oug h twe nt iet h
ce nt uri es) who ex pr opr iated t he name of  scie nce  f or th eir  own
schi smati c b ranch  of t he  tr aditi on , t he  occu lt scien ce s are  st il l
re garde d as scien ce s b y tradi tional Isl am, Buddhi sm an d H in dui sm
wh er e cul tivat ion  of t he  tr an sce ndent al  is stil l val ue d.

Fi nally , it mu st be  se en  th at  Me di eval Sci en ce in clu de d t he 
tr an sce ndent al  as well  as t he  rati onal. Th e hikma as well  as `ilm. Th e
sapient ia as well  as sc ie ncia.

Si nce t he  ei gh tee nt h cen tur y org an ize d rel ig ion  and moder n
We st ern  scie nce h ave agr eed t o disagr ee , t o live sep ar ate  l ive s.
Re li gion doe sn 't addre ss scie nti fi c mat ter s; scie nce  l eaves th e
sp ir itu al  to t he my sti c and t he re lig ionist. Th e resul t f or  many 
pe op le is a sp iri tu al hu nge r and a te ch nol og y, wh ich  seems
in cr easin gly  soul le ss. The occul t sci en ces may we ll of fer  a br idge
be tween  t hese two aspe ct s of human  ex isten ce , sc ie ncia and
sapient ia.



It  may we ll be  th at  th er e i s be ne fit  t o h uman socie ty  by  a
rapp roche men t wit h the  t ran scenden tal  such  as i t is impli ed in  t he
Sc ie ncia- Sapie ntia r el ati on shi p whi ch  ch ar act er ize d the  Medi eval
vi ew of  Scie nce b ot h f or  th e Mosle m and for the  Chri st ian . Both  for
th ose of the  East  and th ose  of t he  We st .

Robert Zoller.
http://www.new-library.com/zoller

SPECIAL NOTE: digital copies of many of the original texts
referred to in the main body of this Study may be o bta in ed by 
ap pl ica ti on to  th e New  Libr ar y a rchiv ist:
contact@new-library.com
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