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Scorpions on the Cheek, Stars in the Gaze: Astrology, 
Power, and Poetic Imagination in the Late Abbasid World 

CHIARA FONTANA (Alma Mater Studiorum—Università di Bologna) 

Abstract 
Across the intellectual sky of the late Abbasid world, the stars no longer served merely as tools of calculation 
but as mirrors of legitimacy, theology and desire. This article traces the transformation of astrology in Arabic 
culture—from a science of cosmic governance to a language of poetic imagination—revealing how celestial 
symbolism became a means of negotiating divine order and human authority. In the later Abbasid centuries, 
as imperial power waned, astrology became a privileged idiom through which poets reflected on fragility, 
irony and loss. Through a tripartite analysis, the study examines the political role of astrology in shaping 
Abbasid ideals of sovereignty, its theological contestation within debates on fate and free will, and its poetic 
afterlife as a field of aesthetic invention. In the verses of al-Buḥturī (d. 284/897), Ibn al-Muʿtazz (d. 296/908), 
Abū Bakr al-Arrajānī (d. 544/1149) and al-ʿAntarī (d. 570/1175), the Moon in Scorpio and the scorpion on 
the cheek cease to portend doom and instead shine as emblems of beauty, wit and peril. By tracing the 
evolution of astrology from science to art, this paper examines how the late Abbasid imagination transformed 
the heavens into a stage of persuasion—where rhetoric, faith and legitimacy converged beneath the indifferent 
stars. 

 

Keywords:  Astrology, Abbasid poetry, political legitimacy, theology and determinism, poetic imagination, 
celestial symbolism, Arabic literary culture. 

Introduction 

In closing his entry ʻAstrologyʼ in the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Muslim World, 
Nomanul Haq invokes a verse from Muḥammad Iqbāl (d. 1938) that vividly expresses 
scepticism toward the astrologer’s craft: ‘How can it transmit my fate? / A star! / Humiliated, 
helpless / In the infinite vastness of the heavens!’ (HAQ 1995, 145). Yet, despite Iqbāl’s 
reservations, the stars—those tiny, celestial bodies—have served as enduring points of 
reference for scholars and literati across centuries of Muslim civilisation. From the Jāhiliyya 
onwards, astrology was regarded not only as a scientific discipline but also as a cultural 
language through which natural phenomena, political events, and human emotions could be 
interpreted. As Nader El-Bizri and Eva Orthmann remind us, astrology (tanjīm) was grouped 
with other pre-modern forms of knowledge and divination under the category of ʿulūm 
gharība (occult sciences), providing ‘explanatory frameworks for phenomena that eluded 
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explanation by the four classical elements [n.d. earth, air, water, and fire]’ (EL-BIZRI and 
ORTHMANN 2018, 6). Indeed, the sciences of the occult occupied a space between natural 
philosophy and metaphysics, often intersecting with them in direct ways. For example, 
astronomia (ʿilm al-nujūm) combined mathematical astronomy with astrology, while 
arithmology and numerology accompanied the sciences of arithmetic and number theory. A 
closer look at these pre-modern forms of knowledge can undoubtedly ‘enrich our 
understanding of the boundaries of science and its epistemological implications’ (EL-BIZRI 

and ORTHMANN 2018, 7), but their linkages with other forms of knowledge such as literature 
are also illuminating, especially when these began to be understood as reflecting a 
professional approach. Because Islamic cultures sought to develop the concept of ʿilm 
(knowledge, science)1 as one that emerged from its own tradition and inquiries—ultimately 
flowing into a broader investigation of a perfectly ordered cosmos, in which each point 
corresponded to a notion of divine perfection—astrological beliefs coexisted alongside 
religious and philosophical sciences. This coexistence created a dynamic counterpoint, 
offering frameworks for grappling with uncertainty, especially in periods marked by political 
upheavals or disruptions, such as the sixth/twelfth to eighth/fourteenth centuries, when most 
of the investigations gathered in this special issue are situated.  

With specific reference to the scholarly focus of this volume, i.e. environmental 
challenges and disasters as subjects of narratives of power and legitimacy, I believe it would 
not benefit from an exploration of astrology itself, about which a rich plethora of studies 
exists, nor even of the genre of malḥama, which deals with omens and which has already 
been investigated by Kristine Chalyan-Daffner and Toufic Fahd (CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2018 
and FAHD 2012). Drawing upon a diversified methodology combining close readings with 
the reflection on astrology as an epistemic system (e.g. KENNEDY 1998; EL-BIZRI and 

ORTHMANN 2018) and a focus on intellectual and cultural history (e.g., SHĀMĪ 1982; COHEN-
MOR 2001), my interest lies in understanding how astrology found a place in literature, 
specifically in poetry, and the aims it served. Given that astrological beliefs provided 
frameworks for navigating unpredictability, this article explores how late Abbasid poets 
incorporated these frameworks—or, at times, merely the mention of astrological tools—into 
their literary production, often guided by three main premises. Poets harnessed astrology to 
praise or critique rulers, comment on the rise and decline of dynasties, or reflect on political 
inertia. However, as well as employing astrological references to position themselves within 
the theological debates of their era, they also used tanjīm as a literary topos. The fascinating 
image of the ʻscorpion on the cheekʼ, which gives this study its title, encapsulates this 
transformation: it epitomises astrology’s passage from a science dealing in ominous 
cosmological sign to poetic ornament, symbolising how celestial language became a mirror 
for human emotion and aesthetic craft in the late Abbasid imagination. In employing it in 
such ways, poets not only underscored the inescapability of astrological references, but also 
used them as a vehicle for critique, revealing the pervasive familiarity with astrology of both 
al-khaṣṣa (the elite) and al-ʿāmma (the common people), albeit from markedly different 
perspectives. Before analysing the three main premises addressed by the case study that 

 

1  For an excursus of the early conceptualisation of ʿilm and other terms related to knowledge see MESTYAN 

2011, 74–76. 
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comprises the primary focus of this article, a brief introduction will highlight the enduring 
presence of astrological references in Arabic literary culture, long before the Abbasid era. 
Viewed in this light, astrology in Abbasid thought and poetry becomes more than a repository 
of cosmological belief: it functions as a language through which intellectuals, theologians 
and poets alike negotiate the boundaries of knowledge, persuasion and wonder. The heavens 
offered not merely symbols of fate, but a grammar of meaning—acting as a mirror through 
which rhetoric could imitate divine order while asserting human ingenuity. What follows 
traces this transformation from astrology as a science of legitimacy to its aesthetic afterlife 
as a medium of poetic and rhetorical craftsmanship. 

1.  The Long Path to The Stars: Astrology in the Arabic Poetic 
Tradition  

Extraordinary celestial events have always been viewed as having astrological significance, 
from the earliest days of human history. During the Jāhiliyya, astrology held a distinctive 
place within the cultural and religious landscape of pre-Islamic Arabia, intertwining celestial 
observation with divinatory practices and mystical beliefs. Far from constituting a formalised 
science, it served as a framework through which Arabs sought to interpret fate, natural 
phenomena and human destiny. As has been well-described by Evelyn Edson and Emilie 

Savage-Smith, soothsayers often relied on the lunar mansions (manāzil al-qamar) and the 
constellations (al-anwāʾ) to forecast events: for instance, al-Thurayyā (the Pleiades) was 
associated with rainfall and prosperity, while al-Dabaran (Aldebaran) signified drought and 
hardship (EDSON and SAVAGE-SMITH 2004, 33). Celestial occurrences were likewise 
interpreted as omens, with comets viewed as harbingers of disaster, shooting stars as signs of 
change, and Rāʾs al-Ghūl (Caput Algol) associated with bloodshed (al-ṢŪFĪ 2020, 114, 271–
78). Pre-Islamic poets drew upon such imagery to express themes of fate and misfortune. For 
example, Umayma bt ʿAbd Shams (fl. sixth century CE) referred to a star as an omen of death 
when elaborating on the loss of her nephew (al-ABBASI 2008, 86). Conversely, the famous 
poet al-Nābigha al-Dhubyānī (d. 604 CE) used imagery relating to eclipsed stars in a poem 
on the loss of his friend Ḥusayn al-Fīrāzī,2 giving life to a literary topos would be frequently 
employed by later poets to comment on the passing of their patrons:  

 وكيف بحصن، والجبال جنوح     يقولون: حصن، ثم Ϧبى نفوسُهم  

 السماء، والأديم صحيح.   نجومُ      ولم تلفظ الموتى القبورُ، و لم تزل  
(al-DHUBYĀNĪ 1984, 1483) 

 

 

2  For more information on this member of the Jāhilī elite, see BĀBTĪ 1998, 109–11. 

3  Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own. 
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They say: ‘Ḥiṣn is gone’—but their souls refuse to believe it | How could Ḥiṣn 
be gone, while the mountains still stand firm, 

the graves have not yet yielded up their dead | the stars of heaven still shine, 
and the sky remains unbroken? 

At the same time, astrological beliefs carried practical weight, influencing decisions about 
such matters as the timing of conception, and therefore births, and propitious times to 
undertake journeys and engage in warfare, with the Moon’s presence in Scorpio regarded as 
an especially ill omen (ABŪ MAʿSHAR 2013, 663). Yet underlying these practices was a 
broader fatalistic outlook in which dahr (time or fate) was seen as the ultimate determinant, 
limiting astrology’s claims to the realm of minor predictions rather than that of ultimate 
control over destiny (COHEN-MOR 2001, 47). 

As Haq affirms, it was only after the rise of Islam and the Arab military expansions that 
astrological observations and beliefs began to be structured into a more organised body of 
knowledge. At this point, astrological practice branched into four broad categories: (i) 
genethlialogy, which relates all aspects of an individual’s life to the situation of the heavens 
at the moment of his nativity; (ii) catarchic astrology, which consists in determining on the 
basis of the celestial configurations whether a given moment is auspicious (saʿd) or 
inauspicious (naḥs) for a particular activity; (iii) general astrology, which is concerned with 
periodic heavenly situations (eclipses, planetary conjunctions equinoxes, etc.), relating them 
to events affecting large numbers of people, nations or the whole world; and (iv) 
interrogational astrology (masāʾil), which answers specific questions on the basis of the 
heavenly configuration at the time of the query (HAQ 1995, 143). In Islamic civilisation, the 
complex phenomenon of rearranging non-Arabic astrological compendia, which served as 
inspiration for the above-described systematisation, was certainly intricate. These compendia 
were usually translated into Arabic from Pahlavi and Sanskrit, as well as from Syriac and 
directly from Greek. Thus, the Islamic astrological tradition displays not only certain 
characteristically Hellenistic features but also elements that originated in India and Iran. In 
contrast to many other Islamic sciences, these Eastern elements retained a strong influence 
in Islamic astrology: 

Thus, despite their intimate relationship and similar routes of transmission, the science 
of astronomy underwent in Islam a thorough Hellenization, whereas astrology 
continued to show a dominance of characteristically Indo-Iranian features, with 
emphases on interrogational, military, and political astrology. (HAQ 1995, 143) 

One of the most striking examples of how astrology found a place in literature, while also 
maintaining this multicultural flavour and the influence of the style and structure of the 
ancient traditions, is the malḥama genre,4 which has received little attention incontemporary 

 

4  Given two variations of the word’s meaning—i.e. malḥama as an ‘apocalyptic war’ versus ‘prediction’—
we distinguish at least three literary genres or groups of texts to which this term is applied, the most 
famous of which is the epic poem. The other two are the apocalyptic malḥama of pseudo-historical 
character and the astro-meteorological malḥama handbooks. See CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2018, 137. Cf. 
CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2013. 
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scholarship.5 This genre, which is ususally referred to in Western literature as the Arabic 
Hermetica,6 arose from a synthesis of multiple cultural traditions, particularly Assyrian-
Babylonian omen literature, Egyptian-Hellenistic and Byzantine-Greek astrology, and Coptic 
calendrical systems. Rooted in this broad heritage, malḥama handbooks sought to predict 
social and natural outcomes through geophysical, astro-meteorological and hydrological 
signs. Following a formulaic ‘if ... then ...’ structure, they explained natural phenomena such 
as earthquakes, eclipses, comets, storms and the irregular flooding of rivers—above all, the 
Nile—as portents of future prosperity or disaster. Examples illustrate both the range and style 
of the tradition, whose debut, however, escapes a precise dating. An anonymous text, 
attributed to Daniel and Ptolemy, used the Coptic calendar to foresee famine and social unrest 
if the first of Tūt fell on a Wednesday, while another anonymous fifth/eleventh-century 
compendium, Kitāb Gharāʾib al-funūn wa-mulaḥ al-ʿuyūn (ANONYMOUS 2013), tied the 
Nile’s inundation to the orbit of Mars, predicting abundance, balance or deficiency according 
to its position. In the same text, comets, for instance, were considered to be especially 
ominous: 

If the comet known as ʻThe Lampʼ appears in the east, it is a sign of a great famine in 
that region, fires, civil wars, bloodshed, and abundance of thunderbolts. It also 
foretells flames of no known cause destroying forests and inhabited regions, setting 
ablaze the mansions of kings and especially those which they have erected for 
themselves, corrupting the fruits, drying up the springs and the rivers and bringing 
heat to the horizons. And there is a multitude of shooting stars. If this comet appears 
in the west and the south, it is a sign of civil war erupting in the midst of the region in 
which it appeared, bringing cruelty, wars, and the corruption of crops in the west. This 
is what it looks like. (EDSON and SAVAGE-SMITH 2004, 41–42) 

As the above example demonstrates, these works, beyond their predictive content, assumed 
a vital social function by offering interpretive frameworks through which communities could 
make sense of misfortune and natural catastrophe. The deterministic patterns that structure 
these texts encouraged the acceptance of events as manifestations of divine order. Notably, 
the pious disclaimers embedded within them—such as the recurrent phrase ʻby the 
permission of God, the Almighty’ (bi-idhn Allāh taʿālā) (SALIBA 1994, 32)—drew attention 
to the persistent tension between human attempts at prognostication and the imperative of 
theological submission. Yet for all their cultural significance, malḥama texts were 
characterised by anonymity and,7 which interests me most, their literary modesty. To evade 

 

5  See FAHD 2012 and CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2018. Chalyan-Daffner’s bibliography contains a recent 
overview of scholarship on the subject. For a further expansion on how natural disasters were addressed 
in the broader intellectual climate of Mamluk Egypt, see her earlier work, CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2013. 

6  The astrological Arabic Hermetica and their antecedents, attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, must be 
distinguished from the Corpus Hermeticum, which is primarily theological and philosophical in nature. 
See GUNDEL and GUNDEL 1966, 12, 27. 

7  The work of the late-Mamluk astrologer, geomancer and historian Ibn Zunbul, entitled al-Kitāb Naql min 
Kitāb al-Qānūn, which has been studied by Kristine Chalayan-Daffner (CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2018), is an 
exception. For more on Ibn Zunbul, see LELLOUCH 1994. 
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criticism from religious scholars, who found that any kind of predictions contradicted the 
message of the Qur’an, authors often masked their identities or attributed their works to 
famous historical authorities, such as Aristotle or Alexander the Great. The result is a genre 
more valuable for the cultural and historical insight it affords than for any intrinsic aesthetic 
achievement. 

As Octavio Paz has claimed, ‘Human writing reflects that of the universe; it is its 
translation, but also its metaphor: it says something totally different, and it says the same 
thing’ (PAZ 1974, 134–35; translation mine). Yet, alongside pursuing this ambition, pre-
modern poetry also inverted this perspective, at times conceiving the celestial realm as a 
mirror of earthly order. By invoking constellations, eclipses and planetary conjunctions, 
poets crafted allegories that resonated with audiences steeped in astrological lore. In 
Umayyad literature, astrological discourses reflect both the survival of pre-Islamic traditions 
and the formative influence of early Islamic thought, with celestial imagery deployed to 
negotiate themes of fate, power and human destiny (SAVAGE-SMITH 2004, 5). Poets 
continued to invoke the stars and lunar mansions as determinants of human affairs. In the 
realm of love poetry, the ghazal incorporated astrological imagery to frame the beloved’s 
beauty or the lover’s plight, comparing the face of the beloved to the Moon or interpreting 
separation through the ill-fated presence of the Moon in the ḍayqa8 or inauspicious zajr al-
ṭayr (divination from the direction or pattern of a bird’s flight),9 as in al-Akhṭal al-Taghlibī’s 
(d. 110/728) lament (al-AKHṬAL 1995, 20). At the same time, celestial omens were also 
marshaled to reinforce political legitimacy, as when Jarīr (d. 110/728) reprises an old 
association from the Jāhilī poetic imaginary and describes the Sun as eclipsed in grief at the 
death of Caliph ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz:  

 .تبكي عليك، نجوم الليل والقمرا     فالشمس كاسفة ليست بطالعة  
(JARĪR 1964, 235) 

The Sun is eclipsed, never to rise again | the stars of night and the Moon weep 
for you. 

Umayyad poets such as al-Farazdaq (d. 110/728) employed eclipse imagery in their elegies 
but refrained from attributing agency to the stars, reflecting a spreading Islamic theological 
rejection of astral determinism (al-ABBASI 2008, 132). Rather than negotiating a path that 
reconciled astrology with religious doctrine, they largely preserved the motifs and stylistic 
patterns of pre-Islamic tradition, using celestial imagery as a familiar rhetorical and aesthetic 
resource. Astrology thus enriched explorations of destiny, authority and emotion while 

 

8  One of the narrow paths through which the Moon passes when moving from one lunar mansion to another, 
and of evil portent. See al-ABBASI 2008, 28 and 133. 

9  Toufic Fahd notes that ʿiyāfa—the art of divining omens from the flight, cries or posture of birds—was a 
well-established Arabian practice. Zajr, to which the poet specifically alludes, constitutes a subcategory 
of this technique: it involves provoking a bird to take flight, for instance by throwing a stone, and 
interpreting the direction of its movement (right being a favourable omen, left an unfavourable one). See 
ʻLes animaux de présage chez les Arabesʼ in FAHD 1966, 498–518. 
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maintaining continuity with earlier literary heritage. By contrast, the Abbasid period 
witnessed a more critical engagement with astrological language, as questions of cosmic 
determinism and religious orthodoxy grew more complex, shaped by an added dimension: 
the recognition of human agency and the poets’ deliberate awareness of it as creators of 
wonder. 

2.  A New Conceptual Framework for Discussion: The Revival of 
Astrology Under the Abbasids  

The revival of astrology under the Abbasids can be attributed to a number of factors. First, 
the translation movement that flourished during the Abbasid era can be seen as the physician 
who revived the body of this knowledge. The reappearance of a learnable tanjīm founded 
upon an organised and plausible system of knowledge established the scientific status of 
astrology. Carlo Alonso Nallino has commented on the special character of medieval Muslim 
astrology, noting that: 

Astrology [...] becomes an art which demands a solid scientific preparation, and 
which tends to give an ever greater mathematical complication and exactness to its 
methods of research among celestial phenomena [... while] in the Hellenistic world 
astrology flourishes while astronomy decays; in the Muslim world of the Middle 
Ages astrology becomes a potent ally of mathematical and observational astronomy. 
(NALLINO 1921, 91) 

The astrological vocabulary significantly enriched the poetic lexicon, providing inspiration 
through its diverse and increasingly sophisticated practices. In addition to the lunar mansions, 
constellations and comets, poets now drew on detailed reflections on the twelve signs of the 
zodiac and astrological houses, as well as on specialised techniques such as masāʾil (the 
practice of casting horoscopes to answer specific questions on issues such as love, 
relationships or fate), ikhtiyārāt (which determined auspicious times for activities like 
building cities or launching military campaigns), ḥadathān (mundane astrology, which 
predicted large-scale societal events), or even practical tools like al-zīj (an astronomical 
handbook that contained tables and texts for calculating the positions of the stars), which 
were all employed in a professional manner.10 The significance of astrology can be gauged 
by the fact that the chancellor secretary Abū Isḥāq al-Ṣābī (d. 384/994) could conceive of no 
better gift to present to the Buyid ruler ʿAḍud al-Dawla (d. 372/983) than a zīj: 

 لم المكأييل يستوفي đا العمر     أهديت محتلفلا زيجا جداوله  

 

10  For all these terms, see ABŪ MAʿSHAR 2013, 918, 297, 112, 132–36, and al-BĪRŪNĪ  2004, 37–8, 123, 429, 
73 and passim. 
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 يجري بلا اجلٍ يخشى وينتظر.      الدوار واجر كما   الفلك فقس به  
(al-THAʿĀLIBĪ 2000, 2:331) 

I gave a gift to a celebrator; it was a zīj whose tables | were like weights that 
measure our life span. 

So, measure with it the orbits of the heavens so that | you, like they, will be 
immortal, neither living in fear nor passing the days in dread. 

The munajjim’s (astrologer’s) ‘tools of the trade’ nourished the creativity of Abbasid-era 
poets and enriched their sources of poetic reference, as they formed part of the shared courtly 
milieu inhabited by both astrologers and literati. As Yahyā Shāmī affirms, astrologers indeed 
occupied a position of ever-increasing influence in the Abbasid courts, where their expertise 
was sought for both practical and ideological purposes. For example, court astrologers such 
as Nawbakht (fl. second/eighth century) and his son Abū Sahl b. Nawbakht (fl. second/eighth 
to third/ninth century) played decisive roles in shaping Abbasid political culture. From the 
reign of al-Manṣūr (d. 158/775) to that of Hārūn al-Rashīd (d. 193/809), they framed the 
dynasty’s rule as divinely sanctioned through celestial signs (SHĀMĪ 1982, 258–61). Their 
expertise was not confined to abstract prognostication but was also made visible in ritualised 
acts at key political moments: al-Manṣūr’s astrologers famously selected an auspicious 
horoscope for the foundation of Baghdad, embedding cosmic order in the very fabric of the 
new capital (al-KHAṬĪB al-BAGHDĀDĪ 2002, 1:66–69). Later, Jaʿfar b. Yaḥyā al-Barmakī (d. 
187/803) sought astrological counsel before entering his palace, a gesture that transformed a 
private architectural decision into a public performance of divine alignment (al-MASʿŪDĪ 

1973, 2: 270). Most strikingly, al-Maʾmūn (d. 218/833) relied on his astrologer al-Faḍl b. 
Sahl (d. 202/818) to reinforce his authority during times of political crisis (al-MASʿŪDĪ 1973, 
2: 281). In each case, astrology functioned less as a neutral science than as a medium of 
legitimacy: by staging the heavens as allies of the caliph, astrologers helped render Abbasid 
sovereignty both inevitable and sacrosanct, thus reinforcing their own claims, founded on 
Muḥammadan lineage and religious orthodoxy. 

From a theological perspective, astrology was condemned as deterministic, with a few 
attempts to incorporate it into a coherent philosophical and religious narrative. As Dalya 
Cohen-Mor notes, the conflict between astrology and Islamic theology during the Abbasid 
period and beyond centred on the problem of human agency in relation to divine 
omnipotence, ‘which, however, was considered to be compatible with freedom of choice and 
human responsibility’ (COHEN-MOR 2001, 240). Astrology’s claim to reveal future events 
sat uneasily with the Qur’anic doctrine that God alone governs destiny, raising the question 
of whether celestial influence left room for genuine human choice. Abbasid-era theologians 
criticised astrology for either fostering fatalism or arrogating divine prerogatives by 
attempting to unveil the unseen (al-ghayb). At the same time, court astrologers such as Abū 
Maʿshar (d. 273/886) sought to reconcile their discipline with Islamic principles by arguing 
that the stars did not compel but merely signalled tendencies, leaving individuals responsible 
for their responses. This attempt at harmonisation mirrored broader theological disputes over 
qadar (predestination) and ikhtiyār (choice), where Muʿtazilis emphasised human responsi-
bility while Ashʿaris stressed God’s determining power (PINGREE 1968, 20–24; COHEN-MOR 
2001, 7). As I will describe in the following paragraphs, this tension is also evident in 
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Abbasid and late Abbasid poetry: satirists mocked astrologers as liars who confused divine 
will with astral signs, while court poets could praise patrons by aligning their reign with 
auspicious constellations, thereby dramatising the ambiguous cultural status of astrology.  

3. Heavenly Signs, Earthly Thrones: Reading Astrology up to Late 
Abbasid Verse 

In the later Abbasid period, astrological imagery assumed heightened importance as political 
fragmentation deepened. The waning authority of the caliphate coincided with increased 
poetic recourse to astrology as a means of interpreting chaos and uncertainty. Stars and 
planets became symbols of instability, destiny and the elusive search for order in a disordered 
world. Thus, in late Abbasid culture, astrology did not disappear under the weight of 
theological critique but instead became integrated into literary expression. Poets employed 
astrological motifs to praise or undermine rulers, to interpret dynastic fortune and decline, 
and to reflect on political inertia. These references situated poetry within the broader 
theological debates over fate and agency, while also exploiting astrology’s symbolic and 
aesthetic resonance as a literary topos. The persistence of such allusions—familiar to both 
elite and popular audiences—attests to enduring cultural presence of astrology. The case 
study that follows will illustrate these dynamics through examples drawn from both the later 
Abbasid period and prodromes in earlier Abbasid poetry. I will begin by examining how 
astrological imagery was mobilised to negotiate questions of political legitimacy, before 
turning to its theological implications and its function as a recurring literary motif. 

3.1  From Fatalistic Doctrine to Rhetorical Flourish: Astrology and Political 
Legitimacy in Abbasid Poetry 

In the early Abbasid court, astrological imagery served as a nuanced medium for commentary 
on caliphal legitimacy, dynastic fortunes and divine justice (CRONE 2004, 115; SALIBA 2004, 
353; SHĀMĪ 1994, 112–15). As Dimitri Gutas observes, ‘astrological history is the account 
of dynastic history in terms of cyclical periods of varying lengths of time governed by the 
stars and the planets’. This branch of astrology carried a dual function: a political one, in 
which it presented Abbasid dominion (whose cycle was just beginning) as divinely ordained, 
thereby discouraging rebellion; and an ideological one, which positioned the Abbasid state 
as the legitimate heir to the ancient empires of Mesopotamia and Iran, and most immediately 
to the Sasanians (GUTAS 1998, 110). 

Within this framework, poetic allusions to celestial cycles often echoed these legitimising 
narratives, situating the caliph’s reign within an order sanctioned by the heavens. Poets 
skilfully wove stars, planets and celestial cycles into their verses—sometimes to magnify 
rulers with cosmic grandeur, at other times to subtly critique the powerful by invoking the 
language of fate (NETTON 1989, 211–13). Yet the use of astrology in courtly poetry was never 
purely ornamental. As I have shown in an earlier work, Abbasid poets and rhetoricians 
conceived of language itself as a craft, a calibrated instrument that combined reason and 
marvel (ʿaql and ʿajab) to persuade, enchant and instruct (FONTANA 2025a, 25–28). In this 
sense, astrological rhetoric mirrored the epistemological ambition of Abbasid balāgha: to 
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transform scientific discourse into an art of power that was capable of sustaining political 
legitimacy through eloquence. As the rapport between poets and their audiences deepened, 
poets increasingly experimented with their craft, moving fluidly from earnest praise to biting 
satire.11 The growing sophistication of poetic circles and the appetite for wit fostered an 
environment in which irony and sarcasm, inspired by astrology’s symbolic vocabulary, 
became both fashionable and effective vehicles for social and political commentary (SHĀMĪ 
1982, 243–45). Abū Nuwās (d. 198/814) exemplifies this duality: while he lauded patrons by 
likening their generosity to the beneficent radiance of Jupiter (ABŪ NUWĀS 1953, 221–22), 
he also lampooned the conventions of astrological flattery, using horoscopic language to 
describe a turkey and thereby playfully mocking both astrology and the excesses of courtly 
panegyric: 

 كريم عم و كريم جد         انعت ديكاً من ديوك الهند 

 ونجمه في النحس لا في السعد     حتى إذا الديك ارϦى من بعد  

 .يخطر خطرا مثل خطر الأسد                   رأيته كالفارس المعد  
(ABŪ NUWĀS 1953, 89–90) 

I mourn a turkey | noble in manners and illustrious in lineage. 
From afar I beheld it | its star portending ill fortune rather than blessing. 
It strode like a valiant knight | its step proud and leonine. 

Such verses demonstrate how astrological discourse, once the prerogative of science, was 
domesticated into poetics and became a medium in which wit and knowledge, ʿilm and 
balāgha, were intertwined. The astrological technical lexicon lent poetry the aura of learned 
authority, while poetry, in turn, infused astrological symbolism with affective and persuasive 
depth. The poet’s mastery of celestial language thus mirrored the scholar’s manipulation of 
eloquence: both turned the mechanisms of order into instruments of art. Since astrologers 
were increasingly prominent at court, satirical critique also extended to them, as in the verses 
of al-Qāsim b. Muḥammad al-Anbārī (d. 304/915): ‘innī bi-aḥkām al-nujūm mukadhdhib ... 
Allāhu yuʿṭī wa-huwa yamnaʿ qādiran ... fa-man al-munajjim wayḥahu wa-l-kawkab’ (I am a 
denier of the stars’ decrees […] For God bestows, with power, and withholds, so what of the 
astrologer and his star? Alas for him!, al-ḤAMAWĪ 1993, 634). At the same time, poets such 
as Abū al-Shiṣ al-Khuzāʿī (d. 196/811) employed cosmic imagery with solemnity, mourning 
the death of one caliph while celebrating the accession of another, dramatising the tension 
between inevitable fate and political renewal (SHĀMĪ 1982, 243–45). In both satire and 
eulogy, the rhetoric of the stars served as a means of legitimising human order through 
celestial analogy—a linguistic act that reveals how eloquence becomes a cosmological 
practice, sustaining belief through persuasive means. 

 

11  On the heightened literary self-consciousness of third/ninth-century poets and its relationship to the 
intellectual and cultural environment of the period, see FONTANA 2025b. 
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As Abbasid authority began to weaken in the late third/ninth century, astrological rhetoric 
increasingly reflected not confidence in dynastic permanence but anxiety about political 
decline (KENNEDY 1998, 114–18). The seminal poet and rhetorician Ibn al-Muʿtazz (d. 
296/908), himself remembered as the ‘one-day caliph’, mocked the illusion of rulers’ cosmic 
favour (SALIBA 2004, 358), insisting that no planetary conjunction could guarantee justice or 
secure dynastic stability. At the same time, as a prince of the Abbasid house, he sought to 
reassure his audience that the dynasty’s misfortunes were not the inevitable result of hostile 
horoscopes but part of the ordinary course of politics.12 His ironic approach is epitomised in 
the line: 

  .فما كل تربيع النجوم بضائر     ولا تفزعن من كل شيء ومفزع  
(IBN al-MUʿTAZZ 1961, 249) 

Do not be terrified by every fearful thing, for not every | quadrature of the stars 
is harmful! 

Here, the technical vocabulary of astrology becomes at once a satirical barb and a rhetorical 
reassurance (HARB 2020, 101–4). In a culture where knowledge was power, and power 
demanded eloquence, the manipulation of astral imagery became a hallmark of political craft. 
The poet, like the astrologer, calibrated his words to balance fate and agency, knowledge and 
wonder. Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s near contemporary Ibn al-Rūmī (d. 283/896) honed this technique, 
explicitly drawing on imagery of malefic planets and eclipses to portray patrons as suspended 
between hostile astral forces. His biting polemics exposed not only the precarious 
dependence of poets on volatile patrons but also, by extension, the precariousness of Abbasid 
rule itself.13 

Other poets of the declining Abbasid era extended this register of fragility. Thus al-
Buḥturī (d. 284/897), in his celebrated Sīniyya on the ruins of the Sasanian palace at 
Ctesiphon, cast imperial collapse in cosmological terms, suggesting that even Jupiter, 
normally a beneficent planet, had become portentous of ruin. Though ostensibly about 
Persia’s fall, the ode simultaneously gave voice to contemporary disillusionment with 
Abbasid patronage (SPERL 2006). The grandeur of the Sasanians, refracted through astral 
imagery, became a mirror for the fragility of the Abbasid empire and the instability of caliphal 
legitimacy.14 Later, al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/965) explained political defeat in terms of hostile 

 

12  For an expansion on Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s political demeanour, see ARAZI 2005 and BRAY 2010. 

13  Nasīmuka ḥattāma lā yanbarī … wa-ṭayfuka ḥattāma lā yaʿtarī / Ramā Zuḥalun fī aẓfārihi … wa-ḥalla 
fadaʿabanī al-Mushtarī / ʿUṭāridu hal laka min ʿawdah … fa-arjiʿu minka ilā ʿunṣurī—How long shall 
your breeze refuse to fade, and your vision ever haunt my shade? Saturn hurled me into his cruel snare, 
But Jupiter came — and stroked me with care. O Mercury, will you not return once more, to guide me 
back to my primal core? (WĀLĪ 1996, 82-3). 

14  A substantial body of scholarship has addressed al-Buḥturī’s Sīniyya, examining its ekphrastic, political, 
and nostalgic dimensions. Among the most significant contributions are those of Suzanne Stetkevych, 
Richard A. Serrano, Julie Scott Meisami, and Akiko Motoyoshi Sumi, all of which are discussed in detail 
by Stefan Sperl (SPERL 2006), who offers a comparative reading that situates the ode alongside Virgil and 
Wilfred Owen. Sperl interprets the poem’s engagement with the Sasanian past as a meditation on political 
decline, imperial memory, and the reconstruction of poetic selfhood amid ruin. See also al-BUḤTURĪ 1963, 
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stellar alignments (HAMORI 1990, 307), for example when he attributed Shabīb al-ʿUqaylī’s 
downfall to the enmity of al-Thurayyā (the Pleiades) and al-Dabaran (the star Aldebaran). 
Yet, in other contexts he ridiculed astrological credulity, a tension reflecting the broader 
theological and intellectual debates of the late Abbasid court. Al-Sarī al-Rafāʾ (d. 366/976) 
went so far as to portray Ṣayf al-Dawla’s power as capable of bending the heavens 
themselves: 

 طيع له حتم القضاء ويسمع     له قلم تجري النجوم بجريه  

 .من الفلك الدوار في الجو أسرع     يريد سعوداً أو نحوساً وإنه 
(al-RAFĀʾ 1981, 2:389) 

He wields a pen whose course the stars themselves must follow | destiny 
listens, and obeys its decree. 

Whether he calls for auspicious joy or ominous ill, both hasten to fulfil his will  | 
—swifter than the revolving firmament in its celestial orbit. 

The hyperbolic claim that the planets submit to Ṣayf al-Dawla’s will starkly underlines how 
far panegyric could stretch the use of cosmic language. Beyond poetry, intellectuals of the 
late Abbasid and neighbouring courts grappled with astrological terminology in more 
technical contexts. Abū Rayḥān al-Bīrūnī (d. 440/1048), though serving in Ghazna rather 
than Baghdad, epitomises this ambivalence. Celebrated for encyclopaedic works such as al-
Āthār al-bāqiya and al-Qānūn al-Masʿūdī, he recorded astrological doctrines with scientific 
rigour while often voicing scepticism. In one telling anecdote, the Sultan of Ghazna 
challenged him to predict which door he would use to exit an assembly. Al-Bīrūnī consulted 
his astrolabe and gave an answer; the Sultan tried to confound him by creating a fifth door, 
only to discover that al-Bīrūnī had already anticipated the ruse. Frustrated, the Sultan 
imprisoned him for six months, then released and rewarded him, remarking: ‘Kings are like 
children: they wish to hear only what pleases them, and it would have been better had al-
Bīrūnī predicted wrongly’. (ḤASAN 1965, 397). The story reveals the perilous tension 
between astral science and sovereign desire, a tension no less acute in the Abbasid palace. 

The later Abbasids, from the sixth/twelfth to the seventh/thirteenth centuries, increasingly 
saw astrology pressed into service in pursuit of both reassurance and critique. Ibn Sanāʾ al-
Mulk (d. 608/1212), for instance, inverted the symbolism of the traditionally baleful omen of 
the Moon in Scorpio, declaring it auspicious for his patron Ṭūrānshāh (d. 648/1250): 

 . فكذب عندي قول كلّ منجّم     سُعِدتُ برجُة عقرب  
(al-ḤAMAWĪ 1993, 5:582) 

I am delighted by the Moon whose sign is Scorpio | thus, he refutes all 
astrologers’ claims. 

 

455 and SALIBA 2004, 362. 
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By overturning negative horoscopes, poets implied that strong rulers could bend the heavens 
to their will—a poetic conceit that reasserted sovereignty in an age of political vulnerability. 
Court panegyrics under both Abbasid and successor regimes praised rulers for outwitting or 
reversing astral configurations, implicitly contrasting their vigour with the dynasty’s decline. 
Such reversals of cosmic omens transformed astrology from a doctrine into an art of 
rhetorical mastery: what the stars decreed, the poet could re-script through language. Read in 
this way, the long arc of Abbasid poetry charts a shift from astrology as a medium of 
legitimacy to astrology as a register of decline. The poetic imagination thus became a parallel 
arena of power, in which celestial determinism yielded to human ingenuity. By the late 
Abbasid period, the celestial sphere no longer mirrored divine order but reflected the 
anxieties of a fragmented polity—its rulers invoking the stars less as guarantors of legitimacy 
than as emblems of fragility, irony and loss. Even in philosophy, astrology’s predictive 
language assumed a prophetic-literary function: Ibn Sīnā’s malḥama employed planetary 
conjunctions to provide a symbolic framework for historical upheaval, later read as a 
foreshadowing of the Mongol invasions. This trajectory reached its endpoint in 656/1258, 
when the Mongol sack of Baghdad—the ‘Round City’, itself conceived on cosmic principles 
(WENDELL 1971)—was interpreted by contemporaries as the ultimate celestial catastrophe 
(CHALYAN-DAFFNER 2013, 45–47; FAHD 1966, 228–30). Eclipses and conjunctions were 
taken as signs that the Abbasid dynasty, once aligned with astral harmony, had fallen 
irreversibly due to the malign influences of the planets. Thus, the trajectory of Abbasid poetry 
and thought reveals a striking reversal: what began as a language of promise and divine 
sanction ended up, in the late Abbasid imagination, as one of precarity, irony and cosmic 
doom. In this evolution, Abbasid poetry reflects not merely the end of empire but the 
endurance of a literary cosmos in which astrology, once the language of divine sanction, 
became the instrument of self-conscious art. 

3.2  Stars, Shadows and the Limits of Knowledge in Late Abbasid Poetry 

As outlined above, astrology was both condemned as deterministic and embraced as 
symbolic. While theologians cautioned against it, poets exploited its evocative power. In the 
courtly milieu of the early Abbasids, astrological imagery frequently functioned as a vehicle 
for commentary on divine justice. Stars, planets and celestial cycles were woven into verses 
offering coded reflections on power and fate (SHĀMĪ 1994,175–77; SALIBA 2004, 345). In 
this sense, poetry became a space where the boundaries of science, revelation and rhetoric 
were constantly negotiated—where cosmic language was reinterpreted through imagination 
and persuasion rather than doctrine. Such interplay between epistemology and eloquence 
recalls a form of literary ‘craftsmanship’, in which language itself became a tool of symbolic 
inquiry—a mode of articulating wonder, persuasion and political legitimacy beyond the 
limits of dogmatic theology (FONTANA 2025a, 17–19). 

Later theologians carried the debate forward: al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111) dismissed 
astrological determinism by portraying human actions as ‘acquired’ (kasb) within God’s 
creative act, likening humans to shadows moved by a higher reality.15 As Seyyed Hossein 

 

15  In Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, al-Ghazālī compares humankind to puppets in a shadow play: just as the puppeteer 
animates rags and makes children believe they move and speak of their own accord, so too does God 
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Nasr notes, ‘for al-Ghazālī, the stars could be signs, but never causes, for God alone is the 
true agent in the cosmos’ (NASR 1993, 187). According to this view, astrology was con-
sidered dangerous not only because it encroached on divine sovereignty but also because it 
undermined moral accountability, as human beings were held accountable for their choices 
even within a universe foreordained by God (CRONE 2004, 112). This balance between 
determinism and moral agency reflects the broader Abbasid fascination with ordered 
systems—cosmic, linguistic and political alike—according to which harmony could only 
exist through a higher governing principle. Thus, from Abbasid courts and poetry to the 
scholastic elaborations of later centuries, astrology became a contested site where the limits 
of human freedom were tested against the absoluteness of divine will.  

The persistence of astrological imagery in late Abbasid poetry must also be understood 
within the broader intellectual climate. Theological scholars, particularly within orthodox 
Sunni circles, rejected astrology as an encroachment upon divine omnipotence (SHĀMĪ 1994, 
190). Yet philosophers, influenced by Neoplatonic and Aristotelian thought, such as al-Fārābī 
(d. 338/950) and Ibn Sīnā (d. 427/1037), outlined in their works frameworks that allowed 
celestial influence to be discussed in naturalistic and metaphysical terms (NETTON 1989, 
205–9). Ibn Sīnā admitted the stars’ indirect effects on the physical world—shaping humours, 
climates and temperaments—but firmly denied their ability to foretell human fate, thereby 
safeguarding divine sovereignty while acknowledging cosmic causation. As Ian Netton 
summarises, ‘Avicenna relegated the stars to secondary causality: their natural effects are 
real, but their divinatory pretensions are illusion’ (NETTON 1989, 207). 

Similarly, the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ, in their encyclopaedic Rasāʾil, harmonised astrology with 
a Neoplatonic cosmology according to which the celestial spheres acted as intermediaries 
that governed the sublunary world but remained themselves subject to divine command. This 
position offered a philosophical framework within which poets could appropriate astral 
language without succumbing to fatalism (NASR 1993, 173–80). The polymath al-Bīrūnī 
epitomises this ambivalence. In his aforementioned works al-Āthār al-bāqiya and al-Qānūn 
al-Masʿūdī, he recorded astrological doctrines with unrivalled genius, yet frequently 
distanced himself from their metaphysical pretensions. His scepticism underscored the 
tension between astrology as a science of calculation and as a claim to predictive authority 
(al-BĪRŪNĪ 2004, 117). KENNEDY remarks that ʻal-Bīrūnī knew astrology as well as any 
practitioner, but ‘he knew equally well its limits as a science of fate’ (KENNEDY 1998, 120). 
In this interplay between method and marvel, one may discern the same intellectual aesthetic 
that shaped the Abbasid understanding of rhetoric and balāgha: knowledge that persuades 
not through proof alone but through harmony, proportion and eloquence. These negotiations 
shaped the late Abbasid poetic reimagining of astrology. It should be borne in mind that the 
unified governance of the early Islamic period had undergone a process of separation of 
powers. The disappearance of the single religio-political leadership was advantageous for 
astrology or any knowledge of pagan nature or origin. Patricia Crone comments on this 
political phenomenon that: 

 

move human beings, who mistakenly imagine that their actions are self-determined. The analogy 
encapsulates his doctrine of kasb (“acquisition”), whereby human acts are created by God yet appropriated 
by individuals. See al-GHAZĀLĪ 2005, 4:122; MOREH 1987, 47–48. 
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By c. 800 the community of believers came in several rival versions and had at least 
two different types of leadership within each version, one political and the other 
religious. The proliferation of the types of leadership was not to stop there, for the 
caliphs soon came to coexist with kings and sultans, while the religious scholars soon 
came to coexist with philosophers and Sufis (mystics) too. (CRONE 2004, 32) 

In this contested space, poets used astrology symbolically without endorsing its predictive 
claims. The interplay between theology, philosophy and poetry meant that astrological 
imagery resonated on multiple levels: as political allegory, as metaphysical reflection, and as 
cultural commentary. It is in this sense that astrology became one of the Abbasid age’s most 
potent rhetorical resources—a language of cosmic order that, like eloquence itself, could 
persuade, mystify or unsettle. Thus, the late Abbasid period represents a moment when 
astrology, though doctrinally suspect, was imaginatively indispensable. 

The theological dispute over astrology’s compatibility with divine omnipotence and 
human agency also found powerful expression in Abbasid and later poetry. Some verses even 
reconciled astral signs with orthodox belief by making supplication to God the means of 
averting ill omens, thereby preserving both divine sovereignty and human agency (FAHD 
1966, 224). Thus Abū Tammām, in his famous ‘ʿAmmūriyya’ ode, derided astrologers who 
had predicted defeat and instead framed al-Muʿtaṣim’s (d. 227/842) military triumph as a 
vindication of divine will and human initiative over stellar prognostication (ABŪ TAMMĀM 
1951, 47–48; STETKEVYCH 1991, 200). Abū Firās al-Ḥamdānī likewise drew on astral 
vocabulary only to reject its claims, asserting that no nuḥūs (inauspicious moments) or suʿūd 
(auspicious moments) could bind his fate, since salvation lay solely in God’s decree (al-
SHANTARĪNĪ 1998, 3:214; SHĀMĪ 1982, 245). More radically, Abū l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī ridiculed 
the very possibility of astrological foresight, declaring himself an ‘unbeliever’ in the planets’ 
power and stressing that all events, past and future, were fixed only by the Divine Guardian 
(al-MAʿARRĪ 1977, 155; TRITTON 1934, 720). These literary treatments show that debates 
about qadar (predestination) and ikhtiyār (choice) were not confined to theologians: poets, 
too, made their verses a stage for exploring the tension between cosmic determinism and 
divine omnipotence. Alongside poets and theologians, astrologers themselves were 
sometimes compelled to critique their own discipline. Umayya b. Abī l-Ṣalt (d. 592/1135), 
for example, oscillated between critique and defence. On the one hand, he warned that no 
benefic or malefic planet, not even Jupiter or Saturn, could alter what God had decreed, as 
he attests in the following verses: 

 لا ترج في أمرك سعد المشتري ولا تخف من فوقه نحس زحل 

 .وارج و خف رđما فهو الذي ما شاء من خير و من شر فعل

(IBN ABĪ ʾUṢAYBIʿA 1965, 513) 

Do not place your hopes in Jupiter’s favour, nor fear Saturn’s baneful might; 
Hope in—and fear—their Lord alone, for He is the One who does as He wills, 

in good and in evil alike. 
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Yet elsewhere, Umayya praised the astrolabe as a mirror of cosmic harmony, anticipating the 
later Abbasid fascination with astrology as an image of intellectual and poetic order—a theme 
elaborated in the following section. This ambivalence—between critique and reverence—
captures a broader intellectual tension of the Abbasid age, during which the boundaries 
between science, faith and art were continually negotiated and reimagined. Other voices were 
less accommodating. Abū l-Ḥasan Aḥmad b. Ayyūb al-Baṣrī derided the zīj, dismissing it as 
useless paper and a source of error rather than guidance. Al-Kamāl Muḥammad b. Ṭalḥa al-
Naṣībī (d. 652/1254) went further, composing verses that condemned reliance on astrologers 
outright, warning that the attribution of earthly events to planets was tantamount to paganism: 

  ʮبحكم حازم فاردد عليه      إذا حكم المنجّم في القضا 

 . فقلّدني و لا تركن إليه         فليس بعالم ما الله قاض 
(IBN al-ʿIMĀD 1982, 7:448) 

Whenever an astrologer judges any case | you should refute his opinion with 
strong evidence, 

Which is that no one is able to know what God has decided | therefore follow 
my example and never rely on him. 

In the same spirit, al-Bahāʾ Zuhayr (d. 656/1258) urged believers to reject the concept of 
planetary influence altogether, affirming that only God ordains human destiny: 

 فاƅ يفعل لا جدي و لا حمل     لا ترقب النجم في أمر تحاوله 

 فلا يغرك مريخ و لا زحل      مع السعادة ما للنجم من أثر  

 . والشرع يصدق و الإنسان يمتثل       الأمر أعظم والأفكار حائرة  
(al-BAHĀʾ ZUHAYR 1968, 179) 

Do not consult a star on any of your affairs: it is God who ordains [your fate], 
and neither Mars nor Saturn determine anything. | If your destiny is 
happiness, they can have no influence whatsoever on 

Your fate, therefore, pay no heed to Mars and Saturn. The matter [of our 
destiny] is greater [than we can conceive] and overwhelms the mind, | yet 
all we have to do is to believe in God’s law and treat the matter with 
submission and resignation. 

Condemnation also took ironic forms: the preacher Abū Muḥammad b. Jābir al-Māhānī (d. 
389/998) mocked a crucified astrologer by asking whether he had foreseen his fate in the 
stars, eliciting the astrologer’s bitter retort that he had indeed seen himself in a lofty position 
but had not realised it would be on a cross (al-TAWḤIDĪ 1988, 1:54). Similarly, critics 
ridiculed Abū Bakr al-Rāzī (d. 320/932), the eminent physician and astrologer, for failing to 
foresee or avert his own misfortunes despite his encyclopaedic claims to knowledge (IBN al-
ʿIBRĪ 1992, 158). Such anecdotes reveal a transformation in tone: early Abbasids employed 
celestial imagery to affirm legitimacy and cosmic order, while later writers turned it into a 
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vehicle for irony and moral reflection. The stars ceased to promise empire or prosperity and 
instead exposed the vanity of human pretensions to knowledge. From this recognition of 
human limitations, the late Abbasid poet inherited not only a sense of irony but also a 
renewed awareness of language as a mode of creation—an art balancing precision, persuasion 
and wonder. In this sense, the literary appropriation of scientific discourse mirrored the 
Abbasid conviction that true eloquence could transmute knowledge into beauty, and 
argument into art. 

From this recognition of human limitation, a new sensibility emerged. Poets began to 
move beyond the theological dispute over fate and freedom, transforming astrology into a 
mirror of human emotion rather than divine decree. Celestial imagery—once invoked to 
praise rulers or defend orthodoxy—became a language of eros, wit, and self-irony. What had 
served to measure the distance between man and God now charted the tremors of desire: its 
uncertainty, its peril and its irresistible beauty. 

3.3. Scorpions on the Cheek: The Aesthetic Afterlife of Astrology 

Beyond theological polemics and political legitimation, astrology flourished in Abbasid 
poetry as a literary topos, a decorative motif as opposed to a political or metaphysical com-
mitment. Poets employed celestial vocabulary to enhance their satire, irony or descriptions 
of beauty, often without doctrinal significance. In this ornamental register, stars and planets 
served less as omens of fate than as metaphors of passion, allure or ridicule. This aesthetic 
detachment marked not the decline of cosmic discourse but its refinement—an evolution 
from celestial causation to rhetorical craftsmanship according to which the heavens became 
a canvas for human imagination rather than divine decree. One of the earliest Abbasid 
examples comes from al-Buḥturī, who parodied astrologers by reducing their technical jargon 
to comic effect. Yet his satire, though humorous, also demonstrates a precise grasp of 
astrological theory. In a famous poem, he ridicules the astrologer Abū Ghānim, nicknamed 
Ibn Abī Qimāsha (fl. third/ninth century), who failed to foresee the betrayal of his lover 
despite his professed mastery of the stars. The poet mocks his blindness with biting irony: 

 المكنون من سر صدرها الكلف     قد كان حقاً عليك أن تعرف
 أوتيت من حكمة ومن لطف      بما تعاطيت من الغيوب وما  

 . تركن إلى ما سطرت في الصحف     فكيف أخطأت أي أخي ولم  
(al-BUḤTURĪ 1963, 778) 

You ought to have known the secret your beloved | concealed within her 
lovesick breast— 

with all your vaunted mastery of the unseen, your gift | of wisdom and subtle 
insight! 

How could you err so grossly, my friend, and fail to | consult the very tables 
you yourself inscribed? 

Here, astrological ‘intervention’ (istiḥāla) becomes a metaphor for love’s deceit: Mars (the 
betrayed astrologer) and Venus (the faithless beloved) are separated by Mercury (the 
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treacherous friend). Al-Buḥturī’s witty use of references to planetary motion transforms 
technical astrology into moral allegory, exposing both the vanity of human control and the 
inevitability of fate. His poem thus serves as a prologue to a broader Abbasid tendency to 
treat astrology as a language of art rather than a system of belief, a process which exemplifies 
the Abbasid art of poetic calibration: the transformation of scientific lexicons into vehicles 
of affect, where linguistic elegance mirrors cosmic order.  

While al-Buḥturī weaponised the stars to mock human folly, Ibn al-Muʿtazz (d. 296/908) 
refined their light into ornament. His poetry does not treat astrology as a target of ridicule or 
a vehicle of moral commentary but as a distant echo, a reservoir of suggestive imagery that 
may or may not retain its cosmological charge. In his verses, celestial and corporeal 
languages subtly converge, not through doctrine but through metaphor. In a celebrated 
description of feminine beauty, he writes:16 

 .هي وردة الخدّ، دقيقة الخصر، لها وجنة عقرب ونظرة فاترة
(IBN al-MUʿTAZZ 1961, 305) 

She is rosy-cheeked, slender-waisted, with a scorpion cheek and a languorous 
gaze. 

Here, the word ʿaqrab (scorpion) may not necessarily refer to the zodiacal sign but to a 
fashionable coiffure of the Abbasid period which incorporated a lock of hair curved across 
the cheek in the shape of a scorpion (al-ABBASI 2008, 215). However, the ambiguity of the 
image invokes an astral undertone: the beloved’s beauty appears at once earthly and fated, 
alluring and dangerous. Whether or not Ibn al-Muʿtazz intended an astrological resonance, 
his verse captures the Abbasid refinement of turning technical or natural language into 
ornament, translating the vocabulary of learned discourse into the idiom of desire. This 
marked a wider Abbasid trend in which astrological imagery was absorbed into ghazal 
conventions, enriching love poetry with cosmic resonance, an aesthetic that peaked during 
the sixth/twelfth (FAHD 1966, 224). Even theologians such as al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), who 
were critical of astrology in their mature writings, nonetheless employed its vocabulary in 
their youthful poetry. For example, the following lines attributed to al-Ghazālī turn the 
astrological conjunction of the Moon and Scorpio into a metaphor of irresistible beauty:  

 قمراً فجل به عن التشبيه      حلت عقارب صُدغه في خده  
 .فمن العجائب كيف حلت فيه          ولقد عهدʭه يحل ببرجها  
(IBN al-ʿIMĀD 1982, 4:19) 

The scorpions of her temple have descended into her | cheek, a perfect moon, 
beyond all likeness. 

 

16  The image likely alludes to a fashionable hairstyle of the period, in which women would draw a lock of 
hair across the cheek in the shape of a scorpion. See al-ABBASI 2008, 215. 



Scorpions on the Cheek, Stars in the Gaze  
 

  • 25.4 (2025) EnvirChall: 125–149 

Page | 143 

We once knew the Moon to enter the mansion of Scorpio; | how wondrous, 
then, that Scorpio has entered into the Moon. 

Here the astrologer’s omen becomes the lover’s marvel: the beloved’s face is a celestial map, 
and her beauty bends the rules of the heavens. The attribution may be debated,17 but the lines 
epitomise how, by the late Abbasid period, astrology was increasingly aestheticised, detached 
from predictive science and transformed into a reservoir of metaphor. Such poetic reworking 
resonates with the broader Abbasid understanding of rhetoric as a form of cosmic imitation—
hence a ‘language as craft’, suspended between science, marvel and persuasion (FONTANA 
2025a and 2025b). In this sense, when al-Ghazālī—or poets like him—reversed the ominous 
symbolism of the Moon in Scorpio, they not only humanised astrology but also reaffirmed 
balāgha as a mirror of divine creativity: words themselves became astral bodies, capable of 
illuminating and transgressing their own orbits. Such literary reached their most refined 
expression in the poetry of Abū Bakr al-Arrajānī (d. 544/1139), who fuses astronomical 
precision with amorous despair: 

 بدر بدا بظلام الليل معتكرا            معقرب الصدغ يحكي نور غرته  
 ما عاد قط و لم أسمع له خبرا     قد سافر القلب في صدري إليه هوى 

 .و قد رأى طالعا في العقرب القمرا         وهو المسيء اختياراً إذ نوى سفراً  
(IBN al-ʿIMĀD 1982, 6:308) 

Her temple bears a scorpion’s curve, and the radiance of her brow | gleams like 
a full moon rising through the darkness of night. 

My heart, bewitched, set out toward her dwelling. | It never returned, nor has 
word of it ever reached me. 

Yet my heart is to blame, for though it saw the Moon ascendant in Scorpio, | it 
still chose the journey, knowing full well the peril that awaited. 

Astrological science here informs the metaphor—the Moon in Scorpio is a sign of ill fortune 
and perilous travel—but its poetic function is now to dramatise the lover’s ruin. Later poets 
such as al-ʿAntarī (d. 570/1175) elaborated this conceit, multiplying omens for rhetorical 
emphasis:  

 أصبح لي في الأرض فتنة البشر        و ʪبلي اللحاظ كالقمر  
 والحسن والظرف واهب الصور       أولاه فيض الجمال أجمعه 

 

 

17  Ibn al-ʿImad is sceptical about the attribution of these lines to al-Ghazālī, whereas al-Bayṭar affirms that 
al-Ghazālī composed these lines in his twenties, as a young man, before his conversioni to Sufism (al-
BAYṬAR 1962, 592). 
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 . فكيف ʪلعقربين في قمر      خشيت من عقرب به قمر 
(IBN ABĪ UṢAYBIʿA 1965, 395) 

She of the Babylonian eyes is like the Moon | a temptation upon the Earth that ensnares 
all humankind. 

The Creator of Forms bestowed on her the fullness of beauty, | grace and charm 
beyond compare. 

I once trembled when I saw the Moon in Scorpio. | What then should I feel when I 
behold two Scorpios in the Moon? 

This doubling of ill omens intensifies the metaphor: the beloved’s beauty does not simply 
echo the heavens, it surpasses them. Erotic imagery also extended to interrogational 
astrology, as poets playfully mapped horoscopes onto lovers’ encounters. Al-ʿAntarī, for 
example, describes a nocturnal tryst in terms of planetary conjunctions: 

 في غنج عينيه سحر هاروت      ومخطف الخصر زارʭ سحرا  
 كدرة رصعت بياقوت              يحمل تفاحة موردة 

 . قارن بدر السماء في حوت          كأĔا النجم في تولده 
 (IBN ABĪ UṢAYBIʿA 1965, 394) 

A slender-waisted one visited me at midnight, with the | magic of Hārūt in her 
alluring eyes. 

She came; in her cheek was an apple like a pearl | ornamented with rubies. 
It shone like the bright Star when in conjunction with | the Moon in Pisces. 

This transformation finds its most vivid expression in Umayya b. Abī al-Ṣalt’s celebrated 
praise of the astrolabe, where the instrument becomes a literary emblem of the universe’s 
hidden order, a man-made reflection of divine craftsmanship. In the following verses, he 
extols it as a terrestrial analogue of celestial wisdom, a symbol that, within the broader poetics 
of the Abbasid age, echoes the idea of the ʻPreserved Tabletʼ (al-lawḥ al-maḥfūẓ)18 as a 
record of cosmic decree: 

 جل عن التبر وهو من الصفر    جرم إذا ما التمست قيمته 
 .عن جل ما في السماء من خبر     مسكنه الأرض وهو ينبئنا  

(IBN ABĪ ʾUṢAYBIʿA 1965, 511–12) 

It is a body whose worth, if you sought to measure, | exceeds pure gold though 
fashioned from brass.  

 

18  In the Qur’an (Q 85:22), ‘The Preserved Tablet’, i.e. al-lawḥ al-maḥfūẓ, is the tablet containing the eternal 
Decree of God, which is kept in Heaven. See WENSINCK and BOSWORTH, 2012. 
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Its dwelling is on earth, yet it reveals to us much of the | great secrets of the 
heavens 

Here, astronomy, theology and aesthetics converge: the astrolabe (both instrument and 
metaphor) translates divine cosmography into poetic craftsmanship, embodying the Abbasid 
fascination with the correspondence between the heavenly and the human. Other later 
Abbasid poets extended this ornamental register into satire. Many who combined astronomy 
with astrology expressed unease about astrology’s scientific pretensions and sought to 
distance themselves from quacks and charlatans. Al-Badr al-Asṭrulābī (d. 534/1139), for 
example, ridiculed an apprentice whose ignorance of basic planetary positions exposed the 
absurdity of astrological pretension, mocking him as a bull who had mistaken Taurus for the 
Sun:  

 لينظر السعد من النحس                 ϕلاته قام إلى الشمس  
 . في الثور. قلت: الثور في الشمس     ؟ قال الفتى:الشمسفقلت: أين  

(al-ḤAMAWĪ 1993, 5:587; IBN ABĪ UṢAYBIʿA 1965, 377) 

He took his tools and faced the Sun to observe auspicious and inauspicious 
signs.  

I asked him ʻWhere is the Sun?ʼ The lad replied, ʻIn Taurus.ʼ I said ʻRather it 
is Taurus that is in the Sun.ʼ 

While, as mentioned earlier, Abū l-Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (fl. sixth/twelfth to seventh/thirteenth 
century) derided the astrologers’ tables as worthless paper: 

 أطالع التقويم و الزيج      كنت إذا ما سرت في حاجة  

 . وعاد لي التقويم تعويج         كتصحيفة   الزيجفصار لي  
(al-SHANTARĪNĪ 1998, 1:131) 

Before embarking on any action, | I would consult the acalendar and zīj.  
Yet the zīj proved nothing more than useless paper, | and the calendar led me 

astray. 

In prose and anecdote, astrology also functioned as ornament. For example, the prediction of 
al-Maʾmūn’s death was retold less as theology than as narrative curiosity (al-MASʿŪDĪ 1973, 
3:121), while Ibn Sīnā employed planetary conjunctions as a literary framework for 
forecasting upheavals later identified with the Mongol invasions in his malḥama (NASR 1993, 
173; PINGREE 1968, 77–79). These examples illustrate how, by the late Abbasid era, 
astrology had become a flexible poetic currency. Earlier dynastic poetry had mobilised 
celestial imagery for legitimacy (see §3.1), and theological debates had condemned or 
reshaped it (see §3.2). But as a literary topos, astrology endured—adorning satire, elegy and 
ghazal alike, across Baghdad and its wider orbit, as a symbolic resource unmoored from 
scientific or doctrinal pretensions. 
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Conclusion 

By the late Abbasid period, astrology had completed a remarkable semantic journey. Once 
invoked to secure dynastic legitimacy and divine sanctions, it had become a vehicle for self-
awareness, irony and aesthetic play. The language of the stars, once predictive and 
theological, was reimagined as a language of emotion and craft. Poets, theologians and 
philosophers transformed celestial vocabulary into a field of negotiation between divine 
omnipotence and human agency, revelation and imagination, and order and contingency. 
What emerges from this evolution is not the decline of astrology, but its transfiguration. 
Detached from its scientific or doctrinal frameworks, it continued to organise meaning 
according to the same cosmic logic that had once animated the caliphal worldview. In the 
poetic sphere, rhetoric absorbed astrology’s epistemic power, turning its signs into metaphors 
of love, irony and fragility. The scorpion on the cheek, the moon in Scorpio, the astrolabe as 
mirror of heaven: these images all testify to the persistence of a cosmological imagination 
long after its theological authority had waned. Read in this way, the longue durée of Abbasid 
poetry charts a shift from astrology as a medium of legitimacy to astrology as a register of 
decline—but also as an enduring art of interpretation. The heavens, once the domain of 
prophecy and fate, became the workshop of language itself, a space in which beauty, 
persuasion and knowledge converged in the crafting of meaning. 
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