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Objective 

 

 Beginning with a literature review, this paper highlights the historical development of 

astrological physiognomy from the Greco-Roman period to the present day.  Included in the 

literature review are the principal texts in the field of non-astrological physiognomy beginning 

with the pseudo-Aristotelian Physiognomica (3
rd

 Cent BCE).  The paper concludes with a 

summary of research issues which need further clarification. 

 

Special Note 
 

 By definition a working paper represents conclusions which are tentative in nature.  

Additional sources will be added as they become available and as time permits.  At present, the 

following astrological authors have yet to be surveyed:  Scott, Cardano, Morin, Gaurico, and 

Saunders (Physiognomie, Chiromancie, Metoposcopie (1671).  There are also a number of 

untranslated Arabic physiognomy texts which I include in the literature review for completeness.  

Any assistance from readers interested in reviewing physiognomy models by any of these 

authors is welcomed.   
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I. Historical Development of Astrological Physiognomy 

 
 Definition. Derived from the Greek word űɡůɘɞɔɜɤɛɞɜɘəɎ, physiognomics (more commonly 

physiognomy) means judging character from bodily features.  What the Greeks named 

physiognomy was practiced long before by the Babylonians as one of their divination methods.
1
  

Within the Greek tradition, the earliest surviving treatise Physiognomonics dates to the 3rd 

Century BCE and represents the first systematic compilation of physiognomy rules in the West.  

Like humoural and temperament theory, physiognomy was originally developed by a group of 

medical-philosophers using an empirical approach based on analogy and observation.  Given the 

fact that not until the 1
st
 Century CE does any surviving astrology text incorporate physiognomy 

judgments, it appears physiognomy predates astrology as a discipline.   

 

 Melothesis.  Astrological physiognomy is based on the principle of melothesis, or the 

doctrine which assigns external parts of the body to each of the zodiac signs.  In this tradition the 

head is assigned to Aries and the remaining body parts are assigned to the other eleven zodiac 

signs moving from head to foot.  This is a largely consistent and uninterrupted tradition which 

dates from the earliest known Greek astrological texts.  Melothesis was a very useful part of the 

astrologerôs toolkit with applications in the diagnosis and treatment of disease. 

 

 Greco-Roman.  Beyond medical applications, use of melothesis to judge physical 

appearance and character appears not to have been a primary concern of natal astrology during 

the Greco-Roman period.  Why?  I speculate two reasons:   

 

No need for natal physiognomy. To begin with, in an age when many natal readings were 

conducted with knowledge of the physical appearance of the individual, it seems there was 

no pressing need to develop and test rules for judging the same.   

 

Independent physiognomy discipline.  More important was the existence of physiognomy as 

an independent tradition which provided astrologers access to an alternative method for 

character analysis.  Popularity of texts by the ps.-Aristotle (3rd Cent. BCE) and Polemon 

(2nd Cent. CE) demonstrate the lasting influence of these non-astrological methods designed 

to judge character.   

 

 Both conditions appear to have limited the need for advances in astrological physiognomy 

for natal applications.  As a result, models for astrological physiognomy during the Greco-

Roman period are uneven at best.  Most astrologers who took steps in this direction judged 

physical appearance, character, and life affairs with a single set of planet- or sign-based rules 

with lit tle, if any, instruction on ranking competing significators for complex natal 

configurations.  The exception is Ptolemy who split judgment of physical appearance and 

character by proposing distinct sets of rules for each.  By taking this step, Ptolemy moved 

astrological physiognomy away from the style of non-astrological physiognomy which implicitly 

relied on a single set of significators for both physical appearance and character.  The fact that 

                                                 
1
 According to Barton, the Babylonians used physiognomy for making predictions about individuals; not as a 

method to delineate character.  See Tamsyn S. Barton, Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and 

Medicine under the Roman Empire, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1994, p. 100. 
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Ptolemyôs typology survived to the late Renaissance suggests the importance of separating 

physical appearance and character as two different judgments as the discipline developed.       

 

 Medieval Arab/Jewish/Persian.  One of the curious features of the revival of astrology 

beginning with the Abassid Caliphate (750 CE) is the inconsistent mention of physiognomy rules 

by early astrologers.  While the carryover of Greco-Roman physiognomy most likely obviated 

the need for astrologers to flesh out their own rules for physiognomy, the persistence of an 

independent tradition cannot explain on one hand why an author like MǕshǕôallǕh would omit 

discussion of astrological physiognomy
2
 yet on the other hand why Abu Bakr presented a 

complete set of rules for judging the same.  Abu Bakr himself offers a clue to solving this 

conundrum in his opening comments on judging the nativeôs face.  According to Abu Bakr, the 

inapplicability of color rules for persons of certain races was a common complaint made against 

astrological physiognomy.  When Abu Bakr states this criticism ñpertains to the men who have 

prevailed in this argument,ò
3
 we get the idea that a reasonably large faction of astrologers 

expressed disdain at astrological physiognomy for this reason.  How could astrologers rely on 

such a system, critics argued, which predicted fair skin and yellow hair for Ethiopians whose 

race consisted of black hair and black-skinned people?  Abu Bakr responded that such a 

condition meant the specific individual would have a lighter skin color than their parents.  

Likewise, an astrological prediction of the color black for Europeans implied the individual 

would be not as white as the parents.  Whether MǕshǕôallǕh and others fell into this anti-

physiognomy faction is possible but only a speculation.  This dichotomy continued during the 

Medieval Arab/Jewish/Persian period with only Haly Abenragel and Ibn Ezra adopting 

physiognomy rules similar to Abu Bakrôs model.  Haly appears to copy Abu Bakr directly.  Ibn 

Ezra includes several other references, including an unknown work of Sahlôs which pertains to 

the ruler of the rising decan as the significator for the face.  Perhaps Sahl had a similar 

physiognomy model similar to Abu Bakr; unfortunately no such evidence has survived. 

 

 Latin West.  Translations made during the 12
th
 Century Renaissance transmitted astrological 

physiognomy models by Ptolemy and what I would nominate as a competing model by Abu 

Bakr, et. al., to the Latin West.  The main difference between the two delineation styles is 

Ptolemyôs inclusion of the Moonôs phase and the Sunôs season as physiognomy significators.  

Ptolemy also omits the rising decan as a significator for the face which is an important 

component of models espoused by Abu Bakr, et. al.,  Within the Latin West, Guido Bonatti fell 

into Ptolemyôs camp by emphasizing planet- and sign-based rules and practically ignored decans 

altogether.  On the other side of the spectrum was Antonio Montulmo who followed more in the 

style of Abu Bakr.  We also know from an annotated copy of Montulmoôs treatise that 

Regiomontanus was aware of Halyôs use of decans in physiognomy.  Schoener, a late compiler, 

included both approaches in his textbook.  So far I have found no evidence that the astrological 

community came to any universal conclusions surrounding astrological physiognomy models by 

the close of Medieval European period. 

 

                                                 
2
 Al -Qabisiôs astrology textbook (10

th
 century) quotes a very terse set of planet-based physiognomy rules by 

MǕshǕôallǕh, yet curiously MǕshǕôallǕh omits mention of them in his Book of Astronomy.  Nor is physiognomy 

mentioned by his student Abu óAli al-Khayyat or óUmar al-Tabarǭ who was another peer. 
3
 Abu Bakr, On Nativities, trans. Benjamin Dykes, Chapter 6, forthcoming 2010. 
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 Modern.  I define the Modern period as anything written following the 1603 Jupiter-Saturn 

conjunction which marked the transition of the conjunction to the fiery triplicity.
4
   William Lilly 

opens the period.  Known primarily as a horary astrologer, Lillyôs astrological physiognomy is 

primarily based on planet-based rules of Ptolemy.  He does not employ the rising decan in his 

system, and like most writers in the modern period, leaves behind no rules to rank competing 

significators for physical appearance.   

  

 Ptolemy, and to a lesser extent Lilly, are both indicative of a slight bias I have detected in 

favor of planet-based over sign-based rules found in astrological works.  Why?  I suggest two 

reasons.  First is the influence of Ptolemy who based his physiognomy guidelines on planets and 

made no such explicit descriptions of physical appearance when discussing signs.  The outsized 

influence of Ptolemyôs Tetrabiblos on subsequent generations of astrologers is well known and 

may have steered physiognomy guidelines towards planet-based rules.  Second was the greater 

demand made by katarchic astrology for physiognomy rules for criminal profiling.  The fact that 

katarchic astrology usually yields a single planetary significator for identifying a specific 

criminal seems to account for this tradition.  In contrast, multiple significators exist for 

physiognomy in natal astrology.  They include the Ascendant, Ascendant sign ruler, planets 

positioned in the Ascendant, and planets aspecting the Ascendant in Abu Bakrôs model.   

 

 Phrenology.  After Lilly, there is relatively little to add to development of astrological 

physiognomy until the turn of the 20th century when the three-fold system of vital, motive, and 

mental temperaments defined by 19th century phrenologists was taken up by prominent 

astrologers like Alan Leo (1903), Howard Cornell (1933), and most recently Robert Zoller in his 

Diploma Course in Medieval Predictive Astrology (2002).  To understand the relevance of the 

vital-motive-mental temperament system to astrological physiognomy, it is necessary to focus on 

the evolution of non-astrological physiogonomy beginning with trends in neuroscience at the 

turn of the 19th century.  From his personal observation that his classmates who ñhad good 

memories had large foreheads
5
,ò the Austrian physician Franz Joseph Gall carved a new pathway 

for non-astrological physiognomy by focusing of the shape of the human skull.  First named 

ócraniologyô by Gall; renamed óphrenologyô by Gallôs associate Johann Spurzheim; and 

popularized in America and Britain by the American Fowler family, public interest in 

phrenology grew to the point where the field became a fashionable and profitable business within 

Europe, England, and the United States during the 19th century.  Beyond the goal of self-

knowledge most advocated by the Fowlers in America, phrenology was used (by some) to 

develop racial stereotypes in order to demonize enemies.
6 
  

                                                 
4
 Alternatively, a good case can be made for the 21-May-1702 Jupiter-Saturn conjunction as the start of the 

óModernô period because of the conjunctionôs placement in the cardinal fire sign of Aries.  The 18-Dec-1603 

conjunction occurred in the fixed fire sign of Leo; dominant political/religious themes of the 17
th
 century included 

challenges against the divine rule of Kings.  But not until the 18
th
 century was this system overthrown.   

5
 Madeleine Stern, Heads & Headlines: The Phrenological Fowlers, Norman, Ok.: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1974, p. x. 
6
 Actually not dissimilar to the aims of Polemonôs physiognomy which included rhetorical attacks against enemies 

from foreign countries based on physiognomic stereotypes associated with races from specific geographic areas.  

The eugenic application of physiognomy is beyond the scope of this paper; nevertheless, it needs to be mentioned 

for those new to the subject.  Raised to its ultimate evil purposes, the eugenic practice of genocide by the Nazi 

regime against Jews and other minorities has so scandalized physiognomy for some that the topic is simply 

untouchable.  Lest there be any doubt, my goal in writing this paper is to present a literature review of both non-
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 Vital-Motive-Mental Temperaments.  It turns out the lasting impact of phrenology on 

astrological physiognomy had nothing to do with how phrenologists analyzed ñbumps on the 

headò (whose methodology I do not endorse by mentioning it here).  Those unfamiliar with how 

phrenology was actually practiced may be surprised to learn that prior to analyzing the surface of 

the skull, phrenologists classified the body type using a variant of the four classical 

temperaments (e.g., choleric, sanguine, melancholic, or phlegmatic).  Disappointed by the lack of 

any explicit reference to the brain/mental capacity in the classical temperament model, the 

Fowlers proceeded to replace the four classical temperaments with a three-fold temperament 

system of their own design.  The ónew and improvedô temperaments were reclassified as vital, 

motive, and mental.   

 

 Persistence of three-fold temperament systems.  My initial reaction to the replacement of the 

four classical temperaments with a three-fold division was that it must have represented some 

kind of aberrant tangent in the long history of the decline of traditional medicine since the dawn 

of the modern era.  But the three-fold system of body types was not unique to 19
th
 century 

phrenologists.  It can be found in typologies of the French homoeopathic physician Leon Vannier 

(ñconstitutionsò) and the American psychologist William Sheldon (ñsomototypesò) among 

others.
7
  More important for students of astrological physiognomy is the similarity of these 

systems to Galenôs three-fold division of natural, vital, and psychic spirits which dates to the 2
nd

 

century CE.  What surprised me was to learn that within Galenôs classification of what he termed 

the seven ónaturalsô, there is a place for both three- and four-fold systems within traditional 

medicine.  Well known among students of temperament theory is the correspondence between 

the four elements, primitive qualities, humours, and temperaments.   

 

Element Primitive Qualities  Humours Temperaments 

Fire  Hot + Dry  Yellow bile Choleric  

Earth  Cold + Dry  Black Bile Melancholic  

Air  Hot + Wet  Blood Sanguine  

Water  Cold + Wet  Phlegm Phlegmatic  

 

Perhaps lesser known is Galenôs three-fold classification of spirits/forces as a part of humoural 

theory.  Assigned to a specific organ, each of the three spirits/forces plays a key role in the 

creation and distribution of humours throughout the body.  Comparing Galenôs spirits/forces 

with typologies since the days of phrenology yields the following table of correspondences: 

 

Galenôs Spirits 

and Forces 

Galenôs 

Organs 

Fowler/Wells  

Phrenological 

Temperaments 

Sheldonôs 

Somototypes 

Vannierôs 

Constitutions 

Natural Liver Vital Endomorph Phosphoric 

Vital Heart Motive Mesomorph Carbonic 

Psychic Brain Mental Ectomorph Fluoric 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
astrological and astrological methods of physiognomy.  I condemn any application of physiognomy for eugenic 

purposes. 
7
 There is also a good case to be made that the vital, motive, and mental temperaments correspond to the kappha, 

pitta, and vata doshas, respectively, found in the Ayurveda system of traditional medicine. 
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I wil l have more to say about individual comparisons in the following section on sources for non-

astrological physiognomy.  For the moment, my point is to recognize the three-fold system of 

phrenological temperaments was in fact not an aberrant tangent in the history of traditional 

medicine.  The mistake was to advertise the vital-motive-mental temperament system as a 

replacement to the four classical temperaments instead of as another separate, but related 

typology for body types. 

 

 Alan Leo and Howard Cornell.  When Lorenzo Fowler (of the American Fowler 

óPhrenological Dynastyô) moved to London during the American Civil War, he brought 

American phrenology (and its new temperament model) with him.  Writing forty years later, 

Alan Leo is the first British astrologer I have seen to incorporate the vital-motive-mental 

temperament system developed by the American phrenologists; he does so in his sign-based 

physiognomy rules.  But it is the American Howard Cornellôs assignment of the vital-motive-

mental temperament system to the three sign modalities (e.g., cardinal, fixed, mutable) which 

represents the most significant attempt to integrate the new temperament system into modern 

astrology.  To Cornellôs credit, he recognizes the ability of the vital-motive-mental temperament 

system to coexist alongside the four classical temperaments.  He goes so far as to rename the 

four classical temperaments as ófundamentalô, the vital-motive-mental temperaments as 

óconstitutional/conditionalô, and introduces a third temperament named ónatural/bodilyô which is 

based on the rising decan. 

 

 Recent Models.  After Cornell, there are three contributions to astrological physiognomy that 

I have chosen to complete this survey.  First is Man and the Zodiac (1938) written by the 

theosophist author Brian Ross under the pen-name of David Anrias.  The book features full-body 

drawings of individuals which link physical appearance to the Ascendant placed in each of the 

36 Hindu decans.  Operating in the generation of theosophical astrologers following Alan Leoôs 

death in 1917, Anriasôs physiognomic assessments of decans complement Leoôs psychological 

approach to decan delineation.  Second is The Rising Sign Problem (1991) by John Willner.  In 

this book designed to aid rectification by developing a typology of facial shapes based on each of 

the twelve zodiac signs, Willner incorporates some observations made by traditional authorities 

in sign-based rules within his own system.  The essence of his model is the oval, 

square/rectangular, and triangular shapes correlate with Ascendant signs which are cardinal, 

fixed, or mutable respectively.  Third is The Astrological Body Types: Fact, Form, and 

Expression (1993) by Judith Hill.  Illustrated with the authorôs drawings, Hillôs book represents 

her own findings and includes many observations not found elsewhere.  Together with her other 

recent book Medical Astrology: A guide to planetary pathology, Hillôs research represents a 

summa of modern astrological physiognomy and medical astrology.  
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II. Sample Judgments and Tools of the Trade 
 

 To demonstrate the range of physical features judged by physiognomy, consider the 

following examples from both Greco-Roman and Medieval periods which form bookends to the 

development of what is considered traditional astrological technique: 

 

Example 1 ï Greco-Roman:  He came to be of good size and manly and gracious 

because the two lights were pivotal, especially upon the Hour, and because they 

were in a masculine image of human shape. 
8
 

 

Example 2 ï Renaissance:  He will have the beauty of all limbs in proper 

proportion.  He will have clarity, light, and a handsome color.  He will be pale in 

body tending toward yellowness, with middling eyes, yet with small pupils; he will 

have moderate hair, not very curly or abundant, with a curly and elegant beard, 

high cheekbones, a middling body not too stout or too thin, with a proper height 

but somewhat taller.  His body tends more toward stoutness and height.  He has a 

round face and a venerable appearance with a certain majesty, and also 

abundant hair tending toward curliness and paleness.  He is bald on the forward 

part of his head (when it will be time), has redness in the face, a mark on the left 

foot, and finally eyes going toward blackness.  In going about he will make very 

great steps, and in movement he will be somewhat slower.  His body will be 

without deforming marks, healthy and with a handsome composition.  His limbs 

are robust and strong.  The condition of his life will be more frequently turned 

toward health and rarely toward illness.  His face corresponds more to the form 

of the mother than of the father.  His constitution is composed of heat and 

temperate dryness which is called choleric. 
9
 

 

 Both Greco-Roman and Renaissance examples demonstrate the wide variety of physical 

features which physiognomy seeks to delineate.  Culled from a variety of authors, Table 1 

presents a representative checklist of physical features and corresponding traits used by various 

authors to describe them.  

 

                                                 
8
 Nativity with Aquarius rising, Moon and Sun in Aquarius.  Original delineation by Antigonus the Nicean with 

comments in this translation by Hephaistio.  Robert Schmidt, translator and commentator, The Astrological Record 

of the Early Sages: Antiochus, with Porphyry, Rhetorius, Serapio, Thrasyllus, Antigonus et al., Vol 2. Cumberland, 

MD.: The Golden Hind Press, 2009, p. 353.   
9
 Johannes Schoener, On the Judgments of Nativities: Book I, translated by Robert Hand, Reston Va.: Arhat 

Publications, 2001, pp. 89-90.  Nativity of Maximillian I, Holy Roman Emperor.  I have edited the translation to 

remove discussion of astrological significators.  This list represents a compilation of different aphorisms which are 

not entirely consistent (e.g., ómarksô or óno marksô on the body). 
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Table 1.  Physiognomy: Sample Judgments. 

 

Feature Description 

Height tall, middling, short 

Weight fat, middling, thin 

Body overall impression (e.g., proportionality of limbs and head to torso), 

physical frame consistent with sex (e.g., strong/rugged óhandsomeô 

bodies for males and soft/contoured bodies for females) 

Posture erect, slumping, powerful 

Chest proportion relative to overall body (wide) 

Lower body legs (thin, thick, bow-legged), hips (wide) 

Gait speed/style (walks side to side, fast, nimble) 

Face
10

 size (large, small)  

shape (long, short, round, full, fat-cheeked, finely formed, sloping) 

Forehead size (broad, protruding, narrow) 

Eyes size (large, small, fish-eyed), gaze (beautiful, sharp, piercing) 

Nose shape (sharp, hooked), nostrils (large, short, drawn, open) 

Mouth/Lips shape (thin, thick, big, drawn) 

Teeth  overall appearance (straight/crooked, thin-set) 

Hair quantity (bald, thin, thick, abounding) 

style (curly, shaggy, smooth), beard (long, lanky, thin) 

Color identified for eyes and hair by general complexion (dark, flushed, light, 

pale) and by specific colors (black, grey, red, yellow, blue) 

 

                                                 
10

 Judgments for the face are often included with the neck, e.g., not just ólong faceô but ólong face and neck.ô 



Working Paper on Astrological Physiognomy:  History and Sources 

www.regulus-astrology.com 

 

10 

Considerations Before Judgment 

 

 Before presenting the building blocks of physiognomy, there are four preliminary factors 

which must be considered:  race, ancestry, location, and age.    

 

 Race.  Mention of color for eyes and hair is a reminder that rules for physiognomy were 

developed primarily by persons of Caucasian, Semitic, and Indian descent.  These rules may not 

apply to persons of different races.  However, variance in general features such as height, weight, 

and body type do exist across racial types.  What this means is that in practice one must consider 

descriptions like óshortô and ótallô relative to the personôs race.  A óshortô American might well 

be considered ótallô for the Japanese.  To be sure, as one moves down the list in Table 1 to 

increasing levels of refinement, one is more likely to encounter descriptions of physical features 

which are simply not relevant for a particular race.  The dominance of brown skin among Arabic 

races is but one example, acknowledged by MǕshǕôallǕh by his inclusion of brown as a skin 

color for Saturn, Sun, Venus, and Mercury in his list of planet-based physiognomy rules.
11

   

 

 Ancestry.  Within a given race there are variations in physical appearance based on parents, 

grandparents, and other ancestors.  One can be ótallô or óshortô relative to persons in oneôs family. 

 

 Location.  Weight (fat, middling, thin) is one trait which can be influenced by mundane 

considerations including the nativeôs country, city, and neighborhood.  For example, Americans 

are generally overweight compared to citizens of other developed countries because of the 

proliferation of high carbohydrate ócomfort foodô consistent with the prominence of 

Venus/Cancer in the USA National Horoscope.
12

  Persistent climatic conditions also influence 

the variety of regional foodstuffs which have a corresponding influence on diet and health. 

 

 Age.  A personôs age has considerable impact on the accuracy of physiognomy judgments.  

For natal astrology there are two primary models for making age-based adjustments when 

considering physiognomy.  The first divides life into four sections based on seasons and modifies 

the constitution by the corresponding temperament.  Lilly offers the opinion that judgments for 

body weight only apply after physical maturity (he says 30 years) implying that delineations for 

a fat body not manifest until mature adulthood is reached.
13

  The implication is the influence of 

the hot element during the first half of life burns sufficient calories to offset weight gain.  Not 

until cold replaces hot in the Autumn period of life will any natal predisposition for obesity 

reveal itself. 

 

Age Season Temperament Elements 

Youth to Puberty Spring Sanguine hot + wet 

Young Adulthood Summer Choleric hot + dry 

Mature Adulthood Autumn Melancholic cold + dry 

End-of-Life Winter Phlegmatic cold + wet 

                                                 
11

 Al -Qabǭsǭ. The Introduction to Astrology. Edited and Translated by Charles. Burnett, K. Yamamoto, and Michio 

Yano. London: The Warburg Institute, 2004.  Planet-based rules attributed to MǕshǕôallǕh for Saturn, p. 65; Sun, p. 

73; Venus, p. 77; Mercury, p. 81.  The color brown does not appear in planet-based rules of Dorotheus or Maternus. 
12

 America is Born: Introducing the Regulus USA National Horoscope, Regulus Astrology LLC, 2008, Chapter 14. 
13

 Lilly, Book 3, Chapter CXII. 
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 A second model for making age-based adjustments to physical appearance is based on 

dynamic changes to the Ascendant measured by the Directing through the Bounds procedure 

(e.g., ñcircumambulationsò).  One example is US President Theodore Roosevelt whose physique 

underwent a dramatic transformation from a thin and gangly óGeminiô physique to a full-bodied 

óCancerô physique when the directed Ascendant moved from Gemini to Cancer. 
14

    

 

 

 

  
 
At left, Theodore Roosevelt, directed Ascendant = 28GE08ô00ò on 11

th
 birthday.    

At right, Theodore Roosevelt, directed Ascendant = 6LE32ô35ò 37
th
 birthday.   

Notice the prominent lower jaw and the fullness of the face in adulthood compared to youth. 

 

 

 Variability in physical appearance over a lifetime also appears dependent on the modality of 

the Ascendant sign (e.g., placement in cardinal, fixed, or mutable signs).  Just as authors make 

the connection between modality and manners, there is no reason why the same concept cannot 

be applied to physical appearance.
15

  Modality of the Ascendant sign appears to impart the range 

of variability as a first order condition.  My own findings suggest fixed rising signs are very 

resilient to change; cardinal rising signs change somewhat, and mutable rising signs are subject 

to the greatest modifications of physical appearance.  If so, then Ascendant sign modality should 

be considered prior to either temperament or dynamic Ascendant models when making age-

based adjustments to physiognomy judgments. 

     

                                                 
14

 A Rectification Manual: The American Presidency, Regulus Astrology LLC, third edition, 2009, p. 129. 
15

 See for instance Montulmoôs discussion of manners: ñBut if any of the aforesaid significators should be in fixed 

signs, the native will constant in purpose, firm in his own opinions, sincere, not false.ò  Montulmo connects the 

fixed modality of sign placements for significators of manners with a fixed/constant mental style.  Antonius de 

Montulmo, On the Judgment of Nativities, Part 2, trans R. Hand and ed. R Schmidt, Project Hindsight, Latin Track, 

Vol XII, Berkeley Springs, Wv.: Golden Hind Press, 1995,  p. 47.   
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Models for Delineating Physiognomy 

 

 Melothesis.  When considering the physical body, physiognomy judgments are based on the 

principle of melothesis which assigns external body parts to each zodiac sign.  Exemplified by 

the Zodiac Man, a popular image found in Medieval art, the head is assigned to Aries and the 

remaining body parts are assigned to the other eleven zodiac signs moving from head to foot.  

The system concludes by assigning the feet to Pisces.  Though some authors make slightly 

different assignments, variations are very minor in what can be considered a relatively unbroken 

tradition from the Greco-Roman era to the present day.  

 

 
  

Medieval Zodiac Man 

 

  In contrast with the system which assigns external parts of the body with each of the signs, 

there are also various systems which associate internal organs with certain planets.  Assignments 

of Jupiter to the liver and the Sun to the heart are examples of this method.  Compared to 

assignments made between external body parts and the zodiac signs, slightly more variation 

among authors is encountered for this set of planet-based melothesis rules. 



Working Paper on Astrological Physiognomy:  History and Sources 

 

©Regulus Astrology LLC, 2010.  All Rights Reserved. 

 

13 

 

 

Table 2. Porphyryôs Assignment of Zodiac Signs to Body Parts.
16

 

 

Zodiac Sign Body Part 

Aries The head 

Taurus The tendon and the neck 

Gemini The shoulders and upper arms 

Cancer The breast and ribs 

Leo The midriff and the stomach and the belly 

Virgo The abdomen and flanks 

Libra The kidneys and buttocks 

Scorpio The genitals and the hidden and generative places 

Sagittarius The hips (but according to some, also the glands and the bends of the elbow) 

Capricorn The loins and haunches 

Aquarius The legs and ankles 

Pisces The feet 

 

 

 

Table 3.  Porphyryôs Assignment of Planets to Organs.
17

 

 

Planet Organ 

Saturn The Phlegmatic fluid and the windpipe and the loosening of the bowels 

Jupiter The liver and its condition and the cords under the stomach 

Mars Blood and kidneys and the spermatic ducts 

Venus Lungs and gall bladder 

Mercury The sense of hearing and windpipe and tongue 

Sun Heart and the arrangement that is suited to life-breath (that is, the motion of the life-

breath) and the sense of sight (the right eye in the case of a man and the left in the 

case of a woman) 

Moon The entire body in general, but more particularly spleen and membranes and marrow 

and sight (the left eye in men and the right eye in women) 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
16

 See commentary of Antiochus on Porphyry in The Astrological Record of the Early Sages, Vol. 2, Definitions and 

Foundations, Project Hindsight, Cumberland, MD.: The Golden Hind Press, 2009, p. 117. 
17

 Ibid, pp. 117-118. 
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What is the same for each human is assignment of zodiac signs to different parts of the 

body.  What is different is how placement of various planets in each sign influence the body part 

associated with the respective sign.  Using the malefic planets as examples, placement of either 

Mars or Saturn in specific zodiac signs causes harm to the body part assigned to the respective 

sign.  Example:  For Dwight Eisenhower placement of Mars in Capricorn predicts a knee injury  

because Capricorn is assigned to the knees and the nature of Mars is to cut, burn, or slice.  

Eisenhower suffered a knee injury while playing college football.
18

  Torn cartilage and/or 

tendons (most common knee injury) is consistent with the nature of Mars.  Eisenhowerôs Saturn 

placement in Virgo combines the Saturnian nature of blockage and obstruction with the 

intestines.  Eisenhower suffered from intestinal and bowel obstructions which required surgery.
19
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 Both examples demonstrate the influence of planet/sign combinations on human body parts 

associated with the respective zodiac sign.  Concerning illness and injuries, this style of analysis 

follows judgments of physiognomy and temperament as a first step.  Why?  Before illness and 

injuries can be predicted, one must know the body type and temperament which predisposes 

individuals to different kinds of illnesses and accidents.  Example:  an individual with a muscular 

torso and choleric temperament will more likely manifest Mars/Capricorn as a knee injury 

suffered while playing competitive sports compared to a phlegmatic person with the same 

Mars/Capricorn placement who may require knee surgery as a result of stress on ligaments and 

joints caused by excessive body weight.  Saving the discussion of illness for another time, what 

follows returns the focus to physiognomy. 

                                                 
18

 Knee injury timed by Mars directed to the MC by converse motion.  See A Rectification Manual: The American 

Presidency, Regulus Astrology LLC, 3
rd
 Ed, 2009, p. 614. 

19
 Bowel operation for ileitis on 9-Jun-1956 timed by sinister trine of Saturn directed to the Moon: 1-Apr-1956 by 

method of Regiomontanus, 7-Dec-1956 by method of Ptolemy.   
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Building Blocks: Signs, Decans, and Planets 

 

 The general form, shape, and appearance of the body and face is determined by the 

Ascendant (1
st
 house) which signifies the physical body.  Although every planet/sign 

combination has some effect on the physical body, only planets ruling, placed in, or aspecting the 

Ascendant are relevant for making physiognomy judgments.
20

  The Ascendant sign itself is also 

an important factor as well as placement of the Ascendant degree in specific sign subdivisions.  

What follows is an introduction to physiognomy rules based on signs, sign-subdivisions, and 

planets.  These are the óbuilding blocksô of astrological physiognomy. 

 

 Sign-based rules.  Signs occupy an important position in the hierarchy of natal physiognomy 

because placement of the Ascendant in a rational (or óhumanô) sign is the first indication of a 

well-proportioned physique.  This rule is based on the symbolic representation of humans in 

constellations which are linked to specific signs of the zodiac.
21

  The logic is based on the 

assumption that humans prefer their own kind - opposed to animals like oxen, lions, scorpions, 

and fish depicted symbolically in other zodiac signs.  Therefore an individual whose horoscope 

features a rational sign as the Ascendant is more beautiful to other humans as a general rule. 

 

 The bulk of sign-based rules are lists which begin with Aries and cycle through the 

remaining zodiac signs.  These rules can be quite detailed and take into consideration not only 

the sign but implicitly the planet which rules the sign (e.g., there will be some overlap in 

descriptors for óAriesô in sign-based rules and its ruler óMarsô in planet-based rules).  Consider 

this following physiognomy judgment for Aries from a Greco-Roman/Hellenistic text attributed 

to Pythagoras: 

 

Those having a zoidion of Aries are those who are somewhat long in the face, 

with drawn nostrils, kataropoi, reddish, with wide forehead, bald in the forehead, 

those having thin lips, fierce, all-youthful, black-eyed, with a far-ranging voice, 

naturally ready with a gift, sloping from the shoulders, plump, natural, those who 

trade their patrimony, who are very hairy, who look toward the ground, who are 

shaggy, long in the face, heavy, base at heart, playful, of good courage, those who 

join in a fight.  With respect to what they do, they are liable to become famous, 

manly, crude, reckless, military leaders, those who are rapacious and make their 

living from spoils; and they are changeable.
22

 

 

 Notable is the combined judgment of physical appearance and character commonly made by 

Greco-Roman authors.  In general, descriptors for Aries such as ólong in the faceô are retained 

with little variation from the Greco-Roman era to the present day. 

 

                                                 
20

 Ptolemy adds phases of the Moon and Sun as significators. 
21

 There are five of these human constellation-sign connections:  Gemini (twins); Virgo (maiden); Libra (person 

holding the scales); Sagittarius (archer - but only the first half of the sign as the horse is óbestialô occupies the second 

half); and Aquarius (waterbearer). Some authorities reduce the assessment for beauty for Aquarius, presumably 

because it is the only rational sign ruled by Saturn, the greater malefic, who is an enemy of Venus, the lesser benefic 

and significator of beauty. 
22

 The Astrological Record of the Early Sages in Greek, trans. Robert Schmidt and ed. by Robert Hand, Project 

Hindsight, Greek Track, Volume X, The Golden Hind Press, 1995.  See section 7, pp. 29-36. 
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 Decan-based rules.  Each zodiac sign can be subdivided a number of ways.  Decans are the 

most commonly mentioned sign subdivision related to physiognomy.  Decans divide each 30 

degree zodical sign into three sections of ten degrees making a total of thirty-six decans for the 

entire zodiac.  Compared to other sign-based and planet-based rules which are reasonably 

consistent across authors, there is no consistent treatment for the application of decans in 

physiognomy.  Within the Greco-Roman tradition, only Hephaistio includes descriptions of 

physical appearance based on the decans.  Here is a sample delineation when the Ascendant is 

placed in the first ten degrees of Aries: 

 

In general, when no other cause is counteracting, they expected those who have 

the first decan marking the hour to marry badly in their early years, and marry 

well in their later years and make a good end.  The signs:  The breast is thin and 

not fleshed out; the legs bare and lean.  He will have a mark on the left side or 

under the left armpit.  And the critical periods of this decan were recorded as the 

4th year, 9th, 12th, 21st, 33rd, 49th, 52nd, 64th, 74th.
23

 

 

The balance of decan delineations by Manilius, Teucer, and Rhetorius, concern life affairs such 

as illness, luck in marriage, and professional success.  Among more prominent Roman authors, 

neither Dorotheus nor Ptolemy used decans.   

 

 The uneven treatment of decans within the Greco-Roman tradition is further complicated by 

different styles of decan interpretation and alternate decan systems. In addition to decan 

delineations which include physical appearance and life affairs, there is a separate tradition 

which ascribes human figures to each decan whether or not the decan is tied to human images 

found in zodiac constellations.
24

  This style of decan interpretation appears to be used more for 

magical purposes including talisman construction.
25

  Apart from different styles of interpretation 

is the issue of alternate decan systems.  Of competing systems, the Chaldean and Hindu decans 

were dominant; with the majority of authors siding with the Chaldean system.  See Appendix 1.  

 

 As in the Greco-Roman, decan usage in the Medieval era remained uneven at best.  A 

prominent author like Bonatti restricted his discussion of natal physiognomy to planet- and sign-

based rules.  Decan-based rules do appear in a Bonattiôs horary chapter on identifying thieves; 

however, they are copied from Sahl and reluctantly included by Bonatti only because of his high 

opinion of Sahl.
26

  For those medieval authors who chose to include decan-based physiognomy 

rules, Abu Bakr, Haly, Ibn Ezra, and Schoener appear representative.  Abu Bakr and Haly 

include the lord of the decan as a significator for facial appearance after considering planets 

placed in the Ascendant.  Schoener uses decans not for describing the native himself but to help 

                                                 
23

 Hephasistio of Thebes, Apotelesmatics, Book I.  trans. Robert Schmidt and ed. Robert Hand, Project Hindsight, 

Greek Track, Volume VI, The Golden Hind Press, 1994.  See pp. 3-25.   
24

 For an example of this style of decan description in the early Arabic period, see Sahl: On Questions, 7.22, pp. 

118-120 in Works of Sahl & MǕshǕôallah, trans. Benjamin Dykes, Golden Valley, Mn.: The Cazimi Press, 2008.  
25 
The system of decan delineation which I refer to as the ómagical styleô appears to be traced to Egypt when rising 

stars were assigned to subdivisions of the zodiac for calendrical purposes.  Each star came to be associated with a 

God/Goddess whose image may be related to images of humans used later to describe the decans.  This decan style 

was also used in the Egyptian medical system.  The God/Goddess of the decan associated with an injured body part 

could be ritually invoked as a sanctioned method for medical treatment. 
26

 Guido Bonatti, Book of Astronomy, trans. Ben Dykes, Golden Valley, Mn.: The Cazimi Press, 2007, pp. 477-480.  
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judge which parent the native most resembles in physical appearance using Abu Bakr as a 

source. Of the four authors, Ibn Ezra offers the most complete set of surviving decan-based rules.  

In addition to including descriptive decan language in the magical tradition, Ibn Ezra mentions 

both Chaldean and Hindu systems.  In a departure from other texts, he proceeds to delineate 

decan-based physiognomy rules based on the Hindu system, the first astrological author I have 

seen do so.
27

  Nevertheless, Ibn Ezraôs use of the Hindu decans was not standard practice among 

medieval and early modern astrologers.  Not until Alan Leo returned from his trips to India in the 

early 20
th
 century were the Hindu decans revived within the western astrological tradition in any 

meaningful fashion.  Finally, as an odd twist to the standard three-fold sign subdivision decan 

system, Wiliam Salmon (1644-1713) introduced an entirely new set of decans based on a six-

fold sign subdivision scheme.  Salmonôs system was taken up later by Simmonite, published in 

his late Victorian textbook on natal astrology Complete Arcana (1890). 

 

 Dwads, or the 12
th
 part of signs, are related to decans because signs for the 1

st
, 5

th
 and 9

th
 

dwads of each 30 degree zodiacal sign are identical to the signs for the 1
st
, 2

nd
, and 3

rd
 decan of 

the same sign.  Said another way, dwads can be considered a fractal of all zodiac signs replicated 

within a single zodiac sign.  Likewise, decans can be considered a fractal of all zodiac signs with 

the same triplicity within a single zodiac sign.   

 

Table 4.  Fractal linkage between Decans and Dwads for the sign of Aries.  

 

Zodiacal Degree Decan Dwad 

0AR00 ï 2AR29 Aries Aries 

2AR30 ï 4AR59 Aries Taurus 

5AR00 ï 7AR29 Aries Gemini 

7AR30 ï 9AR59 Aries Cancer 

10AR00 ï 12AR29 Leo Leo 

12AR30 ï 14AR59 Leo Virgo 

15AR00 ï 17AR29 Leo Libra 

17AR30 ï 19AR59 Leo Scorpio 

20AR00 ï 22AR29 Sagittarius Sagittarius 

22AR30 ï 24AR59 Sagittarius Capricorn 

25AR00 ï 27AR29 Sagittarius Aquarius 

27AR30 ï 29AR59 Sagittarius Pisces 

 

 The earliest evidence for the use of dwads in physiognomy can be found in one of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls.  Drawing on the Rhetorius-Teucer sign-based rules, Popovic suggests a reference to 

the ófoot of Taurusô as evidence that individual body parts of the Taurus Bull were assigned to 

the 30 degrees of the sign of Taurus based on dwad sign subdivisions.  As originally suggested 

                                                 
27

 For textual evidence which supports Ibn Ezraôs decan delineations made using the Hindu system, see for example 

the word óintelligenceô which appears under the sign Virgo itself (p. 48), the 2
nd

 decan of Taurus assigned to Virgo 

(p. 28-29), and in the 3
rd
 decan of Capricorn assigned to Virgo (p. 67).  Al -Biruni may be the source for Ibn Ezraôs 

use of Hindu decans which he included in hi Kitab al-tafhim published in 1029 C.E after he returned from India.      
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by Neugebauer, specific rules for mixing melothesis with the dwads were inconsistent across the 

Greco-Roman tradition. 
28

 

 

 Planet-based rules.  This style of physiognomy rules is written for each planet.  Designed as 

a method to identify criminals in katarchic astrology, consider this description for Mars by 

Dorotheus:  

 

If the indicator of the characteristics of the thieves is Mars, then this thief will be 

red in his color, reddish in his hair, lank-haired, sharp in his vision, fat-cheeked 

in his face, having gaiety, a master of joking, capricious, turning himself from one 

condition to another condition, sharp in his glance; he rushes to injure men and 

to obliterate their things.
29

 

 

 Like sign-based rules, descriptors used in planet-based rules have remained very consistent 

from the Greco-Roman era to the present day.   

 

Comment.  Of the three categories, planet-based and sign-based rules are most commonly 

found in astrological texts.  Of the two, there is a slight bias in favor of planet-based rules.  

Why?  I suggest two reasons.  The first is the influence of Ptolemy who based his physiognomy 

guidelines on planets and made no such explicit descriptions of physical appearance when 

discussing signs.  The outsized influence of Ptolemyôs Tetrabiblos on subsequent generations of 

astrologers is well known and may have steered physiognomy guidelines towards planet-based 

rules.  Second was the greater demand made by katarchic astrology for physiognomy rules for 

criminal profiling.  Authors like Dorotheus in fact only include physiognomy rules for 

identifying thieves in katarchic astrology, omitting any reference to physiognomy rules for natal 

applications.  The fact that katarchic astrology usually yields a single planetary significator for 

identifying a specific criminal seems to account for this tradition.  In contrast, multiple 

significators exist for physiognomy in natal astrology.   

 

 Rules for Height and Weight.  In addition to considering the effect of each zodiac sign on 

height and weight, Ptolemy also considers a planetôs synodic cycle with the Sun: 

 

Mars, when rising, makes his subjects in appearance red and white of 

complexion, tall and robust, gray-eyed, with thick hair, somewhat curly, and in 

temperament showing an excess of the warm and dry. When he is setting, he 

makes them in appearance simply ruddy, of middle height, with small eyes, not 

much hair on the body, and straight yellow hair; their temperament exceeds in the 

dry.
30

  

 

 Compared to a one-size-fits-all description for Mars supplied by Dorotheus, Ptolemy assigns 

characteristics to planets following their heliacal rising (large, robust, hairy).  These descriptors 

are subtracted or otherwise minimized as planets approach their heliacal setting, an analogy to 

                                                 
28 Mladen Popoviĺ, Reading the Human Body: Physiognomics and Astrology in the Dead Sea Scrolls and 

Hellenistic-Early Roman Period Judaism, Leiden: Brill, 2007, pp. 166-170. 
29

 Dorotheus of Sidon, Carmen Astrologicum, V.35.88. 
30

 Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. Robbins, 3.11.144.. 
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bodily decay observed from mid-life to death.  As final refinements to the planetôs synodic cycle 

with the Sun, Ptolemy states that planets at their first station make the body powerful and 

muscular, retrograde planets interfere with proper proportion, and planets at their second station 

yield weak bodies.
31

  

 

 In addition to Ptolemyôs refinements for height and weight, other authors suggest 

considering whether the Ascendant falls in a sign of long or short ascension, with a 

corresponding effect on tall bodies (long ascension) and short bodies (short ascension).  

Alternatively, some authors consider whether a planetary significator is placed in early or late 

degrees of a zodiac sign as an influence on tallness (late degrees) and shortness (early degrees).
32

 

 

 Individual Degrees.  As a final refinement, authors including Abu Maôshar, al-Qabisi, and 

Bonatti classify individual degrees as masculine, feminine, bright, dark, smoky, and empty.
33

  

Whether of not these degrees are fixed in the tropical zodiac or refer to some implicit effect of 

fixed stars (which would require precession to adjust the degree definitions) remains unknown. 

 

 

III. Introduction to Sources on Physiognomy 

 
 

 Much like humoural and temperament theory, physiognomy was a science first developed 

by a group of philosopher-physicians with an interest in the diagnosis and treatment of disease.  

Astrologers subsequently adapted physiognomy rules to planets and zodiac signs just as 

philosopher-physicians developed their models based on analogies within the physical 

environment.  Because of this two-track developmental process, physiognomy has at times 

veered more towards a purely empirical approach rooted in medical observations; at other times 

towards the divinatory approach of astrology.
34

  For this reason a literature review for 

physiognomy requires access to both non-astrological and astrological sources.  At times the 

division is not clear cut; nevertheless, most authors can typically be described as either a 

philosopher-physician or an astrologer.   

 

 Sources on non-astrological physiognomy are vast.  If Swain et. al., (2007) and Porter 

(2005) are indicative, then the sum of primary and secondary sources exceed several hundred.  

The fact that I can claim to narrow sources on non-astrological physiognomy to a few pages rests 

on academic research through the early modern period which has identified specific texts as 

canonical.  Sources listed after Lavater are my own selections.   

                                                 
31

 Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III, Chapter 11. 
32

 For examples of these rules, see references for Montulmo and Schoener in the companion Working Paper on 

Astrological Physiognomy: History and Sources. 
33

 Guido Bonatti, Book of Astronomy, trans. Ben Dykes, Treatise 2, Chapters 23-24, pp. 85-87. 
34

 Antonella Ghersetti, ñPhysiognomy and Medicine in Islamic Culture,ò in Simon Swain, ed. Seeing the Face, 

Seeing the Soul: Polemonôs Physiognomy from Classical Antiquity to Medieval Islam.  Oxford University Press, 

2007, p. 306 
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III -A. Sources on Non-Astrological Physiognomy 
 

1. Greco-Roman 
 

Primary Sources 

 

Ps.-Aristotle , Physiognomy (c. 300 BCE).  Earliest known physiognomy treatise. 

 

Polemon of Laodicea, Physiognomy (c. 88-145 CE).  Well known text in the Roman period 

which was later translated into Arabic and often referenced by Arab physiognomists. 

 

Adamantius the Sophist, Physiognomy (c. mid 3
rd

 Cent to end 4
th
 Cent CE).  Variant of 

Polemon. 

 

Anonymus Latinus, Book of Physiognomy (c. 4
th
 Cent CE).  Variant of Polemon. 

 

Galen of Pergamum (129 ï ca. 200 CE).  That the Faculties of the Soul Follow the Mixtures of 

the Body.  The first theorist to suggest that the four humours constituted not only the shape and 

appearance of the body but the soul as well.  Influential text for physiognomy theory. 

 

Secondary Sources 

 

Simon Swain (ed.), Seeing the Face, Seeing the Soul: Polemonôs Physiognomy from Classical 

Antiquity to Medieval Islam, with contributions by George Boys-Stones, Jas Elsner, Antonella 

Ghersetti, Robert Hoyland, Ian Repath, and Simon Swain, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2007.    

 

 The four major extant treatises from the Greco-Roman era are now conveniently collected in 

a single volume in English translation.  Texts are accompanied by separate chapters on the 

philosophical basis of physiognomy and its reception within Greco-Roman and Arabic cultures.  

With texts by Adamantius and the anonymous Latinus variants on Polemonôs work, the authors 

primarily direct their attention to Polemonôs Physiognomy.  Polemon emerges as a member of 

the Roman upper class who used physiognomy as a way to maintain his familyôs rank, status, 

and wealth.  He did so by using character judgments on the basis of physical appearance as 

rhetorical weapons against enemies.  Other applications included the household where 

physiognomy was used for purposes ranging from choosing an appropriate wife to weeding out 

problematic slaves prior to purchase.  Polemonôs Physiognomy is written as a collection of rules 

appended by his own empirical observations.  The text is devoid of any philosophical 

underpinnings regarding connections between the soul and the physical body. 

 

 The earlier ps.-Aristotle treatise is given further development by Ghersetti in Chapter 6.  The 

textôs brief reference to temperature (ñother external traits which depend on the varying 

proportions of bodily heat and coldò, p. 649) appears the point of departure for developing the 

humoural basis of physiognomy by Galen, Hunayn bin Ishaq, and others.  
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 Influence on astrology.  There is a reasonable case to be made that astrologers adopted 

specific descriptors from physiognomy texts when creating sign-based and planet-based 

physiognomy rules.  One example:  The observation that óbirds with coarse plumage are braveô 

from the Ps.-Aristotle text appears to be recycled by astrologers who assign ócoarseô hair for the 

Mars-ruled sign of Scorpio.  Mars is the planet associated with bravery and courage.   

 

2. Medieval Arab/Jewish/Persian 
 

Primary Sources 

 

Hunayn ibn Ishaq (809-873 CE). Shar  KitǕb al-MasǕôil fǭ al- ibb lil -mutaóallimǭn 

(Commentary on óThe Questions on Medicine for Beginnersô).  Classification of seven Galenic 

naturals: elements, temperaments, humours, organs, forces, actions, and spirits (Chapter 1).  

Assigned temperaments to youth, adulthood, aging, and old age. Presented humoural basis of 

color of skin, hair, and eyes (Chapter 8).   

 

Bio Link: http://www.ishim.net/ishimj/3/09.pdf 

Book Link:  http://www.nlm.nih.gov/hmd/arabic/C2.html 

 

Muhammad ibn ZakariyǕ RǕzǭ (Rhazes) (865-925 CE). KitǕb al-mansȊrǭ fǭ l-tibb (Ad 

Almansorem). Placed physiognomy within the Arabic medical tradition by outlining its basis in 

humoural physiology.  Followed Galenic tradition by listing indicators (color, hair, voice, and 

functionality of the parts) as independent indicators of temperament beyond purely 

physiognomic considerations (Book 2). 

 

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149-1209 CE).  KitǕb al-firǕasa. French translation made by Yusef 

Mourad (Paris, 1939).  Building on Rhazesô Ad Almansorem, continued to develop humoural 

physiology as the basis for physiognomy.  Assigned specific temperaments to organs of the body 

including the brain and heart.  Temperament viewed as intermediate element operating between 

inner and outer self.  Ghersetti implies al-Razi helped placed physiognomy on a sounder footing 

by minimizing any connection to the divinatory arts (e.g., astrology).  See Swain (2007), p. 301. 

  

(Shams al-Din al-Ansari) al-Dimashqi (1256-1327 CE).  KitǕb al-firǕasa (composed 1323 CE).  

Later summation of physiognomic practices.  

 

Ibn al-Akfani  (1283-1348). (IrshǕd al-qǕsid ilǕ asnǕ l-maqǕsid (Guide for those Aspiring to the 

Most Elevated Ends).  Later summation of physiognomic practices.  Classified physiognomy as 

one of ten sciences ranked behind medicine but ahead of astrology.   

 

Secondary Sources 

 

Antonella Ghersetti, ñThe Semiotic Paradigm: Physiognomy and Medicine in Islamic Culture.ò 

Chapter 6. in Simon Swain (ed.), Seeing the Face, Seeing the Soul: Polemonôs Physiognomy 

from Classical Antiquity to Medieval Islam, with contributions by George Boys-Stones, Jas 

Elsner, Antonella Ghersetti, Robert Hoyland, Ian Repath, and Simon Swain, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007 

http://www.ishim.net/ishimj/3/09.pdf
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/hmd/arabic/C2.html
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 Included among Greek, Persian, and Indian works collected and translated into Arabic under 

the Abbasid Caliphate was the subject of physiognomy.  The importance of Polemon to later 

works on physiognomy is revealed when we learn that Arabic authors accorded Polemon with 

the epithet ómaster of physiognomy.ô  The earliest confirmed reference to Polemon appears in 

872 CE and suggests a slightly earlier translation.  This places Polemonôs transmission in the 

midst of the translation movement which began with the Abbasid Caliphate in 750 CE.   

 

 As head of the House of Wisdom, Hunayn ibn Ishaq occupied a central role in the 

development of Arabic physiognomy.  Hunayn translated much of Galen as well as the ps.-

Aristotle physiognomy treatise.  In his own Questions on Medicine, Hunayn invented Arabic 

language for Galenôs physiological terms, a tradition adhered to by all subsequent Arab writers.  

Ghersettiôs survey identifies works by Rhazes and al-Razi as two subsequent canonical works on 

Arabic physiognomy.  Ghersettiôs thesis is physiognomy was largely absorbed by medicine as a 

discipline, despite periodic attempts to link physiognomy to astrology.  

 

3. Latin West 
 

Primary Sources 
 

ps.-Aristotle. Secretum secretorum (trans. 1120 by John of Seville; trans. 1232 by Philippus 

Tripolitanus).  One of the most widely circulated books during the Medieval Era.  The inclusion 

of a chapter on physiognomy helped maintain an interest and belief in physiognomy until 

roughly 1550 when the bookôs influence waned.   

Link to English translation: http://www.colourcountry.net/secretum/node74.html 

 

ps.-Ibn Sina. De physiognomonia libellus (1239).  Ghersetti suggests that Ibn Sinôa reputation as 

a physiognomist is based on the false attribution of his authorship to this text (Swain, pp. 293-

294).  The text combines humours, planets, and physiognomy.  Have not yet reviewed. 

 

Michael Scot (c. 1175-1232? CE).  Liber phisionomie (Book III of Liber introductorius).  

Attached to the court of Frederick II at Palermo after 1220.  A mathematician, translator, 

astrologer, and magician, Scot was familiar with many Arabic medical treatises including 

Rhazes.  His popular physiognomy text was reprinted multiple times through the mid-16
th
 

century.  Have not yet reviewed.   

 

Albertus Magnus (d. 1280).  De animalibus.  Demonstrated influence of Arabic authors.  

Embeded physiognomy aphorisms with material on anatomy of animals and humans which 

widened previous anthropocentric parameters.  May have tried to steer physiognomy away from 

astrology and towards anatomy.  Have not yet reviewed.   

 

Pietro dôAbano (c. 1250 ï c. 1316).  Compilatio Physionomiae (c. 1295).    Interested in 

reconciling Arab medicine and Greek natural philosophy.  Extended usefulness of physiognomy 

to help one to discern friends from enemies.  Explored link between physiognomy and astrology 

in more detail than any previous writer.  Contributed to medicalization of physiognomy.  Have 

not yet reviewed.   

 

http://www.colourcountry.net/secretum/node74.html
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Michael Savonarola (1384 ï 1464).  Speculum Phisionomia.  Sought to correlate the four 

temperaments and four elements with physiognomy in a more thorough manner.  Savonarola 

attempted to determine correspondences between temperaments and specific physiognomic 

signatures, offered a physiological explanation of the particular physical feature before giving its 

psychological meaning.  Have not yet reviewed.   

 

Giambattista della Porta (1535 ï 1615).  Physiognomonia (1586); Coelestic physiognomoniae 

(1601).  A Renaissance polymath and occultist, Della Porta is perhaps best known for his well-

illustrated physiognomy text whose images are frequently found on the web.  The text is more of 

a literature review and does not offer any substantive new material to physiognomic theory. 

 

Bio link:  http://homepages.tscnet.com/omard1/jportat3a.html 

Link to images from Physiognomonia:   

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/historicalanatomies/porta_home.html 

 

Secondary Sources 

 

Martin Porter . Windows of the Soul:  Physiognomy in European Culture 1470-1780.  Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 2005.  Porter proposes that texts by Scott, Magnus, Abano, and Savonarola are 

canonical to the physiognomic tradition among Christians in Early Modern Europe.   

 

 Porterôs study of European physiognomy texts begins with the first printed edition of Pietro 

DôAbanoôs 1295 physiognomy text c.1471 and concludes in 1780 following Lavaterôs text (see 

next section) by a few years.  Of interest to astrologers are examples from library holdings which 

support the oft-cited claims of the close association of astrology and physiognomy.  One 

highlight concerns the Medici Library:  on May 10, 1547, a copied physiognomy manuscript was 

bound with other astrology books (including Al Qabisi) before being chained to the bench 

labeled óLatin Philosophyô (Porter, 36).  This anecdote suggests, at least in the early modern 

period, how the existence of physiognomy as a separate discipline may have displaced the need 

for separate models of astrological physiognomy.   

 

4. Modern Physiognomy 
 

a. Johann Caspar Lavater (1741-1801) 

 

Lavater, Johann.  Physiognomy; or, the Corresponding Analogy between the Conformation of the 

Features and the Ruling Passions of the Mind, London: William Tegg, 1775-1778. 

 

 Influential author who reinvigorated the post-Renaissance interest in physiognomy.  His 

underlying theory appears to be a very loose regurgitation of the Aristotelian correspondence 

between the vegetative, sensitive, and intellective levels of soul with the plant, animal, and 

human kingdoms.  Lavater also has three categories but dropped the vegetative.  His system: 

 

 

 

http://homepages.tscnet.com/omard1/jportat3a.html
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/historicalanatomies/porta_home.html
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Organization Physical Correspondence
35

 

Physiological/Animal Entire body, especially in the arm from the shoulder to the ends of the fingers. 

Intellectual Circumference and form of the solid parts of the head, especially the forehead. 

Moral Lines, marks, and transitions of the countenance. 

 

Lavater offered no new principles, data, or method other than his own empirical observations 

which were widely criticized by the scientific community.   He owed his popularity to the 

attractiveness/design of his publications as well as celebrity endorsements.  Lavaterôs advocacy 

of eugenics based on physiognomy has conferred him pariah status by modern audiences.   

 

 
 

Lavaterôs illustration of the four temperaments. 

 

Influence on astrology.  Though Lavater maintained no astrological influence on physiognomy, 

his revival of the four classical temperaments helped maintain interest in temperament theory. 

 

b. John Varley (1778-1842) 

 

A Treatise on Zodiacal Physiognomy, illustrated by engravings of heads and features, and 

accompanied by tables of the time of rising of the twelve signs of the zodiac; and containing also 

new and astrological explanations of some remarkable portions of ancient mythological history; 

published for the author, 10 1/2, Great Tichfield Street, London 1828; sold by Longman; IV, 

60pp.: 6 Plates, (8vo), 25 cm; plates engraved by J.Linnell. 

 

For sketches used to prepare this volume, see the online collection hosted by the Tate: 

http://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ArtistWorks?cgroupid=999999961&artistid=569&page=1 

 

 English painter and astrologer who published a physiognomy treatise in 1828.  This 

followed publication of Visionary Heads 1819-1820, written by Varley and illustrated by his 

                                                 
35

 Lavater, Chapter 2, pp. 23-24. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ArtistWorks?cgroupid=999999961&artistid=569&page=1
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friend William Blake.  I have not reviewed this work.  One thesis worth pursuing is whether 

Varley intended his physiognomy treatise as a defense of astrology as the mechanism for 

physiognomy in response to Lavaterôs view that outward appearance was caused by manôs 

morality and intelligence (and not by astrology). 

 

c. Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828)  

d. Johann Spurzheim (1776-1832) 

 

For primary and secondary sources, see The History of Phrenology on the Web 

Link:  http://www.historyofphrenology.org.uk/texts.htm 

 

 In the history of medicine, the turn of the 19
th
 century is remembered for advances in 

neuroscience.  Gall was the first to propose that specific functions (e.g., language) were localized 

to specific areas of the brain.  Because this idea was controversial to the Catholic Church and the 

court of Franz Joseph II, Gall left Austria for France where he was able to carve out a public role 

for himself as a physiognomist within Parisian salons.  Gallôs basic thesis of localized brain 

function was later confirmed by Paul Broca in 1861 who determined from the autopsy of a brain-

damaged man in that speech production originated in the left inferior frontal lobe.  But this was a 

later discovery after Gallôs time.   

 

 What Gall did was to combine his thesis of localized brain function with his own 

observations where he made analogies between the external shape of the skull and mental/moral 

aptitudes of the respective individual.  Named cranioscopy in 1800, Gall identified 24 óorgansô 

of the brain ranging from óvenerationô to ómurderô in his system.  Each organ was associated 

with a specific external section of the skull.  The system relied on the belief that the shape of the 

section of the skull which corresponded to one of Gallôs defined óorgansô influenced the 

respective intellectual or moral faculty which Gall assigned to that organ. 

 

 Between 1800 and 1812 Johann Spurzheim worked as Gallôs assistant.  More of a promoter, 

Spurzheim was influential in the transmission of what he renamed phrenology to Britain and the 

United States.  Spurzheimôs first and only tour of America in 1832 was highly successful despite 

his sudden death from typhoid fever after a stay of only two months.   

 

The Fowler & Wells American Phrenological Dynasty 

e. Orson Squire Fowler (1809-1887) 

f. Lorenzo Niles Fowler (1811-1896) 

g. Samuel R. Wells (1820-1875) 

h. Charlotte Fowler Wells (1814-1901) 

i. Jessie Allen Fowler (1856-1932) 
 

O. S. & L. N. Fowler.  Phrenology Proved, Illustrated, and Applied.  New York, 1836. 
Link: http://www.google.com/books?id=np4XAAAAYAAJ&dq=orson+squire+fowler&source=gbs_navlinks_s 

 

O. S. & L. N. Fowler.  The Illustrated Self-Instructor in Phrenology and Physiology.  NY, 1855. 
Link: http://www.google.com/books?id=trYRAAAAYAAJ&source=gbs_navlinks_s 

 

Samuel R. Wells.  New Physiognomy, or, Signs of Character.  New York, 1865. 
Link: http://www.google.com/books?id=jGQyCfLgL9IC&dq=inauthor:%22Samuel+Roberts+Wells%22&source=gbs_navlinks_s 

http://www.historyofphrenology.org.uk/texts.htm
http://www.google.com/books?id=np4XAAAAYAAJ&dq=orson+squire+fowler&source=gbs_navlinks_s
http://www.google.com/books?id=trYRAAAAYAAJ&source=gbs_navlinks_s
http://www.google.com/books?id=jGQyCfLgL9IC&dq=inauthor:%22Samuel+Roberts+Wells%22&source=gbs_navlinks_s
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Madeleine Stern. Heads & Headlines: The Phrenological Fowlers. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1971. 
 

 For Orson Squire Fowler, three separate threads converged in the years 1831-1836.  The 

first was the rise of 19
th
 Century American reform movements with abolition the most 

prominent.
36

  The second was Spurzheimôs 1832 visit to Boston.  The third was Fowlerôs 

membership in the Class of 1834 of Amherst College whose ranks included Henry Ward 

Beecher.  The result was the rise of phrenology in America: marketed by the Fowlers, wedded to 

reform movements, and later popularized by prominent religious/reform leaders like Beecher. 

 

 Inspired by Spurzheimôs phrenology introduced to America while a sophomore at Amherst 

(1832), Fowler quickly learned the system, became a full-time phrenologist after graduation, and 

within two years had published his first phrenology book (1836).  Central to Fowlerôs initial and 

subsequent success was the maxim óreform through self-knowledgeô which found a ready market 

in 19
th
 Century America.  Self-knowledge was achievable through phrenology; reform was 

possible through proper application of oneôs faculties which included the application of 

phrenology to choosing a profession, wife, and other matters.  One could also purchase any of 

the dozens of self-improvement titles from the catalog of publisher Fowler & Wells.  The 

importance of Fowler & Wells to 19
th
 century American life can hardly be understated.  During 

its heyday in the decade prior to the Civil War, the firm branched out from its phrenology 

readings and publications to include titles on vegetarianism, hydropathy (water-cures), 

mesmerism, early childhood development, and sex education.  Following the Civil War, the firm 

published the 1
st
 volume of Susan B. Anthonyôs   History of Woman Suffrage in 1881.  Fowler & 

Wells was a highly successful publishing house located on lower Broadway in Manhattanôs most 

prestigious business district.   

 

 As practiced by Fowler & Wells, phrenology offers two things for those tracing the history 

of physiognomy.  First are the often ignored initial steps of body type and temperament 

classification performed by physiognomists prior to analysis of the head itself.  Second is the 

reclassification of the four classical temperaments (choleric, sanguine, melancholic, phlegmatic) 

into a three-fold division renamed the motive, vital, and mental temperaments.  Later astrologers 

including Alan Leo incorporated the motive, vital, and mental temperaments into their 

astrological systems; the source is mid-19
th
 century phrenology practiced by Fowler & Wells. 

 

 Initial analysis steps.  Published in the year following Orson Fowlerôs official departure 

from the firm (where he went on to specialize in construction of octagon houses and sex 

education), The Illustrated Self-Instructor in Phrenology and Physiology (1855) offers an 

introduction on how the Fowlers actually conducted phrenology readings.  Of interest is this 

outline of Section I which covers all matters to be considered prior to examination of the head: 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
36

 The rise of the abolition movement was timed by the Moon-Ascendant primary direction sequence #3 in the 

Regulus USA National Horoscope.  See: America is Born: Introducing the Regulus USA National Horoscope, 

Regulus Astrology LLC, 2009, pp. 154-155. 
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Section Headings for Section I, Physiological Conditions as Affecting and Indicating Character 

 

1. Value of Self-Knowledge 

2. Structure Corresponds with Character 

3. Shape Corresponds with Character 

4. Resemblance between Human and Animal Physiognomy and Character 

5. Beautiful, Homely, and other forms 

6. Homogeneousness, or Oneness of Structure 

7. The Broad, or Vital Structure 

8. The Muscular, or Powerful Temperament 

9. The Long, or Active Form 

10. The Sharp and Angular, or Mental Organization 

11. Combinations of Temperament 

12. The Laugh Corresponds with the Character 

13. The Walk as Indicating Character 

14. The Mode of Shaking Hands 

15. The Mouth and Eyes Peculiarly Expressive of Character 

16. Intonations as Expressive of Character 

17. Hair, Skin, Etc., as Indicating Character 

18. Physiognomy 

19. Redness and Paleness of Face 

20. Health and Disease as Affecting Mentality 

 

Inclusion of factors #12-#17 represents a direct link to the Arab (Rhazes) and Greek (Galen) 

traditions where it is recognized that ñcertain physiognomic indicators (colours, hair, voice, and 

functionality of the parts) may provide direct, unmediated evidence of the temperament.ò
37

  

 

 Motive, Vital, and Mental Temperaments.  Reclassification of the four classical 

temperaments (mentioned in Fowlerôs 1836 book) to the motive, vital, and mental temperaments 

appears largely complete by the 1855 Illustrated Self-Instructor save for classifying the ólong or 

active formô as ómotiveô which the Fowlers would later do.  Why the change?  In New 

Physiognomy (1871), Wells gives two reasons.  First, the lumping of negative personality traits 

to melancholy and phlegmatic temperaments seemed óunbalancedô
38

.  Wells goes so far as to say 

the negative traits exemplified by the lymphatic (phlegmatic) temperament appear so permeated 

by disease that the lymphatic is actually an abnormal condition which needs to be excluded from 

any physiognomic typology.  A second motivation for reclassification was based on the 

observation that the brain was ignored by the four temperament scheme.  Phrenologists sought to 

reclaim its importance by proposal of the mental temperament.  For complete descriptions of the 

new system, see Appendix IV. 

 

 Reading Wellsô New Physiognomy, there is little doubt that 19
th
 century phrenologists 

intended to replace the four classical temperaments with their new vital-motive-mental system.  

However, when reviewing the history of humoural theory, it appears that there is room for both 

systems in Galenôs theory of naturals (of which there are seven)
39

: 

 

 

 

                                                 
37

 Ghersetti, p. 291 in Swain. 
38

 A reaction often shared by modern astrologers who find themselves so-classified. 
39

 Based on Hunayn, Chapter 1, pp. 1-5. 
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 Elements (four) 

Fire, Air, Water, Earth. 

 

 Temperaments (nine) 

Equable: balanced; Non-equable: hot, cold, wet, dry, hot+dry, hot+wet, cold+dry, cold+wet. 

 

 Humours (four)  

Blood, Phlegm, Yellow bile, Black bile. 

 

 Organs (four) 

Brain, Heart, Liver, Testicles. 

 

 Forces (three) 

Natural (liver), Vital (heart), Psychic (brain). 

 

 Actions (two) 

Single (attraction, retention, digestion, propulsion); Compound (two or more forces). 

 

 Spirits (three) 

Natural (liver), Vital (heart), Psychic (brain). 

 

Specifically, there appears a correspondence between the motive, vital, and mental temperaments 

and Galenôs three natural, vital, and psychic spirits which are servants to the three forces given 

by the same names.  Here is a summary of Galenôs scheme: 

 
Spirits Organ Forces 

Natural Liver Natural 

1. served forces ï generative, growth-promoting, nutritive 

2. servant forces ï attractive, retentive, digestive, propulsive 

Vital Heart Vital 

1. active forces ï dilation and contraction of the heart 

2. acted upon forces ï anger, contempt, and competition for victory, leadership, fame, and 

emotions 

Psychic Brain Psychic 

1. forces that mediate behavior ï imagination, thinking, memory 

2. forces that move by volition ï muscular movement 

3. sensory forces ï vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch 

 

If one carefully studied descriptions of the motive, vital, and mental temperaments given by 

Wells (see Appendix IV), the following table of correspondences can be made: 

 
Galenôs Spirits and Forces Fowler/Wells Temperaments 

Natural Vital 

Vital Motive 

Psychic Mental 

 

While it is possible the Fowler/Wells system is purposely based on Galen (a reference by Wells 

to Hippocrates at least indicates an awareness of historical humoural and temperament theory), 

the lack of any references by Wells makes any explicit connection to Galen hypothetical.  Either 

it was (but not  attributed) or the vital-motive-mental system was independently created.  Either 

way, what we can say is the Fowler/Wells system of physiognomy chose to emphasize a 

variation of Galenôs spirits/forces at the expense of the four humours/temperaments. 
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Examples of Motive, Vital, and Mental Temperaments 
 

 
   

 


