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Abstract:  
Compiled in the early fifth century C.E., Hephaestio’s list of afflictions associated 
with borderline birth offers an interesting insight into the cultural associations of the 
in-between, the uncategorizable as viewed through the lens of astrological theory. 
Various physical, sexual, or mental aberrations from the accepted norm that appear 
in the list bear witness to the complex, threatening aspect of the ‘in-between’, while 
at the same time explaining the presence of the non-standard in the star ruled 
sublunary sphere. 
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Resumen:  
Compilado en el quinto siglo AD el manual astrologico de Hephaestio Thebanus 
presenta una enumeración de las patologías inherentes en un thema liminal, donde 
el Ascendente aparece en un mesembolema, el espacio ‘entre’ dos signos zodiacales. 
Esta enumeración ofrece una importante visión del limite como un espacio non-
definido, caotico y por eso abnormal, espacio donde desaparecen las diferencias 
constitutivas y definitivas de la natura umana. 
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Written in the fifth century CE, Hephaestio of Thebes’ Apotelesmatica may be 
regarded as an exhaustive compendium on the methods and techniques of 
astrological lore, a summa of astrological knowledge of antiquity. Heavily dependent 
on the earlier authors, the three volume work presents a comprehensive account of 
astrological theory: starting with the descriptive, theoretical aspect of the lore (an, in 
the meantime, touching on the important issues of cosmetology and universal 
astrology), it covers all important issues of genethlialogy (interpretation of nativity 
thema) and concludes with basic exposition of katarchoscopy (literally, the 
‘beginnings’ prognostication). Its principal sources are Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos syntaxis 
(for Books One and Two) and Dorotheus of Sidon’s Carmen astrologicum (for the 
katarchoscopy focused Book Three) – major part of Hephaestio’s assertions derive 
from these two to such an extent that some of his chapters may easily be seen as 
paraphrases of the earlier works2. Still, many other authorities are invoked by the 
Theban: even at a glance, Apotelesmatica I 1-2, with its impressive number of sources 
mentioned in the account of Zodiacal signs, manifest the exhausiveness of authorial 
intent, as he strives to impress onto his reader the notion that the work at hand is 
the most comprehensive treatment of astrology ever written. Given this particular 
character, the Apotelesmatica can be seen as an excellent study material for anyone 
interested in both astrological doctrines or, indeed, their cultural implications.  

 
The importance of limits originates with the basic principle of horoscopy: after 

all, the Ascendant, the precise point of the ecliptic that rises above the horizon at a 
given moment in time, is often considered the basis, the very fundament of a 
nativity, the correct method of its calculation being easily the most discussed subject 
in the surviving astrological manuals3. For now, however, we are interested not so 
much in the difficulties linked to the issue of demarcation as such (i.e. in the 
methodological or mathematical intricacies implicit in the calculation of the 
horoscopic point), but rather in a related problem of the borderline birth, of the in-
between that influences individual character and shapes the individual fate, as this 
in-between is described by Hephaestio. To explain (even though explanation of the 
phenomenon in question is difficult given the scarcity of relevant material): once we 
discover the ascendant point, it may just happen that we encounter some difficulties 
with its position within the cycle of dodekatropos, i.e., it may fall in the relatively small 
space between two signs (between the end of A and the beginning of B). In other 
words, it may just happen that it falls within the border realm, the no man’s territory 
between two signs of the Zodiac, a space known to the Greek astrologers as the 
mesembolema. Yet, somewhat surprisingly given its possible importance in the 

                                                 
 
2 In fact, as far as their dependence on the earlier authors is concerned, some passages of Apotelesmatica come 
close to paraphrasis – on the subject cf. Komorowska 2003. 
 
3 For the subject cf. for example Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 3.3, Hephaestio Apotelesmatica 1.2, , Paulus Alex. Isag. c. 
15. On the importance of the horoscope as basis for any other calculations see also Firmicus Maternus 
Mathesis 2.14; 2. 19. 
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horoscopy, the notion and in fact the very term mesembolema (literally that which falls in 
between) makes its first attested appearance in the text of Hephaestio4. However, 
given the compilatory nature of chapter I 2, and – also significantly – total lack of 
any explanatory notes that would explain the concept of mesembolema, this lack of 
earlier testimonies to its employment can hardly be taken as an indication that the 
Theban is actually original at this point. To the contrary, the context suggests that 
the notion, if not precisely the term, is in fact inherited from some lost lore, possibly 
contained in a treatise that would be known to the author, but remains unknown to 
us, a possibility reinforced by the surviving testimonies concerning the controversies 
concerning the problems of cusps and borders of the twelve houses of diurnal 
rotation. The issue, duly discussed in Bouche-Leclercq5, was of paramount 
importance for genethlialogy – after all, it concerned the exact markings of the 
influential elements of the thema, thus influencing the interpretations of planetary 
positions, transits, etc. Thus, it seems advisable to consider Hephestio’s mesembolema 
as a relic of an earlier, possibly even Teukrian tradition.  

 
 

The mesembolemata of Apotelesmatica I 2 
 
 
At this point we may note that Hephaestio’s discussion merits attention not 

because of its technical or theoretical comprehensiveness, but rather because of the 
systematic nature of his exposition of the meaning associated with the mesembolema 
in genethlialogy. After all, what he produces is an actual guidebook to for an 
interpretation of an otherwise neglected astrological phenomenon, and thus to some 
cultural preconceptions concerning the very concept of astrological no man’s land, the 
space between two different Zodiacal signs. 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
4 In all, the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae Online lists only 57 occurrences of the term, twelve in the 
Apotelesmatica, further twelve in its Epitomae, and yet another dozen in the twelfth century Elementa astronomiae 
of Ioannes Camaterus (this effectively means that of 57 occurrences 36 occur within the context of 
descriptive astrology). As for the other instances, nine fall within the various scholia collections (with some 
prevalence of the scholia in Oppiani Halieutica). One also notes that the noun serves as a grammatical term in 
Gregorius Pardus’ peri syntaxeos. The kin term mesembolesis (parembolesis) and the verb mesembolesai appears in 
astrological contexts with regard to a planetary ray impeding an exchange/communication of two planets 
located in the same sign (cf. Bouché-Leclercq 1899: 251-252): for illustration, see e.g. Vettius Valens Anth. II 
31.17; II 34.1, Proclus In Tim. 3. 63. 23 D., 3.32.33 D., Porph. Introd. In Tetrabiblum CCAG V. 4. p. 200, 14sq., 
Rhetorius CCAG I, p. 158.19 sq. et al. To quote the definition given in a passage of Antiochus: Μεσεμβόλησις 

δέ ἐστιν ὅταν ὁ ἀστὴρ εἰς τὰς μέσας μοίρας τῆς συναφῆς τὰς ἀκτῖνας βάλλῃ (CCAG VIII.3, p. 107.19). Still, the 
text of Hephaestio makes it quite apparent that the Zodiacal mesembolema participates in the semantics of its 
kin only as far as the ‘coming in between’ is concerned, while retaining its position as the spatial point 
between two Zodiacal signs. 
 
5 Bouche-Leclercq 1899: 269-270, on basis of Ptol. Tetr. 2.12.  
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Table 1 
 

M Suggested interpretation Locus 

Ari-Tau εἴ τις ἔχει ὡροσκόπον, οὗτος ἄλαλος καὶ κωφὸς καὶ ἄσημος· 

τελευτήσει ἐπὶ τῶν αὐτῶν κλιμακτήρων τῶν τοῦ τρίτου δεκανοῦ 

τοῦ Κριοῦ. 
 
If one has this for the Ascendant point, he will be deaf and mute; as for his 
death, it will fall on the same critical day than among those born under the 
third decane of Aries.6 

6.11-13 

Tau-Gem ὁ ἔχων τὸν ὡροσκόπον ἐν τούτῳ ἕξει δύο φύσεις· ἄσπερμος, 

ἀπρεπὴς καὶ τοῖς μέλεσιν ἄπλαστος καὶ ἀειδής. 
 
One born with such horoscope will have two natures: he will be barren, 
ungainly, unsightly and ill-favored in his body 

8.14-16 

Gem-Cnc ὁ δὲ ἔχων τὸ μεσεμβόλημα Διδύμων καὶ Καρκίνου περὶ τὰ 

ὁρατικὰ σινωθήσεται ἢ καὶ λευκώματα ἕξει, τοῦ δὲ Διὸς ὁρῶντος 

τὸν τόπον τοῦ ἑνὸς ὀφθαλμοῦ τὸ σίνος ἔσται. 
 
In one born under the Gemini-Cancer mesembolema the eyesight will be 
afflicted, his eyes covered with leucoma. Yet, if Jupiter is found looking at the 
Ascendant point, the affliction will be limited to a single eye. 

10.11-13 

Cnc-Leo τὸ δὲ μεσεμβόλημα Καρκίνου καὶ Λέοντος ποιεῖ ἐμμανεῖς, 

μηδενὸς δὲ τῶν ἀγαθοποιῶν μαρτυροῦντος καὶ ὑπὸ τῶν γονέων 

καὶ τῶν συγγενῶν οἱ τοιοῦτοι ἐκβάλλονται καὶ μετὰ τῶν 

τετραπόδων ζῶσιν, οἱ δὲ ἀγαθοὶ ἐπιθεωρήσαντες σίνος ποιοῦσι καὶ 
πάθος. 
 
This mesembolema produces madmen; should no benefic be present, they will 
be rejected by parents or family and fated to live with the animals; should, 
however, benefics be present, they will suffer afflictions and illness. 

12.23-28 

Leo-Vir ὁ δὲ ἐπὶ τοῦ μεσεμβολήματος γεννώμενος ἔσται ἁρποκρατικὸς καὶ 

ἐγγὺς θεῶν ἔσται, τινὲς δὲ καὶ ἄγαμοι τελευτῶσιν 
 
Born under this mesembolema will be weak, live close to gods; some of them 
will die with no issue. 

14.22-24 

Vir-Lib ὁ δὲ ἐπὶ τοῦ μεσεμβολήματος γεννώμενος ἔσται ἀπόκοπος ἢ 

ἀνδράσι συνερχόμενος, εἰ δὲ γυνὴ εἴη ἔσται τριβὰς καὶ γυναικὶ 

συνερχομένη καὶ ἀνδρῶν ἔργα ἐκτελεῖ 
 
One born under this mesembolema will be emasculated, inclined to male 
company; should it be a woman, she will perform man’s duties, being a tribad 
given to company of females. 

16.24-27 

Lib-Sco ὁ δὲ ἐπὶ τοῦ μεσεμβολήματος γεννώμενος ἕξει ἑλκώσεις ἢ 

σηπεδόνας ἢ ῥευματισμοὺς καὶ σύριγγας ἢ καὶ ὕδερον καὶ 

φακώσεις καὶ βρογχοκήλας καὶ σκίρους ἢ κιρσούς. 

18.30-19.2 

                                                 
 
6 It is to be noted that the translations are my own, aiming at reproducing the main gist of Hephaestio’s text 
and thus having no literary ambitions. 
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Born under this mesembolema will suffer ulcers, putrefaction, rheumatic fever, 
fistulas, dropsy, discolorations, throat tumors, cancer and varicosis. 

Sco-Sgr τὸ δὲ μεσεμβόλημα ποιεῖ ἐκβολιμαίους ὑπὸ τῶν γονέων, ἐὰν δὲ ὁ 

τοῦ Διὸς ἐπιθεωρήσῃ παρασκευάζει ἀνακάμψαι πρὸς τοὺς γονεῖς ἢ 

πρὸς ἑτέρους οἳ τούτους τεκνοποιοῦνται 
 
The mesembolema produces those who are rejected by their Barents; yet, if 
Jupiter is present, they will be returned to their parents or given to others, who 
will adopt them. 

21.13-16 

Sgr-Cap τὸ δὲ μεσεμβόλημα ποιεῖ ἐν νέᾳ ἡλικίᾳ ἐπίψογον, ἐὰν δὲ θηλείας ᾖ 

τὸ θέμα ἔσται ἐν ἑταιρίᾳ καὶ πολυκοινίᾳ καὶ μεγάλῳ ἀνδρὶ 

συγκοιμηθεῖσα φιληθήσεται καὶ ἔσται σὺν αὐτῷ ἀπαλλαγεῖσα τοῦ 

προτέρου καὶ ἐσχάτης καλῆς τεύξεται. 
 
The mesembolema produces people who are reprehensible in their youth. 
Should the nativity be of a female, she will be dissolute, a prostitute, yet 
having encountered a powerful man and loved by him she will change her 
ways and have a noble end. 

24.8-12 

Cap-Aqu τὸ δὲ μεσεμβόλημα ποιεῖ ἐκβολιμαίους καὶ θηριοβρώτους 
 
This mesembolema produces men who are rejected and live bestial life. 

26.18-19 

Aqu-Psc ὁ δὲ ἐπὶ τοῦ μεσεμβολήματος γεννώμενος ἔσται τερατώδης, 

ἐκβολιμαῖος οἷον σατυρίσκος ἢ ἑρμαφρόδιτος, ὁλόλευκος, δίδυμος 

ἢ δικέφαλος. 
 
Born under this mesembolema will be monstrous, rejected as satyr-like, 
hermaphroditic, albinos, twins or two-headed. 

28.16-19 

Psc-Ari ἐπὶ δὲ τοῦ μεσεμβολήματος ὁ γεννώμενος αὐτόχειρ ἑαυτοῦ ἔσται 

ἢ καὶ ποτίμῳ φαρμάκῳ τελευτήσει ἢ καὶ ἀπάγξεται ἢ 

κατακρημνισθήσεται ἢ θηρίων βορὰ ἔσται ἢ ἀποκεφαλισθήσεται 

καὶ οὐδὲ ταφῆς ἀξιοῦται.  
 
Born under the mesembolema will die by his own hand, or by poison. He 
may also be hanged, put to death by beasts, beheaded. He will not be deemed 
worthy of burial.  

31.1-6 

 
 
Even a cursory glance at the table compiled above reveals certain underlying 

principle: the influence of the mesembolema appears to be extremely damaging, its 
children suffering multiple infirmities, mutilation, or at the very best being doomed 
to a childless existence or violent, gruesome death. Deafness, blindness, sterility, 
various physical and psychic afflictions abound between those who are mesembolema-
born, as are ‘abnormal’ (as in non-standard) sexual preferences (including the polar 
opposites of asexual behavior and extreme promiscuity, presumably including that 
specifically linked to cinaedia, male prostitution7). Suffering from this astonishing 
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variety of afflictions, the mesembolema born stand out in a society – even more 
importantly, they appear excluded from the ‘normal’ community in much the same 
fashion in which the mesembolema stands apart from the orderly succession of the 
Zodiacal signs.  

 
 

Baneful influence  
 
 
Let us, however, consider that damaging influence in more detail: how, if at all, 

would it be related to the actual position of the mesembolema and the nature of 
surrounding signs? The issue is best illustrated by examples – thus, I shall consider 
the respective cases of two equinoctial limits i.e. borders Pisces – Aries (suicide and 
violent death) and Virgo – Libra (passive homosexuals, tribades), continue along the 
lines of similarity with discussion of the mesembolemata of the disoma, and conclude 
the discussion in considering the crossing between two winter signs, Capricorn to 
Aquarius (it has the additional advantage of lying between two domiciles of the 
same planet, namely Saturn). 

 
Let us begin with the first case described in the Apotelesmatica i.e. the limit 

between Aries and Taurus. In vivid contrast with Hephaestio’s classification of both 
the signs as capable of speech8, those born under the influence of this particular 
middle ground are deaf mutes, unable to communicate, denied the very thing that is 
common to the surrounding signs and devoid of what makes men reasonable: 
speech. Having no logos, they are effectively inferior to humans, closer to beasts in 
their inability to participate in human society9. This basic failure to be human can be 
seen as mirroring the very nature of mesembolema, a brief space in-between the end 
and the beginning of the sign: while essentially a part of the circle, this space 
separates the old and the new, thus eluding full participation. Thus, the children of 
this point give appearance of humanity while remaining foreign to its constitutive 
feature, speech-mind, the discursive ability. Interestingly, sixty degrees later the 
mesembolema Gemini-Cancer is credited with furthering yet another disability, this 
time one endowed with particularly wide cultural associations, namely impairment 
of vision. Since the sense of sight is frequently associated with cognitive abilities, 

                                                                                                                                               
7 On the subject of cinaedia and the related charge of incontinence cf. Sissa 2008 58-62, Ormand 2009: 84-86, 
for a brief overview of the problems related to passive homosexuality cf. Ogden 2011. 
 
8 Hephaestio differs here from the more general tendency to consider the two signs as hemiphona, cf. Hübner 
1982: 165-167. 
 
9 This particular prejudice is true not only of the deaf-mutes, but also of those afflicted with severe speech 
impairments, frequently wronged by assumption that they also suffer from intellectual impairment – on the 
social and legal responses to muteness and speech impairment cf. respectively Laes 2011, 2013 Laes is quite 
right in emphasizing the fact that speech oriented nature of Greek and Roman society would throw particular 
pall on muteness (and, indeed, of deafness as the inability to participate in human culture) or any severe 
speech impairment.  
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any damage to the eyes would of necessity affect the way an individual perceives and 
judges reality10. An astrological explanation for the phenomenon is easily furnished 
once one realizes that being a solstitial sign Cancer would be considered ‘blind’ (as 
in not looking at any other sign11), yet the fact remains that it is the very preceding 
mesembolema that remains responsible for affecting an individual with an impairment 
visibly and intellectually setting him apart from his more ‘normal’ peers. 

 
In the region of the firmament directly opposed to that responsible for 

creation of deaf-mutes, the mesembolema Libra-Scorpio remains a cause of serious 
body malfunctions, manifesting themselves in rheumatic fevers, putrefaction, ulcers, 
discolorations, tumors, etc. The afflictions are centered on the body, stemming from 
its basic imbalance, but may be taken as something that distances the children of 
this particular mesembolema from other people, dooming them to continuous 
suffering – their sickness manifesting itself through variety of outward symptoms, 
they stand out as outwardly, demonstrably different from the healthy populace. 
Then, there are the mental and intellectual afflictions of those born under the 
mesembolema Cnc-Leo: they are the emmaneis, suffering from madness. While the term 
covers number of mental disorders which may or may not be linked to different 
humoral imbalances, the lunar nature of Cancer may point toward the illness 
traditionally linked to the Moon, namely epilepsy12. Another the interesting point is 
that Hephaestio notes that unless tempered by some benefic influence, the 
mesembolema results in exposure and bestial life13. Thus, in radical cases madness 
reduces the children to the bestial status, robbing them of their human abilities; 
when tempered by a benefic, however, it manifests itself as an illness, bringing 
suffering and pain. Somewhat similar prognosis is supplied for those born under 
Cap-Aqu – still, this particular case may be taken to stand out for its unique 
character of the mesembolema between two Saturn ruled signs (and hence will be 
discussed at the end). What stands out in the case of cardinal-stable mesembolema is its 
tendency to impede full development of a human: the respective children suffer 
disabilities or afflictions that either entirely exclude them from participation in 
human society or severely impede their acculturation.  

 
Now for the more complex instances, namely the equinoctial borders: the 

mesembolema Virgo-Libra is described as giving birth to people of skewered sexual 

                                                 
 
10 For the discussion of blindness cf. the exhaustive studies of Barasch (2001) or Bernardaki-Aldous (1990), 
or, for a brief outline, Tatti Gartziou (2005), Létoublon (2005). 
 
11 Cf. e.g. Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 1.16.  
 
12 See Temkin 1971: 7-8, 11-16, 26-27, 79, 89-96  
 
13 For the actual practice of exposure in the Greco-Roman world cf. for example Eyben 1980-81, Evans-
Grubbs 2013. 
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drive, effectively unable to produce offspring14. They are, to all accounts, sterile, not 
in the physiological sense, but by choice: their nature fails its purpose in rejecting 
the possibility of multiplication, thus going contrary to the inborn, natural drive to 
‘produce one like oneself’, a mechanism that according to Aristotle secures 
immortality of an individual as far as this immortality can be secured or achieved. It 
is important to differentiate between them and those born under the mesembolema 
Taurus-Gemini, who are unable to produce progeny because of inborn physical 
defect. The present case is vastly different, as the children of Virgo-Libra are either 
castrated or choose sexual (or even societal) behavior at odds with their given sex. 
Effectively, children of this particular mesembolema are described as rejecting the 
‘standard’ sexual behavior, thus ignoring the drive to procreate. The drive, described 
as natural in all living organisms, is however absent from the children of this 
particular mesembolema: patently, we are to see them as failing to conform to (or to 
partcipate in) the most natural and primary of urges, a yearning as universal as that 
for food or self preservation. 

 
The issue of self preservation brings us to the problem of those born under 

the influence of the border Pisces-Aries. From the astrological point of view, the 
border falls between the final and the first Zodiacal sign (the primacy of Aries 
emphasized both by its actual image, a ram looking backwards, usually likened to the 
leader of the herd, its direct involvements with the constellation of Deltoton, its 
active, masculine nature, and its particular position in the world thema, where it is 
located in Medium Caeli). The children of this particular mesembolema, however, are 
said to be prone to self inflicted violence: they remain the true biaiothanatoi, 
doomed to violent death, sometimes described by the astrologers as a correlate of 
violent, unjust life (thus e.g. Vettius Valens, Anthologiae 2. 41)15. Certain 
correspondence with the Virgo-Libra appears self-evident: while the children of the 
latter displayed no trace of the thirst to perpetuate their life beyond its mortal span 
by creation of progeny, those born under Pisces-Aries mesembolema display no care 
for their own individual survival: to the contrary, they may actively seek an end to 
their life.  

 
The second solstitial mesembolema falls between Sagittarius and Capricorn. 

People born under its influence experience major character shift: wanton and 
dissolute in their youth16, in their later years they become paragons of restraint and 

                                                 
 
14 Of the two signs, Virgo is usually considered sterile, with Libra described as moderately fertile. Dorotheus’ 
account in his 2.10 stands out in considering both as sterile (cf. Hübner 1982, 162). 
 
15 On the subject of baiothanasia cf. Bara 1990. For the traditional Greek attitude towards suicides cf. Garrison 
1991, 1995:11-34. 
 
16 Viewed as illustration of incontinence, wantonness and dissipation were thought contrary to the civic status 
in Classical Athens, as witnessed by allegations formulated by Aeschines in his Against Timarchus (discussed 
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virtue. Clearly, this is yet another example of the duality, this time, however, the two 
natures, though visibly intrinsic to a single individual, manifest themselves in 
succession, each dominating a different period of his life17. Their life appears to 
follow the rule that dominates interpretation of the disoma (hence, Sagittarius) in the 
katarchic astrology – beginnings are vastly different from the concluding phase. At 
the same time, the two qualities of life appear to mirror the duality of Sagittarius, 
frequently seen as torn between the bestiality of the horse-corpus and the 
intellectual and controlling power of human superior part: half-beast, half-man, this 
doubleness appears reflected in the life of those born under the succeeding 
mesembolema. 

 
Now, let us consider two cases of mesembolemata which are ‘blamed’ for being 

responsible for physical doubling: these are the respective cases of the border 
Taurus-Gemini and Aquarius-Pisces. In both cases the influence results in duality: 
with the first, Hephaestio notes that its children will have ‘two natures’, while being 
at the same time manifestly deformed and unsightly as well as, significantly, sterile: 
set apart by their looks, they will also fail to assure human approximation of 
eternity, i.e. the will not produce offspring (possibly the side effect of the vicinity of 
Taurus, considered sterile because of its celestial appearance18); meanwhile, the 
other mesembolema produces terata tout court, i.e. albinos, hermaphrodites19, twin 
births or its apparent approximation, conjoined twin births (dikephaloi). What stands 
out is a basic similarity of the outcome: in both cases we are dealing with the effect 
of doubling, an effect, one notes, compatible with the nature of the sign 
immediately following the mesembolema, i.e. Gemini and Pisces, each of them 
traditionally portrayed as a doubled figure (two male figures in the case of Gemini, 
two Pisces linked at the Ar-Risha, α Psc, in the case of Pisces). Disoma not only in 
the sense of standing between seasons, but also in their very doubled form, the 
immediately preceding mesembolema appears to project the very distinctive quality of 
the sign’s form: yet, while the human Gemini are preceded by the mesembolema 
resulting in a doubling of nature, the other is occasionally responsible for 

                                                                                                                                               
e.g. in Ormand 2009: 84-86, Sissa 2008: 58-62 and others). Additionally, a physical malformation would often 
be associated with certain forms of effeminate behavior (cf. Aristotle Problems IV,26) 
 
17 For a man to manifest two natures at the same period of life is symbolic of either madness or, in a rare 
cases, of heroic stature – on the latter cf. Von Staden 1992: 131-133. 
 
18 The matter is best illustrated in the comprehensive table produced by Hübner (1982: 162), whose research 
shows that the standard view of antiquity links fertility to the water signs Cnc, Sco and Psc. 
 
19 For a brief overview of the problem of hermaphroditic births in antiquity cf. Graumann 2013. It is to be 
remembered that since 207 B.C. to the birth of Empire a hermaphroditic birth would be generally regarded as 
the worst kind of teras, an omen portending death and destruction, a tendency illustrated in Engels 2007, but 
cf. also Allély 2003, 136-139 et al. The attitude changes in the imperial epoch, even though hermaphroditism 
as such is regarded as a unique and ‘special’ case. For a wider discussion of deformity cf. above all Garland 
(2010), for a brief insight Gavaert and Laes (2013). 
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monstrosity tout court, i.e. massive physical deformation. This becomes particularly 
manifest should one consider the preceding mesembolemata of two other disoma, i.e. 
Virgo and Sagittarius. At the Leo-Virgo border (the only ‘good’ mesembolema), one 
encounters the harpokratikoi and eggues theois, thus men who follow an exalted path 
that brings them closer to gods: interestingly, they also appear to participate in the 
chastity and sterility of Virgo in rejecting marriage and, implicitly, procreation 
(however, in contrast with those born under the mesembolema Virgo-Libra their sexual 
activities appear curtailed by voluntary restraint rather than any misplaced – as in 
non-productive – drive). Effectively, they appear to reject the lower urges in pursuit 
of loftier, divine ideals, with seems compatible with the highly intellectual character 
of Virgo as ruled by Mercury, while their quest for the divine may be contrastingly 
seen as a remainder of the solar influence (cf. Ptolemy on the divine cult as linked to 
the Sun in Tetr. 2. 3) in tune with the sign of Leo, or, even more promisingly, with 
the elevated nature of Virgo itself, a sign endowed with human form but unlike 
humans equipped with wings. The point, however, seems to be that they are men 
(or humans) who choose to pursue the divine element in their nature: some duality 
is still at play here, but this particular duality is between human and divine. Then, an 
interesting situation can be observed in the case of the mesembolema falling between 
Scorpio and Sagittarius: the sphere affected here is not so much physical appearance 
or lifestyle as the child relationship with parents, for those born under its influence 
are subject to exposure by parents, even if this exposure can be to some extent 
modified by the influence of Jupiter. Still, we are dealing with a break in natural 
generative order – the newborn infant is rejected and left to die by its natural 
parents, who thus appear to renege, at least sensu lato, on the natural inclination of 
living beings, i.e. the need to produce a dzoon similar to oneself: effectively, they 
refuse the natural drive to rear their own offspring. In this, the situation of born 
under the influence of the Scorpio-Sagittarius mesembolema appears opposite to that 
described in the case of children of Taurus-Gemini, who remain physically unable to 
produce children. 

 
As promised, I intend to end the discussion in considering the effects of the 

space falling between two Saturn governed winter signs, Capricorn and Aquarius: 
according to Hephaestio those born under its influence suffer exposure in infancy, 
and are bred by animals. The image is interesting for several reasons: first, the 
combination of exposure understood as expulsion from human community and 
compatible presence of animalistic element may be seen as reflecting the bestial 
quality often associated with the influence of Saturn (one may think of the 
description of the period of the planet’s domination in Firmicus’ Mathesis 3.2 or of 
the predominant qualities of Saturn ruled nations in Ptolemy’s astrological 
geography as outlined in Tetr. 2.3. While within the description one may detect an 
echo of more idyllic golden age of total harmony between the human and the animal 
world, it is far more advisable to think of the description in terms of regression: 
born under this particular mesembolema may be seen as being metaphorically forced 
into the animal realm, reared by wild beasts rather than accepted into the human 
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society – as such, they stand in direct opposition to humanity understood as 
communal arrangement20. Further, their very life reverses the usual (solar) order: 
while in usual practice, animals are reared and thus domesticated by men, in their 
particular case, it is a human child that is reared by beasts, thus becoming a thing of 
the wild, of the chaotic, primitive, non societal forces. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
 
Clearly, life is not easy to those born under the influence of any border-space 

between two respective Zodiacal signs: separated from their human siblings by 
customs, education or, in fact, their very way of life, each of them becomes a figure 
of the non-societal, or, I more extreme cases, of the non-human. Sexually deviant, 
barren, abnormally wanton, or, contrastingly, totally repressed (or displaying no 
sexual drive), manifestly monstrous or suffering from mental illness, the people 
born under various mesembolemata live in a way that sets them apart from other, 
‘normal’, members of society. For some, the difference lies in inability to reproduce, 
for others in a more culturally-advanced inability to communicate, for some, in basic 
inability to conform to social norms. Hence, for a student of astrology, the 
mesembolema becomes a place of otherness, of the queer, the bizarre, the monstrous, 
an in-between space which embraces all kinds of aberration, allowing for its 
emergence in the otherwise orderly world, but also, conversely, a vivid reminder of 
the marginality of socially dangerous behavior of the non-human, non-acceptable 
variations of behavior or form. Certainly, certain logical explanation manifests itself: 
those born under a mesembolema may be taken to share in the influence of both the 
relevant signs. Yet, it seems significant that in impressive majority of cases this 
influence bars them from full participation in what would be a true human life, thus 
in a societal, fruitful existence: instead, they appear to dwell on the fringes of the 
communal, within the realm of the liminal understood as foreign to the norms and 
order of proper belonging, i.e. of the societal existence21. This, I would argue, comes 
from what may be termed ‘fear of the liminal’, an anxiety awakened by the 
borderline, by the undecided, and hence non-categorizable, murky point between 
the much better known Zodiacal signs: as a result, the respective prognoses reflect 
and exploit the intrinsic prejudice against variously understood ‘otherness’, whether 
manifested in outward appearance, sexual preference, or diet. The borderline 
appears threatening because of its elusiveness, because of the very problems 

                                                 
20 The notion of separation between men and beasts is fundamental both to the establishment of definition of 
the human and to the notion of human advancement. Thus, e.g., in the Hippocratic de vet. med. 38 H 1-4 a fact 
rightly stressed by Pingeaud (2008: 116-119), progress begins with the separation between men and animals, 
in this particular case – and quite aptly from the modern point of view – a separation concerning diet.  
 
21 For such an understanding compare e.g. Brown and Tyrell 1985, Mitchell 1991. 
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impeding its classification – neither here, nor there, it cannot but produce those that 
simply ‘do not belong’, who elude the norm, the pattern, the paradigm.  
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