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Matthias Heiduk, Klaus Herbers and Hans-Christian Lehner
Introduction

The Development of a Handbook-Project
The Tanakh, the Bible, and the Quran are rich in prognostics: From Late Antiquity 
onward, the three major monotheistic religions, including their internal variations 
(especially Sephardic and Ashkenazi Judaism, Latin and Byzantine Christianity, and 
Shiite and Sunni Islam), established their own emphases and characteristics of prog-
nostication. However, these did not arise independently of one another. Their devel-
opment resulted, in fact, from the lively exchanges and relationships between them. 
Whether directly or through reputation, the members of these religious cultures knew 
each other, despised or feared each other and regarded their colleagues as ideological 
opponents or allies. Knowing the teachings of another religion often led to an oppos-
ing position or to reflection on one’s own position.

Some areas of anticipating the future, like apocalyptic thinking or political proph-
ecy, belong to traditional topics of research in the field of Medieval Studies, besides that 
prognostication remained a marginal field until now. This handbook on prognostication 
in the Middle Ages now brings the different facets of prognostication together compre-
hensively for the first time. It emerged from a series of workshops held between 2016 and 
2018, each dealing with prognostic elements within the Christian, Jewish and Muslim  
traditions.

This project was, in turn, prompted by in-depth research carried out at the Inter-
national Consortium for Research in the Humanities (ICRH) “Fate, Freedom and 
Prognostication. Strategies for Coping with the Future in East Asia and Europe” in 
Erlangen, established in 2009 by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research. 
The way in which people deal with issues of the future is analyzed across epochs and 
cultures under the leadership of the core disciplines of Sinology and Medieval Studies. 
As one of the largest interdisciplinary research projects on prognostication worldwide, 
studies in multiple disciplines were funded. A large number of international visiting 
fellows presented relevant work on the theme. At numerous events – workshops, con-
ferences, seminars, and lecture series – individual aspects were deepened and their 
results published. The spectrum of this research ranged from astronomy and astrology 
to apocalypticism, from the history of science and philosophy to questions of divina-
tion and manticism in secular and canonical law, from hermetic tracts to personal 
preventive medicine, prophecy or observing favorable and unfavorable days, to name 
but a few areas. An annotated list of the most important relevant publications can be 
found in the publication by ICRH deputy director Klaus Herbers (Herbers 2019).

After the mutual exchange between Sinology, Medieval Studies and other dis-
ciplines was consistently sought and implemented, it seemed obvious to bring the 
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2   Introduction

results together. This endeavor was carried out separately by the two leading dis-
ciplines, but approached in close exchange with one another, not least in order to 
discuss and decide on the various theoretical, methodological and structural issues 
within the dialogue.

The respective volume is now available for the field of Medieval Studies in its 
religious and cultural diversity. In this introduction, the three editors wish to outline 
the approach, reflect on the central terms “Prognostication, the Middle Ages, and the 
Medieval World,” and explain the compilation, structure and usage of this volume.

The Varied Forms of Prognostication in Different 
Societies – Uniform Western Traditions in  
the Middle Ages?
In 2013, Léon Vandermeersch argued (Vandermeersch 2013), with regard to Chinese 
history, that the Chinese pictographic scripture of the thirteenth century BCE was not 
invented in order to state the facts, but rather to record “divination.”

This language, he wrote, had developed from manticology. By relying on the 
examination of divinatory equations, the author concludes, among other things, that 
there was something like a divinatory rationalism, characterized rather by a “raison 
manticologique” than by a theological rationality (as in the European West).

Confronting this thesis with the Christian-Latin development, one aspect is strik-
ing: although, in the Christian world, the prophet was highly appreciated, fewer cal-
culations were made to fathom the future. This more personal approach has been 
common in Christianity since the prophet figure was introduced in the Old Testament. 
Max Weber was so impressed by this concept that he even spoke of a “prophetic 
charism” (Weber 1922, III, 4 § 10). He was referring to persons who possessed super-
natural gifts that others lacked. The charism of the prophet was different from that of 
the magician or priest. In the Latin West, however, prophecy gained importance above 
all when, in contact with Byzantium, the ancient Sibylline traditions became relevant. 
This resulted in the dichotomy between prophets and false prophets.

But what was typical for future visions? For a long time, it was claimed that utopian 
ideas were barely projected in the Latin Middle Ages (Cf. Hartmann and Röcke 2013, 
3–9). Nevertheless, there were also scattered phenomena, directing hope toward the 
arrival of an earthly realm of peace. Especially the messianic chiliasm aimed at a real 
reform “in this life.” The word “chiliasm” is derived from the Greek term χίλια chilia for 
“thousand” (years), and can be traced back to the twentieth chapter of the Revelation 
to John, which deals with a “millennial”/thousand year realm of peace, preceding the 
end of all things. Probably the most impressive example of Christian chiliasm is pro-
vided by Joachim of Fiore. His ideas provoked a sustained impact. The philosopher 
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Ernst Bloch (Bloch 1959, 590) called Joachim’s reflections the “most effective social 
utopia of the Middle Ages” (“die folgenreichste Sozialutopie des Mittelalters”). Joachim 
built an ideal by making use of biblical symbolism; his most essential source of know-
ledge remained the Bible. He illustrated this in his Book of Figures, the Liber Figurarum.

Conceptually, a third aspect should be emphasized: it is related to the structuring 
of earthly time. The historical ideas dominant in the Latin Middle Ages followed the 
doctrine of successive realms, which were finally, at the end of days and in certain 
forms, raised to another level. Classically, Karl Löwith (Löwith 1953) spoke of “world 
history and salvation” (“Weltgeschichte und Heilsgeschehen”) and thus of the “theo-
logical foundations in the philosophy of history” (“Die theologischen Voraussetzun-
gen der Geschichtsphilosophie”). Apocalyptical thinking, ideas concerning the Anti-
christ, but even the calendrical determination of the Christian salvation and far more 
belong, therefore, to the great prognostic designs of the Christian-Latin tradition.

Apart from these aspects – prophecy, utopia, the world ages and apocalypticism –, 
there were also traditions, that recalled mythical knowledge, developed further practi-
cal methods such as the use of lots or resulted from various practices (partially cling-
ing to tradition). These include the position of the stars and their interpretation in 
astrology, the existing horoscopes, the reading of entrails in the ancient tradition, 
games and numbers, and many other procedures regarding medical and meteorologi-
cal prognoses – some of which reached the West as part of cultural exchange.

However, time and space need to be defined more precisely for the large-scale 
overview intended in this handbook. To date, mainly the Christian-Latin traditions 
have been the focus but an increasing amount of medieval research is underlining 
the influence of the Arab-Muslim, Jewish, but also the Greek-Byzantine influences in 
Medieval History.

Focusing solely on “Occidental” conceptions that only concern the Latin-Christian 
area not only risk absolutization, but they also ignore the crucial exchange between 
the different worlds (cf. above all Borgolte et al. 2011; Herbers and Jaspert 2007).

Many works on medieval prognostics have already pointed out that Antiquity had 
a huge influence on medieval practices (e.  g. Tuczay 2012). In the Greek-Byzantine 
East, prophetic traditions strongly evolved. One has only to recall the prophecy of 
Pseudo-Methodius, or the Sibylline writings which, in their later Latin versions as 
well, reveal strong references to the Eastern Mediterranean. After all, both the Jewish 
and Arab-Muslim traditions are of special significance, for they intermediated Ancient 
and Eastern knowledge to the Latin Middle Ages (primarily in the Late Middle Ages). 
In the present handbook, as stressed at the beginning, these different traditions are 
taken into account.

In the face of the new discussions arising about the Middle Ages (recently Bauer 
2018; cf. also the review article by Lehner 2020), it is indeed challenging to define 
larger areas with uniform temporal boundaries for these varying geographical regions. 
The Islamic World for instance included large parts of Spain in the Middle Ages, but in 
very different ways and intensities during different periods.
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For this reason, the difficult decisions in this context were allocated to the 
in volved experts. We wish to express our sincere thanks for their manifold support! We 
operated with linguistic and religious criteria equally, because these overlap to some 
extent, too. The differentiation in the Western World is based not only on systematic 
considerations, but also on the evidence that the “Large Areas,” the Western Roman 
Empire, Eastern Roman Empire as well as the Islamic and Jewish worlds, emerged 
from Antiquity (cf. for example Pitz 2001).

The structure we have proposed does not suggest homogeneous cultural areas 
or periods; but without these “soft” geographical boundaries, this handbook would 
hardly have been achieved. The respective deviations from a scheme familiar to many 
at the same time reflect the state of research and the research opportunities within the 
corresponding disciplines.

Prognostication, the Middle Ages, and the Medieval 
World – the Evidently Non-self-evident

Why prognostication?

This handbook explores the views of the future in the Middle Ages. The emphasis is 
placed on the term “prognostication,” whereas other publications highlight “proph-
ecy” or “divination.” This requires an explanation. The future can be anticipated in 
many different ways, as reflected in the vocabulary of the European languages and its 
abundance of terms, with all of their semantic ambiguities and overlaps. Many of these 
terms are loan words derived from ancient Greek and Latin (see also the etymologies 
in ↗ Demaitre, Medical Prognostication Western Christian World). The future can be 
foretold and predicted (predicere), foreseen (providere), forethought (prognoscere), 
and known beforehand (precognoscere). Prognosis, fore-knowledge, has proven to 
be the central term in this semantic field. When the processes required to gain that 
fore-knowledge are taken into account, the semantic field widens to include related 
terms such as prophecy (propheteia), the gift to communicate the knowledge revealed. 
Inspired by divinity, the prophet or prophetess interprets this knowledge, which may 
or may not be related to the future. Divination (divinatio) is the ability to recognize 
and interpret the signs sent by divine powers. It encompasses the past, present and 
future. In Hebrew and Arabic, the historical terms used for looking into the future are 
more or less the equivalents of prophecy and divination (↗ Bar Levav, Prognostication 
Jewish Culture; ↗ Schmidl, Medieval Traditions Islamic World). In European cultural 
history, however, the term “divination,” originally neutral, acquired a different conno-
tation. The Christian doctrine associated divination with magic, which consequently 
became a negative term, smacking of superstition (↗ Heiduk, Prognostication Western 
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Christian World). Unlike the other terms, prognostication is a neutral expression, that 
clearly relates to the future and also points to both observation and calculation (see 
also ↗ Grünbart, Prognostication Eastern Christian World). In this handbook, prog-
nostication is, therefore, used as the standard term for anticipating the future, free of 
all connotations. It includes the future-oriented forms of prophecy and divination, but 
also purely mathematical-calculative methods, without any metaphysical or cosmo-
logical framework.

If prognostication indicates gaining foreknowledge, the handbook places the 
focus on how people looked into the future, with which expectations and using 
which methods. That implicates the fears, hopes, desires, and daily problems that 
made them want to know the future. People wanted to know what would happen 
to them and their loved ones  – who was the best person to marry, what were the 
chances of their children surviving, what could be done to stay healthy, when was 
the best moment to make a journey, and which business transaction would yield a 
profit. People also wanted to know what was in store for their community, country, 
and the whole of humankind: good fortune or hardship – would the harvest be good, 
the political situation stable? Was disaster looming, war, or even the end of time? 
Which conclusions the knowledge-seekers might have drawn from the wide range 
of possible answers in order to be prepared for what was to come, is, however, not 
covered by the subject of prognostication. There are merely a few references in this 
handbook to whether a prediction was, supposedly, right or wrong; for instance when 
the narratives of medieval commentators are cited.

This handbook pays equal attention to all forms of prognostication: prophesies 
inspired by a divinity, interpretations of dreams and visions, calculations of oppor-
tune or less opportune days or the influence of stars and constellations, the drawing 
of oracle lots, the summoning of spirits, or the calculations of assurance risks and the 
odds of gambling.

To this end, the expertise of many different research disciplines was collected and 
summarized. Until now, the access to prognostication in each discipline is defined 
by the specific characteristics of the historical evidence, so most publications on the 
subject are limited either to a “history of prophecy,” a “history of astrology,” or, under 
the heading of a “history of magic,” the history of divination, while this handbook 
presents the sum of what is known about the history of all forms of prognostication 
in the Middle Ages. The equal treatment of those different forms also breaks with 
a still widespread, traditional point of view which ranks, openly or implicitly, the 
subject on the basis of hierarchies of rationality, so the various methods of knowing 
the future are evaluated according to their degree of progressiveness or backwardness, 
dull superstition or enlightened spirit, scientific value or irrelevance, religious probity 
or insubordination, sophistication or primitiveness, or, quite simply, their degree of 
supposed truth or falsehood. Neither narratives of teleological progress nor accounts 
of the history of development based on such dichotomies form part of this handbook. 
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On the contrary  – its content and conception may serve as an antidote to certain 
current forms of prophecy, such as economic forecasts, trend research or future tech-
nologies. Still, in spite of the editors’ best efforts to present prognostication in all its 
diversity as a form of cultural achievement, they must admit that, on occasion, the 
reader may catch a glimpse of a certain rationality-based hierarchy in some of the 
articles. This is due to the academic diversity and different scientific cultures of the 
scholars involved in this project, which the editors did not wish to limit by imposing 
a compulsory vocabulary.

The Concepts, Practices, and Contexts of Prognostication

The purpose of this handbook is to provide a comprehensive view of prognostication, 
to shed light on its functions and structures in the social fabric, its significance for 
customs and the social order, but also to examine the concepts of prognostication 
prevalent in the medieval world and their practical application. Special attention is 
paid to the circumstances under which prognostication was practiced in daily life, 
the habitus of the people involved and their milieu. The particular emphasis which 
this handbook places on the practical aspects of prognostication is the result of an 
interdisciplinary dialogue at the IKGF. It became apparent that, more than any other 
aspects, practical applications allow hands-on comparisons between different cul-
tural environments over the course of history, whereas the comparability of concepts 
quickly reaches its limits due to their enormous diversity. The focus on practices 
leaves sufficient room for relatively unconventional approaches to prognostication 
such as the study of images and artefacts. It also places the normative and classify-
ing text genres in perspective. They represent the largest part of the historical legacy 
available for research and have, therefore, long been its main focus of attention. The 
conventional approach to research into prophecy and divination often builds upon the 
academic classifications of the Middle Ages – such as Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theo-
logiae – and the definitions they provide. Often, however, these works are examined 
out of context, without regard to the associated academic and theological discourse, 
and interpreted as a universal mirror of the medieval worldview. Comparable mis-
conceptions are usually based on the assumption that daily life faithfully reflected 
the standards set in the legal texts. The genres of normative and classifying texts 
undoubtedly provide important historical sources, due to the classification schemes 
they offer and also their sheer abundance, but they usually describe things accord-
ing to specific discourses or even from an outsider perspective. They rarely contain 
information about the daily practices of prognostication or the practitioners’ perspec-
tive. Ideally, research should focus on the different settings in which prognostication 
was practiced – from the ruler’s court, the places of learning and monasteries to the 
households of ordinary people – to convey an overall impression of its role within 
medieval life.
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The editors are keenly aware of how difficult it is to carry out this type of research. 
The material available is scarce to begin with: the historical tradition offers little evi-
dence in terms of a material legacy, and the written sources are usually limited to the 
aforementioned standards and classifications. The research is also influenced by the 
traditions and priorities of the various disciplines, so the degree of accessibility of the 
historical material varies considerably. An expert in astrological treatise literature, for 
instance, would not necessarily know what else the archives of a sovereign’s court or 
a city state contained, and so might find it difficult to piece together instructions on 
the practice of prognostication and the accounts of the services related to it to create 
a coherent picture of daily astrological practice in the Middle Ages. The focus which 
this handbook places on the practical application of prognostication is, nevertheless, 
important, as it brings out surprising facets of what seemed familiar and points to the 
gaps in our knowledge and the research.

Which Time Period is Covered by the Term “the Middle Ages”?

In academic and everyday language, the Middle Ages traditionally denote a period 
in the history of Europe which spans the millennium between 500 and 1500 CE. This 
handbook, too, follows this convention and aims to provide an overview across this 
millennium. The editors understand – as mentioned above – that this timeframe is by 
no means self-explanatory. In the millennium between 500 and 1500, there was no 
such thing as a culturally coherent European continent, nor were there any common 
characteristics which would have clearly delimitated this millennium from its pre-
ceding and ensuring periods. In terms of the history of development, Europe in the 
seventh century is closely linked to Europe in the fourth century, and Europe in the 
fourteenth century to Europe in the seventeenth century, whereas the seventh and 
fourteenth centuries have very little in common. If, therefore, as in this handbook, the 
term the “Middle Ages” is used in the conventional sense and applied to the whole 
European continent over the millennium between 500 and 1500, this is done for the 
purpose of spatial and chronological delimitation and is not to be understood as a 
political statement, claiming that a homogeneous occidental Europe existed at the 
time. By exploring the historical roots of “medieval” prognostication in Antiquity 
and pointing at further developments in the Early Modern Age, characterized by both 
changes and continuities, two detailed surveys in this handbook illustrate the flexi-
bility of those period boundaries.

The editors chose to adopt a very broad approach to provide a better understand-
ing of prognostication in “Europe in the Middle Ages.” As explained in the following 
section, the history of prognostication in Europe as such emerges only in its transcul-
tural context, i.  e. only when the history of Christian-Western Europe, Christian-East-
ern Europe and non-Christian Europe as well as the history of Europe’s neighbors, who 
were part of the Byzantine Empire and the Islamic empires, are taken into account. It 
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is important to emphasize once more that the term “Middle Ages” is used as a means 
of chronological delimitation, and is not to be understood as a period in Jewish, 
Islamic or Byzantine history. The use of both the term “Middle Ages” and the dates 
indicated according to the “common era” notation system in this handbook have been 
agreed upon by all participating research disciplines for the purpose of practicability. 
The fact that this handbook presents different cultural regions with different calendar 
systems and, consequently, different historical periodizations under the heading the 
“medieval world,” does not mean that these differences are being ignored. The arti-
cles about calendars, for instance, address this subject.

What Exactly is the “Medieval World”?

In view of the above, it has already become quite clear that the medieval world, as the 
focus of this handbook, is neither limited to a specific – however defined – cultural 
region such as “Latin Europe,” nor to the geographical continent of Europe (which 
was defined differently in Antiquity and the Middle Ages and ended at the banks of the 
Don in the East). With regard to the subject of prognostication, the editors consider it 
necessary to highlight the transcultural relations between the different regions. These 
relations result from the shared cultural heritage of Antiquity, which was transmit-
ted, transformed or received again in a variety of philosophical concepts, scientific 
methods and the practice of prognostication in daily life in a Christian, Jewish or 
Islamic environment. Part of this common heritage found its expression in the pro-
phetical revelations of the monotheistic religions. The fact that the medieval world 
did not end at the boundaries of the European continent is reflected in the history of 
prognostication, which has always been characterized by knowledge transfer between 
the Jewish, Greek-Byzantine, Latin-Western traditions and those of the Islamic world. 
The West profited most from the flow of this knowledge transfer. In many areas – 
including prognostication –, the foundation for many fields of knowledge was laid, 
starting with mathematical observation and calculation methods to empirical nature 
observation and cosmological interpretation methods, such as astrology. Knowledge 
transfer in the Middle Ages was more than simply the rediscovery of ancient wisdom, 
although this misconception is postulated repeatedly, even in academic publications. 
The knowledge which the West received above all from translations from Arabic was 
not a linguistically deformed version of the wealth of knowledge from the ancient 
Hellenistic world, but an amalgamation, further processing and enrichment of dif-
ferent concepts and traditions, being a post-antique cultural achievement in its own 
right. Catchphrases, such as statements about the presumably pure Aristotelianism of 
scholastic philosophy or a medieval renaissance of Antiquity, oversimplify and distort 
these historical facts.

But how can this complex and culturally interconnected medieval world be best 
described? The editors decided to divide the individual thematic blocks on prognosti-
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cation into four parts, dedicated, respectively, to the Western-Christian, Eastern-Chris-
tian, Jewish and Islamic traditions, and to present them as equal to provide the reader 
with a tool for drawing direct comparisons. This “quadrinity” appeared to be the most 
pragmatic way of including the academic disciplines of Medieval Studies, Byzantine 
Studies, Jewish Studies and Islamic Studies in the project, each in their own right. 
Even this subdivision of the medieval world, however, is simply a means to provid-
ing a transparent outline of the subject which follows the cultural dominants Lat-
in-Christian, Greek-Christian, Hebrew-Jewish and Arab-Muslim. It is by no means to 
be understood as a postulate claiming that there were four homogeneous cultural 
areas in the Middle Ages, because each of these areas is in itself highly heterogeneous. 
Many parts of Europe, for example, were only Christianized late in the Middle Ages, 
and Christianization has always been a lengthy process, sometimes stretching over 
the whole medieval millennium. This handbook attempts to do justice to “pre-Chris-
tian” Europe as well. Three overviews address the Celtic, Nordic and Slavic traditions 
of prognostication. They illustrate a recurring problem: these civilizations did not 
leave behind any first hand testimony in written form. What little is known about 
them is based on the outside perception of Roman writers or Christian missionaries 
and chroniclers, or on testimonies such as the Nordic sagas, which were either written 
by Christian authors or carry the distinctive marks of contact with Christianity. These 
historical sources do transmit a rather deformed image of “indigenous” worldviews 
and cultural practices. Pagan civilizations, like those of the Avars or Sami, whose 
testimonies related to prognostication are almost entirely either archeological arti-
facts that are difficult to interpret or post-medieval references, could not be included 
in the handbook because of the immensely difficult research situation related  
to these.

The differentiation between pagan and non-pagan is just one aspect of the cultural 
heterogeneity of the medieval world that all of the articles contained in this handbook 
are committed to represent. In the Christian West, there are not only sources in Latin 
but also in vernacular languages; the Christian East covers not only Byzantium, but 
also the Eastern European Slavic world; while the Jewish traditions come from the 
Mizrahi, the Sephardi, the Ashkenazy, the orthodox mainstream and the mythical 
branches. The authors of the articles on the Islamic world will have found it partic-
ularly difficult to develop an overview of the cultural and religious heterogeneity of 
the area between Andalusia and South-East Asia. The extremely difficult question of 
how to define and delimitate this Islamic world and relate it to Europe could only be 
answered by putting the focus on points of orientation in or near the Mediterranean 
region or concentrating on particularly influential traditions. In the end, the desider-
ata in many fields of research assisted the actual selection which allowed the authors 
to refer mainly to their own subjects.

This handbook does not present the medieval world within clearly demarcated 
borders, but this vagueness has its own appeal, as it offers the advantage of facili-
tating the investigation of a large number of historical phenomena and the equally 
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large number of traditions in the humanities devoted to their studies, free from any 
arbitrary restrictions.

How to Use this Handbook
This handbook is divided into three major sections. In the first part, as already men-
tioned, the legacy of antiquity, the developments in the pagan world, as well as an 
overview of the continuities and innovations of the early modern period are exam-
ined in separate survey articles. There is also an overview of the prognostics in the 
Latin-Christian, Greek-Christian, Hebrew-Jewish and Arabic-Muslim traditions. The 
findings from the individual studies in the following two sections are brought together 
here and supplemented at certain points. In addition, the functions of prognostication 
are analyzed, such as their social contexts, the role of experts and clients, or their 
occasions.

The second section forms the core of the handbook. Nine areas were identified 
in which medieval prognostication manifested itself. These are illuminated from the 
perspective of the four mentioned traditions. This includes the area “Eschatology and 
Millenarism,” already mentioned above, with the various eschatological scenarios. 
In the second subchapter “Prophecy and Visions,” the division into four traditions 
was abandoned, since this topic could not be separated from the eschatology in the 
Byzantine context. Explanations of special forecasting techniques follow. First of all, 
there is “Dream Interpretation,” which can be seen as an anthropological constant up 
to the present day. The distinction made here between visions and dreams has nothing 
to do with the transcendent status (of the dreamer/visionary), but rather refers to 
literary genres: while visionary reports emerged in the Middle Ages, particularly in 
monastic contexts, tracts on dreams look back to a tradition dating back to ancient 
times. Various techniques, which differed in the different traditions, are the subject of 
the “Mantic Arts” chapter. The other sub-chapters refer to “Astral Sciences,” “Calen-
drical Calculations,” and “Weather Forecasting.” It concludes with a contribution on 
“Quantifying and Managing Risks,” the forecasting of risks, now the basis of modern 
insurance. This is presented exclusively from a Latin-Christian perspective, since the 
research situation in the other areas has so far failed to illustrate this phenomenon 
clearly.

Each of these contributions follows an internal structure. A five-part system was 
developed and proposed to the respective authors. This envisaged the individual 
areas as: (I.) “Definitions and Terminology,” (II.) “Written Sources and Artifacts,” 
(III.) “Techniques and Manifestations,” (IV.) “Developments, Historical and Social 
Contexts,” and (V.) “Medieval Classifications and Discussions.” The authors adapted 
this proposal to the respective circumstances for largely understandable reasons. 
This is due to the research situation and research tradition: the individual traditions 
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can access diversely detailed arrangements of the respective topic. This also means 
that some contributions are shorter than others. Aside from that, of course, not every 
topic can be optimally represented by the intended internal structure. This applies 
in particular to the “Mantic Arts.” Cross-references between the individual chapters 
(represented by: ↗ author, chapter) refer to similar developments or to the fact that 
individual considerations in the different traditions were of comparable importance. 
In most cases, source citations are reproduced in English, and transliterations from 
Arabic and Hebrew were conducted in accordance with the respective standard trans-
literation systems. Names should be given in a standard form but, given the sheer 
number of cases, errors should be pardoned. The articles are intended to reflect the 
current state of research and offer further literature in short references in the text as 
well as in an attached “bibliography.” Editions of classical works (such as Thomas 
Aquinas or Cicero) were not included, as these passages are standardized in every  
edition.

The third section offers a “Repertoire of Written Sources and Artifacts.” This 
consists of detailed representations of text genres, text corpora, individual works or 
descriptions of certain objects as concrete manifestations of prognostication. The arti-
cles, which are concise in comparison to the chapters of the previous sections, are 
equipped with a bibliography which is divided into “Primary Sources” and “Second-
ary Literature.” In this section, the division into the different traditions has largely 
been abandoned. Therefore, space was created to undertake a closer examination of 
the special phenomena of individual traditions. Wherever necessary, this is indicated 
by cross-references both in the chapters of part II and in the repertoire itself. The rep-
ertoire benefited particularly from the research environment at the ICRH. Most of the 
visiting fellows of the past few years contributed a short entry here. On the one hand, 
this leads to a certain focus due to the competences of the contributors while, on the 
other, it is the reason why the Christian West is most present in the repertoire. The 
handbook concludes with an extensive register of names and places.
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Matthias Heiduk
Prognostication in the Medieval Western 
Christian World

In this compendium, prognostication is used as a collective term to describe all 
methods of predicting the future. According to the Christian belief prevalent during 
the millennium between the years 500 and 1500, the “Middle Ages” as they are gener-
ally called in European history, only God knows the future. Several theologians were 
adamant that it did not befit humans to look into the future and God’s plan for the 
salvation of his creation. Still, the biblical stories confirm that the providential plan 
could be revealed through signs and the prophecies of illuminated people, so the pre-
dominant view was that predictions of the future were altogether possible, although 
the nature and value of these predictions remained a subject of controversy. Future 
events, according to the widely-held view, could be announced directly through 
visions and dreams or indirectly through natural signs but people also actively tried 
to predict events by interpreting the signs of nature or asking intermediaries about the 
divine will. Saints or the departed were called upon to serve as intermediaries, because 
they were closer to God and therefore more knowledgeable, but so were supernatural 
beings such as angels and demons which, as entities of the celestial realms, were also 
able to provide deeper insights into the course of events.

This survey offers a cursory overview of the medieval practices of prognostication 
in the medieval Christian West. Part 1 provides an introduction to some of the funda-
mental principles of prognostication in the context of the medieval Christian outlook 
on the world. It examines the concepts of time, cosmology and world-view, plus the 
debates on divine providence and free will as well as on the perimeters of legitimacy 
of certain practices. Part 2 illustrates various methods of prognostication and their 
role in everyday life. The large variety of prognostication methods and their historical 
sources are addressed in part 3. A brief outline of the crucial points in the history of 
prognostication in part 4 concludes this survey.
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Part 1 –  The Foundations of Prognostication

Notions and Concepts of Time

Medieval notions of time were dominated by the parallelism of the cyclical and linear 
movement of time. The daily cycle from sunrise to sunset determined the rhythm of 
work and prayer, the seasonal cycle dictated agricultural activities and the dates of 
fairs, and the feast days throughout the liturgical year. In the towns of the Late Middle 
Ages, other modes of timing also influenced daily life. Mechanical devices such as 
wheel clocks told the hour independently of the position of the sun. Guilds deter-
mined the working hours for their members, and merchants calculated profit margins 
and interest rates on the basis of exact calculations of time (Dohrn-van Rossum 1992). 
While the cyclical movement of time was in tune with nature, the linear movement 
emerged with the idea that time on earth is limited, starting with God’s creation and 
ending with the second coming of Christ and the Last Judgement. The Christian liturgy 
recalls all three levels of linear time by commemorating biblical and historical events 
of the past and anticipating salvation and eternal life in the present (Knoch 1995). 
Acts of penance linked the time on earth with the time in the afterlife. Especially the 
doctrine of purgatory, which arose during the Middle Ages, strengthened this link, 
because the lengths of time for penitential acts equivalently diminished the time 
period of punishments in purgatory (Le Goff 1981, 288–296). In Christian faith, the 
end of the world marked the completion of the divine plan of salvation, so the future 
had no open end. This, however, was no reason for resignation and inaction, but an 
admonition to use the remaining time well. Since everybody’s lifetime was embedded 
in the linearity of the plan for salvation, everybody – each individual and the whole 
of Christianity – was expected to make this world a better place in expectation of the 
end to come (Gurjewitsch 1980, 108–187; Schmieder 2015).

To calculate time and break it down into periods was seen as helpful for under-
standing where in God’s plan the present was situated. According to the two most 
common historical concepts of the Middle Ages, Christians felt that the end was near. 
The teachings of both the “Four Empires” and the “Six Ages” claimed that human-
kind had already reached the last period. Church Father Jerome (d. 419) attributed the 
four empires brought up by Daniel the prophet to the ancient empires of the Babylo-
nians, the Persians, the Greeks and the Romans (Jerome, Commentarius in Danielem I, 
ii, 31–35), which meant that the continuation of humankind on Earth depended on 
the duration of the Roman Empire. In the Christian West, this had been achieved at 
least temporarily by the translatio imperii, the translation of the empire, to the Franks 
and later the Germans, or, alternatively, the Pope (Goez 1954). Augustine of Hippo 
(d. 430) preferred the division into the “Six Ages” based on biblical stories. The first 
age starts with Adam and ends with Noah; the second extends to Abraham; the third 
to King David; the fourth to King Nebuchadnezzar; the fifth to the birth of Christ; and 
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the present was already part of the last period after the birth of Christ (Augustine, 
De civitate dei, books 15–18). Attempts to calculate the length of these periods and, 
by implication, the time remaining, led to widely differing results: Isidore of Seville 
(d. 636) arrived at a completely dissimilar conclusion as Bede the Venerable (d. 735) 
(Schmidt 1955/1956, 293). The heterogeneous model of history according to Joachim of 
Fiore (d. 1202) exemplifies how calculating the remaining time already manipulates 
the future. According to Joachim, there is also little time left for humankind’s spiritual 
renewal, which is needed to withstand the Antichrist and his work of destruction. 
Following the defeat of the Antichrist, Joachim envisioned a 1000-year period of peace 
before the Day of Judgement. Therefore, in order to do the right thing, it was vital to 
learn as much as possible about God’s plan of salvation through a correct exegesis 
of the bible and a prophetic interpretation of history (Reeves 1999; Wannenmacher 
2005).

In medieval philosophical treatises on time, two conflicting views became preva-
lent. On the one side, Augustine suggests that time is present in and measured by the 
soul. The past, present and future do not have any duration, but are dimensions of the 
consciousness of the soul (Augustine, Confessiones XI, 15–26). On the other side, Aris-
totle defines time as the number and amount of motion in accordance with the before 
and after (Aristotle, Physica IV, 219b1–2). With the translation of the Physica, along 
with a commentary by the Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushd (= Averroes) (d. 1198), 
Aristotle’s conception had become known in the Latin West since the thirteenth 
century and caused an extended debate, as reflected in the commentaries intended 
for university teaching. Many scholars joined rank with Aristotle, sometimes adding 
to his perspective on time, including Robert Grosseteste (d. 1253), Albertus Magnus 
(d. 1280), Henry of Ghent (d. 1293) and John Duns Scotus (d. 1308) (Jeck 1994). Toward 
the end of the Middle Ages, Martin Luther, for example, tended to share Augustine’s 
view (Flasch 1998).

Cosmological Frame

The cosmic world view of the Middle Ages was shaped by Ancient Greek philosophy. 
Up to the twelfth century, a simplified version of Plato and the Stoics’ model of a uni-
verse with the earth at its center, as described by William of Conches (d. after 1154), 
was commonly accepted (Guilelmus de Conchis, Philosophia mundi, ed. Maurach). The 
earth’s spherical shape was never questioned throughout the Middle Ages, and it was 
thought to consist of the four elements: fire, earth, water, and air. It was a place of con-
stant change and transience. The celestial spheres surrounding the earth, however, 
remained unchanged. Counting from the earth, the following spheres were of the 
seven planets, which included the two luminaries: the Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, 
Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. The planets were not simply regarded as lumps of matter, 
but as intelligent entities. They were thought to be attached to the substance-based 



112   Introductory Surveys

but transparent celestial spheres rotating around the earth. After the planets came 
the sphere of the stars, which in turn was surrounded by the last sphere, the primum 
mobile, which maintained all motion in the cosmos. From a Christian point of view, 
it made sense to interpret the primum mobile as the divine power. With the act of 
creation, the order established by God was complete, and things began to take their 
natural course. The cosmos as a whole was seen as homogeneous and organic, with 
the large macrocosm reflecting the structure of the human microcosm. The world soul, 
as the connection between all living things, dominated the interactions between the 
two.

This simplified model underwent many modifications over the further course of 
the Middle Ages, most of them due to the increasingly detailed knowledge of Aristo-
tle’s writings and those of his Arabic commentators. The main points of the debate 
were the nature of aether and the world soul. Aristotle used the term aether to describe 
the substance of the celestial spheres, which in their perfection and unchangeability 
differed considerably from earthly matter. This meant that the cosmos was not homo-
geneous after all. Many medieval scholars agreed with this view, but the exact nature 
of the aether remained subject to debate, as commentaries to John of Sacrobosco’s 
(d. 1256) cosmological standard reference De sphaera by Michael Scot (d. about 1235), 
Robert Grosseteste (d. 1253), or Cecco d’Ascoli (d. 1327) confirm (Thorndike 1949, 206). 
Aristotle’s view of the eternal nature of the world soul proved to be highly problem-
atic, because it contradicted the act of creation and the temporality of the cosmos. 
Most medieval scholars rejected it categorically, but a few, such as Boetius of Dacia 
(d. after 1277) and Siger of Brabant (d. 1284), referring to Ibn Rushd’s (d. 1198) com-
mentary on Aristotle’s work, exacerbated the conflict by concluding that the eternal 
nature of the world soul implied that the souls of humans were mortal (Bianchi 1999).

Fig. 2: John of Sacrobosco, De 
sphaera (New York, Public Library – 
 Manuscripts and Archives Division, 
MssCol 2557 (MA 69), fol. 81r; date: 
saec. XIII). Photo credits: The New 
York Public Library Digital Collections 
(http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
items/510d47da-e570-a3d9-e040-
e00a18064a99).
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Other modifications to the basic cosmological model resulted from attempts to 
reconcile the biblical creation account with the conceptions of Antiquity. God sepa-
rated the water, so the bible says, so that the sky appeared above the seas. This led 
Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) to believe that the water above the firmament represented 
a sphere of its own in the crystal heaven, located between the starry heaven and the 
outermost sphere, the Empyrean heaven, where the angels were thought to reside 
(Grant 1978, 275–278). The ancient idea that intelligent entities were responsible for 
the motion of the individual spheres was also considered problematic. From a Chris-
tian point of view, it was, of course, completely unacceptable to associate these enti-
ties with the planetary gods from Antiquity, which is why Thomas Aquinas and others 
replaced them with angels or other more or less neutral metaphysical entities. Other 
scholars, such as Jean Buridan (d. ca. 1358), abandoned the idea of animated movers 
of the spheres or, such as Robert Kilwardby (d. 1279), replaced them with an intrinsic 
tendency (Weisheipl 1961).

According to the generally accepted view, the movements and nature of the celes-
tial bodies did have an influence on all things animate and inanimate. “Every natural 
power of this inferior, sensible world is governed by the heaven […] and to every active 
power in these inferior things, there corresponds a certain power in the heaven […]”, 
as Themon Judeus (d. after 1371) states quite concisely (Grant 1978, 288–289). The 
motion of the spheres was thought to be the reason for the existence of time and tran-
sience, but the stars and planets also had a strong influence: sunlight transformed 
the four elements while the moon caused tidal ebb and flow and determined the mix 
of bodily fluids, which was of central importance for the state of health. This knowl-
edge of cosmic influences provided scientific explanations for many forms of medieval 
prognostication, starting with the calculation of time and the observation of the stars 
up to the astrological properties of the celestial bodies and their influence.

Predestination and Free Will

The question of whether humans can shape their future through autonomous, con-
scious decisions or whether their destiny is predetermined had already been a matter 
of controversy in Antiquity. Christian theology rephrased the question: had God the 
Almighty in his divine providence preordained the life of every individual or could 
man be rewarded for commendable acts in the afterlife? Boethius (d. ca. 525) went to 
the heart of this philosophical dilemma:

There seems to be a considerable contradiction and inconsistency’, I said, ‘between God’s fore-
knowing all things and the existence of any free will. If God foresees all things and cannot be in 
any way mistaken, then what Providence has foreseen will happen must inevitably come to pass. 
So if God has prior knowledge from eternity not only of men’s actions but also of their plans and 
wishes, there will be no freedom of will; […].‘ (Boethius, Consolatio philosophiae/Consolation of 
Philosophy, ed. Walsh, 100)
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Once again, it is Augustine who influenced significantly this controversy, which con-
tinued to be relevant throughout the Middle Ages and was still essential in the theol-
ogy of the reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin. The Bishop of Hippo combined 
the problem of predestination with his doctrine of grace. He revised his original view 
that God’s grace was granted according to the merits of the individual, claiming that 
God had decided who was to be redeemed and that this decision was the Divine Provi-
dence. Nobody could possibly know whether they had been chosen or not. What God’s 
providence sees will happen, but not in a manner which would preclude human free 
will (Flasch 2000, 46–53).

With his particularly strict interpretation of Augustine’s teachings, Gottschalk the 
Saxon (d. ca. 869) advocated the doctrine of double predestination which states that 
God chooses not only who will be saved but also who will be damned. This led to 
the predestination controversy, and Gottschalk was harshly criticized by the intel-
lectual elite of the Carolingian Empire. In this controversy, John Scotus Eriugena’s 
(d. late ninth century) expertise De praedestinatione was significant. He emphasized 
that predestination required a dimension of time, but God was outside time. There-
fore Augustine’s teachings on predestination were to be understood as a tropological 
exhortation. A two-fold predestination was unthinkable, because it excluded freedom 
of will and connected God with evil (Schrimpf 1982). Anselm of Canterbury (d. 1109) 
tried to harmonize Divine Providence and free will. According to him, God had already 
included humans’ autonomous decisions in his providence (Anselm of Canterbury, De 
concordia II.3).

The debate did not end with Anselm, however. Peter Abelard (d. 1142), a represen-
tative of Early Scholasticism, pointed out further inconsistencies in the debate, but 
failed to come up with any solution. Thomas Aquinas also confirmed the infallibility 
of Divine Providence which served the purpose of guiding humans toward the real 
goal – the vision of God. According to him, providence did not exert any pressure on 
people, but allowed them to make their own decisions (Thomas Aquinas, Summa theo-
logica I, q.23, a.6). In Late Scholasticism, the focus shifted toward problems of seman-
tic connotations, with William of Ockham (d. 1347) as a leading figure. For Ockham, 
the world was determined through God’s providence, which meant that prophetic 
statements about the future were possible only to a limited extent. He identified free 
will with humans’ natural inclination to adopt ethical behavior, an approach which 
separated ethical standards from normative principles not based on personal aware-
ness. Even God’s omnipotence could not destroy the ethical act in itself, so there was 
a clear difference between man’s disposition toward ethical behavior and predetermi-
nation (Perler 1988, 292–294).

Despite of all difficulties associated with explaining the adversarial relationship 
between free will and predestination, one thing was unquestionable in the Christian 
world-view of the Middle Ages: there was no determinism which could undermine 
humans’ free will and their decision to do either good or evil. In the debates about 
the legitimacy of mantic practices, one criticism was that divination was based on the 
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principle of determinism and absolved people of their responsibility to act ethically 
(↗ Canaris, Debating Astrology in the Renaissance; ↗ Rapisarda, Doubts and Criti-
cism on Astrology).

How to Predict the Future: Prophecy versus Divination

Marcus Tullius Cicero (d. 43 BCE) described divination as the capability to recognize 
and interpret the signs sent by the gods as a premonition. He used the term divinatio 
synonymously with the Greek term mantike (↗ Engels and Nice, Divination in Antiq-
uity, 17). In the Christian view, too, predictions of the future could only be made by 
interpreting the signs of God’s will. Still, the Church Fathers in Late Antiquity drew a 
clear distinction between the two and rejected divination. The reasons for this rejec-
tion were related to the fact that mantic practices were considered elements of the 
ancient pagan rites that Christians were expected to avoid but, as astonishing as it 
might seem, it was generally accepted that divination did work: that supernatural 
beings communicated with humans and passed on knowledge of the future. It was 
also believed that those beings, the ancient gods who were negatively perceived as 
demons, used their superior knowledge to deceive people. Augustine of Hippo writes:

The demons, on the other hand, do not contemplate in the wisdom of God these eternal and, as 
it were, cardinal causes of temporal things. They do, however, foresee many more future events 
than men do, by reason of their greater knowledge of signs which are hidden from us. Also, 
they sometimes announce their own intentions in advance. Finally, the demons often err, […].  
(Augustine, De civitate dei, ed. Dyson, 386–387)

Therefore, this lead to the conclusion that mantic practices were a form of paying 
homage to demons and nothing but pagan idolatry. In his Etymologiae, Isidore of 
Seville offers a compact summary of Augustine’s teachings and provides explanations 
of conceptual connections. His work became a standard reference for legal, theolog-
ical and scientific definitions throughout the Middle Ages (Harmening 1979; Herbers 
2019). He explained that diviners derived their name from God, but only pretended to 
be inspired by divinity while, in reality, they were misguiding people through their 
predictions (Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae VIII.9.14). Isidore considered the mantic 
arts, among which he listed all of the classical approaches such as hepatoscopy, 
auguries, necromancy, incantations for divination purposes, astrology, practices 
based on the four elements and the casting of lots as activities performed by magi, 
i.  e. magicians. In his deliberations on magicians, he often uses the word malefici, 
malefactors, as a synonym, emphasizing the negative connotation of the term (Ety-
mologiae VIII.9.9). Consequently, the word magic indicated something alien, some-
thing to be shunned, similar to the Greek mageia: the religion of the others (Schwemer 
2015, 17–18). In the Christian interpretation, however, the religion of pagans was, by 
definition, mere superstition. Superstition signifies a far-reaching discourse in the 
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further course of European history which, enhanced through the philosophy of the 
Enlightenment, persists until today: the mantic arts were subsumed under magic and 
categorized as superstition (Otto 2011). Isidore of Seville confirms the negative view 
of magicians and their activities, although the gospel of Matthew presented the three 
stargazing magoi as witnesses to the incarnation of God. Magic and the mantic arts, 
according to his rather gruff admission, had only been permissible until the birth of 
Christ (Etymologiae VIII.9.26).

With divination no longer an option, there were nevertheless several methods 
left for orthodox Christians to receive knowledge of the future from God. Isidore of 
Seville mentions this elsewhere in his Etymologiae. Here, he rigorously distinguishes 
between the prophets of the Old Testament (prophetes) and the visionaries of the 
pagans (vates). The prophets, he claims, would speak of the distant and would be 
able to pronounce the truth about the future, because they were able to see what was 
hidden (Etymologiae VII.8.1). This ability to see what was hidden was God’s gift to 
the prophets, who became his voice and figures of great authority. This gift was not 
only granted to the prophets of the Old Testament, but could be bestowed upon any 
person, regardless of his/her social standing, gender, or age (↗ Holdenried, Prophecy 
Western Christian World). There was, however, a risk involved: false prophets might 
worm their way into people’s confidence and spread the lies of demons and devils. 
As part II of this survey will demonstrate, those claiming to speak in the name of 
God were often regarded with skepticism. Later in the Middle Ages, the Church would 
increasingly attempt to verify and control these presumably prophetic voices.

Although Augustine and Isidore of Seville’s views on divination became doctri-
naire, especially scholastic thinkers of the Middle Ages opted for a more differentiated 
approach. As Aristotle’s writings on natural sciences and works on astrology of the 
Islamic world became known and subjected to much debate, new explanations for 
the cosmological relationships between the earth, humans, and the celestial spheres 
became necessary. Albertus Magnus, for instance, far exceeded the limits of Augus-
tine’s conception by adopting ideas from Antiquity and non-Christian civilizations 
about the cosmos. He conceded that astrology in particular, but also hermetic tal-
isman magic, could offer insights and have effects due to natural causes. He even 
put prophets and astrologers on the same level. Their knowledge of astral influences 
gave them amazing abilities, such as seeing the future. The prophet was able to make 
true predictions, because his mind was able to translate divine inspiration into com-
prehensible messages. The astrologer gained his knowledge not only through cosmic 
influences, but was even able to channel them while remaining unaffected himself 
(Palazzo 2011, 80–84). Thomas Aquinas, too, accepted the idea that the interaction 
between the micro- and the macrocosm provided the basis for true prognoses, and 
that astrology and other mantic arts, to the limited degree to which they referred to 
natural events and their signs, could be used for prognostication. There was no such 
thing as sheer coincidence, according to Thomas, so even the casting of lots was 
thought to be subject to cosmological principals or the laws of physics (Sturlese 2011).
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Part 2 –  Prognostication in Medieval Everyday Life – 
Some Examples

Prophets, Visionaries, and their Audience

Monastic libraries are full of miracle stories about visions and mythical journeys to 
the Hereafter, so they must have been very popular with the spiritual communities 
of the Middle Ages. A thirteenth-century manuscript from Salem on Lake Constance 
(Heidelberg, University Library, Codex Salem IX 31), written by an anonymous monk, 
tells of the wondrous occurrences that happened at Vaucelles, a Cistercian abbey near 
Cambrai, in 1195. Roaming brigands had appeared in the area, spreading fear among 
the community. In order to defend themselves, the monks had acquired weapons “to 
meet violence with violence, a radical deviation from the saintly nature of their order” 
(Visio Vacellis, ed. Schmidt, 159; trans. Heiduk). His brothers readiness to spill blood 
obviously confronted the author with a moral dilemma but divine inspiration, deliv-
ered in a series of four visions, showed him a way out. In the first two visions, a strange 
figure wearing a monk’s habit had appeared near the abbey church, given him mean-
ingful glances, and then vanished. The monk started praying, and as he was utterly 
absorbed in his prayers, a giant dove flew in through the window. The dove revealed 
itself as his guardian angel, let him climb onto its back and took him with tearing 
speed to the places of the Hereafter: purgatory, hell, and heavenly Jerusalem. The 
pains inflicted on the poor souls in purgatory – among them, several brothers from 
his monastery who had passed away – were sufficiently gruesome to make the monk’s 
heart melt, so he asked his guardian angel what he could do to help. The answer was 
clear and pragmatic:

Their pain will become less through alms-giving, intercessions, penance, and other good deeds, 
and finally subside. If you start flagellating yourself every Monday to atone for your sins and 
those of others, you will help the living as well as the dead. (Visio Vacellis, ed. Schmidt, 161; 
trans. Heiduk).

This journey to the Other Side culminates in an encounter with the strange monk of 
the first visions, who revealed himself to be Saint Benedict (d. 547) and gave the monk 
instructions for his penance. The legitimacy of self-flagellation, a practice which con-
tradicts the conventions of the Cistercian order, was confirmed to the monk in the 
fourth vision by the order’s guiding figure, Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153).

Before Dante Alighieri (d. 1321) reinterpreted the genre of visionary journeys to 
the Hereafter, most medieval texts on the subject mirrored the life of ascetics, nuns, 
or monks (Dinzelbacher 2017, 370–377; ↗ Bihrer, Journeys to the Other World Western 
Christian Traditions). The way in which the vision of Vaucelles is transmitted suggests 
that it was also intended as advice on how to live the life of a penitent in the monas-
tery. The visions of saints and places of the Hereafter were to be seen as proof of divine 
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intervention, with the aim of legitimizing the practice of self-flagellation. The escha-
tological imagery of the Vaucelles visions expresses highly personal ideas about the 
concept of monastic order. The concurrency of the different time dimensions is typical 
of prophetical texts. The vision is not merely a prediction but is also meant to reveal 
that God wants the errors of the past and the present remedied in order to pave the 
way to a better future. A view of the places of the Otherworld tells the readers what to 
expect depending on how they have lived their lives on Earth and the recommended 
penance is designed as an aid to follow the right path.

Caterina di Iacopo di Benincasa, venerated as St. Catherine of Siena (d. 1380), 
reached a far wider audience than the visionary from Vaucelles (on Catherine see: 
Muessig et al. 2011). She led a rigidly ascetic life, devoted to the worship of God, just like 
the Cistercian monk. In her case, she had to assert her calling in the face of her fami-
ly’s resistance and the reservations of the Dominican tertiaries with whom she wished 
to live. She shared again the urge for radical penance with the brother of Vaucelles, 
although she seems to have preferred self-flagellation with an iron chain. However, 
religious devotion within a spiritual community was not her only purpose in life, she 
felt that God had sent her into this world to practice charity. Due to her charisma, 
her altruism, her perseverance and her reputation as a mystic visionary, Catherine’s 
influence continued to grow. Her audience soon included not only the environment 
of her social milieu, but also the powerful leaders of the North Italian cities as well as 
the popes in Avignon and Rome although, unlike her Dominican brothers, she was not 
allowed to deliver sermons. That left personal encounters and an extensive correspon-
dence, which she managed with the support of her religious advisors. In those letters, 
she not only provides spiritual guidance but also makes political demands: peace in 
Italy, a crusade to the Holy Land, and reform of the Church.

Catherine never wavered in her commitment, even when she was mocked, doubted 
or summoned before an investigative church committee, all evidence of the basic mis-
trust in female visionaries and their revelations (↗ Holdenried, Prophecy Western 
Christian World, 328 and 333). She derived her strength from ecstatic beatific visions 
with the recurrent motive of a mystical union with Christ, such as the exchange of 
hearts which her confessor and hagiographer, Raymond of Capua (d. 1399), describes 
as follows:

It appeared to her that her Heavenly Bridegroom came to her as usual, opened her left side, took 
out her heart, and then went away. […] And for some time she went on repeating this, that she 
was living without a heart. […] One day she was in the church […].  All at once a light from heaven 
encircled her, and in the light appeared the Lord, holding in His holy hands a human heart, 
bright red and shining. […] He came up to her, opened her left side once again and put the heart 
He was holding in His hands inside her, saying ‘Dearest daughter, as I took your heart away from 
you the other day, now, you see, I am giving you mine, […]’.” (Legenda maior, II.6 = The Life of St. 
Catherine, ed. Lamb, 165–166)
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Predictions about the future are rare in Catherine’s visions. In her revelations, she 
describes mystical encounters with God or the injustices and grievances of her time. 
There is an element of prognosis in her visions, based on issues of contemporary rel-
evance, comparable to the visions from Vaucelles. This prognostication could serve 
as consolation; for example, when she accompanied Niccolò di Toldo, who had been 
sentenced to death, to the place of his execution. She predicted that he would soon be 
united with Christ in eternal life: “Courage, my dear brother, for soon we shall reach 
the wedding feast” (Letter 31, ed. Noffke, 109). In her political demands, predictions 
are intended mainly to indicate what needs to change in the present, as in the follow-
ing words which she addressed to Pope Gregory XI:

And if you should say to me, father, ‘The world is in such a sorry state – how can I bring it peace?’ 
I tell you in the name of Christ crucified that you must use your authority to do three essen-
tial things. You are in charge of the garden of the holy Church. So [first of all] uproot from that 
garden the stinking weeds full of impurity and avarice, and bloated with pride. […] Plant fragrant 
flowers in this garden for us, pastors and administrators who will be true servants of Jesus Christ 
crucified, who will seek only God’s honor and the salvation of souls, who will be fathers of the 
poor. (Letter 63, ed. Noffke, 201)

Catherine leaves no doubt that she has received her revelations from God and has the 
right to speak in his name – a claim that was widely acknowledged by her contempo-
raries, including Pope Gregory XI, who returned from Avignon to Rome at her bidding.

Liedwy of Schiedam (d. 1433) was confined to bed for the rest of her life following 
an accident. She was in permanent pain but never complained and survived, although 
she ate very little (on Liedwy, see: Caspers 2014). During bouts of illness, she expe-
rienced visions of the crucified Christ and communion wafers dripping with blood, 
which the parish priest interpreted as a sign of insanity and possession but, after 
the Bishop of Utrecht had her examined, it was concluded that her visions were true 
revelations and Liedwy’s fame started to spread. Her visitors frequently asked her to 
contact saints or dead relatives, hoping to learn about their fate in the afterlife.

There were, however, many sceptics in medieval times not only among Liedwy 
and Catherine’s contemporaries who had their doubts about the divine nature of 
prophecies. Throughout the centuries, medieval historical works give accounts of 
the exposure of false prophets and mixed reactions to supposedly divine revelations 
(see further examples in: Lehner 2019, 47–49). In 847, the Annals of the monastery 
of Fulda mention a certain Thiota, who had caused an uproar in the city of Mainz by 
announcing the end of the world. Thiota was called before a church committee and 
had to revoke her prophecy after it was revealed that she not received divine inspi-
ration, but acted on behalf of a priest (Annales Fuldenses, ed. Kurze, 36–37). When 
another doomsday preacher, the hermit Bernard, addressed a gathering of princes in 
Würzburg in 960, according to the Hirsau chronicle, those present only partly believed 
in his prophecy. The others either found his manner overbearing or thought he was 
mentally ill (Annales Hirsaugienses, ed. Schlegel 1, 103). In 1455, the citizens of Ulm, 
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so Sebastian Fischer reports in his chronicle, derided a wandering prophet, who had 
been paid to preach doom and gloom. About a century later, however, his words still 
resounded after the city was defeated in the Schmalcaldic War (Sebastian Fischer, 
Chronik, ed. Veesenmeyer, 120).

Diviners and their Clients

In his enormously popular astrology textbook, Liber introductorius ad iudicia ast-
rorum, Guido Bonatti (d. ca. 1290) provides valuable insights into the various prog-
nostication methods offered by medieval astrologers (see also Dykes 2015). He was 
convinced that astrology was a science, which enabled him to take a stand against 
scaremongers and charlatans who tried to exploit people’s superstitions, such as 
Simone Mestaguerra (d. 1257), who terrorized the citizens of Forlì for three years with 
his demagoguery while Bonatti claimed that he was the only one to oppose him (Book 
of Astronomy 5, ed. Dykes, 343). He also describes in great detail how Giovanni da 
Schio of Vicenza, who appeared in Bologna in 1233 claiming to be a miracle worker, 
was never able to provide proof of his supernatural powers (Book of Astronomy 5, ed. 

Fig. 3: The angel shows Liedwy the poor souls in the purgatory (Johannes Brugman. 
Vita alme virginis Lijdwine. Schiedam [print: Otgier Pietersz/Nachtegael], 1498. Fol. 
70v. Utrecht, Rijksmuseum Het Catherijneconvent, BMH i44). Photo credits: Museum 
Catherijneconvent / Ruben de Heer.
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Dykes, 343–345). Clerics and scholars who railed and ranted against astrology and 
called it a pseudo-science are referred to as idiots in tunics (Book of Astronomy 1, 
ed. Dykes, 4). Bonatti wanted people to benefit from the astral sciences and offered 
his expertise to help them solve their problems caused by a hard life and misfortune 
(Dykes 2015, 40–41). Guido Bonatti’s first clients were princes, all potentates who had 
sided with the Ghibellines in the struggle for power in thirteenth-century Italy. Among 
them were Ezzelino da Romano, Guido Novello and Guido da Montefeltro. The exam-
ples of consultations he listed in his book are all military in nature. He was to provide 
information about the most opportune moment to attack the enemy or launch a siege 
(Dykes 2015, 33–35, 39–40). Guido Bonatti’s astrological expertise was also frequently 
requested by those seeking advice on relationships and health issues. They wanted to 
know about matters such as when to start medical treatment or whether a marriage 
with a certain partner was recommended. As far as issues of sexuality and pregnancy 
were concerned, Guido Bonatti proved highly sensitive when his clients were female. 
Many were under pressure, because they had to provide proof of their virginity or 
fidelity, or the legitimacy of their children, or protect themselves from the advances 
of men (Book of Astronomy 6, ed. Dykes, 435–449). Especially such notes in the Liber 
introductorius confirm that not only princes sought astrological advice. While Guido’s 
work for the potentates seems to have been of limited duration, he generally offered 
his services to townspeople from all walks of life. The astrological case study about 
the liberation of a slave could possibly be interpreted as a hint to serfs seeking his 
counsel (Book of Astronomy 6, ed. Dykes, 430–431). It appears that Guido Bonatti ran a 
practice, probably full of books and devices such as astronomic tables and astrolabes 
serving as status symbols. A century later, Geoffrey Chaucer describes such an astrol-
oger’s equipment and status symbols in his Canterbury Tales (Chaucer, The Miller’s 
Tale, 3187–3210).

A notebook of the astrologer Richard Trewythian (d. after 1458?), who lived in 
London, has been preserved: it contains business notes, the names of clients, horo-
scopes, and invoices, and offers detailed insights into his daily routine (Page 2001). 
His clients seem to have appreciated his sophisticated astrological techniques, which 
enabled him to stand out among other providers of far simpler divination services. 
His expertise, however, did not come cheap, particularly when he visited clients 
outside London. All in all, his clientele represented a social mix of well-to-do home-
owners, merchants, clergy and simple craftsmen or innkeepers. A quarter of these 
were women. Most of his clients were from London, with a few from Norwich, Leeds, 
or Salisbury. Astrological prognoses were, however, not the only source of income 
for Richard Trewythian. He also offered various medical treatments, sold medicines, 
and worked as a money lender and bookseller. All of these activities seem to have 
merged into one. Medical doctors often resorted to astrology, which was taught at the 
universities as a subject of relevance for medical prognoses. Guido Bonatti’s notes 
are often about health-related issues, so it seems likely that he practiced medicine as 
well. Apart from health concerns, Richard Trewythian’s clients were mostly interested 
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in recovering lost or stolen items, learning the whereabouts of a missing husband, 
or the chances of a wife getting pregnant, while mothers asked for birth horoscopes 
to learn what would become of their children or, first and foremost, how long their 
children would live. Apart from such notes about individual requests, the book also 
contains records of mundane astrology, such as weather forecasts for a whole year or 
events of importance for the rule of the King of England. Whether Richard Trewythian 
wrote such entries on his own initiative or at the request of his clients remains unclear.

Astrologers generally worked at court or in the cities, not least because they often 
demanded high prices for their services, but they were not the only ones to offer prog-
noses of the future; there were other experts who, however, are less frequently men-
tioned in the historical records of the Middle Ages. This is particularly true for those 
diviners who were most sought-after in medieval daily life. People in the country, but 
also townsfolk and aristocrats, called upon the services of these individuals when-
ever they needed medicinal herbs, love potions, fortifying spells, protection from 
evil spirits, or knowledge of the future. There are several different names for those 
experts in the arts of healing, divination, and everyday magic in all European lan-
guages. This indicates that they did not belong to a homogeneous social group. Over 
the course of history, these terms have changed and acquired different connotations. 
The most common English words witch and wizard, for example, originally neutral 
and frequently used to describe “wise people”, assumed an increasingly negative 
meaning. Collective terms such as cunning folk only appear toward the end of the 
Middle Ages, reflecting a large variety of local traditions and attributions. The French 
word devins-guérisseurs (soothsayer-healers) emphasizes the link between the art of 
healing and divination, similar to the Spanish curanderos, which emphasizes healing. 
The German term hexenmeister or the north Italian benandanti, on the other hand, 
refer to the defense against harmful spells (Davies 2003, vii–viii, 163). There are more 
reports about those healers-diviners after they came to the attention of the Church 
and state authorities during the witch hunts of the sixteenth century. The files of the 
witch trials provide the most important historical context for information about these 
local practitioners of magic, but this information remains difficult to evaluate because 
it is distorted by prejudices and stereotypes (Ginzburg 2005, 76–100). In the mean-
time, however, research has uncovered many facets of the “cunning folk’s” activities 
(Thomas 1971, 209–300; Davies 2003, 93–118; the problematic name “cunning folk” is 
used in this survey in lack of a more neutral collective term according to these refer-
ences), ranging from summoning ghosts, scrying or rudimentary astrology for trea-
sure hunting or the recovery of lost things. In a time before lotteries became popular, 
many people hoped to get rich by searching for lost treasure via divination. When they 
wanted to know the future, they sought out these diviners for the same reasons that 
the better-off consulted learned astrologers: to find out about relationships, luck in 
love, business transactions, or health issues.

The “cunning folk” had undoubtedly been offering their services long before 
their existence was recorded in the documents relating to the witch trials of the Early 
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Modern Era. Still, it is difficult to draw conclusions from these documents about the 
practices of divination in the Middle Ages. A glance at the files of the fifteenth-century 
trials confirms this. In 1428, for example, Matteuccia Francisci was prosecuted in the 
Italian town of Todi on the following charges: infecting people with illnesses, produc-
ing poison, and conjuring spirits for harmful spells. She was also accused of riding 
the devil on her way to the witches’ Sabbath – which is already an early testimony for 
the stereotype of the imagined members of the witches’ sect (Peruzzi 1955). Matteuc-
cia had obviously offered various magical remedies, which were later documented 
as the typical services provided by a witch. She had gained a reputation for being a 
professional and clients traveled long distances to see her. The trial files, however, do 
not mention any divinatory practices, concentrating instead on her alleged attempts 
to do harm and her participation in the witches’ Sabbath. A similar case is that of 
Margery Jourdemayne, the witch of the Eye near Westminster, who was involved in 
what was thought to be a magical assassination attempt against King Henry VI of 
England conducted by Eleanor, Duchess of Gloucester, in 1441 (Carey 1992, 138–153). 
Margery was accused of having prepared magically a wax figurine of the monarch 
together with some of the duchess’ courtiers, to cast a harmful spell. It seems that Mar-
gery’s services were similar to those of which Matteuccia was accused. Margery had 
met Eleanor when the duchess came to buy love potions from her: “suche medicines 
and drynkies as the said wicce made” (English Chronicle, ed. Davies, 58–59). There are 
no references to any predictions of the future made by Margery, neither in the trial 
files nor in contemporary works of history, although other details of that spectacular, 
scandalous incident at court received considerable attention. It was only later, when 
the story became legend, that the prophecies by Margery were mentioned, such as 
her prediction of the Duke of Somerset’s death and, of course, Shakespeare stages 
the entire affair, leaving an impressive literary monument to the witch (Shakespeare, 
Henry VI, Act I Scene 4). It appears that the accusers in the early witch trials were not 
particularly interested in divination, so even without trial records there is hardly any 
evidence at all of divination by “cunning folk” in the Middle Ages.

Evidence from the Early and High Middle Ages is even scarcer, which makes it 
difficult to determine the diviners’ exact actions or their social class. Still, one thing 
becomes evident: apart from the witches and wizards, in rural areas, there were also 
scholars and priests who dabbled in the mantic arts, as references in John of Salis-
bury’s (d. 1180) Policraticus suggest. The Policraticus is a deeply ironic description of 
the peculiarities of courtly life, combined with philosophical guidance for efficient 
governance and a moral appeal to courtiers. This intellectually demanding as well as 
highly entertaining work was much appreciated by a wide audience throughout the 
Middle Ages (on John of Salisbury, see Wilks 1984). One rather disconcerting prac-
tice at court, in John of Salisbury’s view, was to include astrologers and diviners in 
the decision-making. The respective passages in the Policraticus are mostly literary in 
nature and form part of the intellectual game which the author plays with his audi-
ence, but two of them actually hint at the setting of divination in everyday life. The 
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Policraticus is dedicated to Thomas Becket (d. 1170), John of Salisbury’s employer. In 
his text, John asks him several questions: What did the haruspex, whom he consulted 
before he went on a campaign to Brittany with the King of England, actually tell him? 
And what did the chiromancer, who was also called in, have to say? (John of Salis-
bury, Policraticus II, 27). There is no additional information about these consultations, 
but another passage of the Policraticus explains how to perform these mantic prac-
tices (Policraticus I, 12). The chiromancers were those who based their prophecies on 
palm-reading, whereas the haruspices used animal bones to pronounce their oracles. 
Obviously, John of Salisbury is not referring to the haruspex of classical antiquity who 
observed the entrails of sacrificed animals (↗ Engels and Nice, Divination in Antiq-
uity, 35), but to the scapulimancer who derived his oracles from the bones of animals 
(↗ Rapisarda, Shoulder Bone as Mantic Object), so the Policraticus indirectly confirms 
that both chiromancers and scapulimancers used complex interpretation techniques 
requiring expert knowledge. It seems likely that John of Salisbury was familiar with 
the latest translations of the Arabic instructions regarding these methods of divina-
tion (Burnett 1987, 189–191).

He even claims to have himself some first-hand experience with the techniques 
of specularii, i.  e. scrying, the search for omens in the reflections on smooth surfaces 
such as swords, mirrors or water basins (Policraticus I, 12). In addition to reflecting 
surfaces, this method also used spirit mediums, frequently children, who were told to 
observe reflections and shadows. John of Salisbury describes a scene from his child-
hood when a clergyman involved him, probably to find out whether he was able to 
perform what he had read up on before:

During my boyhood I was placed under the direction of a priest, to teach me psalms. As he prac-
ticed the art of crystal gazing, it chanced that he after preliminary magical rites made use of me 
and a boy somewhat older, as we sat at his feet, for his sacrilegious art, in order that what he was 
seeking by means of finger nails moistened with some sort of sacred oil or crism, or of the smooth 
polished surface of a basin, might be made manifest to him by information imparted by us. And 
so after pronouncing names which by the horror they inspired seemed to me, child though I was, 
to belong to demons, […] my companion asserted that he saw certain misty figures, but dimly, 
while I was so blind to all this that nothing appeared to me […].  (Policraticus II, 28, ed. Pike, 164)

Toward the end of the Middle Ages, palm-reading became a specialty, often connected 
to the Sinti and Roma who have appeared as travelling folk in West European sources 
since the fifteenth century (Tuczay 2012, 78–83). Johannes Hartlieb mentions them 
explicitly in his Puch aller verpoten kunst (“The Book of all Forbidden Arts”), which 
he completed in 1456. He states that their divination services were much sought after, 
but did not comply with the standards he was familiar with and that he had described 
in his work. Therefore, he assumed that they performed these services with fraudulent 
intent, and so contributed to a perception which associates “Gypsies” with supersti-
tion, quackery and theft:
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There is a people who move around much in the world, called Gypsies. These people […] exercise 
this art [of palm reading] a great deal […].  When they come upon gullible people, they induce 
many to believe in them. Yet in truth their art has no foundation, […].  I tell you, I have asked 
many of these Gypsies, […] to see if they really knew anything about their art. But in fact I have 
never found among them any real skill in these matters, for all they care about is taking money 
from people or stealing the shirts off people’s backs. (Johannes Hartlieb, The Book of all Forbid-
den Arts, ed. Kieckhefer, 78)

“Do It Yourself”-Prognostication

Up to this point, examples of the recipients of divine revelations and the prognoses 
derived from those revelations have been provided, as well as predictions of the future 
with the aid of mediators, such as astrologers or palm readers. The following section 
offers insights into “do-it-yourself” practices. There is a large variety of such methods, 
ranging from simple observations and applications of random mechanisms to inter-
pretations derived from written instructions, for which a certain degree of literacy was 
required.

Hans Vintler (d. 1419) was the district magistrate of the count of Tyrol and lived in 
the famous Runkelstein Castle near Bolzano. He wrote Die Pluemen der Tugent (“The 
Flowers of Virtue”), a didactic poem based on an Italian treatise about virtues and 
vices. He did not adhere strictly to the original but added large sections of text about 
daily magical practices and divination, which he listed under the category of vices. 
It seems that he had watched many of these practices performed, such as the shoe 
oracle. It was consulted during the 12 nights of Christmas, ending with Epiphany, and 
intended to help people decide where to stay:

And during Twelfth Night, so I have heard, you toss the shoes backwards over your head and 
where the tip is pointing, there you should stay.
(Hans Vintler, Pluemen der tugent V, 7938–7942, ed. Zingerle 266; trans. Heiduk)

Watching animals, particularly birds, was also considered helpful according to Hans 
Vintler if one wished to know the future. While the croak of a raven was seen as a 
bad omen, the seeing a goose early in the morning predicted a day without an acci-
dent (Pluemen der tugent V, 7885, 7876–7879, ed. Zingerle, 264–265). John of Salisbury 
detected a connection between the behavior of animals and weather forecasting, pre-
dicting that, when a water fowl plunges greedily below the surface or when a crow 
caws in the morning, it will rain (Policraticus II,2). Johannes Hartlieb also provides an 
account of how to interpret various signs in order to make predictions. He categorizes 
lead-pouring as a form of pyromancy (divination based on the element of fire). Molten 
lead or tin is poured into water, and the shapes it makes and their colors are then inter-
preted as either good or bad omens (Johannes Hartlieb, The Book of all Forbidden Arts, 
ed. Kieckhefer, 74). For the practice of aeromancy (divination based on the element of 
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air), Johannes Hartlieb recommends interpreting sneezing, because sneezing was the 
result of warm air being expelled from the body:

When a person sneezes, […] they take it for a great sign of fortune or unfortune, and they used it 
for fortune-telling. If there are three sneezes, then there are four thieves about the house. If there 
are two, the person should get up and lie somewhere else to sleep. If there are thirteen, that is 
supposed to be very good, and whatever appears [in dreams] is supposed to be turned to good. 
(Johannes Hartlieb, The Book of all Forbidden Arts, ed. Kieckhefer, 63)

It is unlikely that, back in the Middle Ages, everybody believed in the validity of 
such methods of divination, and the three cited authors themselves harbor strong 
reservations about those practices. From a modern perspective, all this may appear 
merely a form of superstition practiced by illiterate people, but that would be a false 
conclusion. John Mirfield’s (d. 1407) Breviarium Bartholomei, a medical encyclopedia 
covering all fields of medical science according to the established standards of its 
time, demonstrates this very clearly. Mirfield, a chaplain at St. Bartholomew’s hos-
pital in Smithfield, London, compiled several classics of medicine in his Breviarium, 
particularly the works of Bernard de Gordon (d. ca. 1330), but also included his own 
observations. A highly telling example of prediction methods can be found in the 
chapter dedicated to the signs of impending death. Besides the analysis of fever and 

Fig. 4: Illustration of the shoe oracle in a Vintler manuscript (Vienna, Österreichische National-
bibliothek, Cod. Ser. n. 12819, fol.151v; date: 1419). Photo credits: Österreichische National- 
bibliothek (http://data.onb.ac.at/rep/1002E06E).
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other physical signs, John Mirfield recommends onomatomancy, divination based on 
a person’s name, as a method of prediction:

Moreover, if there is any doubt as to whether a person is or is not dead, apply lightly roasted onion 
to his nostrils, and if he be alive, he will immediately scratch his nose.
Furthermore, if the first vowel of the name of a patient, who has lost an eye or is otherwise muti-
lated, be A or O, then he will suffer in his right side, and if it be E, I, or U, then in the left.
Again, in acute diseases, uncovering of the body, and restlessness of the arms, is a deadly sign: 
similarly when spasm follows the taking of a laxative. […]
Again, take the name of the patient, the name of the messenger sent to summon the Physi-
cian, and the name of the day upon which the messenger first came to you; join all their letters 
together, and if an even number result, the patient will not escape; if the number be odd, then 
he will recover. (John Mirfield, Breviarium Bartholomei, ed. Smith-Hartley and Aldrige, 69–71)

The matter-of-factness with which John Mirfield lists this method of allocating numer-
ical values to a name in order to determine a patient’s remaining lifetime in his Brevia-
rium demonstrates which mantic ruses were considered useful in everyday practice, 
and this was even more evident with regard to the accidental nature of the progression 
of diseases. It appears that John Mirfield and his readers were unaware of any contra-
diction between the contingency-based principle of onomatomancy and the otherwise 
highly rational recommendations of his Breviarium that were based on expert knowl-
edge. Such contradictions are often found in medieval medicine. In several cases, 
scientific knowledge, where everything not approved by the recognized authorities 
is rejected, and mantic methods of prognostication are combined to create compre-
hensive practical guidebooks (↗ Demaitre, Medical Prognostication Western Christian 
World, 548 and 554). For practical purposes, it was entirely possible to mix elements 
from the different levels of the hierarchy of knowledge but, as far as the theory was con-
cerned, the strict standards separating scientific and unscientific knowledge remained 
in place.

There are several other very popular text-based methods of divination which 
deserve a brief mention here, although they are presented in more detail elsewhere in 
this handbook. Since the days of antiquity, lot books have enjoyed continuing popu-
larity (↗ Heiles, Sortes). The Sortes Sanctorum (the Oracles of the Saints) look back to 
this long tradition. Based on the ancient Roman sortes, this collection of 56 oracles 
had been adapted in early Christianity. Consulting the oracles is remarkably simple: 
after rolling three dice, the spots are arranged in descending order. The sequence of 
numbers corresponds to one sentence of the oracle. Here are two examples for demon-
stration purposes:

The sequence of 6, 5 and 2 yielded the following result:

You want to catch the horns of a running stag; that is difficult, because it stays in the woods, but 
when it is returning to its den, it will be possible for you to catch it; so what you are doubting will 
come into your hands.
(Sortes Sanctorum, ed. Montero Cartelle, 76; trans. Heiduk)
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The combination of 6, 2 and 1 read:

Your way is prepared, be patient, ask God, and you will gain what you desire.
(Sortes Sanctorum, ed. Montero Cartelle, 82; trans. Heiduk)

The oracles speak for themselves: they remain vague, with a positive or negative 
tendency, can provide answers to all sorts of questions and leave sufficient room for 
interpretation depending on the personal situation of the inquirer. In the Early Middle 
Ages, when the rate of literacy was still very low, mediators were needed in order to 
consult lot books such as the Sortes Sanctorum. These were probably mainly priests, 
which explains why penitential books or collections of Church laws frequently pro-
hibit these methods of divination. In the Late Middle Ages, when mediators were rarely 
any longer required, consulting oracle books became a form of entertainment. One of 
the earliest European printed book of dice oracles, which appeared in 1482, was intro-
duced in the first sentence by its author, Lorenzo Spirito: “Per dare spasso ala fannata 
mente – to give pleasure to the strained mind.” This was the very book which, some 
decades later, on Shrove Tuesday of 1523, caught the attention of the mathematician 
Niccolò Tartaglia. In Verona, he observed a group of young people who were clearly 
having a lot of fun with Spirito’s lot book. Unfortunately, he fails to inform us exactly 
what they found so hilarious, but was more interested in the mathematical problems 
related to the combinations of dice falls (↗ Heiduk, Games and Prognostication, 777). 
Later, he published a book on these problems, entitled the General Treatise on Number 
and Measure (Rosenstock 2010, 3). Still, this short description is enough to convey a 
vivid impression of how the young people were prodding and mocking each another 
because of what the oracle had told them about their love lives or careers.

Interpreting most lot books is easy; interpreting the results of geomancy, however, 
is somewhat more complex. This form of divination is practiced by making up to 16 
rows of holes in sand or earth, or placing a similar pattern of dots on wax, clay or 
paper, quickly and randomly. With the aid of a square of 12 fields – called the geo-
mantic mirror – patterns are derived from the rows of dots and then attributed to the 
planets and signs of the zodiac. The combinations of planets and signs reveal certain 
properties which have an impact on the future. In a sense, geomancy is a simplified 
form of horoscopy without the complicated, time-consuming calculation of the con-
stellation of the stars (↗ Rapisarda, Mantic Arts Western Christian World, 426–428). 
As a kind of “astrology light”, geomancy was practiced in various areas. One of its 
practitioners was King Charles V of France (d. 1380), who enjoyed presenting himself 
as a wise monarch and was very proud of his vast library in the Louvre, a public and 
permanent institution. It held about 1,000 volumes, many of them lost today, but the 
inventory has survived and lists the title of each volume. The list contains 23 books on 
geomancy. One of them contains the king’s own signature and the bookmarks which 
he used to flag his favorite works. This tells us that he took a personal interest in this 
method of divination and consulted at least this particular book himself (Delisle 1907, 
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123, No. 752). Unfortunately there are no medieval records about the specific geoman-
tic inquiries made by Charles V, unlike those from the sixteenth century about the 
inquiries made by August, the Elector of Saxony (d. 1586) (Ludwig 2015).

The Functions and Social Settings of Prognostication

This selection of examples from medieval everyday life illustrates the important func-
tions of prognostication and offers clues about its social context. What stand out are 
the differences between the revelations of prophets and visionaries and the alternative 
methods of predicting the future. Divination and astrological calculations are sup-
posed to give answers to specific questions, whereas visions focus on the individual 
experience of a mystical encounter with a saint or God himself. Whether such expe-
riences were actually based on states of ecstasy or whether certain literary motives 
were used to deliver a message does not matter in this context. It is the setting which 
is decisive, the context provided by historical evidence. Visions are about revelations 
of divine mysteries, less often about predictions of the future. The future revealed in a 
vision – references to the end of time or the Hereafter – is a mirror of the present. It is 
now, in the present, that warnings need to be heeded and behavior needs to change: 
that of individuals, spiritual communities or the whole of Christianity. The chosen 
examples demonstrate that the impact of the revelations on the outside world varied. 
The records of the monk from Vaucelles were passed on within his order, but there is 
no evidence that they had any effect. The fact that only one manuscript has survived 
could either mean that the so-called vision did not appear credible or was seen as a 
marginal incident. Unlike the messages of the female visionaries Catherine of Siena 
and Liedwy of Schiedham, the Vaucelles revelations had never provoked any debate 
or been subject to control by the Church authorities. Catherine of Siena had always 
been very self-assured when confronted with skeptics. According to her hagiogra-
phers, she was able to win many of them over. Liedwy of Schiedham was bed-ridden 
and therefore less able to defend herself against hostile critics and presumptuous 
admirers alike. Compared to Catherine of Siena, she appears to be far less resolute 
and autonomous.

Many areas of the manic arts were male-dominated, particularly those where 
thoughts and ideas were expressed in writing. Most of the authors of instructions for 
divination, often scholars or clerics, as well as their disputatious critics were male. 
There are a few exceptions, such as Christine de Pizan (d. after 1429), who participated 
in the discourse about the role of astrology at the royal court of France (Cadden 1997). 
The practical exercise of sophisticated astrology required a university education and 
was therefore a privilege enjoyed by men. However, there has been no research to date 
on the role that astrology may have played for female medieval healers, quite a few of 
whom were highly educated. Male doctors who had graduated from university tended 
to see them as competitors and attempted to prohibit them from practicing medicine 
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(Green 1989). The significance of astrology for courtly life was related to its classi-
fication, however controversial, as a science. Erudite astrologers often acted as the 
personal physicians to royal personages, which enhanced both their own status and 
that of the ruler, who gained a reputation for being a wise man. Consulting astrologers 
before political and military decisions were taken presented an opportunity for the 
ostentatious display of precious instruments, computation tables, and books. Emperor 
Frederick II excelled at staging such events in the tradition of the Roman Emperors, 
as happened during the siege of Pavia in 1248 (Rolandinus Patavinus, Cronica, ed. 
Bonardi, 84). To employ one or even several astrologers became fashionable at court. 
In fifteenth-century France, the court office of the astrological advisor was created, 
and other courts followed suit (Boudet 2006, 303–316). Guido Bonatti and Richard 
Trewythian represent also the diversity of business models among medieval astrolo-
gers, and their clients, mostly townspeople, came from different social backgrounds. 
Speculations about the imminent end of the world, based on calculations of the stellar 
constellations, sometimes made it difficult to distinguish science from revelation. In 
the Late Middle Ages, prophetic writings based on astrology enjoyed great popularity 
(Mentgen 2005, 55–127; Boudet 2006, 316–325).

The degree of complexity achieved by astrology in the Middle Ages (↗ Burnett, 
Astral Sciences Western Christian World) remains unrivalled, and no other method of 
divination even comes close, although people continued to make use of the services 
offered by other experts. Chiromancy and scapulimancy were mentioned as tech-
niques that were open to many different interpretations, so it was advantageous when 
the expert was a person of considerable knowledge and experience. The summoning 
of supernatural forces to catch a glimpse of the future was also usually left to the pro-
fessionals. It remains somewhat unclear who was considered an expert in the field of 
divination, and whether a high rate of success, personal charisma, or knowledge of 
ancient wisdom were key factors. Male as well as female healers-diviners in the rural 
areas existed as a separate group of professionals offering a wide range of services. 
The example of the Duchess of Gloucester proves that their clients came from all walks 
of life. There was, however, a risk involved: that of becoming an outsider, excluded 
from society because of the nature of the services offered, which materialized when 
the witch hunts started at the end of the Middle Ages. In Johannes Hartlieb’s polemics 
against the Roma and Sinti, the accusation of fraudulent practices provided a strong 
argument for their marginalization.

The reason why people in the Middle Ages wanted to know the future and con-
sulted astrologists, diviners or saintly mystics, had obviously more to do with uni-
versal human desires than with the circumstances of the time. The prognoses were 
meant to help them to take precautions in order to ensure their security and survival 
or the salvation of their souls. Guido Bonatti explicitly mentions that they also served 
as a kind of therapy, to provide encouragement and consolation in times of distress or 
grief, clarity before important decisions were taken, or a sense of purpose, by making 
the future appear less uncertain. According to George Minois, making a prediction 
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is the first step toward manipulating the future, because the future in all its guises 
always reflects the present and is shaped by the intentions, desires, and fears regard-
ing the present (Minois 1998, 17–21). Once the prognosis has been put into words, 
it starts to have an influence on the future in the sense of a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Prophecies like those of Catherine of Siena provide an example of how, starting with 
the Church, a whole society is prepared for change because of a new awareness of 
what awaits people at the end of time. Prognoses are never neutral. When a prediction 
is made and the right moment for a decision about marriage, business transactions, 
or life expectancy is determined, the future starts to take shape, based on the needs 
of the present but, as gloomy as this may sound, divination in the Middle Ages was 
not always a matter of fate. Lot books like those by Lorenzo Spirito prove that there 
was also a more playful approach to divination, as simply a source of entertainment.

Part 3 – Medieval Techniques of Prognostication  
and their Historical Evidence

Overview: Methods of Prognostication

The following overview of the medieval methods of prognostication and their histor-
ical evidence is far from complete. Prodigies, for example, can be interpreted in so 
many ways that, due to the sheer number involved, it is impossible to list them all. 
Attributions and meanings have changed over time, so it often remains unclear which 
methods were actually practiced in the Middle Ages, and which were simply book 
knowledge from antiquity. Furthermore, the terminology used for mantic techniques 
in the research literature is somewhat misleading, because it is based on a systematic 
approach that did not exist in the Middle Ages. Terms such as capnomancy, botano-
mancy or sycomancy often originate from the philhellenism of Agrippa of Nettesheim 
(d. 1535) and other authors of the Renaissance period. They do not, however, appear 
in the medieval sources, although there were categories for the different areas of divi-
nation, used by early writers such as Isidore of Seville and later ones such as Johannes 
Hartlieb. The majority referred to the four elements (pyromancy, hydromany, aero-
mancy, and geomancy) plus additional mantic arts like chiromancy or necromancy. 
The aim of this guide is, however, to describe, not only the methods of divination, 
but all types of future prognoses. For this purpose, it seems reasonable to move away 
from the divergent historical models and use the following categories, as determined 
by the author, instead:
a. Methods for the Calculation of Time
b. Methods for the Interpretation of Natural Signs
c. Methods for the Interpretation of Random Patterns and Casting of Lots
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d. Forms of Intuitive/Inspired Prediction
e. Methods for Quantifying Risks

a. Calculation of Time
The calculation of periods and points in time during the Middle Ages relied on astro-
nomic principles. The distinction between astronomy and astrology, according to the 
Ancient Greek classifications, was generally known in medieval times, too but, in lan-
guage use, the dividing line became blurred which explains why they are often used 
synonymously in the historical sources (↗ Burnett, Astral Sciences Western Christian 
World, 478–481). The same applies to their practical application: the determination 
of a point in time often automatically involved an astrological interpretation of the 
influence that the stars would have at that moment. An obvious example of this is 
the field of iatromathematics, an approach which bases the diagnosis of a person’s 
health and the resulting treatment on the influence of the celestial bodies at a given 
moment (↗ Demaitre, Medical Prognostication Western Christian World, 557). Enor-
mously important in daily life in the Middle Ages were prognoses about lucky and 
unlucky days according to calendars, for which modern research established the term 
hemerology (↗ Nothaft, Calendrical Calculations Western Christian World, 599–600). 
The days listed in a calendar were not simply marked as propitious or unfavorable 
but often contained relatively detailed information about which activities to avoid 
on an unlucky day, such as buying a house, sowing grain, having one’s hair cut or 
being bled. The doctrine of the Church categorically rejected this approach, as it did 
all divinatory practices with pagan roots. Nevertheless, the practice of hemerology 
underwent a certain Christianization as the feasts of saints increasingly became the 
starting points for identifying days.

b. Interpretation of Natural Signs
This category includes observations of animate and inanimate nature and also predic-
tions of the future derived from their interpretation. The preferred object of studies of 
animate nature was the human being. In physiognomy, all physical features served as 
indicators of personality traits and, by implication, of a person’s future behavior. In 
medieval treatises, physiognomy is recommended as a reliable method for choosing 
trustworthy servants and office holders (↗ Forster, Pseudo-Aristotelian Sirr al-asrār/
Secretum secretorum). The subcategories of physiognomy are the study of spots on 
the fingernails – supposed to be a sign of certain medical conditions (Johannes Hart-
lieb, The Book of all Forbidden Arts, ed. Kieckhefer, 83) – and chiromancy, foretelling 
the future by studying the lines on the palm of the hand (↗ Rapisarda, Mantic Arts 
Western Christian World, 429–431). Prognostications based on animal observation are 
legion. There are, however, no medieval records of ritualized observations such as 
the Roman augurium, the study of bird flight, although the term was still in use. Cries 
of birds and other animals, as well as their behavior at certain times of the day, offer 
an inexhaustible source of interpretable signs, ranging from predictions of personal 
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fate to weather forecasts. A few significant examples, such as explained in John of 
Salisbury’s Policraticus, are mentioned in the previous chapter and in the article on 
“Mantic Arts” (↗ Rapisarda, Mantic Arts Western Christian World, 433–434).

The first observations of inanimate nature concentrate on the elements of air and 
fire. Aeromancy, as the study of all celestial phenomena, has always been a vague 
term, even in Antiquity. In the Middle Ages, it still existed, but without any fixed defi-
nition. Nevertheless, the number of methods employed to interpret celestial signs 
was vast. Eclipses of the sun and moon, comets, air movements, cloud formations, 
rainbows, and the shades and colors of the sky were taken into account, often for 
the purpose of weather forecasting (↗ Kocánová, Weather Forecasting Western Chris-
tian World). There were even books on the interpretation of thunder (= brontologies) 
based on antique works (for example, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms Rawlinson D. 939) 
(↗ Grünbart, Importance of Thunder), although there was no unambiguous collec-
tive term for these techniques of prognostication and divination in the Middle Ages. 
Pyromancy describes the consultation of oracles through the flames of sacrificial fires 
in Antiquity. Knowledge about these methods continued to spread, but their ritual 
significance and, eventually, the practice itself were lost. Occasionally, the method of 
reading smoke, its various shapes and the direction into which it drifts is mentioned 
in medieval texts. This seems to have allowed for a wide variety of interpretations. 
Agrippa of Nettesheim was the first to call this capnomancy. As already mentioned in 
part II, Johannes Hartlieb, somewhat arbitrarily, considers lead-pouring a category of 
pyromancy. On the other hand, scapulimancy, the reading of oracles from the bones 
of animals (↗ Rapisarda, Shoulder-Bone as Mantic Object), generally boiled shoulder 
blades, was a common term in the scholarly language of the Middle Ages.

c. Interpretation of Random Patterns and the Casting of Lots
Various prognostication methods based on random mechanisms were also wide-
spread in the Middle Ages. Casting lots may have been the earliest form of divina-
tion: when a decision was to be made, in a tribunal or when elections were held, the 
divine will was to be revealed through this method. Cleromancy is a term of Greek 
origin, coined during the Renaissance for this method. During the Middle Ages, the 
Latin words sortes and sortilegia were used, from which also many vernacular terms 
derived. Sortes included also the type of book oracles used for prognostication, as 
presented in part 2 (↗ Heiles, Sortes). Destiny was not only foretold by dice, but also by 
playing cards and turntables (volvelle), or books opened at a random page. Any book 
could be used for this purpose, but the Bible was preferred. In the research literature, 
bibliomancy is a term that is often used to describe this kind of divination by books. 
In the tradition of Antiquity, geomancy is defined as the study of movements on the 
ground without, however, any further explanation being provided about how to prac-
tice this. In the Middle Ages, the technique of placing rows of dots on sand, on the 
ground, or on paper, which had its origins in the Islamic world, was called geomancy. 
Patterns were read from these dots and allocated to constellations. Prognoses were 



134   Introductory Surveys

then derived from the astrological properties of those constellations (↗ Rapisarda, 
Mantic Arts Western Christian World, 426–428). In his medical compendium, John 
Mirfield already refers to onomatomancy, a post-medieval term for the allocation of 
what were thought to be significant numbers to personal names. In the Middle Ages, 
this method was used for medical prognoses but was also very popular for predicting 
the outcome of single combat.

d. Intuitive/Inspired Prediction
In the research literature, both adjectives, “intuitive” as well as “inspired”, are applied 
to prognoses dictated by supernatural entities. The choice of words suggests differ-
ences, depending on whether a message is sent to the soul by outside forces (lat. 
inspiratio) (↗ Holdenried, Western Christian World, 324), or whether one has gained 
a direct insight (lat. intuitio) (f. e. Lange, 2006, 249). The descriptions of such phe-
nomena make it difficult to differentiate between the two, as the examples of visions 
in part 2 demonstrate. The richest sources for the medieval tradition of this method 
of prognostication are the countless narratives of divine revelations, made by God 
himself, by angels or saints, in the form of prophecies and visions received during 
wakefulness or in a dream. Still, it seems advisable to differentiate between visions 
and the interpretation of dreams, because they are the subject of different literary 
genres: reports about ecstatic visions are mostly found in hagiographic texts or in 
monastic records of an affirmative character. For the interpretation of dreams, there 
was a special type of prognostic literature, the dreambooks, based on classical trea-
tises about dream interpretation (↗ Schirrmeister, Dream Interpretation Western 
Christian World; ↗ Falcone, Dreambooks Western Christian World). Some of these 
treatises first discuss what causes dreams, under which circumstances dreams are 
equivalent to inspirations, and whether these inspirations are actually of divine rather 
than demonic origin. Under the label oneiromancy, the interpretation of dreams is 
counted as a mantic art. In the context of intuition, the sense of foreboding could 
be interpreted as a precursor to visionary revelation. That people and even animals 
may have a presentiment of disaster, accidents or death, is explained in both Antiq-
uity and the Middle Ages by the sympathetic correlation between the macro- and 
the microcosm: the link between earthly creatures and cosmic forces (Tuczay 2012,  
291–292).

Sometimes, divine revelations, or rather the communication with supernatural 
beings and with hereafter, required a little assistance. The summoning of spirits was 
already mentioned in the context of everyday magic. Medieval works on learned magic 
gave instructions regarding the complex rituals for summoning entities sometimes 
called angels, sometimes called demons. As beings from the higher realm, they were 
thought to possess deep knowledge about cosmic matters, enabling them to predict 
the future of humans (↗ Otto and Heiduk, Prognostication in Learned Magic). Such 
summoning rituals not only provided material for entertaining stories about devils 
and wizards, such as those by Caesarius of Heisterbach in his Dialogus miraculorm 



 Matthias Heiduk   135

(Caesarius of Heisterbach, Dialogus miraculorum, eds. Nösges and Schneider 3, 
960–967), as the Liber florum, written by the priest John of Morigny (d. after 1315?), 
illustrates that such rituals were considered elements of religious beliefs and taken 
very seriously. Their adherents defended them against the official religious doctrine 
(Fanger 2015, 1–12). Medieval scholars often summarized magical arts that included 
summoning rituals under the heading necromancy, since the twelfth century also 
known as nigromancy (lat. niger = black), a slurred version of the term (↗ Rapisarda, 
Mantic Arts Western Christian World, 434–435). This term had a negative connotation, 
which signaled the absolute damnability of such practices. Later, the so-called “black 
magic” derived from these arts. Other medieval scholars, however, defined necro-
mancy/nigromancy as the far less sinister study of the secrets of nature (Fidora 2013, 
63–64; ↗ Fidora, Tractates on the Divisions of Sciences). In classical Antiquity, nec-
romancy described rituals for summoning the dead, involving blood and body parts. 
Nowadays most scholars usually don't reckon that such rituals were still practiced 
during the Middle Ages. However, medieval manuals for necromantic conjurations 
of the dead existed beyond doubt like the instruction in the Liber Razielis (↗ Otto 
and Heiduk, Prognostication in Learned Magic, 944–946). Moreover, these manuals 
were just one of various ways of communicating with the dead in the hereafter in 
order to consult them about the future. There may have been attempts to summon 
the dead; for instance, in churchyards (Devereux 2010). The example of Liedwy of 
Schiedam in part 2 shows how visionary mystics were instrumentalized as mediums 
to contact the dead. The urge to stay in touch with deceased relatives – including 
physical contact with their bodily remains, for instance in ossuaries  – has always 
been strong. In the thirteenth century, the Church established All Souls’ Day, an 
attempt to channel this desire by imposing acceptable rules for the remembrance 
of the dead. People not only prayed for the salvation of the souls of the dead in an 
orthodox manner but also, quite pragmatically, asked them for help in times of hard-
ship or when they wished to know the future. The idea of consulting the dead about 
lucky lottery numbers, however, is definitely a post-medieval approach (Daxelmüller  
2010).

As a last intuitive/inspired form of prognostication, John of Salisbury’s method, 
introduced in part 2, shall be mentioned again. Here, a medium, preferably a child, 
is asked to interpret the movements of shadow and light on reflective surfaces. In the 
Middle Ages, such methods were usually categorized as hydromancy, while the Byzan-
tine term lecanomancy refers to the bowl of water used for the purpose of divination 
(↗ Grünbart, Lekanomanteia Eastern Christian World). It was known that other arte-
facts, such as mirrors or crystal balls were used, too, but the terms for such methods 
of divination, cataptromancy or crystallomancy, were created later.

e. Quantifying Risks
To date, little is known about the mathematical methods of prognostication in the 
Middle Ages apart from the calculation regarding time and calendars. There are, 
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however, records of very rudimentary but still rather impressive probability calcu-
lations. Merchants relied on these to determine the risks along a certain trade route 
and the resulting costs for the insurance of their goods (↗ Franklin, Quantifying Risks 
Western Christian World). The pseudo-Ovidian poem De Vetula contains probability 
calculations based on the throwing of three hexagonal dice. This demonstrates that 
medieval readers were not only aware that certain results showed up more frequently 
than others, but that at least some understood how these probability calculations 
were obtained and could be presented in a mathematical scheme. This enabled them 
to calculate their betting odds and improve their chances of winning. (↗ Heiduk, 
Games and Prognostication).

Astrology stands out in the schematic classification of prognostication methods. 
While the calculations regarding time and calendars were based on astronomy, astro-
logical interpretations formed an integral part of various other methods of prognosti-
cation. Astrology explained celestial phenomena such as comets as portents, helped 
people to read the dot patterns in geomancy, determined the sequence of summoning 
rituals by defining the astrologically opportune moments for their performance, and 
was even connected to doomsday prophecies. If there were a hierarchy of prognosti-
cation methods, astrology would rank, uncontested, at the top, due to its versatility. 
Its outstanding importance is reflected in the intense debates about its scientific value 
and compatibility with the Christian doctrine, but above all in its omnipresence in the 
medieval recorded history, poetry, science, and advice literature.

Written Sources, Artefacts, and Pictures

There exists a wide variety of historical evidence available for research on medieval 
prognostication. However, these sources provide a very limited insight into the past, 
because it was only toward the end of the Middle Ages that written records became 
more common. In the area of prognostication, oral traditions probably prevailed for 
the majority of the medieval millenium. The observations of everyday prognostication 
practices made by Hans Vintler and Johannes Hartlieb started very late in the fifteenth 
century. The same applies to the detailed records made by professional astrologers 
such as Richard Trewythian. Those mantic practices, performed either in private or 
in semi-public spaces, were rarely recorded. Frequently, written documents were only 
produced when the state or Church authorities started intervening and trials were 
held. The evidence they provide is relatively selective. Even narrative texts such as 
works of history or vitae offer only glimpses of unsettling events, such as the appear-
ance of wandering prophets, unusual natural phenomena, or the presumed miracles 
worked by a visionary, written down to confirm her saintliness and proximity to God. 
The research on medieval prognostication is also limited by the lack of many histor-
ical documents. While it is true that many relevant texts have been critically exam-
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ined and edited, and important fundamental research has been carried out, this work 
remains far from completion, particularly in the area of astrology with its immensely 
rich tradition. The digitalization of historical records for computer analysis is making 
slow progress. Databases, such as the search engine on magic and mantic practices in 
medieval legal texts created by the Käte-Hamburger-Kolleg in Erlangen, represent the 
small beginnings of such an endeavor (https://www.ikgf.fau.de/publications/data-
bases/). Other types of sources, such as historiographical works, have only recently 
been studied in more detail with regard to visions and prognoses of the future (Lehner 
2015). The following overview of source material is just a cursory listing. The main 
articles on the practices of prognostication offer more detailed information.

Manuals

As far as written records are concerned, there exist enormous differences in both 
the quantity and diversity of the source material. The bulk of the information about 
prognostication practices comes from manuals; i.  e. instructions on the application 
of mantic knowledge. The majority of these are dedicated to its supreme discipline: 
astrology. These records comprise the standard introductory works, textbooks, and 
comments used for university studies, volumes of tables and calendars with astrolog-
ical remarks, astrological prodigy literature, nativities, and predictions of mundane 
astrology, but also works on mixed subjects such as astrometeorology and astromed-
icine. Then there is a highly specific type of work: polemic papers that argue for or 
against the scientific nature and significance of astrology (↗ Rapisarda, Doubts and 
Criticism on Astrology). The vast majority of these documents were written by schol-
ars and professionals. The more popular media, such as practical calendars contain-
ing astrological mottos, hemerological instructions, and weather proverbs, appear 
only in the Late Middle Ages. There is far less information available about the other 
mantic arts, and it is less diverse. The number of treatises on geomancy, oneiromancy, 
and physiognomy, including chiromancy, is relatively high, which suggests that this 
knowledge was not only of scientific interest but also applied in practice. Instructions 
on scapulimancy are less common, and other mantic techniques received only a brief 
mention in treatises on other subjects. Explications of onomatomancy can be found in 
works on fencing or medical compendia, but there are no specific works dedicated to 
those subjects. Instructions on how to perform magic rituals also occur in surprisingly 
large numbers, but divination is just a minor aspect of this type of literature (↗ Heiduk 
and Otto, Manuals of Learned Magic). Following the concept of the Secretum secreto-
rum, the instructions for several divinatory arts, in particular for physiognomy and 
other relatively basic applications, were not only included in the advisory books con-
sulted at court (↗ Yun, Culture of Prognosis in Mirror-of-Princes; ↗ Forster, Pseudo-Ar-
istotelian Sirr al-asrār/Secretum secretorum), but also widely circulated and popular 
with a large audience. Lot books, in their enormous diversity, also count as manuals. 

https://www.ikgf.fau.de/publications/databases
https://www.ikgf.fau.de/publications/databases
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Countless medieval manuscripts of lot books, and the discovery that many of these 
works were among the first books to be printed, confirm their popularity throughout 
the ages. Textbooks on medical prognostication, on the other hand, belong to the 
category of scholarly literature, whereas books on commercial agreements, including 
insurance contracts, merchants’ manuals, instructions for applied arithmetic, and 
tables of compound interest, were part of the merchants’ world.

Normative Texts and Reflective Works of Literature

Normative texts from the canonical as well as the secular side provide a huge amount 
of source material regarding divinatory prognostication. For centuries, legal texts were 
concerned with divination and prohibited it repeatedly. This indicates that regulations 
from earlier times were regularly included in the current legislation, and that divina-
tory practices posed a persistent problem. Those legal texts address a wide range of 
mantic arts but, since they often simply quoted the definitions of the Church Fathers, 
it is impossible to draw any conclusions about how often those arts that are mentioned 
were practiced or exactly how they were performed. Reflective works of literature, like 
treatises on natural sciences or theology, summae as well as encyclopedias, are often 
inspired by these normative texts, and so adopt their basic definitions of the mantic 
arts and condemn their unlawful character. Sometimes, however, this criticism of all 
forms of superstition sounds hollow. Instead, as in the case of Johannes Hartlieb, 
the critic seems to veil the useful descriptions on how to practice these arts. In con-
trast to the collections of laws, reflective writings leave more room for debate on the 
legitimacy of fortune telling and the basic human need to know the future. Several 
scholars, such as Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas (see part 1), adopted a more 
nuanced view of the issue.

Narrative Texts

Knowledge of the visions, experiences of the afterlife, and the prophecies of medieval 
mystics have been transmitted by narrative texts. Autographs are rarer in this context 
than vitae or reports of visions by fellow brothers, confessors, or hagiographers. Auto-
graphs of female visionaries are the sole exception here. The historiographical works 
of the Middle Ages, however, provide a real treasure trove of notes about presumed 
portents, prophecies, astrological interpretations, apocalyptical hysterics, and the 
appearance of mystics or false prophets. In these notes, the future is foretold mainly ex 
eventu, with a strongly moralizing undertone. The medieval historiographers are often 
the only informants about the practical aspects of prognostication in the non-Chris-
tian societies of the Middle Ages, but their accounts are often biased (↗ McKinnell, 
Pagan Traditions in Germanic Languages; ↗ Boyle, Early Medieval Perspectives on 
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Celtic World; ↗ Słupecki, Prognostication in Pagan Beliefs among Slavs). A special 
form of narrative prose is fictional texts, such as courtly poetry and novels (↗ Rap-
isarda, Novels and Poems Western Christian World). The diviners and sorceresses 
appear with fantastic features in those works, but this mirrors the medieval imagina-
tion about fortune telling. However, these fantasy figures often possess a surprisingly 
detailed knowledge of astronomical devices or are able to quote learned authors.

Artefacts

Very few of the medieval artefacts used in prognostication have survived. Of course, 
some of the archeological finds or utensils stored in treasuries, such as crystals, 
mirrors, dice, or playing cards, may have been used for divination, but there are no 
pre-modern artefacts known that would have been clearly marked for such use. There-
fore, the tradition of objects is limited to accessories in lot books, such as the volvelle, 
and to the astronomical instruments used by astrologers, most of them astrolabes 
and less often quadrants. Astrolabes for daily use were made of parchment or paper 
applied to wood and have not been preserved, unlike the more prestigious ones made 
of metal (↗ Rodríguez Arribas, Mathematical Instruments).

Pictorial Traditions

Pictorial traditions of prognostication from the Middle Ages exist in large numbers, 
most of them illustrations of the biblical traditions, about the Old Testament proph-
ets, the Three Magi from the Orient, or the Book of Revelation. The scenes depicted 
were not intended to predict the future specifically. They kept the memory of Chris-
tian tradition alive and reflected the general idea of the end of time. For people in 
the Middle Ages, it was normal to be surrounded by pictures telling stories. These 
were everywhere: illuminations of books of liturgy and prayer, frescos, sculptures and 
stained glass windows in churches (↗ Wagner, Prophecy in Visual Art), maps of the 
world that marked the places of salvation and those of the hereafter (↗ Scafi, Medi-
eval Mappae mundi), or, at the beginning of the Modern Age, pamphlets containing 
apocalyptical messages (↗ Wagner, Three Images of Celestial Phenomena). Fewer in 
number were the non-biblical subjects related to prognostication. Illuminated trea-
tises on astrology often show the authority figures from this discipline, such as its 
mythical founder, Hermes Trismegistos, ancient philosophers, such as Ptolemy, or 
masters from the Islamic world, such as Abū Maʻshar. Beside these authority figures, 
there are also pictures of anonymous astrologers at work, observing the stars with 
astrolabes and quadrants (Mazal 2001). Sometimes, such depictions simply enrich the 
scenery, irrespective of any astrological activities, such as in the illuminations of travel 
reports or courtly novels, with no apparent connection to the text. However, the most 
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important visual medium for the study of celestial objects and phenomena are the 
constellations. The pictorial tradition of the constellations started in the early Middle 
Ages with the illumination of manuscripts, but soon constellations occurred as figura-
tive motifs, for instance at the portal of San Isidoro in Léon, or, in the Renaissance, in 
the frescos of the Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara. The results of comprehensive studies 
of the pictures in manuscripts have been made available only recently in several large 
volumes (Blume, Haffner, Metzger 2012–2018). Medieval pictures of the constellations 
did not serve the purpose of biblical or theological studies, but were used in schools 
and universities as well as by scientists. They were intended to illustrate knowledge 
and make it easier to memorize. They were also an information medium, which did 
not require an accompanying text. Eventually, they developed a life of their own as 
motifs, independently of the original teaching purpose.

Fig. 5: Constellation of Draco, Ursa maior, and Ursa minor 
according to the Leiden Aratea (Leiden, Bibliotheek der 
 Rijksuniversiteit, Voss. Lat. Q. 79, fol. 3v; date: saec. IX). 
Photo credits: Leiden University Digital Collections.

Part 4 –  Decisive Moments in the History of  
Prognostication in the Western Christian 
World during the Middle Ages

The diversity of prognostication methods in the Western Christian world of the 
Middle Ages was enormous. They differed from region to region and enjoyed varying 
degrees of popularity, so general tendencies are difficult to identify. At certain criti-
cal moments, however, changes occurred which had a lasting impact on all areas of 
prognostication. Some of them were the result of the progress of Christianity in the 
Early and High Middle Ages, others of the dissemination of knowledge through the 
translation movements of the High Middle Ages, and, in the Late Middle Ages, the 
popularization of scholarly knowledge on the one hand, and, on the other hand, also 
the increasing attempts of regulation by the religious and secular authorities.
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Prognostication and Christianization in the Early and High Middle 
Ages

Part 1 of this survey has already demonstrated that, in many areas of prognostication, 
the Christian doctrine changed the attitude to the traditions from Antiquity. It brought 
about a radical change in the concept of time and, by implication, the concept of the 
future. In medieval Christian faith, time on earth was aligned to the end. With the 
second coming of Christ, the divine plan of salvation would be completed and, at the 
Last Judgement, humans’ final destiny decided. From that point onward, looking at 
the future could be no more than looking at a finite period of time. Since only God 
knew when the end of time would happen, there was no clear conception of how 
much more time on earth would be allotted to humankind. The Christians thought 
that they were living in the last age, with the end already in sight. Eschatology became 
the prevalent paradigm for interpreting all kinds of signs that might reveal insights 
into the divine plan of salvation (Fried 2001, 24–41). Predictions about the exact date 
of the end of the world remained speculative in nature, whereas the instruments for 
measuring time became increasingly refined. With the spread of Christianity, also, the 
liturgical calendar became widely used. Since the dates of certain holidays, such as 
Easter, varied, accurate calculations were required to determine these. The Christian 
calendar also determined the hours of prayer and service throughout the day, and this 
cycle of prayer provided the structure for daily life. Elaborate calendrical calculations, 
computistic tables, and increasingly sophisticated measuring tools made periodic 
cycles predictable (Borst 1999).

With the spread of Christianity, divination lost the institutional framework in 
which ancient societies had embedded it. The oracles of Delphi or Dodona were con-
nected to sacred places, so the consultation of these oracles required the observance 
of established rites, and the words of the seers were interpreted and controlled by the 
priests. In ancient Roman culture, the reading of signs by priests was a ritual with fun-
damental importance for the state (↗ Engels and Nice, Divination in Antiquity). In the 
Christian understanding, the gift of prophecy was God-given, free from institutional 
contexts. People of any social standing, age or sex could become the voice of God at 
any time and in any place. The examples in part 2 of the survey demonstrate that,  
even by the Early Middle Ages, not all prophetic figures were perceived as trustworthy, 
even if their appearance usually created quite a stir. Increasingly, the Church author-
ities reserved the exclusive right to verify visions, auditions, and other presumed 
revelations, so the chances of being officially recognized as a true prophet became 
increasingly slim after the thirteenth century. It would, however, be misleading to 
speak of the “disappearance of the practice” (Minois 1998, 253–278). The popularity 
of prophecies and visions remained high, although their recipients frequently came 
under suspicion of holding heterodox religious beliefs. It seems logical to assume 
that, in times of crisis, prophets appeared in particularly large numbers. Cataclysmic 
events, such as the Mongol invasion or the plague in the fourteenth century, were 
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certainly interpreted as eschatological signs, but they created a demand for histo-
riographical reflexion rather than prophecies (Bezzola 1974, 90–109; Sprandel 1987). 
So far, there are no methodologically convincing studies about the conjunctures of 
prophecies over long periods of time.

Christianity also broke with the mantic traditions, as already mentioned in part 1. 
Early Christian authors condemned all forms of divination as pagan rites and admon-
ished true believers to stay away from these in order to withstand the treacherous 
insinuations of demons. Following Isidore of Seville, the medieval discourse con-
nected both the mantic arts and magic, as wicked superstitio. Although a clear dis-
tinction was drawn between Christian and pagan practices, in medieval daily life, 
the dividing line between the two remained blurred for a long time. Gregory of Tours 
(d. 594), for example, writes in his History of the Franks that Duke Gunthram had faith 
in the classical arts of divination:

Then Gunthram sent a slave to a certain woman known to him from the time of king Charib-
ert, who had a familiar spirit, in order that she should relate what was to happen. He asserted 
besides that she had foretold to him the time, not only the year but also the day and hour, at 
which king Charibert was to die. (Gregory of Tours, Libri historiarum V, 14 = History of the Francs, 
ed. Brehaut, 116)

King Merovech, on the other hand, modified the ancient method of bibliomancy by 
opening books of Christian liturgy at random pages to receive his prophecies (Libri 
historiarum V, 14 = History of the Francs, ed. Brehaut, 117). There is every reason to 
believe that the constantly repeated warnings about the dubious connection between 
magic and the mantic arts – which were taken up from Isidore by Hincmar of Reims 
(d. 882), Regino of Prüm (d. 915), and others – were not simply born out of the desire 
to categorize all forms of divination, as they are to be understood as a reaction to the 
persistence with which those ancient arts were practiced, although they had probably 
long ceased to be part of pagan cults (Harmening 1979, 274–278).

The Impact of the Translation Movements of the Twelfth and 
 Thirteenth Centuries

A decisive impetus to the history of medieval prognostication came from the transla-
tion movements of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. They brought about funda-
mental changes in many areas of the tradition and sparked a new intellectual inter-
est in the discussion and appraisal of mantic practices. Numerous texts of ancient 
writers and scholars from the Greek East and the Islamic world, which had been inac-
cessible until then, were translated into Latin and had an enormous impact on the 
concepts and practices of prognostication. The astrology and geomancy of the Latin 
West received their theoretical and methodological foundation. The interpretation of 
dreams, physiognomy, and scapulimancy became increasingly the subjects of trea-
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tises and were more frequently applied in practice. The translation of fundamental 
works opened up new possibilities in the areas of medical prognostication and math-
ematical calculation as well. It took some time for the transfer of knowledge, its orga-
nization, and its reception to take effect, with varying results in different places but its 
consequences were felt throughout the Latin West. Profound changes in science and 
education helped people to absorb the new knowledge. Above all the newly-founded 
universities, but also the study centers of the mendicant orders, and the princely 
courts as centers of art and erudition, created an enormous demand for new texts and 
new knowledge. The high mobility of students and scholars – many of them travelled 
all over Europe – promoted the exchange of knowledge, which was presented and 
categorized in new works, such as encyclopedias, mirrors for princes, summae, com-
ments, and text books (Brungs 2017). Most translations were produced as a result of 
the knowledge exchange with Byzantium, in Southern Italy or the Iberian Peninsula, 
areas where people from different cultures came into contact. Jewish scholars often 
played a key role as translators from Arabic. There is also sporadic evidence of the 
transfer of the mantic traditions between the Latin and Hebrew cultures (Rebiger and 
Schäfer 2009, 81–85).

The large majority of translations relevant to prognostication were produced on 
the Iberian Peninsula. Recent studies were able to highlight the cultural environment 
of the translation movements by analyzing how they were linked to the Reconquista 
and the reorganization of the Church structures (Hasse 2006). The analyses prove 
that those translations were hardly the result of a direct exchange between Muslim 
and Christian scholars, but often an act of appropriation of the cultural prey looted 
from the libraries of the rulers of al-Andalus. The first generation of translators, who 
worked in different places between Braga and Barcelona in the second quarter of the 
twelfth century, was mostly interested in works on mathematics and astral and occult 
sciences, including the mantic arts, which were particularly numerous in the libraries 
of the Islamic rulers. Only in the second half of the twelfth century did Toledo become 
a center for the translation movement, which focused also on philosophical works 
(Gutas 2006). The early translators were fascinated especially by the astral sciences, 
as the large quantity of translations on this subject proves. John of Seville (d. after 
1153), for example, was highly productive; among his translations are two of the most 
influential introductions to astrology: the Liber isagogicum by al-Qabīṣī and the Great 
Introduction into Astrology by Abū Maʻshar. Plato of Tivoli’s (d. after 1145) transla-
tions include the Tetrabiblos by Ptolemy which was also translated from the Greek 
by William of Moerbeke (d. 1286) in the thirteenth century. Hugo of Santalla (d. after 
1145) was responsible for the translation of an important book on astrological interro-
gations, the Liber novem iudicum (↗ Burnett, Astral Sciences Western Christian World, 
490–491). Not only the translations themselves but also several programmatic state-
ments made by the translators indicate how intrigued they were by the Arabic texts 
on astral sciences. Hugo of Santalla and Plato of Tivoli expressed their main interest in 
astrology and signaled that Latin scholars had a lot of catching up to do in this area. 



144   Introductory Surveys

Hugo even added a defense of this discipline (Burnett 1977; Ricklin 2006). In addition 
to the translations of astral sciences, Hugo of Santalla was also responsible for the 
Latin versions of texts on geomancy and scapulimancy, such as the Ars geomantie 
and the Liber de spatula (Burnett 2006, 114–116). Through the references in the Arabic 
texts, Latin scholars also became aware of the mythical authorities of the mantic arts, 
like Hermes Trismegistos. As a result, Hermes was adopted as the founder of ancient 
knowledge about the secrets of nature (Heiduk 2008, 327–360).

A phase of intense diplomatic contact between Italian trading towns, the Staufer 
and the papal courts on the one side and the imperial court of Byzantium on the other, 
coincided with the translations produced by Italian scholars between the 1130s and 
1160s. Those scholars were ambassadors and interpreters at the Byzantine court. They 
bought Greek books during their stay in Constantinople and translated many of them 
into Latin (d’Alverny 1982, 430–438). Through this transfer, knowledge previously 
unknown in the West, from the works of Aristotle for instance, made its way to Italy 
and from there into the Latin world. Texts about prognostication formed part of this 
knowledge transfer. It appears that Paschalis Romanus found several books on occult 
sciences in the imperial library of Constantinople, among them the Liber thesauri 
occulti, a compilation of various Greek books about dream interpretation. The Latin 
version of this compilation also included an early translation by Leo Tuscus on the 
decoding of dreams and oracles (Ricklin 1998, 247–270; Heiduk 2014, 143–145).

Translations from Arabic and Greek into Latin had been produced since the elev-
enth century in the area of Southern Italy that was under Norman rule and later in 
the kingdom of Sicily. The work of Constantine the African (d. ca. 1087), whose name 
indicates his Berber provenance, was the starting point. He translated the Arabic Ver-
sions of the books of Hippocrates and Galen during his time in Salerno and in the 
monastery of Montecassino. He also compiled texts from Arabic, Persian, and Jewish 
authors for medical education (Veit 2003). Although the Norman rulers were rarely 
the commissioners of translations, their policy of balancing the interests of the Arab, 
Greek, Jewish, and Latin-Christian communities within their kingdom promoted the 
exchange of knowledge in the twelfth century. Henry Aristippus (d. 1162), Archdea-
con of Catania, translated the fourth book of Aristotle’s Meteorologica and received a 
copy of a fundamental work on ancient astronomy, Ptolemy’s Almagest, while visiting 
Constantinople as an emissary. Later, however, the translation of the Almagest from 
the Arabic by Gerard of Cremona (d. 1187) would outrank this first translation in the 
history of reception (Pedersen 2011, 16–19). At about the same time, Admiral Euge-
nius of Palermo (d. 1202), another high-ranking official in the service of the Norman 
rulers, probably translated the prophecies of the Erythraean Sibyl (Jostmann 2006, 
236–238). The Staufer rulers, successors of the Norman kings, directly commissioned 
translations from Greek, Arabic, and Hebrew. Among them were texts of particular 
significance for prognostication, such as the astrological works Centiloquium Hermetis 
or De revolutionibus annorum nativitatis, which had been translated at the order of King 
Manfred (d. 1266) (Heiduk 2004; Burnett 2014). An important multiplier of astrologi-
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cal and mantic knowledge, although not a translation, is the Liber introductorius by 
Michael Scot (d. 1234?), which the author dedicated to Emperor Frederick II (d. 1250). 
This scholar, who described himself as the emperor’s astrologer, provided not only 
an introduction to the basics of astral sciences in his encyclopedic work (Ackermann 
2009) but also detailed information on physiognomy, including the topics of dream 
interpretation and palm reading (Michael Scot, Liber physionomie, ed. Voskoboynikov).

Michael Scot’s Liber introductorius is a good example of the reception of the 
translations based on compiling the new knowledge and, indeed, very soon, Latin 
scholars became quite creative in mixing and developing the information received 
from the translations. In the philosophical concepts of Albertus Magnus (d. 1280) or 
Roger Bacon (d. 1292), magic and mantic knowledge figures quite prominently, and 
astrology even plays a key role (Hackett 1997; Rutkin 2019, 41–115), so the disciplines of 
divination qualified as a legitimate approach to reading the signs of nature. The schol-
ars, however, curious and eager to learn, soon found themselves restricted in their 
freedom, because the Christian doctrine maintained its ban against divination. What 
was still considered legitimate and what was prohibited became a topic of constant 
discussion. In the mid-thirteenth century, the anonymous author of the famous Specu-
lum astronomiae attempted to have astrology recognized as a discipline of the natural 
sciences by strictly distinguishing it from all sorts of magical practices (Zambelli 1992). 
In their effort to regulate knowledge, the Church authorities went to extremes, intend-
ing to send a clear signal, and excluded certain works from lectures at the University of 
Paris in 1277, among them passages from Aristotle’s works plus, explicitly mentioned, 
a book on geomancy (Flasch 1989, 90).

Popularisation and Persecution: Late Medieval Tendencies

In the long term, these efforts to ban mantic practices from 1277 did not prove partic-
ularly effective and, from the legal point of view, nothing had changed. Significant 
collections of laws, such as the Decretum Gratiani, continued the discourse of whether 
mantic practices were a form of magic, and practitioners of magic came under sus-
picion as heretics (Peters 1978, 71–78). Church sanctions, however, were rare. Until 
the mid-fourteenth century, the practicing of magic was rarely punished. A glance 
at the manual of the inquisitor Bernard Gui (d. 1331) confirms that wizards, diviners 
and those who summoned ghosts are listed in a separate section, but the questions 
for their interrogations sound like standard phrases, unlike the other highly detailed 
instructions contained in the manual. The wide range of divination is compressed 
into a single question regarding the suspect’s knowledge about the prognostication 
of future events (Bernard Gui, Manuel de l’Inquisiteur, ed. Mollat 2, 20–24). In the 
fourteenth century, however, conspiracy theories about the enemies of Christianity 
who would not shrink from using harmful spells and magical assassination were on 
the rise. These theories could easily be adapted to denounce and stigmatize any spe-
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cific group, such as the Knights Templar (1307–1312), lepers (1321), Jews in the context 
of the plague pogroms (1348–1349) or the presumed members of the witch cult (Heil 
2006, 272–299; Utz Tremp 2008, 311–440). According to the doctrine, sorcerers and 
witches could be identified because of their pact with the devil. The examples of Mat-
teuccia Francisci and Margery Joudemayne in part 2 demonstrate that fortune telling, 
per se, was not yet considered an offense. The Malleus maleficarum from 1486, which 
should have become the authoritative standard reference for inquisitors about the 
witch cult, indicates the shift that occurred at the end of the Middle Ages. The whole 
range of mantic arts is mentioned there several times as the characteristic evil deeds of 
witches (Henricus Institoris and Jacobus Sprenger, Malleus maleficarum [print 1494], 
I, q. 2 and q. 16, fol. vii and fol. xxxviii).

Astrologers rarely came under suspicion of heresy. The Christian doctrine clearly 
considered astrology to be related to determinism and superstition, too, but even the 
dogmatic Thomas Aquinas gave subtle hints that certain forms of astrology, provided 
that they were limited to the forecasting of natural events, might be admissible (Rutkin 
2019, 173–234). This provided practicing astrologers with arguments to support their 
activity as well as a line of defense. In the Late Middle Ages, the triumphant advance of 
astrology could no longer be halted, particularly since it was in high demand among 
rulers. With his Livre de Divinacions, Nicole Oresme (d. 1382) attempted to persuade 
his pupil, Charles V of France, not to rely on astrologers for political advice, but in 
vain (Coopland 1952). The astrologer, as an office-bearer and part of the entourage 
of courtly advisors, had become a fixture by the Late Middle Ages. This was the only 
time in medieval history that prognostication was institutionalized, but that did not 
mean that political decisions were based mainly on astrological or mantic consulta-
tions. They were simply one among many aids for decision making, and the sum of all 
of the information and advice given was to confirm the rightness of a decision. Even 
Emperor Frederick II, who, as already mentioned in part 2, loved to show off his power 
by using astrology publicly, seems to have remained skeptical about the prognoses of 
his astrologists. According to the Liber introductorius, he repeatedly subjected Michael 
Scot to tests of his abilities (Haskins 1927, 290).

Not only astrology but other methods of divination also became increasingly 
popular again in the Late Middle Ages, despite the Church’s concerted attempts 
to prohibit them. Texts in vernacular languages, such as farmers’ almanacs with 
their meteorological and hemerological recommendations or translations of Latin 
treatises, contributed to their popularity. Instructions for mantic practices were no 
longer the privilege of scholars, as an increasing number of people at court and in 
the cities became literate. Translations into vernacular languages had been produced 
from as early as the thirteenth century, like the Secretum secretorum (↗ Forster, 
Pseudo- Aristotelian Sirr al-asrār/Secretum secretorum), and thereafter in increasing 
numbers. The traditions in the vernacular languages are still scarcely researched. 
However, a few cursory examples should be mentioned here, such as the four-
teenth-century compilation of astrological standard references in French for Mary of 
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Luxembourg (d. 1324) (Heiduk 2008, 280), the German translation from the fifteenth 
century of the astrological basic rules of the Centiloquium Hermetis (Heiduk 2004, 
276), and the Dutch version of The treatise of Abdallah on Geomancy, also from the 
fifteenth century (Braekman 1984). Remarkably, the critics of superstition who wrote 
their texts in vernacular languages also contributed to the dissemination of mantic 
knowledge. Of note in this context are the debates on astrology at the French and 
Burgundian courts (Veenstra 1998) or, in the German-speaking region, the works of 
Hans Vintler or Johannes Hartlieb, which have already been quoted several times 
(↗ Heiles, German Texts on Superstition). Another factor which helped to spread 
mantic knowledge and practices was the increasingly frequent combination of divi-
nation with games and festivals. Apart from the previously mentioned lot books, 
many of which were also written in vernacular languages (↗ Heiles, Sortes), astro-
logical-cosmological board games, such as the “spherical chess” from the book of 
games by Alfonso X, King of Castile, were played at the royal courts for entertainment 
(↗ Heiduk, Games and Prognostication, 773–774). The lotteries based on the random 
mechanism of casting lots, which had become a standard attraction at fairs since 
the fifteenth century (Raux 2018), provide another example of this combination of 
divination and entertainment.
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