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Introduction

In one of the humorous stories of the Arabian Nights, a young man saw 
the daughter of the qādị̄ of Baghdad, and immediately fell in love with 
her. Through the good services of an old woman, the young man was 
able to schedule a meeting with his beloved in the house of the qādị̄, 
during his absence for Friday noon prayers. Before going to his appoint-
ment, the young man called for a barber to shave him. The barber turned 
out to be extremely talkative, and the young man could not get rid of 
him. Due to the stupid behaviour of the barber, the young man and the 
girl were caught during their meeting, and the young man broke his leg 
during the escape.

The barber claimed to be, among other things, an expert in astrol-
ogy, astronomy and mathematics, and he used his astrolabe in order 
to check whether the moment was suitable for shaving the young man. 
The passage on the barber and his astrolabe contains some astronomi-
cal data which were studied by Vernet in 1960 on the basis of the Cal-
cutta and Būlāq (Cairo) editions of the Arabian Nights, which editions 
appeared in 1833 and 1835 respectively.1 Because these editions refer to 
a ‘conjunction’ between Mars and Mercury, Vernet called his article La 
conjunción del barbero de Bagdad. A brief article by Maddison2 is based 
on Vernet’s analysis.

1 See: J. Vernet Ginés, ‘La conjunción del barbero de Bagdad,’ in P. Gallais & Y.J. Riou 
(eds.), Mélanges offerts à René Crozet (Poitiers, 1966), pp. 1173–1175, repr. in J. Vernet 
Ginés, Estudios sobre historia de la ciencia medieval (Barcelona, 1956), pp. 301–303. Cal-
cutta edition: W.H. Macnaghten (ed.), Alif laila or book of the Thousand nights and one 
night. The original Arabic, from an Egyptian manuscript, I (Calcutta, 1839). Būlāq edi-
tion: ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Sharqāwī (ed.), Alf layla wa-layla (Būlāq, 1251/1835).

2 F.R. Maddison, ‘The barber’s astrolabe,’ Interdisciplinary science reviews 17 (1992), 
pp. 349–355.
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In 1984, Muhsin Mahdi published a critical edition of the Arabian 
Nights, based on the oldest manuscripts.3 Unlike the Calcutta and Būlāq 
editions, the manuscript texts do not refer to a ‘conjunction’. Hence it 
is time for a new look at the barber’s astrolabe. The following analysis 
of the passage on the astrolabe will confirm Vernet’s main hypothesis – 
that the passage ultimately goes back to sensible astronomical and 
astrological data, probably taken from a horoscope. I will argue that the 
horoscope was drawn up in 763 AH/ 1361 AD rather than in 653 AH/
1255 AD as suggested by Vernet. I would like to dedicate this brief article 
on the combination of science and literature to Remke, who has com-
bined these two interests so fruitfully during her career.

The text

In his edition of the Arabian Nights, Mahdi distinguishes two manu-
script families, which he calls the Syrian and the Egyptian branch. I first 
quote the passage on the barber and his astrolabe in Mahdi’s edited text, 
which is based on the Syrian branch. The passage occurs in almost the 
same form in the Breslau 1826 edition of the Arabian Nights.4 I keep 
the orthography of Mahdi’s edition; below I note some differences with 
the Egyptian branch and variants in the individual manuscripts, based 
on Mahdi’s critical apparatus. In my translation I have labeled the calen-
darical and astronomical statements [1], [2], etc. for future reference.

 فادخل المزين يدە الى حرمدانه فادا فيه اسطرالب سـبع صفايح مطعم ابلفضه، فاخذە ومضى الى
 وسط الدار ورفع راسه الى شعاع الشمس ونظر فيه ملًيا۰ تم انه قال اعلم اي سـيدى انه مضى من
االف وسـبع  للهجرە  وسـتمايه  وخمسين  تالت  سـنه  صفر  عشر  اتمن  الجمعه  يوم  وهو  هدا   يومنا 
 وتلتمايه وعشرين من اتريخ االسكندر والطالع في يومنا هدا على ما اوجب في الحساب من المريخ
 تمان درجات وست دقايق اتفق رب الطالع عطارد وفي تلت االسطرالب والمريخ معه في الطالع وهو
 داخل معه فى تسديسه يدل على ان اخد الشعر جيد ويدل دلك ايضا على انك تريد االتصال بنفس

وهو مدموم الحال فيه مفسود۰

3 M. Mahdi, The Thousand and one nights (Alf layla wa-layla) from the earliest known 
sources. Arabic text edited with introduction and notes. 3 vols. (Leiden, 1984–1994).

4 See Mahdi 1984–1994, I, p. 335. The story occurs in the 144th night. Breslau Edi-
tion: M. Habicht & H.L. Fleischer, Alf layla wa-layla. Tausend und eine Nacht. Arabisch 
nach einer Handschrift aus Tunis. 12 vols. (Breslau, 1826), see II, p. 227.
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Translation
The barber put his hand in his bag and produced an astrolabe with seven 
plates, inlaid with silver. He took it and went to the middle of the house (i.e., 
the courtyard). He raised its upper part to the rays of the sun and looked at 
it for a while. Then he said: “Sir, know that [1] there has passed from this 
day of ours, namely Friday, the eighteenth of Sạfar of the year six hundred 
thirty-five of the Hijra, [2] and seven thousand three hundred twenty of 
the Alexander Era; [3] the ascendent on this day of ours is, according to 
computation, from Mars eight degrees and six minutes; [4] the lord of the 
ascendent happens to be Mercury; [5] and it is in one-third of the astro-
labe; [6] and Mars is with it in the ascendent; [7] and it enters with it in its 
sextile (aspect). It indicates that it is (a) good (moment) for cutting hair, 
and that also indicates that you want to be in contact with someone, but 
this is inauspicious and the situation in this case is hopeless.”

Before analysing this passage, I note the differences in the various manu-
script versions, referring to Mahdi’s critical apparatus.5

[1] In the three manuscripts of the Egyptian branch the Hijra dates are 
Friday the twelfth of Sạfar 763, Friday the eighteenth of Sạfar 763 
and Friday the eighteenth of Sạfar 773 respectively. The date Friday 
the tenth of Sạfar 763 occurs in the Būlāq and Calcutta editions.6 
In Mahdi’s later discussion of the whole passage,7 the dates 766 and 
776 are misprints for 763 and 773 respectively.

[2] The Alexander date is omitted in the manuscripts of the Egyptian 
branch and in the Būlāq edition. The version 7300 in one of the 
manuscripts of the Syrian branch is clearly a scribal error.

[3] The Būlāq edition has ‘and its ascendent, as required by the science 
of computation, is Mars 7 degrees and 6 minutes’.

[4] Two manuscripts in the Egyptian branch have an interesting vari-
ant here: ‘It happens that the lord of the ascendent of the right hair 
(rabb tạ̄liʿ al-shaʿr al-yamāniyya [sic]) is Mercury’, and ‘it happens 
that the lord of the hairy (?) ascendent (rabb al-tạ̄liʿ al-shaʿra [sic]) 
is Mercury’. The ‘right hair’, al-shaʿr[a] al-yamāniyya, is reminiscent 
of the Arabic name of the star Sirius al-shiʿrā al-yamāniyya.

5 See Mahdi 1984–1994, II, p. 134.
6 See al-Sharqāwī, p. 90, l. 4, and Macnaghten, I, p. 238, l. 17.
7 M. Mahdi, The Thousand and one nights (Leiden, 1995), see p. 125 and p. 252 

n. 135.
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The Būlāq edition has, instead of [4]: ‘it happens that Mercury is in 
conjunction with it’ (ittafaqa annahu qāranahu ʿutạ̄rid). The same 
variant occurs in the Calcutta edition and in Vernet’s and Maddison’s 
 translations.

The astrological statements [5]–[7] are omitted in the Calcutta and 
Būlāq editions and also in the translations by Vernet and Maddison. 
Mahdi does not say anything in his critical apparatus about the state-
ments [5]–[7], so I assume that they were in the manuscripts in both the 
Syrian and Egyptian branches. In [5], the Breslau edition reads (astro-
logical) ‘house’ (bayt) instead of ‘one third’ (thulth).

Al-Bīrūnī on the Astrolabe

For reasons of space, I will not give a detailed discussion of the astro-
labe. The reader can refer to numerous publications, which are easily 
available and well illustrated.8 For our purpose it is sufficient to enumer-
ate the parts of the astrolabe (see figs. 1, 2, 3).9 (1) A metal circular disk, 
engraved on the back side (see fig. 1), and with a hole in the centre, in 
which a central axis can turn. A ring is attached to the disk so the disk 
can be held vertically. (2) The central axis. (3) A metal ruler (alidade) 
provided with two sights, and rotating about the central axis on the back 
side of the circular disk. The two endpoints of the ruler point to a cir-
cular scale on the outer edge of the disk. See fig. 1, but note that the two 
sights are perpendicular to the plane of the paper so they are only visible 
as two short straight lines. (4) A set of circular metal plates (sạfāʾih)̣, of 
which both sides are engraved with a net of circles (including the hori-
zon, altitude circles or almuqantars, azimuthal circles) for a specific geo-
graphical latitude. See fig. 3. (5) The spider or web is an intricate metal 

8 Examples are: J. North, ‘The Astrolabe,’ Scientific American 230/1 (January, 1974), 
pp. 96–106, H. Michel, Traité de l’astrolabe (Paris, 1947), R. d’Hollander, L’astrolabe. 
Histoire, théorie et pratique (Paris, 1999), D.A. King, In synchrony with the heavens. 
Studies in astronomical timekeeping and instrumentation in medieval Islamic civiliza-
tion, II, Instruments of mass calculation (Leiden, 2005), B. Stautz, Untersuchungen von 
 mathematisch-astronomischen Darstellungen auf mittelalterlichen Astrolabien islamischer 
und europäischer Herkunft (Bassum, 1997).

9 Figures 1, 2 and 3 have been taken from J. Frank, Die Verwendung des Astrolabs 
nach al Chwârizmî. Abhandlungen zur Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften und der 
Medizin; 3 (Erlangen, 1922), repr. in F. Sezgin (ed.), Arabische Instrumente in orienta-
listischen Studien, IV (Frankfurt, 1991).
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Fig. 1 Fig. 2

Fig. 3
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network displaying around 30 star pointers and a ring which represents 
the ecliptic. The ring is divided into 12 signs, which are further subdi-
vided into intervals of 5 or 1 degrees.

The plates should be attached to the front side of the disk such that 
the plate corresponding to the geographical latitude of the observer’s 
locality is visible. The spider has a hole in the centre and can be attached 
to the central axis on top of the plate corresponding to the geographical 
latitude. All parts of the spider are connected, but there are many gaps in 
the metal, so that a large part of the engravings on the plate can be seen. 
The result is displayed in fig. 2. The spider is a map of the stars, and the 
plate is a map of the heavens with respect to the observer, on which 
the horizon, zenith, cardinal directions etc. can be seen. The rotation of 
the spider around the axis now simulates the rising, setting, culmination 
etc. of stars and other celestial bodies in the sky.

As a preliminary to my analysis, I will quote (in my own translation) 
from the Introduction to Astrology of al-Bīrūnī (972–1048) the descrip-
tions of the operations with the astrolabe which the barber must have 
performed. The Arabic text can be found in the facsimile edition of 
Wright.10 My own explanatory additions are in parentheses. The quota-
tions will help us to interpret some of the terminology in the astrolabe 
passage in the Arabian Nights. I have omitted non-essential technicali-
ties from my translations. The italicised titles of the chapters correspond 
to titles in boldface in the Arabic manuscript in the facsimile edition.

Al-Bīrūnī says
How the (solar) altitude can be found by means of the astrolabe. Stand 
opposite the sun, suspend the astrolabe vertically from your right hand, 
and hold the quadrant of altitude opposite the solar disk; then the face of 
the astrolabe is towards you. Then turn the alidade (movable ruIer on the 
back) up and down until the shadow of the sight which is adjacent to the 
sun falls on the sight adjacent to the earth, and the ray through the hole in 
the upper sight falls exactly on the hole of the lower sight. If that happens, 
leave the alidade in its position and do not move it. Look at the pointed 
end (of the ruler) which (turns) on the (scale for the) degrees of altitude 
(on the rim of the back side), (find) at which degree (mark) it is pointing. 

10 R.R. Wright, The Book of instruction in the elements of the art of astrology by al-
Bīrūnī (London, 1934), repr. in F. Sezgin (ed.), Islamic mathematics and astronomy; 29 
(Frankfurt, 1998). See p. 199 no. 330, p. 200 no. 332, p. 201 no. 333, p. 331 no. 527.
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Then find the . . . (number of) degrees of altitude of the sun at that moment 
(corresponding to the mark). And know whether it (the sun) is Eastern of 
Western, that is, before noon it is Eastern, and after noon it is Western.

Determining the ascendent from the altitude of the sun. Turn the astrolabe 
towards your face and place the face of the plate whose latitude corre-
sponds to the latitude of your locality, . . . (on the astrolabe) such that it is 
visible to the eye. Then find the almuqantar (circle on the plate) whose 
number is equal to the altitude of the sun which you have found; and if 
(the sun) is Eastern, then (look at only) the Eastern (part of the) almuqan-
tar, and if it is Western, then (look at only) the Western (part of the) 
almuqantar, and mark it . . .
 Then we determine from the yearly almanac (daftar) the position of the 
sun for that moment, and we find the (number of) degrees (darajāt) of it 
on the ecliptic on the spider . . ., and if we have found the degree of the sun, 
we put a mark on it. Then we (rotate the spider over the plate and) place 
it (the mark for the sun) on the almuqantar (on the plate) which we have 
marked. Then we look at the Eastern horizon, and we look which (degree) 
of the ecliptic coincides with it, and that is the sign of the ascendent and 
its degree.

How the elapsed time (al-māḍī) of day can be determined. If the ascendent 
with its (correct number of) degrees has been placed on the Eastern hori-
zon (by rotating the spider if necessary), look at the pointer, and this is (at) 
the beginning of Capricorn, and see where it is among the degrees on the 
rim. Put a mark on its place. Then turn the spider contrary to the succes-
sion of the zodiacal signs (i.e., counterclockwise) . . ., until the degree of the 
sun, which you have marked on it, coincides with the Eastern horizon, and 
look which (degree) the pointer has reached (on the rim). Count from the 
first mark (on the rim) to it, and the result is the elapsed part from sun-
rise to the present moment, in time-degrees (azmān) of the equator. Then 
take for each 15 time-degrees (azmān) one hour, and for the remainder, 
for each time-degree (zaman) four minutes of an hour. The result is the 
elapsed (part) of the day in equal hours and fractions (of hours).

As far as the fourth subdivision (of astrological prediction, of horary 
questions) and its principles, namely the ascendents of the beginnings (of 
actions) . . .
 The essence of the matter in it is that the cardinal points (ascendent, 
descendent, midheaven, Imum Coeli) should be in good position, that 
is, they should be away from maleficient (planets) and their lights (i.e., 
astrological rays), and they should be lighted by beneficient (planets), and 
especially the ascendent, and its lord, and the moon, and the governing 
(planet) of its house, and the (planet) governing the business. Place them 
in aspects with the ascendent, or else the chosen moment will turn out 
badly. This is a long and wide subject which cannot be exhausted here.

Astrological aspects and rays will be explained below.
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Analysis of the Passage in the Arabian Nights

It is now time to analyse the passage in the Arabian Nights on the bar-
ber’s use of the astrolabe. First I discuss a number of inconsistencies.

The sentence in [1] and [2] is incomplete, since it is not stated how 
much time of day has passed. Time of day, as measured by an astrolabe, 
is measured in time-degrees (azmān) or hours (sāʿāt) and minutes, as 
in al-Bīrūnī’s description, never in ‘degrees’ (darajāt) and minutes. Thus 
the 8 degrees and 6 minutes in [3] cannot refer to the amount of time of 
the day which has passed. This 8 degrees 6 minutes must be the result 
of a computation by means of an astronomical handbook or almanac, 
since an astrolabe cannot possibly be read off with an accuracy of min-
utes of arc. The term ‘ascendent for this day’ in [3] does not make sense 
because the ascendent progresses through all signs of the ecliptic during 
a single day. It is likely that we have to interpret the information in [3] as 
relating to the sun rather than the ascendent, because the barber must 
have used the position of the sun to set the astrolabe, as we have seen 
in al-Bīrūnī’s description. The statements [6] and [7] are inconsistent, 
because two celestial bodies cannot be in conjunction (according to [6]) 
and in sextile (according to [7]), that is to say, approximately 60 degrees 
apart.

These inconsistencies make one wonder whether the data in the pas-
sage are ultimately dependent on a genuine astronomical and astrologi-
cal computation for a specific moment. We will now investigate whether 
this can be the case. We begin with the calendarical information in [1] 
and [2]. Because the variant ‘773’ appears only once in the manuscripts 
studied by Mahdi, only the years ‘653’ and ‘763’ of the Hijra calendar are 
serious possibilities. The month is always Sạfar, and we will now con-
sider the weekday of the day numbers 10, 12 and 18, which occur in the 
manuscript (written out in words).

The new moons preceding Sạfar 653 AH and 763 AH took place on 
March 10, 1255 AD around noon (Greenwich Mean Time) and Novem-
ber 28, 1361 AD in the late morning (GMT). The crescent was first 
sighted in the Middle East on the evenings of Thursday March 11, 1255 
AD and Monday November 29, 1361 AD.11 Days in the Hijra calendar 
begin at sunset. Consequently, 1 Sạfar 653 AH probably corresponded 

11 I thank Dr Rob van Gent for checking the first visibility of the crescent on these 
dates by the program MoonCalc.
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to March 11/12, 1255 AD and 1 Sạfar 763 to November 29/30, 1361 AD. 
In these two cases, one obtains the same result if the beginnings of the 
months are computed according to the schematic Hijra calendar (not by 
actual observation of the crescent). Hence 18 Sạfar 653 corresponded to 
Sunday March 28 / Monday March 29, 1255 AD and 18 Sạfar 763 cor-
responded to Thursday December 16 / Friday December 17, 1361 AD. 
The dates 12 and 10 Sạfar 653 and 12 Sạfar 763 cannot possibly be fitted 
to the weekday ‘Friday’. 10 Sạfar 763 only corresponds to Thursday Dec. 
9 / Friday Dec. 10, 1361 if we assume that the crescent was sighted one 
day later and the month Sạfar 763 began on November 30 / December 
1, 1361 AD. Thus we conclude that the date was probably 18 Sạfar 763, 
with 10 Sạfar 763 as a less likely alternative.

We will skip [2] for the moment, and turn to the astronomical data 
in [3] and [6]. The following table contains the positions of the Sun, 
Mercury and Mars for the relevant dates, 6 am GMT (corresponding to 
mid-morning in the Middle East). The positions have been computed 
from Tuckermann’s tables12 and rounded to degrees, since the Islamic 
astronomical handbooks used in computing planetary and solar posi-
tions were not more accurate. Ar., Sag. and Cap. are my abbreviations of 
the ecliptical signs Aries, Sagittarius and Capricornus.

Date AH Sạfar 653 Sạfar 763
10 12 18 10 12 18

Date AD March 1255 Dec. 1361
21 23 29 9 11 17

Sun 7 Ar. 9 Ar. 15 Ar. 26 Sag. 28 Sag. 4 Cap.
Mercury 6 Ar. 5 Ar. 1 Ar. 12 Sag. 15 Sag. 24 Sag.
Mars 5 Ar. 6 Ar. 12 Ar. 20 Sag. 22 Sag. 26 Sag.

The corresponding positions for 18 Sạfar 773 (Saturday August 30, 
1371 AD) 6 am (GMT) are: Sun 14 Virgo, Mercury 29 Virgo, Mars 23 
 Capricorn.

We now ask to what extent these results can be harmonized with the 
astronomical information in [3] and [6]. On 18 Sạfar 763 and on 12 and 
10 Sạfar 653 (the date of Vernet’s conjunción del barbero), Mars is ‘with’ 

12 B. Tuckermann, Planetary, lunar and solar positions. A.D. 2 to A.D. 1649 (Philadel-
phia, 1964). More recent methods are a little more accurate than in the 1960s, but the 
difference can be ignored for our purpose, because we are only interested in positions 
rounded off to degrees.
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Mercury, in agreement with [6]. If the date is 18 Sạfar 763, the ‘8 degrees 
6 minutes’ in [3] can be interpreted as the distance between the sun and 
Mars. No such interpretation is possible on the other days, Thus, Friday 
18 Sạfar 763 emerges as the only possibility.

The fact that the same date agrees with the calendrical and with spe-
cific astronomical information is probably not accidental. Thus, the 
astrolabe passage in the story of the barber was in all probability based 
on a genuine astronomical computation for 18 Sạfar 763. This interpre-
tation is also plausible hom a paleographical point of view. The variant 
‘twelfth’ thānī ʿashara (اثنى عشر) can easily be explained as a scribal error 
of ‘eighteenth’ thāmin ʿashara (عشر  and the reading ‘tenth’ ʿāshir ,(اثمن 
can be explained by the omission of the word thāmin. In the Syrian 
branch, the date 763 may have been changed to 653 because the story 
of the young man and his beloved contains a reference to the caliph of 
Baghdad. The last caliph in Baghdad was murdered during the sack of 
the city by the Mongols in 656 AH / 1258 AD.

The dates suggest that the manuscripts in the Egyptian branch con-
tain the more authentic version of the astronomical data. This impres-
sion is confirmed by another passage on the astrolabe, which we have 
not yet mentioned, and which is different in the manuscripts of the Syr-
ian and Egyptian branches. Some time later, the barber tells the young 
man that the father of the young man had asked him to let blood. In the 
manuscripts of the Syrian branch, the barber says that on that occasion: 
‘I took the ascendent and found it to be a good ascendent’ (wa-akhadhtu 
al-tạ̄liʿ fa-wajadtuhu tạ̄liʿ jayyid). In the manuscripts of the Egyptian 
branch, the whole story is slightly different, and the following, more 
detailed, passage occurs: ‘I brought out the astrolabe and took for it (the 
bloodletting) the (solar) altitude, and I found the ascendent inauspi-
cious’ (akhrajtu al-asṭụrlāb wa-akhadhtu lahu al-irtifāʿ fa-wajadtu al-tạ̄liʿ 
madhmūman).13 Here again, the Egyptian branch preserved a technical 
detail which was lost in the Syrian branch.

We will now discuss how the rest of the information in the earlier pas-
sage on the barber’s astrolabe can be interpreted.

The Alexander Era, mentioned in [2], is the Seleucid era (SE), which 
began in 312 BC, so the date 7320 SE in the manuscripts of the Syrian 
branch is clearly impossible. The months Sạfar 653 and 763 fall in the 

13 See Mahdi 1984–1994, I, p. 337, l. 12 (night 145), II, p. 134, l. 2 from bottom.
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years 1566 SE and 1673 SE respectively. Another relevant chronology,14 
often used in astronomical works, is the Persian Yazdgerd Era (YE): 
Sạfar 653 corresponds with 624 YE, 10–12 Sạfar 763 with 730 YE, and 
18 Sạfar 763 with 731 YE. No easy explanation is possible. Perhaps the 
‘7320’ in the manuscripts in the Syrian branch was somehow inspired by 
the numbers ‘1673’ or ‘731’ which may have been found in an archetype 
of the surviving manuscripts in the Egyptian branch.

The astrological information in [4]–[7] is more fluid in nature, and 
many different interpretations are possible. Above we have mentioned 
that in two manuscripts in the Egyptian branch, Mercury is said to be 
‘the lord of the ascendent of the right hair’, and ‘the lord of the hairy(?) 
ascendent’, where al-shaʿra al-yamāniyya could be explained as a pun 
on Shiʿrā al-yamāniyya, ‘Sirius’ (see above). Neither of these readings 
makes sense. Mercury is the ‘lord’ of Gemini and Virgo, and hence it 
cannot be ‘the lord of the ascendent of Sirius’, whose ascendent was in 
the end of Cancer or the beginning of Leo (depending on geographical 
latitude) in the 14th century AD. It is likely that ‘right hair’ al-shaʿra 
al-yamāniyya is somehow a deliberate corruption of the technical 
astrological term: ‘right (astrological) ray’ (al-shuʿāʿ al-ayman). Such a 
corruption is easy to explain in a story about a barber. In ancient and 
medieval astrology, each planet (including the sun) was believed to cast 
six visual rays to points on the ecliptic. These are the left sextile, quartile 
and trine rays, and the right trine, quartile and sextile rays. The dis-
tances of the points where these rays hit the ecliptic was on average 60, 
90, 120 degrees for sextile, quartile and trine rays respectively. If such a 
ray is close to another planet or point (such as the ascendent), the other 
planet or point is said to be ‘looked at’ (Latin: adspectus); if the point is 
also a planet, the two bodies are said to form an aspect. In [7] the ‘sextile 
aspect’ is mentioned, so astrological rays were used in the horoscope on 
which the astrolabe passage must have been based. The two variants in 
the manuscripts of the Egyptian branch suggest that essential informa-
tion was lost in the process of transmission.

According to Ptolemy and later authors, the ‘home’ of Mercury is in 
the signs of Gemini and Virgo, so one can interpret [4] to the effect that 

14 For these chronologies see F.K. GinzeI, Handbuch der mathematischen und tech-
nischen Chronologie (Leipzig, 1906), I; for tables see B. SpuIer, Wüstenfeld-Mahler’sche 
Vergleichungs-Tabellen zur muslimischen und iranischen Zeitrechnung (Wiesbaden, 
1961).
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the ascendent is in either of these signs.15 ‘One-third of the astrolabe’ in 
[5] does not make sense, but the sign Gemini is the ‘third’ sign of the 
ecliptic, so [5] may mean that the ‘lord of the ascendent’ is Mercury 
since the ascendent is Gemini. Many other interpretations are also pos-
sible. Thus I have not been able to derive the time of day of the horo-
scope which underlies the passage on the barber’s astrolabe.

In conclusion, the interpretation shows that the ‘authentic’ version of 
the information entered the Egyptian branch, and appears in  modified 
form in the manuscripts of the Syrian branch. In his analysis of the man-
uscripts of the Arabian Nights, Mahdi introduced a lost dustūr-version, 
which immediately precedes the Egyptian and the  Syrian branches, 
Mahdi places the composition of this dustūr-version in the eighth 
century AH/fourteenth century AD.16 This agrees well with the date 
of 1361 for the horoscope which underlies the passage on the barber’s 
 astrolabe.

15 Planets as ‘lords’ of signs occur, for example, in Māshāllāh’s Astrological history. See 
E.S. Kennedy & D. Pingree (eds.), The astrological history of Māshāʾallāh (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1971), p. 91 and passim. Compare F.E. Robbins (ed.), Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1980), I, Ch. 17, pp. 78–82, and Wright, p. 256.

16 See Mahdi 1984–1994, I, pp. 29–30.
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