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About This Book

I remember the first time I looked at my own natal chart (and there were no computer-generated charts in those days, so I had to draw my own) and suddenly I had a whole set of questions that needed to be answered, but foremost among them, I wanted to know what the planets, signs and houses meant and what were the differences between them. Furthermore, how did they relate to my life? For anyone with an interest in astrology that goes beyond reading their weekly horoscope, I hope this book will begin to answer some of those questions.

In this book (and the series of books that will follow this one) I want to explore how the contents of your natal chart apply to the ‘real world’, in other words, your life here on planet Earth. So, what I want to set out in this book is my analysis of what the planets, signs and houses mean from an earthly perspective. It’s all too easy to think about a natal chart in the abstract, as if it is something that is separate from you, the person. That, of course, is not so. That’s why I believe it’s so important to establish that critical link between what happens ‘up there’ in the universe and what happens ‘down here’ on earth. My approach to astrology is psychological, holistic and person centered. It’s also very down to earth and practical. Getting to know your natal chart is about getting to know yourself, so the messages carried in your birth chart need to be relatable to your lived experience. 

The first chapter of this book sets out my approach to natal chart interpretation. I believe that to get the most out of astrology we need to keep it real and that means making the connection between what a planet, sign or house symbolizes and how that works in real life. Following on from that, each chapter gives you a full analysis of what each planet, sign and house represents in your birth chart - and how they function in your life. It sounds simple and straightforward, and I hope you will find it to be so. I’m a great believer in making astrology accessible and meaningful - and right now we’re about to create meaning as we explore the planets, signs and houses of your natal chart.
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The Circle of Life

Here’s the thing about astrological charts. They would be meaningless without a direct connection to lived experience - and that’s true regardless of the type of chart you’re looking at whether it’s a natal or a predictive chart. In this chapter I’m going to talk about your natal chart and start to really think about how it relates to you. Usually at this point an astrologer will tell you about the chart structure, how the chart is divided into houses, hemispheres, quadrants, etc. Then we usually get into a discussion about polarities, elements, modes and so on. I’ll be touching on some of those things soon, but right now the thing I want you to do is think about your natal chart. Close your eyes and visualize. It’s only when you look at your chart as a whole entity that you begin to appreciate the subtleties and complexity of the information it contains.

Those of you familiar with a natal chart will know that it’s divided into twelve segments (like a pie chart) for each zodiac sign. It’s also divided into twelve houses, but the houses don’t necessarily coincide with each sign. That’s your first complication. Then you must untangle hemispheres, quadrants, modes, elements - and that’s before you even begin to examine your planetary placements. Faced with this long astrological ‘to do’ list, it’s not surprising that one of the most important things gets overlooked and that’s the chart in its complete form. So, before you start pulling your natal chart apart. Stop. Take a moment to look at it. What do you see?

First, you will notice it’s a circle and, symbolically, that’s an important shape because a circle is without beginning or end. It represents being whole or complete. For those of a spiritual cast it represents the ‘circle of spirit’, pure, simple and infinite. When we think of the heavens - or the earth - in terms of a ‘shape’ we think of a circle. It’s the form assumed by everything from the stars, galaxies and planets above, to the atoms from which we are made. If we think of the ecliptic (the plane of the Earth’s orbit around the Sun) or our own more earthly horizons, they are circular in form. Circles contain our lives in a real and symbolic sense. We live inside our ‘circles’ of family, friends, neighbors, ideas, beliefs, perceptions. Our personal circles are both real and abstract and all of them are contained in the ‘circle’ that we call your natal chart. It is your circle of life. 

What do I mean by ‘circle of life’? It is a rather philosophical concept but don’t be put off by that as it’s not too difficult to understand. The circle of life (as a concept) refers to the infinite and universal nature of life. As individuals we are born, we live and we die, but every one of our individual lives is part of a greater whole, the great cycle of life itself. There is, of course, a deeply spiritual element to this for many people and it reflects a belief that this infinite cycle connects us to something far greater than ourselves. 

Some people believe we have another existence beyond this earthly one, and there are others who argue that, by the time of our ending, we return to our original state, the void of ‘non-existence’ from which we came. Whatever you believe, the reality of your earthly existence is rather more straightforward. Your present life on this Earth - in astrological terms at least - is mapped out by your natal chart and the patterns contained within its bounds. Your natal chart not only describes your life in this world, but it also represents you in the spiritual dimension. It is without beginning and end and it symbolizes the infinite nature of the universe. For those who believe, it also represents the existence of a life beyond all earthly bounds.
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The Astrological Blueprint
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What does your natal chart say about you and how does it say it? I used the word ‘patterns’ in the above section to describe the contents of your natal chart because the concept of patterns and ‘patterning’ is an important one. Let me put it like this. If you’ve ever found yourself responding to life in the same ways, for example, you find yourself having relationships with a particular type of person, or you persist with habits that are bad for you, or you experience things like anger management issues or money management issues (or any behavioral or experiential issues that crop up in your life repeatedly) then you have patterns in your life. 

Patterns are important because they reveal the underlying ‘paradigms’ or sets of influences that shape our lives. The patterns in our natal charts reflect our subjective reality, the things we believe or experience as real. We respond to our individual circumstances in accordance with the patterns found in our natal charts. An aside here. What if you have patterns of thoughts or behaviors that are having a negative impact on you? Making a paradigm shift (i.e., transforming negative behaviors or thought patterns into positive ones) is, in those circumstances, the key to personal transformation and growth. Your natal chart contains the potentials for both positive and negative expression. It’s up to you to choose which path you take. 

However, before you get to that point, I must ask two questions. First, what constitutes your model of subjective reality and second, how does that relate to your natal chart? The simple answer to the first question is that subjective reality is informed by the way you perceive the world around you. As your astrologer, I’m going to answer the second question by setting you another simple visualization exercise. 

I like to think of the center point of a natal chart as representing you. So, imagine you’re at the center of your own birth chart. There you are, standing at the point where all the signs and house cusps meet, and you can see the planets surrounding you. You can see the Ascendant (AC) degree showing where you were born, the Midheaven (MC) above you and the Nadir (IC) below your feet. You’ve probably also noticed the Descendant (DC) point, largely because there may be someone there who has caught your eye. So, to answer the question, your natal chart describes your subjective reality because you stand at the heart of it. Everything is seen from your point of view. That is what subjectivity is.

If your natal chart represents a ‘blueprint’ of your life, then you need to know how to read the celestial plan, just as an architect or builder knew how to read the plan of your house before they began the building work. In astrological terms, when you look at your natal chart you need to know what you are made of (the planets) and how your component parts work (the signs) and how those parts are going to function in the real world (the houses). 

Now, some of you reading this may be perfectly happy with your life as it is and if that’s so then you need read no further as self-examination is probably not your thing. However, many of us not only want to understand why we are as we are, we would also like to make a few improvements to our lives. Understanding astrology is a good way to begin. The planets, signs and houses can tell you the things you need to know to enable you to start working on yourself from the inside. Let’s begin with an overview of the planets, signs and houses.
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The Planets: The Gods Within
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The planets represent the totality of your psyche. All of the elements of your mind, spirit, energy, values, desires, sense of purpose, emotional needs - and so much more - are symbolized by the planets from the Sun through to Pluto. From an astrological perspective, the important thing about the planets is what they represent and ‘what’ is the operative word here. When you look at your natal chart, the planets are ‘what you do’. They represent very specific drives or functions within your psychological make-up. For example, when you look at the Sun in your chart what is being represented? Your sense of purpose or motivation. With the Moon it would be your emotions, Mercury your mentality, thought processes and so on. Each planet has a specific function in your life and each one of those celestial ‘influencers’ needs to be expressed according to its sign and house position. 

The thing that often surprises people is that they are influenced by signs other than their Sun sign. Your Sun in its sign may be the primary astrological influence on your life but it’s not the only player on the pitch. You need to integrate and own all your planets, and the signs through which they express their energies, to become the complex person you were born to be. However, that’s not always as easy as it sounds. There are many people who block or suppress the parts of the psyche that they find difficult to deal with. By the way, both you and I are probably counted in that number. The issue we all have is that some of the constituent parts of our psyche don’t necessarily get along with each other and when we take an overview of the signs, you’ll understand why that is so.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Signs: How Energy is Released
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Each planet in your natal chart occupies a sign and expresses its energies in accordance with the qualities of that sign. That is one of the most basic tenets of astrology and my apologies once more, to those of you who are familiar with that. However, what does that mean? The most straightforward response is that it is what you think it is. The planets that symbolize all the parts of your life - like motivation (the Sun), emotion (the Moon), communication (Mercury), relationships (Venus), or action (Mars) are expressed in accordance with the typical energies of their relevant zodiac sign. It’s useful, therefore, to understand the nature of the signs that are prominent in your chart. 

So, let’s focus our attention on the zodiac signs. Beginning at Aries in early spring and ending with Pisces as winter fades away, the zodiac signs signify another aspect of the ‘circle of life’ - the cycle of the changing seasons that happens every year. It appears to be human nature to attempt to create order out of chaos (for some signs more than others I must add) and so each of the four seasons of the astrological year is divided into three. Three months per season? That sounds about right to those of us who are used to the logic of the calendar year. The astrological year, with the division of the year into twelve signs and the division of each season into three signs is, of course, based on the passage of the Earth as it orbits the Sun. Our astrological seasons change, not when it’s the first day of a particular month, but in accordance with the spring and autumn equinoxes and the summer and winter solstices. Of course, for most of human history, humankind also followed that pattern. Lives were ordered by the seasons and the ‘quarter days’ marked the change from one season to another with communal feasts and festivals. 

Many of us celebrate such ancient festivals today without even realizing their origins. For example, all the ‘Christian’ festivals many of us celebrate during the year (Easter, Harvest festivals, Christmas) were grafted on to earlier pagan rites and rituals that celebrated the seasonal changes. Midsummer is still widely celebrated, especially in Scandinavia and Northern Europe. It was how the world was ordered, and it had been so since the dawn of time. Man-made calendars may have altered some of the dates and some traditions may have been overlaid with ‘happy holidays’, but you can’t change that subtle, age-old feeling of change when each quarter day comes around.
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The Signs: Modes

[image: ]




So, what has that got to do with the signs of the zodiac? The answer to that question is everything. Each quarter day marks the first day of a new sign - Aries (March 21st), Cancer (June 21st), Libra (September 23rd) and Capricorn (December 22nd). Those four signs mark the beginning of each season and the beginning of another cycle in the circle of life. Each part of that cycle has a beginning, a middle and an end and it’s the position in that cycle that governs the mode of expression of each zodiac sign. Those found at the beginning of the seasons are the cardinal signs. They tend to show initiative, push forward and be active. This phase in the cycle represents the birth of something new. Each of the four cardinal signs signals a shift to a new phase of life as we navigate our life path, from the formulation of our unique identity to the establishment of our family life, our relationships and our place in the world.

The cardinal signs are followed by the fixed signs - Taurus, Leo, Scorpio and Aquarius. This period in the cycle represents exactly what you think ‘fixed’ means, the stability and secure growth that are experienced mid-season. During the fixed phase, we become rooted and look to bolster our security - materially, socially and emotionally. We want to be secure in our expression of who we are, and we want to know that we can depend on our own efforts. The fixed signs may appear solid and secure, but they also run the risk of being ‘sticks in the mud’, an accusation that cannot be laid at the door of the signs that follow them, the mutable signs - Gemini, Virgo, Sagittarius and Pisces. 

Before we discuss the mutable signs, there is a word I want you to become familiar with. Entropy. It’s a scientific term used to quantify the disorder and chaos brought about by the process of change. If nothing is done to accommodate or repair the effects of change, then things fall apart. The houses we live in will decay gently as the sun fades the window blinds, the paint peels and the dust settles everywhere. We know how a car rusts or breaks down because its parts have worn out - and the same goes for any other appliance or machine. They all need to be serviced regularly to keep them in working order. We are no different. 

In a human context, entropy occurs when the body’s cells die. Our skin dries and wrinkles, our hair turns grey. Our bodies stop working as well as they used to, and we may even become seriously ill. We need to develop strategies to ensure our lives stay in full working order for as long as possible. We cannot prevent the ageing process or dust settling or colors from fading. We need to adapt even though we know it is impossible to stop the deterioration that will break us in the end. The mutable signs deal with those changes by being mindful, flexible and by having faith. However, mutable signs may find it difficult to remain anchored and they may become engulfed in the very chaos they seek to avoid.

I mentioned earlier in this book that the signs represent ‘how’ the planets express their energy. Before I get into discussing that, I want to deal with a common misconception we have about zodiac signs. Probably all of us who are into astrology (and even those who are not) will think of ourselves as a Pisces, or a Gemini or whatever sun sign we were born under. As a result, we tend to think of ourselves as being exemplars of our sun sign. A Gemini must be a shallow gossip or a born liar. A Pisces must be spiritual or an alcoholic or vague. Scorpio? Don’t go there. Failure to meet the brief means that we’re somehow failing at being our ‘sign’, or maybe that astrology isn’t so hot after all... 

This is misleading, so let’s set the record straight. Yes, sun signs are descriptive of the type of person you are (and are often more so as you age) but, as I keep on saying, you are more than just your sun sign. At a deeper level, your sun sign contains the essential qualities you will need to embrace in order to develop your solar potentials and grow as a person, but the Sun also has a supporting cast of other planets, each with their own specialisms and ways of expressing them according to their sign. They are equally involved in that process. Your natal chart contains all the planets and all of the signs. They work together as a team and the task they are charged with is to turn you into a well, rounded multi-dimensional human being - if you let them do so.
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The Signs: Elements
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With the above in mind, let’s look at the essential qualities associated with the zodiac signs. Once more we need to look at how things change according to the season. We have seen how the signs have a characteristic mode of expression based on their position in the seasonal cycle, but they don’t all express their habitual mode in the same way. The signs are also grouped by their element, but what do the elements symbolize? Combustible Aries and sunny Leo share the element of fire, but how does that impact on the way their energies are expressed? To begin to answer those questions, we need to look at the story behind the elements to discover how they relate to the cycle of life. This takes us on a journey to the distant past. A word of warning - it may seem like a complicated journey at first so stay with me on this!

Here goes. Our ancestors believed that all matter and life on this Earth was composed of the four primal elements - fire, earth, air and water. Each of those elements represented a specific fundamental principle; they represented the source of life as required by each changing season. Fire acts, earth sustains, air develops awareness and water nurtures. If we look at what the elements mean to us in a psychological sense, we can see that fire signs are characterized as active and purposeful; earth signs are grounded and productive; air signs are thinkers and rational and water signs? Sensitive, caring and intuitive. There are many other words that could be applied to each element but the big take-away is this. The fire signs (Aries, Leo and Sagittarius) have their ‘fieriness’ in common, but they express it differently because their characteristic mode of expression is different. This is also true of the earth signs (Taurus, Virgo and Capricorn), the air signs (Gemini, Libra and Aquarius) and the water signs (Cancer, Scorpio and Pisces). 

And the even bigger take-away? Those of you familiar with your natal sun sign, your primal triad, or your natal chart as a whole, may be familiar with the fact that you have an emphasis on a particular element in your natal chart, just as you may have an emphasis on a characteristic mode of expression or polarity (introverted/extraverted). Some signs work better together than others, but we cannot change our planetary placements, and we have to work with what we’ve got. It’s useful, therefore, to understand the nature of the signs that are prominent in your chart. This is why we need to look at the mix of polarities (masculine and feminine), elements (fire, air, earth and water) and the modes (cardinal, fixed and mutable). Assessing the balance of each of the above qualities gives you an indication of your dominant traits and that may reveal surprising things about you. To complete our exploration of the qualities? Let’s look at the polarities.
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The Signs: Polarities
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One of the key influences on how a sign’s energy is expressed is its polarity. Traditionally, astrology has defined signs as being masculine or feminine, with the expressive fire and air signs being considered masculine and the more reflective earth and water signs being assigned as feminine. In our modern world that’s clearly problematical, but what I want you to take away from that description are the notions of ‘expressive’ and ‘reflective’. When we say that those influenced by a fire or air sign are ‘expressive’ what do we mean by that? 

In simple terms, it means that when a person who is dominated by the ‘masculine’ signs responds to the world around them, their thoughts, feelings and intentions are expressed outwards - sometimes with little mediation. Sensation is transformed into words or deeds - or both - and the rest of us are in little doubt about how these people feel about anything. An expressive approach to life can be like a scattergun - high risk and sometimes insensitive or clumsy - but there is no doubt that expressive people are effective operators because they are well-directed, forthright, courageous and clear about what they want. You don’t have to second guess an expressive person.

This may make less expressive souls feel intimidated, and there is no doubt that the people influenced by the more reflective signs really do belong to a totally different tribe. So, what does being reflective mean? Being reflective means not being expressive is one way of looking at things, but that’s a rather unfair definition. It’s like saying being feminine is defined by not being masculine, and while that may have been acceptable in days of old (when masculine equated to being positive and feminine was characterized as negative) it’s far healthier to be defined by what you are rather than by what you are not. 

So, being influenced by the reflective signs means that you are the kind of person who holds their thoughts and emotions in, processing them carefully until you are ready to send them out into the world. Being reflective is associated with being considered, thoughtful and contemplative. However, it would do reflective-type people a great disservice to accuse them of a life spent navel-gazing. Those who are dominated by the reflective signs offer us the benefit of their perceptions, insights, analysis and attention to detail. Being reflective means knowing the value of patience, and that’s something their expressive cousins could do well to learn from them.

There are numerous other lexical pairings that could describe the essence of astrological polarity - extroversion and introversion, active and passive or subjective and objective. They are simply a few examples that come to mind. However, the thing we need to bear in mind about polarity is this. We contain all of the signs and so our natal charts will always have a perfect balance where polarity is concerned. Where we as individuals are placed on the ‘expression - reflection continuum’ depends solely on where our planetary and chart emphases fall. This means, quite simply, that every loudmouth has the capacity to engage the brain before speaking and every shrinking violet has the capacity to bloom. It only takes a degree of self-awareness on our part to maximize the parts of our natal charts that are somewhat under-used.

*****

The qualities associated with each planet’s sign in your natal chart may function as a form of astrological ‘fine tuning’ but how much influence does this have on your character at a truly deep level? We know the Sun (and the qualities of its sign) will always dominate your natal chart. We also know that the combination of your Sun, Moon and Ascendant (the primal triad or ‘big three’ in your natal chart) provides the basic infrastructure - or framework - for your character. Whatever dominant character traits are emphasized by your sun sign or the combination of signs in your primal triad, they are not going to be significantly altered by the presence of your other planets in different kinds of signs. A water sign dominated primal triad, for example, isn’t going to be significantly changed by having Venus in a fire sign. 

It’s often said that the remaining planets are the ‘flesh’ on the bones or framework provided by the primal triad. The signs associated with each of your remaining planets are about, color, detail and nuance - the things you don’t get from your sun sign or the signs that dominate the primal triad alone. (Incidentally, if you want to know more about how your own primal triad functions you can check out my series of books on this subject - there will be one for each sun sign).

One more thing. Let’s look at that natal chart again. Every natal chart carries the full complement of twelve zodiac signs. Even if you are one of those people who has a planet in almost every sign, you’re still going to have some signs that are empty. In fact, many of us have more signs that are empty than are occupied. So, what happens to them? Are their energies untapped? The answer to that is no. You may not have a planet in every sign, but you are likely to have a house influenced by at least one sign because there’s likely to be a house cusp in most of them. I said ‘most’ of them, as some of you may have houses in your chart containing intercepted signs - signs that fall entirely within certain houses in your chart - and those intercepted signs do not contain any house cusps. 

Intercepted signs also need to be considered in chart interpretation, but the general rule is that the sign on the cusp is the most influential in assessing the nature of a house in your chart. You may, however, have a planet or two (or three) in an intercepted sign and this raises that sign’s influence in your natal chart. The energies of the zodiac signs will always influence the parts of the chart where the house cusps are located regardless of whether the house is tenanted. There is no such thing as a truly empty house in astrology. Each one tells a tale.
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The Houses: Where Life Unfolds
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We come to the ‘where’ part of your natal chart, the houses that represent distinct areas of lived experience, in other words, where the ‘stuff’ of your life happens. You would imagine this to be straightforward. However, the mechanics of dividing a natal chart into houses has always been a vexed question in astrology. I’m not going to give you a complete history of house division in this (or any other) book, other than to say it all began (as many things do) with the simplest of methods in which the sign divisions and house divisions were the same, so the sign of Aries became the first house and so on.  What happened to make things more complicated? That’s a longer story so I’m going to attempt to condense it here. There are two basic types of house division - equal house types (known as ‘ecliptic’ methods of division) and quadrant types, where house division is either spatial (based on dividing space), or temporal (time based).

Equal house division (of which, just to confuse matters, there are several varieties) are based on (as the name would suggest) dividing the chart wheel into twelve equal houses. Some systems, such as ‘whole signs’ divide the chart into houses according to zodiac sign (the signs and house cusps align), but the first house corresponds with your rising sign as a whole rather than your ascendant degree. The traditional ‘equal house’ system differs from this as the house cusps are based on your ascendant degree, so a person born with, for example, their Ascendant at 15˚ Leo would find the cusp of their second house at 15˚ Virgo (and so on) as all house cusps are derived from the ascending degree. I’m sure many of you reading this will already know that, so my apologies if you feel you’re in the ‘astrology for beginners’ class. Equal house division is simple, easy to understand and it’s how the art of dividing an astrology chart into houses began. It’s been around far longer than you and me, so who is to say that it’s out of date? Many contemporary astrologers use equal house systems and the ‘whole signs’ system in particular has seen a resurgence in recent years.

If equal house systems are so well-established and so easy to understand and work with, then how and why did quadrant-based systems develop? Human beings have a propensity to complicate matters and astrologers are no different. For those of you who need an explanation, quadrant-based systems (of which there are many) developed because they acknowledged the importance of the angles in astrological charts. (For more on this, see the next book in this series The Cross of Matter). 

It can be easy for the angles to be overlooked in an equal house chart (particularly in a whole signs chart) as the Midheaven-Nadir axis is not emphasized and may not even align with the 4th-10th house cusps - in fact the MC-IC axis can appear in houses other than the 4th and 10th. In quadrant-based charts the angles are always aligned with the cusps of the 1st, 4th, 7th and 10th houses and the remaining houses fall within each quadrant. How those houses are distributed - in other words, where the cusps are - has long been a subject of debate among astrologers, particularly the ones who are more mathematically inclined than I am. Hence the numerous methods of calculating charts based on dividing space, time and so on. 

Yes folks, it’s complicated and that’s why most astrologers will (through trial and error) tend to settle on one particular system that they have found produces the best results for them and, most importantly, for their clients. Many astrologers use the Placidus or Koch methods (time based) though these do have issues in polar latitudes. Some will use equal house systems. Some will use a different system for different types of astrological chart. I have settled on the quadrant Porphyry system (space based) for natal chart work as it does not have ‘the polar latitude’ issues and it is a system of simple elegance, being a quadrant system with equal sized intermediate houses. It is ancient, but it works for me and my clients. I have also used the Topocentric (time based) system, which is similar to Placidus, as it overcomes many of that system’s limitations in high latitudes. The choice is yours so feel free to use whatever suits you best for your own natal chart. Your choice may owe less to mathematics and more to gut feeling and experience.

Whichever house system you choose to work with, nothing alters the fact that the houses in your chart represent your journey through life and the lived experiences that occur during that journey. In real life, no matter who we are - or what is contained in our natal chart - there are things that are shared by us all. We develop self-awareness, we are anchored through our heritage and family, we establish relationships and careers. We take actions that enable us to grow and extend ourselves, we consolidate and stabilize our achievements, we grow in our understanding and formulate beliefs based on our experiences. It’s a process that is influenced by the qualities associated with each house of the natal chart and, of course, by the synergies and correspondences the houses have with their ruling planets and signs. Again, I feel I must apologies to those of you who are already conversant with this, but I’m going to offer a few words of explanation for those of you who could use a refresh.
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Angular Houses
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Houses 1,4,7 and 10 are (if you use a quadrant system of house division) at the ‘angles’ of your natal chart and they are the spaces in which we find the most important and formative experiences of your life. They contain the data that relate to your fundamental approach to life, your heritage, relationships, reputation and public status and, because of this, they represent the anchor points in your chart. They are where life’s most concrete experiences take place, and they are the places that have the most impact on reality as you perceive it. This is because they deal with your immediate environment and, as any astrologer (or psychologist) knows, it’s your immediate environment that determines your psychological responses to the world. The angular houses are influential regardless of whether or not they contain planets. If they do so, then the planets they contain are elevated in the natal chart, as the affairs they relate to are even more significant in your life than they otherwise would be. Angular houses are the ‘real deal’ in astrological terms as they are where the action is.
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