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Sonnet XIV


Not from the stars do I my judgement pluck;


And yet methinks I have astronomy,


But not to tell of good or evil luck,


Of plagues, of dearths, or seasons’ quality;


Nor can I fortune to brief minutes tell,


Pointing to each his thunder, rain, and wind,


Or say with princes if it shall go well,


By oft predict that I in heaven find:


But from thine eyes my knowledge I derive,


And, constant stars, in them I read such art,


As truth and beauty shall together thrive,


If from thyself to store thou wouldst convert;


Or else of thee this I prognosticate:


Thy end is truth’s and beauty’s doom and date.


William Shakespeare










Introduction



CHARLIE CASTELLETTI



This anthology is not solely about astrology and the zodiac. It is also about literature and poetry. More specifically, it is about the ways in which these areas of interests converge, feed into one another, reflect certain habits; how they allow for further evaluation and understanding of who we are, help us to make sense of our place in the world at large. Let me explain.


Astrology has seen a boom in recent years, no doubt fuelled by wellness trends and increasing anxieties about the state of the world today. While exploring the belief that the planets, moon, sun, stars and other cosmic entities influence our actions and habits, astrology also allows us to search for meaning and understanding through the stress and uncertainty emerging from political upheaval, structural inequality, climate change and several other aspects of modern-day life. Astrology brings comfort and satisfaction, enabling us some degree of respite from this otherwise chaotic and unreliable world. Many do indeed turn to their horoscope for guidance, and in their search for answers and belonging immerse themselves in the features of their sign to further understand and define themselves.


Meanwhile, books offer us similar explorations and ways of self-discovery. Have you ever been asked to define yourself as either a ‘Brontë person’ or an ‘Austen person’? I have, and I am quick to answer, too; for while a ‘Janeite’ might have particular visions of Bath, will gush over that wet shirt scene (1996) or re-deploy the famous hand flex (2005) that is now constantly hashtagged and memed even fifteen years after the Pride & Prejudice’s initial film release, a Brontë enthusiast might haunt the moors alone, brood over dark, borderline-ugly men, tweet ‘reader, I married him’ on or just after their wedding day, or even divide their subsect further by announcing themselves either a Charlotte or an Emily fan (sorry, Anne). Whatever the case, while I am a Brontë person through and through and ever a fan of the darkly-twisted love interest whose level of attractiveness is questionable, I am equally intrigued by the notion that this defining choice could allow the outside world to form some understanding of my character and being, that it should influence any future decision I am to make.


Astrology, like the books we choose to read, the characters we come to love, the stories we return to again and again, is just one way of mapping ourselves.


‘Are our destinies written in the cosmos, and do we have the power to read them?’ asks Cassius in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. He continues: ‘The fault, dear Brutus, is not in the stars. But in ourselves . . .’


While this sentiment queries the relationship between astrology and our own level of agency, it pinpoints, I think, the very real power astrology and books have over us: which is that they enable us to find something we can connect to.


In fact, the inspiration for this book emerged from hours of scrolling through online quizzes and lists that confidently tell me what literary character I’m most like, even what type of cheese I might be. (If you must know, I am most aligned with the tender Brie, and my water sign most aligns me with Mrs Bennet’s over-emotional foolishness, thank you very much.)


But of course, our star signs and horoscopes might not always provide an exact account of our character traits, our circumstances or how we might feel on any given day, and yet we impose our deepest insecurities onto them as a way of making sense of the life we are living, through the good and the bad. Books might not reflect an exact replica of our lives, and yet the words we read, the characters we meet along the way . . . they speak to us; they make decisions on which we draw when navigating our own lives. W. B. Yeats put it perfectly in his poem ‘Where My Books Go’: ‘All the words that I utter, / And all the words that I write, / Must spread out their wings untiring, / And never rest in their flight, / Till they come where your sad, sad heart is, / And sing to you in the night.’ Authors, fictional characters, star signs and phases of the moon: they are all mediums that offer us a chance to make sense of our lives, through which we seek definition and validation. But of course, there is no one way to practise astrology just as there is no one way to read. We pick and choose and take from each what we may, making sense of parts, discarding others, as we so wish.


For those of you who might know more about books and less about astrology, here are some practical things to note that will help as you go through this anthology:


A zodiac or star sign is also known as a sun sign. Which zodiac sign you fall into is determined by your date of birth, and even the time at which you were born if you want to be even more specific. There are twelve signs in total, the first is Aries followed by Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius and Pisces. Where you are on this list can also help to define where your soul is on its journey. For example, the youngest sign, Aries, might point to everything feeling new and undiscovered; a Scorpio, being further along, might be experiencing a midlife crisis; and the old Pisces will ebb and flow as life changes, their soul has experienced it all before. Each sign is also assigned an element of either fire, earth, air or water into which they fit.


Fire: Aries, Leo, Sagittarius – these are the more passionate signs, who react on impulse like the strike of a flame. They are courageous, ambitious and fervent in their emotions, and care greatly about how they might be perceived. They know what they want, and will do anything to get it.


Earth: Capricorn, Taurus, Virgo – these are the more grounded signs, who are practical, dependable, and aren’t afraid to put in the work in pursuit of their goals. They are stable, appreciative of routine and tend to like things to stay as they are. Reliable and capable; they are, in a lot of ways, self-sufficient.


Air: Libra, Aquarius, Gemini – these are perhaps the more intellectual and creative signs, who are free-spirited, individual and hard to pin down. They are good communicators, can digest and convey the most complex of ideas in much simpler terms, and generally think outside the box. Their otherworldly nature and curiosity can lead to all kinds of change.


Water: Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces – these are the most fluid signs who, like their element, flow in whichever direction they may. They are sensual, deeply in tune with their feelings and prone to bouts of over-emotion. Though easily hurt, they are empathetic creatures who will care for you intensely. In short, a water sign is a force to be reckoned with.


Each sign is connected to a ‘ruling planet’, the planet that is said to influence the sign in any number of ways. So, if I say Jupiter is a Sagittarian’s ruling planet, what I mean is that Jupiter (the planet of wisdom) feeds into the sign’s characteristics of being curious in their exploration, or for their need to feel free.


When selecting the material to assign to each zodiac sign, I allowed myself to be led by the extracts themselves in connecting authors or their fictional characters with a specific star sign. So, you will find that Alexander Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin shares the Gemini star sign with his author, while Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina falls under the sign of the Lion, even though her author might have himself been a Virgo. So many possibilities! But, regardless of your sign, I hope you’ll find some semblance of yourselves within each of the extracts provided, for as citizens of today’s world, we are always told how to behave, how we should be: if we can fit neatly into any one box, so much the better. But as complex people navigating this world and all it has to throw at us, we are more than just the sum of our parts. As the Gemini Walt Whitman once wrote, we ‘contain multitudes’.










ARIES


(21 MARCH–20 APRIL)


[image: A ram with curvy horns and a sturdy stance.]


FIRE SIGN: THE RAM









[image: ]


THE LITTLE MERMAID FROM THE LITTLE MERMAID BY HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN


The youngest of twelve, Aries have yet to learn right from wrong and go about the world with a sense of endless possibility; anything could happen on any given day. The little mermaid, from Hans Christian Andersen’s famous fairy tale, has all the traits of an Aries. Like her Arian creator, and despite the creature’s watery origins, there is no denying the fiery spirit that encompasses her; the little mermaid yearns for a life out of the sea and aches for an all-consuming love. So much so that she enters into dodgy dealings with a sea witch to transform herself from mermaid into human. Ambitious, or what? And while needing to learn the lay of the land (excuse the pun), still she is able to take on this new world. The little mermaid is vulnerable, sure – aren’t we all just a little? But she is strong and curious too, and willing to do whatever it takes to reach her dreams.


[image: A sideways-looking mermaid with long, flowing hair, surrounded by swirling octopuses with their tentacles.]










from The Little Mermaid



“I know exactly what you want,” said the sea witch. “It is very foolish of you, but just the same you shall have your way, for it will bring you to grief, my proud princess. You want to get rid of your fish tail and have two props instead, so that you can walk about like a human creature, and have the young Prince fall in love with you, and win him and an immortal soul besides.” At this, the witch gave such a loud cackling laugh that the toad and the snakes were shaken to the ground, where they lay writhing.


“You are just in time,” said the witch. “After the sun comes up tomorrow, a whole year would have to go by before I could be of any help to you. I shall compound you a draft, and before sunrise you must swim to the shore with it, seat yourself on dry land, and drink the draft down. Then your tail will divide and shrink until it becomes what the people on earth call a pair of shapely legs. But it will hurt; it will feel as if a sharp sword slashed through you. Everyone who sees you will say that you are the most graceful human being they have ever laid eyes on, for you will keep your gliding movement and no dancer will be able to tread as lightly as you. But every step you take will feel as if you were treading upon knife blades so sharp that blood must flow. I am willing to help you, but are you willing to suffer all this?”


“Yes,” the little mermaid said in a trembling voice, as she thought of the Prince and of gaining a human soul.


“Remember!” said the witch. “Once you have taken a human form, you can never be a mermaid again. You can never come back through the waters to your sisters, or to your father’s palace. And if you do not win the love of the Prince so completely that for your sake he forgets his father and mother, cleaves to you with his every thought and his whole heart, and lets the priest join your hands in marriage, then you will win no immortal soul. If he marries someone else, your heart will break on the very next morning, and you will become foam of the sea.”


“I shall take that risk,” said the little mermaid, but she turned as pale as death.


“Also, you will have to pay me,” said the witch, “and it is no trifling price that I’m asking. You have the sweetest voice of anyone down here at the bottom of the sea, and while I don’t doubt that you would like to captivate the Prince with it, you must give this voice to me. I will take the very best thing that you have, in return for my sovereign draft. I must pour my own blood in it to make the drink as sharp as a two-edged sword.”


“But if you take my voice,” said the little mermaid, “what will be left to me?”


“Your lovely form,” the witch told her, “your gliding movements, and your eloquent eyes. With these you can easily enchant a human heart. Well, have you lost your courage? Stick out your little tongue and I shall cut it off. I’ll have my price, and you shall have the potent draft.”


The sun had not yet risen when she saw the Prince’s palace. As she climbed his splendid marble staircase, the moon was shining clear. The little mermaid swallowed the bitter, fiery draft, and it was as if a two-edged sword struck through her frail body. She swooned away, and lay there as if she were dead. When the sun rose over the sea she awoke and felt a flash of pain, but directly in front of her stood the handsome young Prince, gazing at her with his coal-black eyes. Lowering her gaze, she saw that her fish tail was gone, and that she had the loveliest pair of white legs any young maid could hope to have. But she was naked, so she clothed herself in her own long hair.


The Prince asked who she was, and how she came to be there. Her deep blue eyes looked at him tenderly but very sadly, for she could not speak. Then he took her hand and led her into his palace. Every footstep felt as if she were walking on the blades and points of sharp knives, just as the witch had foretold, but she gladly endured it. She moved as lightly as a bubble as she walked beside the Prince. He and all who saw her marveled at the grace of her gliding walk.


Once clad in the rich silk and muslin garments that were provided for her, she was the loveliest person in all the palace, though she was dumb and could neither sing nor speak. Beautiful slaves, attired in silk and cloth of gold, came to sing before the Prince and his royal parents. One of them sang more sweetly than all the others, and when the Prince smiled at her and clapped his hands, the little mermaid felt very unhappy, for she knew that she herself used to sing much more sweetly.


“Oh,” she thought, “if he only knew that I parted with my voice forever so that I could be near him.”


Graceful slaves now began to dance to the most wonderful music. Then the little mermaid lifted her shapely white arms, rose up on the tips of her toes, and skimmed over the floor. No one had ever danced so well. Each movement set off her beauty to better and better advantage, and her eyes spoke more directly to the heart than any of the singing slaves could do.


She charmed everyone, and especially the Prince, who called her his dear little foundling. She danced time and again, though every time she touched the floor she felt as if she were treading on sharp-edged steel. The Prince said he would keep her with him always, and that she was to have a velvet pillow to sleep on outside his door.


Yet she had to be his wife or she would never have an immortal soul, and on the morning after his wedding she would turn into foam on the waves.


“Don’t you love me best of all?” the little mermaid’s eyes seemed to question him, when he took her in his arms and kissed her lovely forehead.


“Yes, you are most dear to me,” said the Prince, “for you have the kindest heart. You love me more than anyone else does, and you look so much like a young girl I once saw but never shall find again. I was on a ship that was wrecked, and the waves cast me ashore near a holy temple, where many young girls performed the rituals. The youngest of them found me beside the sea and saved my life. Though I saw her no more than twice, she is the only person in all the world whom I could love. But you are so much like her that you almost replace the memory of her in my heart. She belongs to that holy temple, therefore it is my good fortune that I have you. We shall never part.”


“Alas, he doesn’t know it was I who saved his life,” the little mermaid thought. “I carried him over the sea to the garden where the temple stands. I hid behind the foam and watched to see if anyone would come. I saw the pretty maid he loves better than me.” A sigh was the only sign of her deep distress, for a mermaid cannot cry. “He says that the other maid belongs to the holy temple. She will never come out into the world, so they will never see each other again. It is I who will care for him, love him, and give all my life to him.”


Now rumors arose that the Prince was to wed the beautiful daughter of a neighboring King, and that it was for this reason he was having such a superb ship made ready to sail. The rumor ran that the Prince’s real interest in visiting the neighboring kingdom was to see the King’s daughter, and that he was to travel with a lordly retinue. The little mermaid shook her head and smiled, for she knew the Prince’s thoughts far better than anyone else did.


“I am forced to make this journey,” he told her. “I must visit the beautiful Princess, for this is my parents’ wish, but they would not have me bring her home as my bride against my own will, and I can never love her. She does not resemble the lovely maiden in the temple, as you do, and if I were to choose a bride, I would sooner choose you, my dear mute foundling with those telling eyes of yours.” And he kissed her on the mouth, fingered her long hair, and laid his head against her heart so that she came to dream of mortal happiness and an immortal soul.


“I trust you aren’t afraid of the sea, my silent child,” he said, as they went on board the magnificent vessel that was to carry them to the land of the neighboring King. And he told her stories of storms, of ships becalmed, of strange deep-sea fish, and of the wonders that divers have seen. She smiled at such stories, for no one knew about the bottom of the sea as well as she did.


In the clear moonlight, when everyone except the man at the helm was asleep, she sat on the side of the ship gazing down through the transparent water, and fancied she could catch glimpses of her father’s palace. On the topmost tower stood her old grandmother, wearing her silver crown and looking up at the keel of the ship through the rushing waves. Then her sisters rose to the surface, looked at her sadly, and wrung their white hands. She smiled and waved, trying to let them know that all went well and that she was happy. But along came the cabin boy, and her sisters dived out of sight so quickly that the boy supposed the flash of white he had seen was merely foam on the sea.


Next morning the ship came in to the harbor of the neighboring King’s glorious city. All the church bells chimed, and trumpets were sounded from all the high towers, while the soldiers lined up with flying banners and glittering bayonets. Every day had a new festivity, as one ball or levee followed another, but the Princess was still to appear. They said she was being brought up in some far-away sacred temple, where she was learning every royal virtue. But she came at last.


The little mermaid was curious to see how beautiful this Princess was, and she had to grant that a more exquisite figure she had never seen. The Princess’s skin was clear and fair, and behind the long, dark lashes her deep blue eyes were smiling and devoted.


“It was you!” the Prince cried. “You are the one who saved me when I lay like a dead man beside the sea.” He clasped the blushing bride of his choice in his arms. “Oh, I am happier than a man should be!” he told his little mermaid. “My fondest dream – that which I never dared to hope – has come true. You will share in my great joy, for you love me more than anyone does.”


The little mermaid kissed his hand and felt that her heart was beginning to break. For the morning after his wedding day would see her dead and turned to watery foam.


That same evening, the bride and bridegroom went aboard the ship. Cannon thundered and banners waved. On the deck of the ship a royal pavilion of purple and gold was set up, and furnished with luxurious cushions. Here the wedded couple were to sleep on that calm, clear night. The sails swelled in the breeze, and the ship glided so lightly that it scarcely seemed to move over the quiet sea. All nightfall brightly colored lanterns were lighted, and the mariners merrily danced on the deck. The little mermaid could not forget that first time she rose from the depths of the sea and looked on at such pomp and happiness. Light as a swallow pursued by his enemies, she joined in the whirling dance. Everyone cheered her, for never had she danced so wonderfully. Her tender feet felt as if they were pierced by daggers, but she did not feel it. Her heart suffered far greater pain. She knew that this was the last evening that she ever would see him for whom she had forsaken her home and family, for whom she had sacrificed her lovely voice and suffered such constant torment, while he knew nothing of all these things. It was the last night that she would breathe the same air with him, or look upon deep waters or the star fields of the blue sky. A never-ending night, without thought and without dreams, awaited her who had no soul and could not get one. The merrymaking lasted long after midnight, yet she laughed and danced on despite the thought of death she carried in her heart. The Prince kissed his beautiful bride and she toyed with his coal-black hair. Hand in hand, they went to rest in the magnificent pavilion.


A hush came over the ship. Only the helmsman remained on deck as the little mermaid leaned her white arms on the bulwarks and looked to the east to see the first red hint of daybreak, for she knew that the first flash of the sun would strike her dead. Then she saw her sisters rise up among the waves. They were as pale as she, and there was no sign of their lovely long hair that the breezes used to blow. It had all been cut off.


“We have given our hair to the witch,” they said, “so that she would send you help, and save you from death tonight. She gave us a knife. Here it is. See the sharp blade! Before the sun rises, you must strike it into the Prince’s heart, and when his warm blood bathes your feet they will grow together and become a fish tail. Then you will be a mermaid again, able to come back to us in the sea, and live out your three hundred years before you die and turn into dead salt sea foam. Make haste! He or you must die before sunrise. Our old grandmother is so grief-stricken that her white hair is falling fast, just as ours did under the witch’s scissors. Kill the Prince and come back to us. Hurry! Hurry! See that red glow in the heavens! In a few minutes the sun will rise and you must die.” So saying, they gave a strange deep sigh and sank beneath the waves.


The little mermaid parted the purple curtains of the tent and saw the beautiful bride asleep with her head on the Prince’s breast. The mermaid bent down and kissed his shapely forehead. She looked at the sky, fast reddening for the break of day. She looked at the sharp knife and again turned her eyes toward the Prince, who in his sleep murmured the name of his bride. His thoughts were all for her, and the knife blade trembled in the mermaid’s hand. But then she flung it from her, far out over the waves. Where it fell the waves were red, as if bubbles of blood seethed in the water. With eyes already glazing she looked once more at the Prince, hurled herself over the bulwarks into the sea, and felt her body dissolve in foam.
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ANDREW MARVELL



Aries are independent, feisty creatures unconcerned by the way things ought to be done. Here to tackle the world anew, they are constantly re-evaluating life around them and eventually reach their own conclusions. Everything is at least a minor inconvenience, like having to contend with the needs of both the body and the soul. The poet Andrew Marvell explores this struggle in ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and the Body’, where he offers us insight into paradoxical states of being: through the soul, who feels trapped by the material body, and the body, who reasons that the soul imposes a limitation to life.


The metaphysical poets were a group of poets in seventeenth-century England (including the perhaps more famous John Donne) who used philosophical intellect to explore ideas such as our physical place in the world, and the emotional experience of our spiritual existence and whether it matters or not. All this, of course, held together by a seemingly unconnected conceit. But that’s what makes them so readable, even to this day.










‘A Dialogue between the Soul and the Body’




SOUL


O who shall, from this dungeon, raise


A soul enslav’d so many ways?


With bolts of bones, that fetter’d stands


In feet, and manacled in hands;


Here blinded with an eye, and there


Deaf with the drumming of an ear;


A soul hung up, as ’twere, in chains


Of nerves, and arteries, and veins;


Tortur’d, besides each other part,


In a vain head, and double heart.


BODY


O who shall me deliver whole


From bonds of this tyrannic soul?


Which, stretch’d upright, impales me so


That mine own precipice I go;


And warms and moves this needless frame,


(A fever could but do the same)


And, wanting where its spite to try,
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