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INTRODUCTION

It’s inevitable to have a bad day, week, or month, when nothing is going right and it feels like everything is falling apart. When this happens, you vent to some friends, and suddenly someone says, “Mercury must be in retrograde!” A knowing, sympathetic nod runs through the group.

Take a moment to ask yourself, though: Is Mercury actually retrograde right now? Do you know what really happens when it is? And what is retrograde anyway? Not many people know, but the buzzword comes up almost daily.

In truth, it seems like Mercury retrograde is more of an excuse than a reality these days. Sure, it can be a tumultuous time when it does happen, but your frustrations aren’t always Mercury’s fault. Mercury rules communication, so it makes sense that we’re the most vocal about our frustrations when the planet retrogrades. The reality is that every planet except Earth goes retrograde at some point, and each planet has its own accompanying bundle of joys and pain points.

This book aims to take the mystery out of planetary retrogrades. It provides an overview of what retrograde means astrologically and the basic principles, then puts that overview to work with a breakdown of every retrograde throughout the year. You’ll learn every planetary retrograde’s function and effects and why three main celestial bodies, the Earth, sun, and moon, don’t ever go into retrograde. And if you’ve ever wondered what happens when a lunar or solar eclipse coincides with a retrograde, this book will answer that question.

Personally, I’ve been interested in astrology and the effect it has on our lives since I was small. As I grew up and learned to fully embrace my Leo self, that interest only expanded. I began looking to retrogrades to see how they affected things happening in my life, and the connections—like my computer crashing when Mercury was retrograde—were too on point to ignore. I’ve brought all that experience into this book, plus extensive research and interviews with 12 full-time astrologers who could shed light on retrograde aspects I hadn’t learned yet.

Along with providing general information about each retrograde, this guidebook explains how it will affect you as an individual and what that looks like from a practical perspective. The book also includes ways to manage and cope with the stress that comes with retrogrades. Plus, you’ll learn how to maximize the benefits of each one so the planets essentially work on your behalf to improve your life.

To help you with future retrogrades, you’ll also find calendars through 2030. These calendars include the dates each planet goes into and out of retrograde, and the astrological signs each planet is leaving and entering. Don’t get caught unawares—with all the information this guidebook arms you with, you’ll never fear a retrograde again.








SECTION I RETROGRADE 101
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Chapter 1 THE ASTRONOMICAL SCIENCE OF RETROGRADES


At the most basic level, planetary retrogrades are astronomical phenomena. Every planet has its own orbit around the sun. So, if we were to look at it in the night sky, each planet would appear to be moving from right to left, which is called direct movement or a direct transit. But sometimes—when, how often, and how long all depending on each planet’s respective orbit—the planet would appear to go backward, from left to right. That’s called a retrograde transit.

Retrogrades happen when a planet appears to be moving in the opposite direction of its typical path, or in another direction from all the other planets in the solar system, when viewed from Earth and followed over time. It’s ultimately an optical illusion; the planet’s orbit hasn’t actually changed, it’s just a matter of how we’re viewing the differences in orbit compared to our humble home.

“Understand that retrogrades as we see them are an optical illusion based on our position on Earth relative to the position of that planet and the position of the sun,” says Brian Allemana, founder of Soulrise Astrology, a blog and business offering astrological readings and salons. “It’s like when you’re in a train. Two trains are pulling out of a station, one starts to speed up, and for a moment it looks like the other is going backward. It’s that kind of optical illusion, though it’s not a perfect analogy.”

Think about it this way: If you were watching a planet orbit around the sun from Earth, assuming you could see the planet clearly the entire time, you wouldn’t really see a circle. You’d see it go one way, and then double back the way it came. It would look like it was going backward.

A planetary retrograde is a multipart experience. As a planet’s orbit begins to pass Earth’s, the planet enters what’s called a shadow period. First, the planet, say Mars, enters the pre-shadow period, and as its orbit crosses Earth’s, it looks at first like Mars totally stops (station retrograde); then Mars appears to go backward in the sky, retracing the span of the shadow period in a retrograde motion. After Mars hits the beginning of the shadow period, it appears to stop again (station direct) and then starts to move forward, covering that same span (a post-shadow period) for a third time. So Mars appears to go forward, then backward, then forward again. And that’s a retrograde.

And remember that each planet retrogrades according to its own orbit. Some years, a planet may not retrograde at all. See the charts at the end of this book for examples. With Mars, we typically see its retrograde motion every other year. That’s because Mars’s orbit is wider and about twice as long as Earth’s, so Mars has a full revolution around the sun once every two Earth years. Mercury, on the other hand, orbits the sun in 88 days, so we see it retrograde more often.

Astronomically, retrogrades don’t mean all that much. They’re just the regular movement of the planets in orbit. A Discovery article from September 2022, “Six Planets Are Retrograde, What Does That Mean for You?”1 sums up astronomers’ feelings on the topic pretty well: “It means nothing at all. One planet moving in retrograde doesn’t mean anything either—it’s literally just a planet moving in its orbit, doing the same thing it’s been doing for the past four and a half billion years.”

Many people place heightened importance on multiple retrogrades happening at once, saying that affects peoples’ lives more than a single retrograde would, but astronomers aren’t buying that either. From an astronomical point of view, it’s just an inevitability of the perpetual motion of the planets and their different speeds. If planets are rotating through the galaxy at different speeds, it makes sense several could be retrograde at once. Multiple retrogrades are not magical or impactful to astronomers, who are quick to point out that this has happened for eons, and you—not retrogrades—are in control of your own life.


	
1 Paul M. Sutter, “Six Planets Are Retrograde, What Does That Mean for You?,” Discovery.com, September 27, 2022, https://www.discovery.com/space/six-planet-retrograde.
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Chapter 2 THE ASTROLOGICAL SCIENCE OF RETROGRADES


While astronomy is a study of the stars, planets, and their motions, astrology is a bit different. It’s still a study of the stars, planets, and their motions, but instead focuses on how those celestial bodies and their placement affect us—both from birth, like with your zodiac sign, and throughout the years of our lives.

Astrologically, each retrograde period has a meaning. The shadow periods are integral for working through that meaning.

“The pre-shadow phase will usually come with a hint of a situation, something that needs attention or adjustment,” says Charly King, the astrology host for NOW! Radio’s Bob & Sheri Show, a weekly syndicated radio feature. “Then, during the retrograde itself, this matter becomes obvious and active. The post-shadow phase tends to come with a need to debrief and realign the actions.”

Think of a retrograde periods like a budding relationship. In the pre-shadow period, you realize you have a crush on someone. In the retrograde period, you go on a date with them. In the post-shadow period, you think about how the date went and consider if you’ll work out together. The process goes from thought, to experience, to aftereffects.

It’s a bit of a misconception that you won’t feel a retrograde outside of the planet’s actual retrograde transit. The astrological truth is that you begin to feel it a week or two before and still feel it for a week or two after. You feel those shadow periods, even if they’re not completely obvious.

Astrologer KJ Atlas, who has seven retrograde planets in her birth chart (which some astrologers believe could make life quite a bit more difficult for someone), says, “The intensity of the retrograde will start to lessen after the retrograde, and it will build up before the retrograde. This is why the exact dates of the beginning and end of retrogrades should be viewed as approximate. You’re not going to automatically not feel the retrograde the day after it is over. The shadow period will lighten up over the coming days and weeks after a cycle and will give you time to recalibrate.”

For example, when Mercury retrograde is on the way, we might notice we’ve become more sensitive to the news we’re reading each day (especially since Mercury rules communication, among other things). During the retrograde period itself, it may be too much to even look at the news. Then, when Mercury eases out of the retrograde cycle, we may slowly pick back up the habit of reading the daily paper.

That being said, though, astrologers are split on which part of the retrograde cycle we feel most intensely. Andi Javor, astrologer and founder of Mystic Sandwich, a company that provides astrological readings, believes the stations are the most intense times, when the crossing planet is just sitting there, barely moving at all, assaulting us with its energy. King agrees, relating the stations to something like crescendos in a musical score.

“In the approach to the peak, as the pre-shadow phase moves closer to the retrograde, intensification, like the crescendo in music, can be expected,” King says, “and even a physical or literal event, like the breaking of electronics or the arrival of legal documents during the Mercury retrograde pre-shadow. The post-shadow phase is more reflective, intellectual, and passive, [for] assimilating the lessons learned.”

Mashi Salomon, astrologer and owner at Light and Lavender, a Colorado-based company providing astrology readings and energy work, suggests the post-shadow period is the most important time of the retrograde, however. She says that sometimes, we don’t even know we are in a retrograde until it’s over and we’re left to pick up the pieces from whatever craziness happened during the transit.

It makes sense if you think about it. A retrograde is an illusion because the planet isn’t really going backward. And if you’re in an illusion—like in a house of mirrors—it’s pretty difficult to know exactly what’s going on. Once you get out of it, when the planet heads to the post-shadow period, you’re left wondering exactly what happened and dealing with the aftereffects.

Robert Wilkinson, author and founder of the long-running blog Aquarius Papers, doesn’t necessarily agree. For him, the post-shadow period is the easiest, because we’ve already been through that transit twice.

“By the third pass, we should already have some expertise in understanding what the whole thing was about in the house or houses where it happened,” he says. “We got three different views of whatever it was that span of our experience was about. We should already have some understanding of it because we’ve experienced it twice.”

Throughout history, though, retrogrades have generally been categorized as good or bad overall, with no nuance—at least not one that’s commonly known.

Back in the medieval era, astrologers were revered and respected scholars who advised on everything from health to religion. They were also considered quite skilled in predicting the outcomes of battles. So a battle would begin, and they’d draw up a star map for each side. If they saw a retrograde in the chart on a particular side, it wasn’t a great sign. They would say that side was not engaged in the rules of the game and was going against the rules. Clearly, Western civilization has a long history of considering retrogrades to be bad.

Vedic astrology is Hindu astrology that looks at the current positions of the constellations, rather than where they sit in the fixed, Western astrological system that this book refers to. Vedic astrology also focuses less on our psychology and more on our individual karma. In that system, retrogrades are considered a strength, mainly because a planet is brighter in the sky when it’s retrograde. In Sanskrit, Vedic astrology is called jyotiṣa—which roughly translates to “light” or “heavenly body.” When a planet appears brighter in the sky, it’s a more potent planet.

The opposing views are a great example of the duality of retrogrades. On the surface, they can seem like a bad thing. But when you look a little closer, they’re actually a positive because they enable us to better understand the behavioral, spiritual, and psychological effects of the celestial illusion.

“Life is a series of making choices to replace unhealthy responses with healthy responses,” Wilkinson says. “Eventually, we create really constructive and positive karmic patterns. Then, whether it’s direct [when a planet appears to be stopped in the sky] or retrograde, no matter what sign it’s in, we are getting the lessons we’re supposed to get, and we are becoming an expert in our use of [that] energy.…There is then no sign position which paralyzes us or which leads us to an unhealthy expression. We can actually understand, through the retrograde review and reflection and reconsideration process, how we want to express things.”



Handling Retrogrades Like a Champ

OK, first things first. Repeat after me:

No matter what’s in retrograde, it’s not the end of the world. It is not the end of the world.

Good.

We’ve been through so many retrograde periods already. And we will live through so many more. Worrying that everything is suddenly going to be this huge disaster is not really worth your time.

Angelica Kurtz, astrologer and founder of astrology business and blog Astro Obscura, suggests bracing for the impact of planetary retrogrades. And sure, that sounds a little rough. But trust me, it’s not. Just be prepared for what might happen, or what might be more likely to happen.

“Not to make it out to be this big deal or anything, but people tend to realize during retrogrades that something is amiss,” she says. “You know, they’re losing their car keys. Technology isn’t working. Something is off. And then they tend to look at the internet to see what’s going on. Oh, Mercury’s in retrograde.”

But you can avoid that entire issue of not knowing what’s going on just by checking in advance to see what energy is coming and figuring out how it might affect you. Is it Venus? Be prepared for relationship stresses. Mercury? Get ready for communication problems, and don’t make any major appointments. Mars? Watch your temper! And don’t decide on anything big if you have your own business—you’ll want to wait until later, when you’re in a clearer headspace and not at risk of making rash decisions.

Rowan Oliver, astrologer and founder of astrological consulting business StarScribe Astrology, agrees. They suggest not taking any decisive action during a retrograde; instead, think about what needs to change and really be intentional about those thoughts. If you need to make a big life decision during a retrograde, you shouldn’t shy away from it. Just take some extra time to deliberate on it.

“You can’t just be like, ‘I’m going to put off signing this lease because Mercury is retrograde, but my other lease is ending and I need to move somewhere,’ ” Oliver says.

Just be aware that decisions you make during retrogrades are malleable. The outcome may be more likely to change or get reconfigured in the future. Be open to that happening. Sure, not everything’s going to be ideal during a retrograde period. But if you’re intentional with your thoughts and actions, you can move from a place of “Oh no, what do I do?” to “All right, some things are in motion that I can’t control. How do I work with that?”

Astrologer and life coach Julia Mihas thinks about it as astrological weather. Is a planet moving direct? That’s like it being sunny. If it’s retrograde, that’s like rain. It’s up to you whether you bring an umbrella. And if you’ve looked at the weather forecast or taken a step outside to see the clouds rolling in, you’re better prepared for that incoming storm.

One of the first lines of defense for making sure you’re able to easily handle retrograde periods, says Deborah Norton of Deborah Norton Astrology, a company offering astrological readings, is to figure out your own personal astrology. Get your birth chart done so you can see where all your retrogrades were when you were born and what houses and other planets they aligned with. That basic knowledge will take you pretty far in feeling more comfortable during retrograde periods. We’ll learn about getting your birth chart done—and what it means for you if you have retrogrades in your chart—in Chapter 4.

“I think our culture is not aligned with the energies that are swirling around us all the time,” Norton says. “And so, that’s why we’re a little out of whack, why there’s so much depression, anxiety, and all of that; it’s because we’re not living in harmony and consciousness with the energies that are influencing us.”

Retrogrades are the natural ebb and flow of life, Norton says, comparing them to inhaling and exhaling. When we exhale, we move forward. But sometimes we forget to inhale. And that’s what retrogrades are there for. They’re gifts, she says, that allows us a moment of rest, pause, and reflection. And if you aren’t prepared with your own birth chart to see that moment coming, you’ll react to it a little differently. Not to say that your birth chart can predict oncoming retrogrades (we’ve got retrograde dates through 2030 at the end of the book for that), but your birth chart will show you where your own personal retrogrades are. And that’s information that may make you react a bit differently to the recurrent retrogrades you’ll experience throughout the years.

“We often don’t take it as [a rest] because we don’t understand it,” Norton says. “So we get stressed out and we get anxious when we don’t understand why the energy doesn’t feel normal, when what we’re used to is forward motion.”




Retrograde Reflection

At the end of every retrograde period, it’s smart to take stock of how it went. Personally, I recommend a retrograde journal where you track all the retrogrades and their effects on you and your life. But if you’re not a journaler, try something else that fits your personality more. Maybe you could make a retrograde-themed art piece or record yourself speaking about how everything went. Consider the following questions as your write, create, or narrate:


	Think about how you thought the retrograde would go, and how it was different from what you expected. Was it scary?

	Did something hidden come to the surface?

	
Were you faced with something that had been previously resolved?



If you make these observations, you’ll be able to reference your notes later on. That way, you don’t run into the same issues you encountered during the previous retrograde.

“Be wary of popular astrological tropes about retrogrades that make it sound like they’re just totally bad, that you should just hide in your closet and never come out until the retrograde’s over,” Allemana says. “That’s not the right approach to retrogrades. If you are in a fender bender during Mercury retrograde or you have some sort of problem that manifests that you’re able to see really matches the retrograde you’re going through, take it inward. Don’t judge it as something terrible, or judge yourself. Find the meaning in it for yourself. There’s always a meaning there and you can always derive some value from that. Don’t be afraid of retrogrades. Meet them with the same curiosity and openness and respect for life that you would like to have yourself met with.”

Javor agrees and says that astrology should be a collaborative experience between us and the heavens.

“See yourself as a participant in the cosmos rather than seeing astrology as something that happens to us that is just going to predict how things unfold,” she says. “If we perceive it as like we’re cooperating with or collaborating with or working with these energies, then there’s a lot more opportunity and creativity and possibility.”

Think about how you can best work with the planets. What can they teach you and what can you observe from the retrograde period? Then take that knowledge with you as you move forward to tackle future retrogrades.





It’s Not You, It’s the Retrograde—Or Not

So, last week was terrible. I lost my house keys in the store and couldn’t find my car in the parking lot. Then, when I finally recovered my keys and got in the car, my phone wouldn’t connect to the Bluetooth and I had to call my husband using my phone like regular. And THEN, my husband and I got in a fight about who took the garbage out last time, and I got so mad that I hung up on him. Something has to be in retrograde. There’s no way I would have done any of that if I had any control over the situation. Right?

Well, actually, wrong.

This is one of modern society’s biggest misconceptions about retrogrades. Sure, there may be circumstances and influences outside your control happening with the retrograde. But, no matter what the planets are doing, they’re not forcing you to do anything or making you act outside your own free will. You’re probably just…whining.

“The planets don’t make anything happen,” Wilkinson says. “We’re all under countless retrograde influences, whether we’re acting, reacting, or being acted upon.”

Oliver agrees, noting that a lot of times, when people blame things on retrogrades, they’re really just trying to make an excuse for an intentional action or trying to use the retrograde period as a cop-out.

It is possible, though, that the retrograde has created a situation that makes all these things—fighting, being careless with your belongings, hanging up on someone—a little bit more likely to happen.

“A retrograde will never compel you to act a certain way,” King says. “It may, however, create certain environmental dynamics that require a different speed.”

So, if you have a tough relationship with a friend or family member, a retrograde isn’t going to force you to hang up on them during a particularly frustrating conversation. But it may create an environment where communication is a bit more difficult. And if you don’t alter your communication style during that period, things can get overblown or out of control.

“Each planet shows us a part of our personality,” Wilkinson says. “It’s our job to elevate their expression to the highest level; materially, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually across the personal, interpersonal, and transpersonal dimensions of human existence.”

That means taking the time to look at what each planet represents and considering how it might affect you or your life during a retrograde. Let’s use Saturn as an example. The planet represents discipline and structure. How do you handle discipline personally? Do you have trouble staying on task? That’s something to think about before Saturn retrogrades. You’ll also want to consider how you react to discipline from an interpersonal perspective—like maybe you don’t take it well when someone wants to impose rules on you.

When you’re armed with all this information about a planet’s function and how you interact with it, you’ll be able to pay more attention to your attitude during the retrograde. And if you do that enough, your attitude will change on a transpersonal—or subconscious—level.
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