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My grandfather, who was a devoutly religious scholar and a bishop of the Methodist Church, acknowledged in his old age that he had once been persuaded, reluctantly, to consult an astrologer about the whereabouts of a wallet he had lost. The wallet had all sorts of valuables in it and he had looked everywhere for it in vain. The astrologer cast a chart for the question—“Where is my wallet?”—and after examining the planets, told him, correctly, where it could be found. That both pleased the bishop and annoyed him. Many years later, he was still clearly abashed. He had too honest a mind to dismiss it, but he couldn’t explain it either. And so in my own mind, too, this story curled a question mark over the entire subject which, some forty years later, I at last began to explore. As a student of history, I took the long view, which in the end proved indispensable for getting my bearings right. This book is the result.




Astrology may be a suspect subject, at least to some; the history of astrology can scarcely be to anyone who cares about the history of ideas. In recent years, that history in all its aspects has benefited from the work of a number of fine scholars—John D. North, Michael Molnar, Robert Zoller, James Herschel Holden, Patrick Curry, David Plant, Nicholas Campion, J. Lee Lehman, Tamsyn Barton, Anthony Grafton, William R. Newman, Hilary Carey, Annabella Kitson, Demetra George, Laura Ackerman Smoller, Robert Hand, and John Frawley, among the more prominent—who have made it possible to glimpse the true sweep and compass of the art. Invaluable work is also being done daily by Project Hindsight, dedicated to the recovery and translation of the classic Greek, Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew works; and by ARHAT, the Archive for the Retrieval of Historical Astrological Texts. Both deserve to be better known. All my cordial contacts with the American Federation of Astrologers and the Astrological Association of Great Britain were also fruitful of results.




I have indeed relied on the labors of many, but those who helped in any direct or coordinate way with the making of this book are absolved of any errors it contains. Among family, friends, colleagues, associates, and helpful correspondents, I am happy to name: Eleanor Bach, James and Peter Bobrick, Robin Brownstein, Herschel Farbman, John Frawley, Svetlana Gorokhova, Nancy Griffin, Peter Guttmacher, Hagop Merjian, Gloria Mulcahy, Peter Murkett, Pamela Robertson, George and Gene Rochberg, David Roell, Lora Sharnoff, Edward W. Tayler, P. L. Travers, Richard and Bea Wernick, and Danielle Woerner, among others, who over the years contributed something of value, however indirectly, to the text. My dedicated agent, Russell Galen, stood foursquare behind the book from the start; my editor, Bob Bender, was exemplary as always in allowing me to work in my own way. His assistant, Johanna Li, helpfully attended to details. Three hometown haunts—Mocha Joe’s, Amy’s Bakery Arts Cafe, and The Cafe Beyond—often provided sustenance and a home away from home. Throughout, Hilary and the twins, Zuzu & Jasper, did much to keep my spirits up. I am grateful to them all.
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“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,




Than are dreamt of in your philosophy. But come….”




Hamlet,Act 1, Scene 5, ll.187–88















Part One







The universe, eternity, the infinite are typified by the sphere…On a sphere every point is a center, and every point is the highest point, and this explains the puzzle of time and space. There never was a beginning of time, and there never will be an end. Time always is. Any number of trillions of years hence, and any number…past, and you are just as near the end, or the beginning, of Time as now, and no nearer. This moment is the center of Time; this instant is the highest point in the revolving sphere. The same with that other form of Time, Space. There is no end to Space, and no beginning. This point where you now stand, this chair, this tree, is the center of Space; it all balances from this point. Go to the farthest fixed star and…you have only arrived at Here. Your own doorstep is just as near the limit, and no nearer. This is the puzzle of puzzles, but it is so.

—JOHN BURROUGHS, Journals, January 13, 1882


















Chapter 1











AMERICA WOULD NEVER have been discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1492 had it not been for the thought of Arab astrologers in Baghdad in the 9th century A.D. When Columbus set sail on the great western voyage that carried him to America’s shores, he had biblical prophecy to inspire him, Arab astrology to guide him, and various practical aids that three continental astrologers, who were also mathematicians, had supplied: the planetary tables of Regiomontanus; a map drawn up by Paolo Toscanelli; and an ephemeris prepared by Samuel Zacuto, who later made the splendid astrolabe of iron used by Vasco da Gama in his voyage around the Cape of Good Hope. These were all of use to Columbus in his celestial calculations and his navigation of the open sea. He also used an astrolabe and quadrant to determine the altitude of stars, set his hourglass by the transits of the Sun, depended on the North Star to fix magnetic north, and judged the time of night by the constellation of the Great Bear. He overawed the natives of one island by his ability to predict a lunar eclipse, and drew with some success on astrological lore to predict the weather—taking his ships to shelter, for example, in the port of Santo Domingo because an aspect between Jupiter and Mercury seemed to portend a tropical storm. Yet Columbus could not proceed solely by the sky. Knowledge of celestial navigation in Europe was wanting, and so, for the most part, he relied on a magnetic compass to measure his course or direction, and on his own method of “dead” or deduced reckoning to estimate his position on the main.

But it was the stars that led him on. Columbus understood that the world was a globe and believed that by sailing directly west he would eventually reach the shores of Asia (or the “Indies”). He could not know, of course, that America intervened. But it was not the fabled wealth of the Indies that held him most in thrall. For the voyage itself was spurred on by an astrological idea. That idea was the “great conjunction” theory of history, as first set forth in the writings of the Persians, elaborated by the Arabs, and adopted by the Latin West. Columbus had encountered it in the work of the French cardinal, theologian, and astrologer Pierre d’Ailly.

According to this theory, important historical events such as the rise and fall of empires, the birth of religions, and cultural transformations were marked by the “great planetary conjunctions” of Jupiter and Saturn as they revolved through their cycles in the sky. Such great conjunctions occurred once every 960 years—a principal source of our idea of the millennium—as the planets completed a circuit of the zodiac, combining and recombining in the signs. In the course of that round, the two conjoined—that is, occupied the same degree of celestial longitude—forty-eight times. For d’Ailly, human history was explained by the unfolding impact of these conjunctions, according to their scale. Shifts between triplicities or elements (earth, air, fire, and water, by which the signs of the zodiac were grouped) were associated with dynastic change; the greater or near-millennial conjunctions were linked to epochal change as well as natural disasters such as earthquakes and overwhelming floods. In d’Ailly’s view, such great conjunctions had heralded or coincided with the Great Flood, the fall of Troy, the death of Moses, the foundation of Rome, and the advent of Christ. “All astronomers are agreed in this,” he declared, “that there never was one of those conjunctions without some great and notable change in this world.”

D’Ailly’s work had convinced Columbus that the end of the world was near, and that it would be accompanied by the conversion of all heathenkind to Christ. For that reason, he called himself Christophorus (or “Christo-ferens,” as he came to sign his name), “the Christ-bearer,” and conceived himself the agent of God’s work as the world approached its final days. All this he explained in a letter to his royal patrons, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain. He wrote of the Indies: “These vast realms are peopled with immortal souls, for whose redemption Christ, the Son of God, has made an atoning sacrifice. It is the mission which God has assigned to me to search them out, and to carry to them the Gospel of Salvation.” He took as his text Isaiah 11:10–12—“The Lord shall…recover the remnant of his people…and gather together the dispersed…from the four corners of the earth”—and his historic first voyage itself seemed emblematic of that charge.

On the morning of August 3, 1492, Columbus set sail with three small ships—the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa María—from Palos, Spain, and steered for the Canary Islands, where he reprovisioned before striking due west. After a difficult voyage of two months with a near-mutinous crew, on October 12 he at length sighted land. At two o’clock in the morning, a gun was fired to give the signal. All three vessels then took in their sails and laid to, “waiting impatiently for the dawn.” Upon making landfall, “the voice of prayer and the melody of praise rose from his ships,” and his own first action was to prostrate himself upon the ground. To Columbus, his journey’s end was heaven-sent. For their part, the natives on the small Bahamian island were not wholly mistaken, perhaps, when they cried out at dawn to their brethren, “Come see the people from the sky.”

Columbus would later say that he owed all he had achieved to the grace of God and “God-given” arts of astrology, geometry, navigation, and arithmetic.

His own heavily annotated copy of d’Ailly’s work, Treatise on the Image of the World, may still be seen in the Columbine Library at Seville.
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ACCORDING TO AN ANCIENT TRADITION, common to both Gnostic and Syriac Christians as well as to the Persians and Jews, Adam received the doctrines and mysteries of astrology directly from the Creator, and by knowledgeably scanning the constellations in the skies foretold that the world would one day be destroyed by water, then by fire. As a memorial to those who came after him, he (or his descendants, Seth and Enoch) had this knowledge engraved upon two pillars, one of brick, the other of stone. According to Flavius Josephus, the Jewish historian and near contemporary of Christ, the second pillar could still be seen in Syria in A.D. 63.

Astrology is the oldest of the occult sciences. It is also the origin of science itself. From astrology are derived astronomy, calculation of time, mathematics, medicine, botany, mineralogy, and (by way of alchemy) modern chemistry, among other disciplines. Logarithms were originally devised to simplify the calculations necessary in casting horoscopes; the ray theory of vision—the foundation of modern optics—developed from astrological theories of the effect of stellar rays on the soul. For five thousand years, from ancient Sumeria and Babylonia to the present day, the stars have been viewed as shaping, by divine power, the course and destiny of human affairs. Indeed, according to the New Catholic Encyclopedia, the earliest symbol of deity known to us—the cuneiform sign for “god”—was a star (*).

Astrological terms permeate our language: conjunction, opposition, forecast, aspect, lunatic, venereal, disaster, influence—as in influenza, since all epidemics were once ascribed to celestial effects; we speak of “mercurial,” “saturnine,” or “jovial” temperaments; and people thank their “lucky stars,” or consider a person “ill-starred” if his luck is bad. The Hebrew word mazzal means “sign” or constellation; so “Mazzal tov” (the colloquial “Congratulations!”) really means, “May you have good stars!” The term fall is astrological, for the fall or autumn equinox marks the descendant of the zodiac year; and revolution is taken from an astrological calculation called a “solar return.” The star-shaped halo that once encompassed the Roman emperor’s posthumous image—according to the belief that he ascended to heaven as a star—was later transformed into the halo of the Christian saint. The pharmaceutical symbol Rx—commonly said to be an abbreviation for the Latin verb recipere (from which we get recipe or compound)—is derived from the ancient symbol for the Roman god Jupiter, based on the “Eye” of Horus, an Egyptian god with magical healing powers.

[image: space]

ASTRONOMY STUDIES THE heavenly bodies in order to formulate the natural laws that govern them and to understand how the physical structure of the universe evolved; astrology describes the influence of those bodies upon human character and life. Or, as Ralph Waldo Emerson reputedly remarked, “Astrology is astronomy brought down to earth and applied to the affairs of men.” It is an applied science, insofar as it is based on astronomy; an exact science, insofar as its judgments are based on mathematical calculations; and an empirical science, insofar as its deductions are based on data gathered over the course of time.

Its method is a horoscope, which is a map or diagram of the heavens cast for a particular moment of time, and read according to well-established rules. Those rules, if properly applied, are free from the elements of chance or divination; moreover, they are substantially based on a written tradition that derives its authority not just from dogma and belief, but from thousands of years of observation. The idea at the heart of astrology is that the pattern of a person’s life—or character, or nature—corresponds to the planetary pattern at the moment of his birth. Such an idea is as old as the world is old—that all things bear the imprint of the moment they are born.

Whether this is true or not may be subject to debate. But the belief that it is has proved to have enduring power.

Astrology in modern times has undergone a remarkable resurgence, and is now (as Carl Jung predicted it would) knocking again at the doors of academe. Astrologers are attempting to verify traditional doctrine by scientific methods and in general to meet the demand of Johannes Kepler (one of its true believers) that they “separate the gems from the slag.” In a number of countries, including England, France, Russia, Germany, and the United States, astrology is once again being taught at the university level, for the first time since the Renaissance. In England, courses in the subject are now offered at Brasenose College, Oxford; Bath Spa University College; the University of Southampton; and the University of Kent. It can also be studied at Cardiff University in Wales, the Bibliotheca Astrologica in France, the University of Zaragoza in Spain, Dogus University in Turkey, Benares Hindu University in northern India, and at Kepler College in the United States, among other schools. Scholarly journals such as Culture and Cosmos (A Journal of the History of Astrology and Cultural Astronomy), the Dublin Astrologer (The Journal of the Dublin Astrological Centre), and Apollon (The Journal of Psychological Astrology), have begun to establish themselves, while the prestigious Warburg Institute in London recently created a “Sophia Fellowship” for astrological research.

For the past thirty years or so, polls have shown that from 30 to 40 percent of Americans (or about 100 million people) “believe in astrology and think their lives are governed by the stars.” An estimated ten million people have paid an astrologer to cast their horoscope, while almost everybody seems to know their own “sign.” Astrology columns are carried by most of the nation’s daily newspapers and hundreds of magazines, and can be found on numerous Internet sites. Yahoo alone lists about 1,700 of the latter, while Amazon.com counts 3,155 books on the subject in print. Most large bookstores today devote an entire section to the field. According to one recent estimate, there are some 15,000 full-time and 225,000 part-time astrologers today in the United States.

There can be no doubt that the subject maintains an unshakeable hold on the human mind.
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THE BIBLE IS RICH with astrological allusion. It opens with the pronouncement that the “lights in the firmament of the heavens” were established in part “for signs,” and in Psalm 19, for example, we read: “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament showeth his handiwork. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night showeth knowledge. There is no speech nor language where their voice is not heard.” According to rabbinical tradition each of the twelve tribes of Israel represented a zodiac sign, and the astrological symbols for the four fixed signs—a lion, a man, a bull, and an eagle—were carried as totems in the Egyptian desert by the Hebrew host. These same symbols made up the composite creature we call the Egyptian Sphinx, and in accordance with Ezekiel’s vision came to stand for the four great Christian evangelists—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Of the twelve precious stones that adorned the breastplate of Aaron as high priest, Josephus wrote, “whether we understand by them the months, or the like number of the signs of that circle which the Greeks call the Zodiac, we shall not be mistaken.” The seven-branched candlestick, he tells us, also symbolized the seven planets, and the twelve loaves of shewbread in the temple the twelve signs. It is said that each of the twelve disciples of Christ likewise stood for (or embodied) a sign—an idea that was carried over into medieval romance, where the twelve knights of King Arthur’s Round Table (a symbol of the zodiac) also stood for the twelve astrological types. The idea that those types together constitute a complete circle of humanity is also carried over into our jury system, which is supposed to ensure that a man is properly tried by a representative assessment (or complete cross-section) of his peers. That means, in theory, that they will combine their experience to perfect the judgment of a case. The Hindus also say twelve is the number of completeness, which is why the Bible tells us that at the age of twelve, Jesus was able to confute the doctors in the temple, because his knowledge was already complete.

Throughout antiquity, the constellations and planets were honored by shrines and temples of learning. There were twelve great Mystery religions, “each one paying homage to or deriving its authority from a zodiac sign.” The rites of Aries, or the Celestial Ram, so Manly Hall tells us, “were celebrated in the temple of Jupiter Ammon in the Libyan desert; the rites of Taurus in the Egyptian Mysteries of Serapis, or the tomb of the Heavenly Bull; the rites of Gemini in Samothrace, where Castor and Pollux—the Dioscuri—were worshipped; the rites of Cancer in Ephesus, where Diana (goddess of the Moon) was revered; the rites of Leo in the Bacchic and Dionysiac orgies of the Greeks,” and so on.

The ecclesiastical calendars of all known religions are also linked astrologically with the major phases of the Sun and Moon. Passover, for example, begins on the first full Moon after the vernal equinox; Easter Sunday, which marks the end of Lent, is usually the first Sunday after that;* the Christian Sabbath is the day of the Sun; and the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah, starts at sunset on the day of the new moon closest to the autumn equinox. The first day of Ramadan is set by the new Moon in Libra, which begins the most holy period for Moslems of fasting and prayer. In Vietnam, the New Year begins at the time of the first full Moon after the Sun enters Aquarius and is termed Tet. Hanukkah is set by the new Moon in Capricorn, and Purim by the full Moon in Pisces. Christmas was “coopted by the Church from pagan celebrations at the winter solstice, which was also the festival of the Persian Sun god Mithras. The rebirth of the Sun god was thus replaced in Christianity by the birth of God the Son.”

The names of the days of the Western week, of course, are those of the star-gods, as derived from Roman and Norse mythology. Sunday is the Sun’s day; Monday the Moon’s; Tuesday the day of Tiw, the pagan god of war, akin to Mars; Wednesday belongs to Woden, akin to Mercury (in French, Mercredi); Thursday to Thor, or Jupiter; and Friday to the goddess Freya, or Venus (in French, Vendredi). Saturday is Saturn’s day and rounds out the cycle.

Our seven-day week itself derives from a convergence around the 2nd century B.C. of the Sabbath cycle of the Jews, in which the seventh day was held to be holy, and an astrological week based upon the planets (which included the Sun and Moon) according to which each day was ruled by one of the seven planetary gods. Each hour of each day was also so ruled, hence the cycle of planetary hours. Following Egyptian practice, there were twenty-four hours in a day, but before clock time they were not all of equal length: the twelve daytime hours were equally divided from sunrise to sunset, the twelve nighttime hours from sunset to dawn. In sequence, the hours belonged to Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon, in an endless circle, with each one in turn serving as regent or ruler for that day. This was the Ptolemaic order of the planets, according to their perceived speed and distance from the earth.

The planets also gave us the seven liberal arts, and, by number and type, the seven deadly sins: sloth (Saturn), pride ( Jupiter), anger (Mars), gluttony (the Sun), lust (Venus), avarice (Mercury), and envy (the Moon). Like the signs, the planets inspired worship and adulation, and each of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world, according to one scholar, arose in homage to one of the planets then known. The Colossus of Rhodes was an altar to the Sun; the temple of Diana at Ephesus to the Moon; the Great Pyramid at Giza to Mercury; the hanging gardens of Semiramis to Venus; the mausoleum of Halicarnassus to Mars; the temple of Olympian Zeus to Jupiter; and the Pharos of Alexandria to Saturn.

Many of the myths of the ancients, moreover, can be unlocked only by an astral key. One key is the vernal equinox, the Sun’s annual “crossing” (or “passover”) from the southern to the northern hemisphere—which enters a new constellation every 2,160 years. Some 4,700 years ago, for example, when it entered Taurus, the Egyptian god Osiris assumed the form of the Celestial Bull, while in the Egyptian desert the children of Israel made offerings to a golden calf. When the equinox later entered Aries, “the solar deity was commonly represented by a golden-haired youth cradling a lamb in his arms and holding a shepherd’s crook.” When the equinox entered Pisces, the Savior of the World “appeared as the Fisher of Men.”

In the symbolism of this great story, the Ram (Aries, from the Greek eras, meaning lamb) and the lamb are one. After their Exodus from Egypt, the Jews sacrificed a lamb at the Passover festival; this paschal sacrifice later became the Easter Lamb of sacrifice and crucifixion in the Christian faith. The idea of Passover itself is linked to the Sun’s equinoctial passing or crossing over, which also underlies the symbol of the Cross. We may go deeper. After Christ was crucified, dead, and buried, he ascended into heaven after three days. Just so, the Sun remains for three days in transit at the equinoctial point before it begins its ascent into the northern hemisphere.

This is not to say that the story of the Passover, or the life of Christ, is a mere allegory of a celestial event. God forbid! Astrologically speaking, in the divine scheme of things, it is rather the other way around.
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ADORATION OF THE HEAVENS as the face of the divine was perhaps the beginning of true worship, and the mythology of the Egyptians and Greeks often involved parables or stories of the stars. The Trojan War, Homer tells us in the Iliad, was provoked by “Jove and Latona’s son,” that is, Jupiter (Zeus in Homer), and Apollo, the Sun. Arrayed on the side of the Trojans are Apollo, Venus, and Mars; on that of the Greeks, Neptune, the Moon, Vulcan, Athena, and Jupiter. Mercury is not mentioned by Homer, but Iris, the rainbow goddess, is his female form. As a messenger, she acts with strict neutrality, but “every scene on earth is a reflex, outcome, or willed event of some previous celestial scene.” “What do you think Homer and Vergil had in mind,” wrote one Renaissance astrologer, Girolamo Cardano, “when they continually made the gods quarrel or fight, the Homeric ones for the Greeks or Trojans, the Vergilian for Turnus or Aeneas? Clearly that some of the stars favored one party, others the other. That is the explanation of those numerous meetings and counsels of the gods…Therefore when they said that Venus favored Aeneas because he was very handsome, or that Juno, that is, fortune, and the Moon favored Turnus, or that Apollo, or the Sun, favored Hector because he was strong and just, they had in mind, concealed under the veil of fable, the genius or star that ruled each one at birth.” The Twelve Labors of Hercules are also a figurative description of the Sun’s passage through the twelve signs and are akin to the stories the Babylonians told about their own solar hero, Gilgamesh, “whose life unfolded in twelve epic songs.”

If the pagan myths are astrological allegories of a sort, so too may be some of the biblical tales—for example, that of Samson, whose name in Hebrew means “belonging to the Sun.” His long hair, like the lion’s mane, was his pride and symbolized his strength; it is his encounter with a lion as a young man that first proves his might. Delilah is his opposite in every sense. If he is Leo-like, the root of her name in Hebrew is the word for Aquarius—the opposite sign. This is a story in which astrological opposites meet, mate, and clash.
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WE MAY EVENTUALLY KNOW what everything is, but we will never know what everything means. Ludwig Wittgenstein once touchingly glanced at this idea in one of his mournful moods when he wrote, “We feel that when all possible scientific questions have been answered, the problems of life remain completely untouched.” Religion occupies the sacred heart of all those questions to which the problems of life give rise, and astrology is the most venerable branch of that inner knowledge from which religion springs.

This is not a book for or against astrology, but a book about its impact on history and on the history of ideas. That impact has been large, and without a competent knowledge of the subject it is almost impossible to accurately trace or construe much of history itself or the ideas that have governed its course. For it runs, and has run, like an underground river through human affairs. Indeed, until the middle of the 17th century at least, astrology “entered into the councils of princes, guided the policy of nations, and ruled the daily actions of individuals,” great and small. Astrological predictions often affected the course of events, while those in power based their actions on astrological advice. It is said that the Incas submitted to the Spanish almost without a fight because the arrival of the conquistadors happened to coincide with an astrological prophecy that their civilization was coming to an end. Depending on how one cares to interpret this, the prophecy fulfilled itself or, by acquiescence, was fulfilled. Either way, astrology had power.

The very idea of a “period” of history (to which the Incas belonged) is astrological, and based on the conjunction theory Columbus embraced. That theory brought the otherwise indistinguishable flow of time into an ordered sequence, and made history intelligible by identifying its hectic course with celestial events. It also helped to explain why history often seemed to repeat itself, as imaged in the repetitions in the sky. Modern science, like modern history, tends to disregard it, but this is a senseless bias or neglect. The history of science itself is so beholden to astrology that it owes it a debt of respectful attention if not abundant gratitude. “Do you believe then that the sciences would ever have arisen and become great,” Friedrich Nietzsche once remarked, “if there had not beforehand been magicians, alchemists, astrologers, and wizards, who thirsted and hungered after abscondite and forbidden powers?” Astrology, of course, possesses its own kind of knowledge, which has nothing to do with what modern science reveres. But in some sense, it is also true that magic and science originally advanced side by side. The desire to understand the secret workings of nature created an intellectual environment favorable to experiment and induction; alchemy gave birth to chemistry; Neoplatonic and hermetic ways of thinking led to the heliocentric hypothesis of Copernicus, Kepler’s laws of planetary motion, and Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood. The mystical conviction that number contained the key to all mysteries fostered the development of mathematics—and subsequently revived it in the wake of the Dark Ages when knowledge of the subject had waned.

The irreverent scorn in which astrology is sometimes held is ultimately based on a superstition, one “all the more dangerous,” as Theodore Roosevelt once remarked (in an essay entitled, “The Search for Truth in a Reverent Spirit”), “because those suffering from it are profoundly convinced that they are freeing themselves from superstition itself. No medieval superstition…could be more intolerant…than that…which not merely calls itself scientific but arrogates to itself the sole right to use the term.” Surely a degree of humility is not unbecoming in any attempt to assess the value of a doctrine—or “teaching”—that has survived for thousands of years.
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LIKE THE BONES OF Columbus himself, those of astrology have been stirred so often as almost to acquire a life of their own. Exhumed and reinterred at least half a dozen times over the course of three centuries, from Vallodolid to Santo Domingo, from Havana to Genoa to Seville, the explorer’s remains have seemed to multiply like the relics of a saint, and today can be found in at least three sites in both the Old World and the New. If astrology is dead and buried, as some would have it, its grave is as unquiet as that of Columbus, and as indeterminate as his tomb.

Sir Elias Ashmole (for whom the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford is named) once remarked: “There are in Astrologie (I confess) shallow Brooks, through which young Tyroes may wade; but withal there are deep Fords, over which the Giants themselves must swim.” There is far more to the subject than tends to meet the modern eye. Its story, at the very least, is enlarged with remarkable lives, including some of the most illustrious (and infamous) in human history, and draws its line through the whole chronology and range of human culture, from the back alleys of imperial Rome, where fortune-tellers plied their trade, to the inner circles of secular and religious power.

*Except when the ecclesiastical full moon (determined from tables) and the astronomical full moon do not correspond.



















Chapter 2










THE APPARENT BIRTHPLACEof astrology was Mesopotamia, the land between the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers, now occupied by Iraq. From the “Chaldean East,” as it came to be called, which encompassed the realms of Chaldea, Babylonia, and Assyria, astrology spread to Egypt, and thence to the ancient world of Greece. The Greeks believed the Egyptians and Babylonians had invented it. Plato, in theEpinomis, specifically credited Assyria and Egypt. Marcus Manilius, the Roman author ofAstronomica, an astrological poem written in the age of Augustus, held that the origins of astronomy could be found in the lands of the Euphrates and the Nile. “Very deep is the well of the past,” wrote Thomas Mann. “Should we not call it bottomless?” We may never know for certain whether the Egyptians owed the fundamentals of their astrological knowledge to the Babylonians, or whether, as some continue to insist, the Babylonians imbibed it at least in part from some Egyptian source. But just as religious ideas, and their symbolic language, seem to belong to a kind of received understanding worldwide, so those of astrology, which are religious in nature, belong to the immemorial past. Even so, there are markers in time that allow some of its progress to be traced.




Four thousand years before Christ, the Babylonians and Assyrians scanned the heavens for omens of their fate, and from atop their ziggurats, or multitiered towers, mapped the course of the planets and from their observations began to make predictions about the weather, the harvest, drought, famine, war, peace, and the fates of kings. Some of the earliest known towers were at Uruk and Ur. The biblical prophet Abraham, father of the Jewish people, was born in the city of Ur of the Kasdim (a phrase meaning “light of the astrologers”) when the rulers of Mesopotamia were said to be astrologer-kings. Astrology flourished in the reign of Assurbanipal (called Sardanapalus by the Greeks), who reigned at Nineveh in the middle of the 7th centuryB.C. Assurbanipal was the son of Esarhaddon, who had succeeded Sennacherib, the ruler of Assyria mentioned in Isaiah and 2 Kings. In the time of the biblical prophet Daniel, it was still customary under the Assyrian monarchs for the general in the field to be accompanied by hisasipu, or “prophet,” on whose interpretation of the signs of heaven the movements of the army relied. Whether or not these Assyrians worshipped the planets themselves as gods—or regarded their patterned flight as the agents of some higher power—they began to trust in their import and recorded their observations on calcite and green-stone cylinder seals. The Sun was depicted as a rayed disk, the Moon as a crescent, and Venus as an eight-pointed star.




A large collection of cuneiform tablets, known asEnuma Anu Enlil, survive from the ancient archives of Nineveh and include many observations made before Assurbanipal’s reign. Most took the form of celestial omens, which accurately noted the rising and setting of Venus with predictions based on its appearance and location in the sky. One typical omen read: “When Venus appears in Dilgan (Virgo), rains in heaven, floods on [earth], the crops of Aharru will prosper; and men will reinhabit ruined homes.” Or: “If Venus appears in the east in the month of Airu and the Great and Small Twins surround her, all four of them, and she is dark, then the King of Elam will sicken and die.” Again: “When the fiery light of Venus illuminates the breast of Scorpio, then rain and floods will ravage the land.” Other planets were also assessed. For example, “If a halo encircle the Moon, and Jupiter is found within it, animals will perish and the king of Akkad will be besieged.” Or: “When Jupiter stands in front of Mars, there will be corn in the fields and men will be slain…When Mars approaches Jupiter, there will be great devastation…In that year the king of Akkad will die.”




Before the ancient twelve-month calendar emerged, the different seasons were identified with particular stars that rose as the seasons turned. At the time the constellations were established (about 3000B.C. ), the Sun at the spring equinox was near Aldebaran, the brightest star of Taurus; at the summer solstice, near Regulus, the brightest star of Leo; at the autumnal equinox, near Antares, the brightest star of Scorpio; and at the winter solstice, near Fomalhaut, the brightest star of Aquarius. These four stars were called “royal,” and the signs (or constellations) in which they were placed were said to be “fixed” because they were close to the four fixed points in the Sun’s seeming path among the stars. By 700B.C. , the Assyrians at Nineveh had more or less traced the ecliptic; divided it into four parts according to the seasons; drawn up the list of constellations whose heliacal rising corresponded to the various months; distinguished the planets from the fixed stars; followed their course; and “approximately determined the duration of their synodic revolutions.” That enabled them to predict eclipses of the Sun and Moon and to “accurately fix the duration of the lunar month at a little more than twenty-nine and one half days.” The earliest star maps, in fact, were lists of stars charted in their relation to the Moon. Early tablets therefore referred to the “stars in the path of the Moon,” and the earliest calendars were lunar, a month lasting either from first crescent to first crescent or from full Moon to full Moon. This subsequently evolved into a lunar zodiac of twenty-eight “mansions” or divisions, which roughly traced the distance traveled by the Moon each day. These mansions were sometimes thought of as the temporary resting places of the Sun, Moon, and planets in their journey across the sky. Over time, the annual lunar calendar or cycle was linked to the now standard zodiac of twelve signs or constellations, as the great astronomer Johannes Kepler once explained: “[In ancient times] the farmers had to seek their calendar in the sky…When the Moon was full, they could easily see, for example, that the first full Moon appeared in the Ram’s horns, the second near the Pleiades, the third near the Twins, etc. and finally that the thirteenth again appeared in the first constellation, the Ram’s horns. Thus the full Moons divided the whole circle into twelve parts.” The twelve constellations were eventually mapped and formed into a zodiac round (about the 6th centuryB.C. ) and the signs in turn (as distinct from the constellations) were established as twelve 30-degree arcs over the course of the next two hundred years.




Such are the ascertainable beginnings of Chaldean lore. The wordChaldean was originally a geographical term from the AssyrianKaldu and referred to Chaldea, or lower Mesopotamia, near the Persian Gulf. It eventually came to refer to members of the Babylonian priesthood, then to Greek astrologers “directly or indirectly affiliated with Babylonian schools,” and ultimately to “all those who professed to foretell the future according to the stars.” The Roman historian Diodorus Siculus tells us that the Chaldeans called the planets “the Interpreters” because their course and relative positions revealed to men the will of the gods. He adds: “The star which the Greeks name Cronos [Saturn] they call the ‘star of the Sun’ [or the ‘Sun of the night’], because it gives the most numerous and important predictions.”




Babylonian star lore migrated to Egypt with the Persian conquests in the 6th centuryB.C. , though the positions of many of the stars had already been mapped out by ancient Egyptian astronomers as early as the 13th centuryB.C. In the tomb of Ramses II, who lived about 1292–25B.C. , the 19th-century French Egyptologist Jean Champollion found massive circles of wrought gold divided into 365 degrees, each of which marked the rising and setting of the stars for the day. In the tomb of Ramses V, moreover, he found papyri giving tables of constellations and their influences on human beings for every hour of every month of the year. The different hours of different constellations in the ascendant, for example, were believed to rule different parts of the body—the ears, heart, arms, and so on—according to an astrological tradition that persists to this day. This type of astrology was “not only common among the Chaldeans,” writes Ellen McCaffery, “but entered the oral tradition of the Hebrews, which seemed to give support to the statement of theSephir Yetzirah (composed in the early Christian centuries) that astrological knowledge had been handed down by Abraham, born among the Chaldees.”
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THE EARLIEST SURVIVINGbirth chart was drawn for a child born in the region of modern Iraq, just south of Baghdad on April 29, 410B.C. —“when Socrates was about sixty and Plato seventeen years old.” All in all, some 205 individual horoscopes, most of them Greek, have been preserved from ancient times. It is sometimes said that natal astrology was invented by the Greeks, but that can hardly be, for as early as 1300 years before Christ we have a Hittite translation of a Babylonian omen text offering personal predictions according to the month in which a child is born. Herodotus, in hisHistories, tells us that long before his own time (the 5th centuryB.C. ), “the Egyptians had learned how to foretell by the date of a man’s birth his character, his fortunes, and the day of his death.”




But the astrological knowledge of the Greeks also seems to go far back. Philostratus, writing in the early Christian era, tells us that astrology was known in Greece as early as 1184B.C. ; Plutarch claims that Hesiod, the Greek poet who lived eight hundred years before Christ, was an adept; and various constellations, such as Orion, the Pleiades, and the Great Bear were certainly familiar to the Greeks when theOdyssey of Homer (in which they are named) was composed. There is also an astrological allusion in which Euripides (480–406B.C. ) refers to a prediction based on the rising of the stars. Pliny, Plutarch’s contemporary (in the first centuryA.D. ), tells us that many early Greek astronomers were also astrologers, including Thales (born ca. 640B.C. ), who is said to have been familiar with Egyptian lore. Thales, not incidentally, described the Earth as a sphere, as did most Greek astronomers, and determined the ratio of the Sun’s diameter to its apparent orbit. According to Herodotus, Thales also predicted that the total eclipse of the Sun in 609B.C. would herald the end of the war between the Medes and Lydians. The eclipse occurred when the battle between these two nations was at its height, and “darkness falling on both armies, the war ceased.” Anaximander, a disciple and friend of Thales, developed various instruments, including the sundial, for making celestial calculations; Plato alludes to astrology in hisTimaeus and was tutored by a Chaldean astrologer in his old age; Theophrastus, who succeeded Aristotle as head of the Lyceum, held that astrology could not only predict world events but also the course of a person’s life. And so on. It is perhaps as futile to attempt a fixed timeline for astrological knowledge as it is for the history of faith.




One thing seems certain: that astrological knowledge came to include Pythagorean concepts of equation and proportion (“common to all branches of mathematics”); the mystical meaning of number; and the idea that man is a microcosm or miniature version of the universe, bound by a system of affinities to the stars. Such ideas are perhaps immemorial, and probably did not originate with Pythagoras himself, a Greek of the 6th centuryB.C. who settled in Crotona in southern Italy. But in his teaching, he gave them a local habitation and a name. With the conquests of Alexander the Great, such occult learning spread, as both Mesopotamia and Egypt came under Greek rule. It was in Hellenistic Egypt, indeed, that Western astrology really developed out of an amalgam of Babylonian, Greek, and Egyptian elements. There it cohered into a system with its own doctrines and traditions, and was joined to Greek mathematical astronomy, which gave a scientific dimension to the Pythagorean teachings it embraced.




That system had signs; sign rulers; fixed stars; a doctrine of comets and eclipses; decans (a division of each sign into thirds); dodecatemoria (a division of each sign into twelfths); the four elements; the planetary week; the five essential dignities of sign, exaltation, triplicity, term, and face; celestial houses; planets in signs, houses, and aspect; and the parts or lots—for example, the Part of Fortune, an arithmetically derived point on the ecliptic obtained by adding the celestial longitudes of the Moon and the ascendant and subtracting the longitude of the Sun. The efflorescence and development of the art helps to explain the profusion of planetary and other zodiac symbols that began to find expression in architecture and painting, and to appear on contemporary coins. Egyptian star maps adorned temples such as those at Esna or Denderah, and a relief found in Samosata depicts a conjunction of planets in Leo that marked the coronation of Egypt’s Antiochus I. The earliest known astrological handbook was also a Greco-Egyptian work known as theNechepso-Petosiris, drawn up in Alexandria around 150B.C. Indeed, throughout the whole period there was a vibrant convergence (or conversation) of ideas east and west—from India to Egypt—across the Greek world.
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ON THE MORNINGof July 14,A.D. 479, a worried client sought out an Egyptian astrologer in Smyrna by the name of Palchus and, at 8:30A.M., asked whether a ship that he was expecting from Alexandria, now way overdue, would eventually arrive safely, and, if so, when. The astrologer drew up a figure for the time the question was asked (according to a venerable branch of astrology less well-known today called horary, meaning, “of the hour”), and gave his expert judgment of the case: “Finding that the lords of the day and hour,” he began, “being Saturn and Mars, are both in the Ascendant, and observing that the Moon is applying to [moving toward] an aspect of Saturn, it seems the ship has encountered a violent storm, but has escaped, inasmuch as Venus and the Moon are beheld by [in aspect to] Jupiter…And observing that the Ascendant is in a bi-corporeal sign…the ship’s company has survived and had passed from one vessel to another. And as Venus, who has dominion over birds, is in opposition to Sagittarius, they will bring some birds with them. And because the Moon is in the house of Mars and in the terms of Mercury [a sign division ruled by that planet], they will probably bring some books and papers [papyri], and some brass vessels on account of the Moon also being in Scorpio…And observing that Aesculapius [the constellation Ophiuchus, the Serpent Bearer] will rise with the Moon, their cargo will include medicines, too.” It is said that all that Palchus carefully described proved out. Moreover, he apparently predicted that the ship would arrive when the Moon entered Aquarius. And so it did.




Some astrologers were better than others, of course, and the half-baked knowledge of a pretender could produce disastrous results. For example, inA.D. 484, two Byzantine court astrologers persuaded an aspiring noble by the name of Leontius to set himself up as emperor in opposition to Zeno, at that time the legitimate head of state. They “elected” a time for his coup (according to another venerable branch of astrology, known as “elections”) that had the Sun, Jupiter, and Mars all rising, with Mercury succedent to them, and with the Moon in friendly aspect both to Saturn and Jupiter (that is, by sextile or trine). One would think, according to the doctrine of elections, that Leontius had it made. Not so. For according to a contemporary source, after he was crowned at the time selected he “at once lost both his kingdom and his luck.” The two astrologers, we learn, had failed to note that Mercury, “ruler of the day and of the next ensuing hour, was in an evil state; for he was at his greatest elongation from the Sun, which signified a violent death, and his only aspect was to Saturn, the great malefic of the planetary system in the sky.” Also Venus, “being isolated,” could not bestow its beneficent rays upon the occasion, “being intercepted by the Sun.” Nor had they taken proper note of the fact that the Moon, being the dispositor (in effect, supplanter, according to certain rules) of the Sun, the ascendant, Jupiter, Mars, and the preceding new Moon, was in her “fall” and afflicted. As a result, the fact that the Sun, Jupiter, and Mars were all rising was not enough to outweigh the malevolent force of the rest. Indeed, the fact that the Moon was in her fall (opposite the sign in which she is exalted) and applying to a conjunction of Saturn was a “sure sign” Leontius would fail. Tricky business, this. In point of fact, after an illusory moment of success Leontius and his followers were vanquished, and so fled, first to Antioch in Syria and then to Papirius in Isauria (in modern Turkey), where they were besieged in a fortress for four years. Before the siege ended, they butchered the astrologers who had given them so much hope—though that could scarcely help them in their straits. Leontius himself was eventually caught and met the violent death that Mercury had shown. In 488 he was beheaded at Seleucia on the Calycadnus, and his head taken to Constantinople, where it was impaled on the city walls.
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TRADITIONAL ASTROLOGYhad four main branches: mundane, natal, horary, and elections. The first, mundane (meaning “world”), pertained to society as a whole and made predictions about the weather, harvests, epidemics, politics, and war; natal concerned the character and destiny of an individual; horary (or interrogations) dealt with a question by means of a chart cast for when it was asked; and elections sought to determine the most propitious moment for an action or enterprise. The three great circles fundamental to the art were, and are, the ecliptic (the Sun’s apparent path around the earth), the celestial equator, and the horizon. The celestial equator is simply the Earth’s equator projected onto the celestial sphere. Similarly, the celestial horizon is simply a circle parallel to the visible or sensible horizon, with its center the center of the Earth. That sensible horizon changes from place to place. In a horoscope it is determined by the place of birth, or the location of some other event for which a chart was drawn. Unlike the ecliptic and celestial equator, the horizon is unique to the chart in question. The point in space directly overhead and at right angles to the horizon is the Midheaven (or Medium Coeli), and that directly below it the Imum Coeli. The ascendant is the point where the ecliptic intersects the horizon in the east (horoscopes are drawn so that the east is on the left); opposite is the descendant, where the ecliptic meets the horizon in the west.




The natural beginning for the zodiac (a Greek word meaning “circle of animals”) is the vernal equinox or First Point of Aries, where the planes of the ecliptic and the equator intersect. Opposite is the First Point of Libra. These two mark the beginnings of spring and fall. At the same time, the two points where the ecliptic and the equator are farthest apart mark midsummer and midwinter (the solstices), and the latitudes on which they lie are called the tropics (from a Greek word meaning “turning point”). It is the angle of the ecliptic to the equator that therefore gives us seasonal change.




But the Earth is not a perfect sphere. There is a slight bulge at the equator, so the gravity of the Moon, and, to a lesser extent, the Sun, causes the Earth’s axis to wobble and describe a cone in space. Because of precession, as it is called, the equinoctial point appears to shift slowly backward through the zodiac by about 1 degree of arc every seventy-two years. For that reason, the signs and constellations do not correspond. Precession, however, has no bearing on the signs, which are based on the seasons. The signs never change, though once every twenty-six thousand years or so the signs and constellations roughly coincide.




As above, so below. That is the sacred heart of the astrological idea. “Overhead,” as one astronomer put it, “the glorious procession, so regular and unfaltering, of the silent, unapproachable stars: below, in unfailing answer, the succession of spring and summer, autumn and winter, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, rain and drought.” These are “the ordinances of heaven” that the Book of Job speaks of, and the evidence of “the dominion [of the stars] thereof” on Earth. God’s fiercely pointed questions to Job were meant to remind him that such is the order of creation, beyond Job’s power to affect. “Canst thou bring forth Mazzaroth [the twelve zodiac signs],” He asks, in their seasons? Or bind or loosen the influence of the stars on winter or spring? Just so, astrology tied the character and procession of events in life to nature, as governed by the heavens, whose order and motion in turn were ordained by God.




The Hebrews knew and revered the zodiac long before the Torah or Pentateuch, the First Five Books of Moses, were inscribed. At the beginning of the Christian Era, Ptolemy referred to it as “of unquestioned authority, unknown origin, and unsearchable antiquity.” However carefully traced, its origins (like the true age and origin of man) remain obscure enough to warrant our wonder, and to merit the belief, as some insist, that the knowledge itself was “revealed.” The names of the signs and constellations are in any case “prehistoric,” in the sense that there is no record of their coining, though it is popularly supposed that the various signs were arbitrarily christened after some imagined image in the sky. On the face of it that seems unlikely, since few constellations—or star clusters within them—correspond to their names. One would be hard put, for example, to find the likeness of a ram in the stars of Aries, or a goat in Capricorn. Nevertheless, one typical writer on the matter offers this quaint conjecture as to how the names came about:






A Sumerian priest was likely talking to two farmers one night. “I am designing a calendar,” he said. “I want to name the star cluster through which the gods pass each season so that we can have reference points. I need names for points of reference.” He paused and picked up the reed stylus. “Let’s start with midsummer.” “Name them scorpion,” said Sin-Samuh. “One stung my foot last year at this time.” “It was later,” said Zakir. “He bit you in the fall.” Sin-Samuh thought. “Maybe it was later.” “We may use that name, then, for later,” said the priest. “What about a lion?” asked Zakir. “One big guy chased Ben’s wife the other day, but I think he was looking for water. The creek is dry.” “Lion, huh?” The priest thought for a moment. “Not bad.” They looked at the quiet, starry night sky. “I see a paw.” “I see the body, over there.” “No, that’s the mane.” Sin-Samuh moved his hand in the air. “See how it curves down.” “I think you’re right, Sam,” said the priest. He pressed the stylus into the wet clay. “Then lion it will be.”







“This is the reason,” the writer concludes, “you are a Leo, I a Scorpio. Nothing more.”




More likely, the opposite is true: that the constellations were given names that symbolized ideas. Just as Anubis, the Dog Star of Egypt, was so named because its annual appearance gave warning of the flooding of the Nile, so among all ancient peoples Libra, which marks the fall equinox, when the days and nights are of equal length, is invariably represented by a balance or scale. If a plausible image could then afterwards be found by selectively connecting certain stars, that ultimately served to aid the memory in recalling the meaning it expressed.




A traditional rhyme makes a charming wreath of the signs:






The Ram, the Bull, the Heavenly Twins,




And next the Crab the Lion shines,




The Virgin and the Scales,




The Scorpion, Archer, and Sea-Goat,




The Man that bears the Watering-Pot,




The Fish with glittering tails.







The seven planets ruled these twelve, according to a time-honored order and arrangement: Aries by Mars, Taurus by Venus, Gemini by Mercury, Cancer by the Moon, Leo by the Sun, Virgo by Mercury, Libra by Venus, Scorpio by Mars, Sagittarius by Jupiter, Capricorn by Saturn, Aquarius by Saturn, and Pisces by Jupiter. Depending on their angular position, there were five ways for these planets to be in aspect, or regard each other and mingle their rays: by conjunction, sextile, square, trine, and opposition—that is, at 0, 30, 90, 120, and 180 degrees. In general, trine and sextile aspects were said to be “easy” because they linked signs of the same element or temperature, the square and opposition “hard” because they joined incompatible or opposing signs.




Whereas the signs were divisions of the heavens relative to the vernal equinox, as connected to the revolution of the Earth about the Sun (or, indifferently, to the Sun about the Earth), the twelve houses of the horoscope were divisions of the heavens relative to birthplace, as connected to the rotation of the Earth on its axis as it revolved. In chart interpretation, they encompassed every aspect of human life. In the simplest description, they governed (1) the self; (2) movable assets and finance; (3) communication, siblings, and short journeys; (4) the home and immovable property, such as land; (5) pleasure and children; (6) ill health and servants; (7) open enemies, partnership, and marriage; (8) death; (9) learning, religion, and long journeys; (10) career and social standing; (11) friends, hopes, and wishes; (12) secret enemies, prisons, hospitals, and self-undoing. In any birth chart, the nature of the activities and experiences represented by the twelve were indicated by the condition of the planets that occupied them. The strength or weakness of a planet depended upon its sign position, placement, aspect, and motion. A planet without essential dignity was rudderless, without power, or “peregrine.” Signs were distinguished by quality (cardinal, fixed, mutable) as well as element; the north and south nodes of the Moon—the two points where the lunar orbit and the plane of the ecliptic intersect (also known as the Dragon’s Head and the Dragon’s Tail)—were also of importance to any chart.




In the briefest possible synopsis, this was but the elementary grammar of astrology as practiced in the ancient world. That astrology emphasized the dignity or strength of the planets in the signs, receptions between them, and, in prediction, aspects as showing the occasion of events—a very different thing from the Sun-sign astrology of modern times. It also affirmed (once and for all) that the structure of Nature was evidenced by the visible sky, that the quality of time differed not only from time to time but place to place, that everything bore the celestial imprint of the moment of its birth, and that from that imprint or pattern its fate could be construed. Indeed, as baffling as the calculations and pronouncements of Palchus and other adepts might seem, their procedures were orthodox and standard; their judgments, if competent, governed by the doctrines and traditions (leavened perhaps by experience) they had learned.















Chapter 3










ASTROLOGY SWEPT ACROSSthe Greco-Roman world, reaching all races, nations, and types and classes of men: rulers, scholars, the poor and wealthy; invaded the sciences of medicine, botany, chemistry (via alchemy), and mineralogy; occupied a central place in the “mystery religions,” especially that of Mithras; and convinced all but the Epicureans and Skeptics.




Some part of its hegemony may be traced to the Hellenizing influences that followed the second Punic War (201B.C. ), though it had already begun to seep into the body politic a century before, when Roman legions first came into contact with various Eastern cults. At the outset it had attracted those primarily at the low end of the social scale, but its influence increased mightily until, by the end of the 1st centuryB.C. , it had taken firm hold. Backstreet astrologers and other pretenders to the art flooded Rome, prompting a Praetorian Edict in 139B.C. to expel them—the first of several promulgated over the next 150 years. Some set up their fortune-telling stalls under the shadows of the Circus Maximus, Rome’s vast ancient sporting arena in the valley between the Palatine and Aventine hills; others were new places of assignation, such as the temples of Isis, or in the seedy alleyways and slums of the Suburra, and on the outskirts of Rome. By then astrology had also begun to touch the seats of power. In 86B.C. , for example, one Roman consul was misled by an astrological forecast and slain in a popular rebellion. On his dead body was found the diagram that had lured him to his death.




Meanwhile, astrology gained steadily in stature thanks to the popularity of Stoic thought and the fatalistic doctrine, astrological and otherwise, that it seemed to condone. It was taught at some of the foremost schools, (such as the one founded by Posidonius on the island of Rhodes); embraced by rationalists convinced that nature was governed by immutable laws; and cultivated by the learned elite. Many political leaders in the Roman Republic had confidence in its teachings, while throughout the imperial period up through the reign of Domitian, astrologers were said to be the power behind the throne. Political and social turmoil, marked by sudden, unexpected reversals of fortune, always helped to foster it; along with any predicted outcome—as epitomized by the fate of Julius Caesar on the Ides of March in 44B.C.




An immensely popular figure in the Republic’s waning days, Caesar had shaped a career that exalted its signal virtues and ensured its grim demise. As a member of the democratic party, he had exposed corruption and promoted reform; as a member of the First Triumvirate (with Pompey and Crassus), he had conquered the whole of Gaul in a series of brilliant military campaigns. But when Pompey, supported by the Senate, turned against him, Caesar refused to disband his legions, in defiance of republican law, crossed the Rubicon, and civil war began. After two years of hard fighting, in battles ranging from Egypt to Spain, he emerged triumphant and began to assume the trappings of autocratic power. Scornful of the Senate, he issued coins with his own likeness, allowed his statues to be adorned like those of the gods, wore the imperial purple garb in public, and in February of 44B.C. was nameddictator perpetuus, or dictator for life. One month later, at a meeting of the Senate, he met his predicted end.




The fearful dreams of his wife, Calpurnia, had concerned him, and the warnings of the astrologer Vestritius Spurinna (the soothsayer of Shakespeare’s play) had given him some pause—though Spurinna had not always been right. In 46B.C. , for example, he had cautioned Caesar against crossing into Africa in advance of the winter solstice, but nothing in that campaign had gone awry. Even so, according to historian Cassius Dio, Caesar’s disregard for all forecasts was really due to his fatalistic view of life: “Despite the warnings he received, he felt that if it was fated to die at some appointed time, he saw no point trying to defy the hour.” A few minutes after taking his seat in the Senate chamber, on the Ides of March, a flurry of daggers struck him down.




The great orator and statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero had not been party to the plot, but in its aftermath he became, with Marc Antony, one of the two leading men of Rome—Cicero as spokesman for the Senate, Antony as consul and executor of Caesar’s will. The two soon had a falling out, however, and Cicero attacked Antony in a series of dramatic speeches, or philippics, from the Senate floor. Meanwhile, Antony had allied himself with Marcus Lepidus and Octavian (the future Augustus) in a new triumvirate and denounced Cicero as an enemy of the state.




Starting out as a lowly but brilliant lawyer with unmatched rhetorical skills, Cicero had risen rung by rung in public life from quaestor to aedile to praetor to consul, the highest office in the land. As consul in 63B.C. , he had exposed the conspiracy by Catiline (an ex-praetor and governor of Africa) to seize power by force, but in the civil war between Pompey and Caesar he had cast his lot with the losing side. Caesar afterward forgave him, but there was no such charity in Antony’s heart. As the walls closed in, yet another prediction played itself out.




Cicero’s own horoscope indicated that he would one day be murdered, and for that reason alone, understandably enough, he had been loathe to credit the art. He questioned how twins could have different destinies although born under the same constellation, and why all those born under the same constellation would not have the same fate. “Were all those who perished at the battle of Cannae,” he demanded, referring to Hannibal’s defeat of the Romans in 216B.C. , “born under the same star?” Yet something in him seems to have acquiesced. He counted two leading astrologers—Publius Nigidius Figulus and Lucius Tarrutius of Firmum—among his closest friends; commended Jupiter as “a star that brings prosperity and health”; feared Mars as a “planet that bodes ill to men”; accepted the astrological conceit that the world had begun with all the planets in Aries; believed that Babylonian astrological records were “based on empirical observations which went back over 470,000 years”; and gave credit to Vestritius Spurinna for warning Caesar about the Ides. Now, in the face of Antony’s blistering wrath, his heart must have sunk as he fled for his life toward the coast. Yet nothing could save him. A few days later he was caught—“his hair long and disheveled, his face pinched with fear”—and beheaded on December 7, 43B.C. As a gruesome warning to others, his hands were afterward severed and displayed on the rostrum of the Forum; and in a final indignity to his corpse, Marc Antony’s wife pulled out his tongue and pierced it with her hatpin in revenge upon the eloquence that had blackened her husband’s name.




Antony’s own exaltation was short-lived. In a reprise of the conflict between Pompey and Caesar, Antony and Octavian soon parted ways. Once again civil war erupted and after a decade of fighting, Octavian at last routed the followers of Antony at the naval battle of Actium and emerged as master of the Roman world.




Not long after Octavian, now Augustus, was crowned inA.D. 31, a comet appeared and shone for seven consecutive days during a festival of public games. The games had been held to commemorate Caesar’s life, and the new emperor skillfully took advantage of its sighting to christen it “the Star of Julius” and promote the idea that upon his death Caesar had been transformed into a star. Such a metamorphosis had been a conspicuous feature of Greek religion and mythology, in which figures like Hercules, Perseus, Andromeda, and Castor and Pollux had assumed the form of constellations. But Caesar was the first Roman to be so exalted, inaugurating a tradition that subsequent rulers were only too eager to embrace. Be that as it may, in matters of divination Augustus was certainly a believer. His own horoscope had been cast at birth (by the illustrious astrologer and Roman senator Nigidius Figulus, who had predicted his rise to power) and years later, during his student days at Apollonia, he had gone with his devoted friend Marcus Agrippa to consult one Theogenes, a local astrologer of note. Agrippa was the first to try his fortune, and when “a great and almost incredible career was predicted for him” (accurately, for he later became the emperor’s right-hand man), Augustus, with some diffidence, sought to learn his own fate. He feared in truth that it might be less. But after making his calculations, Theogenes reportedly gasped and threw himself at his feet.




What did Theogenes see? Born at sunrise, on September 22, 63B.C. , Augustus had a truly royal and majestic chart. His Sun was conjunct his ascendant in Libra; his fifth-house Capricorn Moon was waxing and moving toward Jupiter, which was exalted in the tenth. A modern astrologer, finding Mars and Saturn in the eighth, would be apt (mistakenly in this instance) to ramble on about a violent death. But what counted here was something else. As one classical textbook tells us, “If Jupiter in his own house or exaltation or in signs in which he rejoices comes into aspect with the waxing Moon, or when the Moon is moving toward Jupiter, the result is unconquerable generals who govern the whole world.” The judgment therefore was “He will wield power over life and death. He will lay his yoke upon the countries and will proclaim the laws. Before him cities and kingdoms will bow and be ruled by the rod of a single man.”




From that time on, Augustus became an open and devout believer, with such faith in his destiny that he never looked back. A remarkable confidence marked all his actions as emperor, most of which were crowned with success, and early in his reign he erected an Egyptian obelisk as part of a sundial on the Campus Martius, or Field of Mars, to commemorate the stars at his birth. Though from time to time he introduced curbs on astrological and other divinatory practices out of concern that reckless predictions might stir social unrest, when it was rumored in 27B.C. that he might meet some untoward end he made his horoscope public and issued a silver coin stamped with the sign of Capricorn.




The birth of the empire under Augustus “ushered in an era of almost universal acceptance of astrology by the Roman elite.” Evidence would have been hard to escape, in peace or war. Some of the Roman legions took Taurus as their emblem; each of the twelve chariot stables of the imperial race track stood for a zodiac sign, and the seven lanes were dedicated to the seven known planets (including the Sun and Moon). Astrological notions permeated the literature of the day. The greatest ancient treatise on architecture, written by Vitruvius, an engineer in Augustus’s employ, included a statement of complete faith in astrology, and specifically in the Chaldean traditions of “astronomical calculations…of great skill and subtlety” from which “the past and the future can be explained.” Horace, Persius, Propertius, Ovid, Juvenal, and other poets all wrote of the planets as exerting their own peculiar influence for good or ill; Pliny the Elder in hisNatural History accepted the rule of the planetary gods; and Vergil in hisGeorgics rehearsed the astrological rules for predicting the weather and for planting by the Sun and Moon. Based on horoscope analysis, Horace accurately predicted his own death and that of his great patron, Maecenas; Propertius pored over the chart of his unfaithful mistress with the lovelorn yearnings of his jilted heart; Ovid could hardly contain his joy when he discovered that one of his enemies was doomed by the sky to a wretched life. “You were born to be unfortunate,” he wrote to him with gusto. “Not a single star was propitious and gentle at your birth. Venus did not shine, nor Jupiter [in favorable aspect]. Neither did the Sun or Moon. Mars is so placed as to bring you constant sorrow; Saturn blackens your chart.”




As a satirist, Juvenal viewed the stars with a sardonic eye:






If fortune will, she may a rhetorician make




Into a consul; and she may the same man take




And bring him down unto his former state.




What was Ventidius, or what Tully [Cicero]? Fate




And the stars alone may tell thee this,




They doom to misery, or give thee bliss.







At the same time, he poked fun at high-born women who were always consulting their charts—loathe even to apply ointment to a sore without first checking to see if the aspects were right—as well as “old whores in their off-shoulder dresses” who regularly ran to consult some quack “by the dolphin-columns and the public stands.”




A more decorous Vergil implored the Muses for help in understanding the profounder reaches of the art:






Give me the ways of wandering stars to know




The depths of heaven above, and earth below,




Teach me the various labors of the Moon,




And whence proceed the eclipses of the Sun…







The “wandering stars,” of course, are the planets that crisscross the sky; the “labors of the Moon” those tasks appropriate to each lunar mansion, as measured in equal segments along the ecliptic, of which there were twenty-eight. “To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.” What are those seasons, and those times? Here, as often, Scripture and classical astrology unite. For the Hebrew prophet of Ecclesiastes names them, and the times of the naming are twenty-eight—one for every mansion of the Moon.
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AUGUSTUS DIED PEACEFULLYat Nola inA.D. 14. His successor, Tiberius, was a practicing astrologer, and most of the later emperors, including Caligula, Claudius, Nero, Galba, Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian, and Vespesian’s sons, Titus and Domitian, were convinced believers. Vespasian may have tempered his faith in the stars with some circumspection, but even those like Vitellius, who persecuted astrologers with unrelenting fervor, did so in part out of fear of their divinatory powers. From one reign to the next, the life of many a Roman noble hung upon the words of some imperial adept who might or might not depict him as a threat to the throne.




Under Tiberius the office of court astrologer was held by Thrasyllus, an Alexandrian Greek scholar who had made a name for himself in learned circles on the island of Rhodes. That name was richly deserved, for it is to this very man that we owe the definitive edition of the complete works of Plato, the greatest philosopher of ancient times. Tiberius had met Thrasyllus during an extremely painful time when, estranged from Augustus, he had decamped to Rhodes in a self-imposed exile that seemed likely to cost him any chance for the throne. The circumstances of that estrangement are involved, but in brief, Augustus had forced Tiberius into a loveless marriage with Julia, Augustus’s wayward daughter, whose own two sons by a previous marriage Augustus had adopted as his own. To the proud Tiberius, a former consul, governor of Transalpine Gaul, and commander on the Rhine, it appeared that his intended role was merely to act as the official guardian of the true heirs.




Tiberius and Thrasyllus formed a strong bond, but it might have been otherwise. For if the story told about their first meeting is true, nothing could have been more precariously conceived. Tiberius, it seems, had recently undertaken an earnest search for an astrologer to assist his career. At his hilltop villa overlooking the sea, he would interview prospective candidates on a little verandah set on the edge of the cliff. His questioning was tough, and it is said that if he suspected some fellow or other was merely flattering his prospects, he had him thrown into the sea. Eventually, it was Thrasyllus’s turn to prove his skill. Without hesitation, he predicted that Tiberius would one day rule the Empire in spite of the rivals who then stood in the way. Tiberius then asked him what he could possibly foresee about his own impending fate. Thrasyllus begged leave to consider his own horoscope, then paled and announced: “It seems my own life is right now hanging by a thread.” By that Tiberius knew he had an accurate (if crafty) prognosticator, and stayed his hand. In time the rivals of Tiberius fell away and Augustus proclaimed him his heir.




Tiberius consolidated the imperial power Augustus had established but gave it a more autocratic stamp. A stern and secretive ruler, he disparaged the Senate and strengthened the palace guard. Even so, he lived in constant fear of his life. Often he struck out blindly at those he supposed might challenge his power. Thrasyllus did merciful work on behalf of some, but Tiberius, who pored over the horoscopes of potential rivals, was a hard man to appease. One such possible rival was Servius Sulpicius Galba, a distinguished political and military commander who had served as praetor, governor of Aquitania, and a general in Gaul. Tiberius thought to make him consul but first scrutinized his chart. It was said to show eminence, even touching the throne, which in fact had been noticed long before by Augustus when Galba was a child. According to Suetonius, when Galba and other patrician youths called to pay their respects, as was the custom, Augustus had pinched his cheek and said: “You too, sonny, will one day have a nibble at this power of mine.” However, as Thrasyllus now correctly pointed out, that would not happen until Galba was an old man. Accordingly, Tiberius raised him in rank.




Another figure of concern to Tiberius was his nephew Caius Caesar, known to history by his childhood nickname of Caligula, or Little Boots. Tiberius recognized him as a fledgling monster and in pondering the succession asked Thrasyllus if he should exclude him from the line. In perhaps the greatest blunder of his career, Thrasyllus assured him that Caligula “had as much chance of becoming emperor as he had of driving a chariot across the bay of Baiae.” Upon the death of Tiberius inA.D. 37 (one year after Thrasyllus himself had died), Caligula took power and in his perversity and madness exceeded everyone’s worst fears. He promptly squandered the large budget, ransacked private estates to support his lavish court, reveled in sadistic cruelties, mocked civil government itself, it is said, by making his horse a consul, and indulged in incestuous affairs. His only military venture of note was to plunder Gaul. Even so, he demanded to be worshipped as a god. Meanwhile, to annul the prediction Thrasyllus had made about him, he spanned the Bay of Baiae with a pontoon bridge and drove his chariot across. He was so impressed with this accomplishment that in his harangue to an assembled multitude he compared himself to Darius, who had bridged the Danube, and Xerxes, who had crossed the Hellespont.




On January 24,A.D. 41, Caligula’s six-year reign came to an end with his assassination, which brought his uncle Claudius to the throne. Born Tiberius Claudius Drusus in Lugdunum (modern-day Lyons) on August 1, 10B.C. , Claudius’s beginnings were both blessed and cursed. On the one hand, his father was the Roman governor of Gaul and the stepson of Augustus, his mother, the daughter of Marc Antony. With such a pedigree he was the automatic recipient of wealth and power. However, he was also a sickly child, with multiple ills that have been variously ascribed to hydrocephalus, epilepsy, or a form of infantile paralysis associated with premature birth. His own mother complained that he was “unfinished by nature,” and his stutter, nervous tremors, tics, and other infirmities persuaded his family that he was mentally deficient and, as he grew to manhood, “incapable of acting with that dignity expected of a prince of the house.” Suetonius says that he staggered when he walked, nervously tossed his head from side to side, laughed uncontrollably when merry, or when enraged “slobbered horribly at the mouth.” Augustus, fearing that Claudius would make himself ridiculous at social functions, had made sure he always had an escort; and at one point subjected him to the supervision of a muleteer in the hope that brute discipline might help him shape up.




Claudius remained unreconstructed, yet gradually his capacities also made themselves known. He demonstrated intellectual curiosity by his diligent study of history, encouraged by the historian Livy, and was the last person we know of who could speak Etruscan. In time he also displayed an aptitude for affairs of state. In public, he learned to speak without always stuttering (even though his conversation remained “unclear”), and inA.D. 41, when he was unexpectedly enthroned, he proved worthy of his elevation and the role destiny had assigned. Though sometimes portrayed as a dithering fool whose inept administration contributed to the decline of the empire, Cassius Dio tells us that Claudius was an industrious, public-spirited ruler. Pliny in hisNatural History praised him as a master builder and patron of the arts. Most of the lesser-known Roman historians credit him with character and judgment above his faults.




As emperor, he extended Roman rule in North Africa, made Britain a province of the empire, and in his domestic policies seemed to appreciate that the welfare of the people reposed in his care. His public works included a new aqueduct for the capital and a new port at Portus, near Ostia. Though he expelled the Jews from Rome during one troubled juncture of his reign, “elsewhere he confirmed Jewish rights and privileges.”




The apparent discrepancy between his early lack of promise and the accomplishments of his rule lends credence to a tradition, inadvertently begun by Suetonius and developed most recently in a pair of historical novels by Robert Graves, that Claudius had deliberately exaggerated his own infirmities in order to appear negligible to those ruthlessly striving for power. “His health,” Suetonius wryly reminds us, “was wretched until he succeeded to the throne, when it suddenly became excellent.”




But all his shrewdness could not save him, and in OctoberA.D. 54, he was poisoned by his second wife, Agrippina, in a plot to advance her own son, Nero, to the throne.




If Claudius had a court astrologer, it was Balbillus, Thrasyllus’s son. Balbillus was a man of many parts, and under Claudius also served as head of the engineer corps for a time in Britain. He later took a top post as prefect in the administration of Egypt, where he was in charge of all imperial buildings and public works. But his mind was perverse, and under Nero he would conspicuously thrive. The two were well-matched. Nero, born at sunrise on December 15,A.D. 37, had an unaspected Mercury in Sagittarius (that is, a mind without anchor or direction in an expansive sign opposite one it ruled) with Mars conjunct his Sun on the ascendant squaring an elevated Saturn in Virgo in the tenth. The Moon was also in Leo (an exhibitionist and self-centered placement) in square to Jupiter in Scorpio—all of which marked him out as a person of inherent and random violence prepared to do anything for power. Indeed, Balbillus had confided to Nero’s mother, Agrippina, that her son would one day kill her. But she was so besotted with ambition she exclaimed, “Oh, let him kill me so long as he gets to rule!”




In the hope that his nature might be tamed, Nero was tutored by the illustrious Stoic Seneca, who tried to make the most of his sorry pupil, though he seems to have known deep down that all his efforts were in vain. Writing to a friend who had recently lost her son, Seneca revealed his belief in the immutability of fate:






Imagine I were coming to advise you at the moment of your birth: You are about to enter a vast community…that embraces the universe, that is bound by fixed and eternal laws that holds the celestial bodies as they whirl through their unwearied rounds. You will see there the gleaming of countless stars, you will see one star flooding everything with its light—the Sun…You will see the Moon taking its place by night…borrowing from the Sun a pale reflected light…You will see the five planets pursuing their different courses…On even the slightest motions of these hangs the fortunes of nations, and the greatest and smallest happenings are shaped to accord with the progress of a kindly or unkindly star.







For Seneca, the stars and planets, comets, the patterned flight of birds, even the arrangement of the entrails of an animal probed for divination were all signs rather than causes of impending things. “Whatever happens,” he once wrote, “is a sign of something that will happen.” For example, “A comet is not a sign of storm in the same way that there is a sign of coming rain when the oil in the lamp sputters, or the way a rough sea is forecast when the sea-coots play on dry land. Rather, it is a sign in the way that the equinox is a sign of the year turning to hot or cold, or as the things the Chaldeans predict, the sorrow or joy that is established for a person at birth by a star.” For “how do things indicate future events unless they are sent [by God]? The roll of fate is unfolded on that principle, sending ahead everywhere indications of what is to come.” For what something is, in a natural sense, or how it comes to be, by a material cause, is not the same thing as what it means. Pliny similarly held that meteors and comets were heralds of misfortune—“not that the misfortune occurred because the meteor appeared, but the meteor appeared because the misfortune was about to,” as he explained.
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