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“John Michael Greer is clearly a top-notch astrologer, scholar, and, like Richard Tarnas, a historian with a love of cosmic beauty. The Twilight of Pluto is not only the history of astrology but also the astrology of history. Greer brilliantly demonstrates the mirror of planet and culture, as Pluto moves from theory to discovery to planetary acceptance and then fall and demotion . . . paradigm-shifting insights! I especially appreciate his bold and positive predictions as the Plutonian era fades. Absolutely fascinating! Once I began reading I couldn’t stop.”

FREDERICK HAMILTON BAKER, ASTROLOGER AND AUTHOR OF ALCHEMICAL TANTRIC ASTROLOGY

“In this relatively small volume, John Michael Greer accomplishes major feats, both intellectual and spiritual. Firstly, he has the scholarly wisdom to place planetary discoveries within the widest possible context, reminding us that the discovery of the visible planets is really the ‘Big Bang’ of Civilization. Then he masterfully applies the alchemical formula solve et coagula to break apart the more modern discoveries, purifying and distilling our understanding of them, before putting them back together into a hopeful new form, using the esoteric tools and cunning for which he’s well known. The result is medicine, in the truest sense of the word.”

GARY P. CATON, ASTROLOGER, AUTHOR OF HERMETICA TRIPTYCHA, AND HOST OF THE HERMETIC ASTROLOGY PODCAST
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Introduction

On August 26, 2006, members of the International Astronomical Union filed into a hall in Prague for the last session of the organization’s triennial meeting. Normally there’s nothing duller in the world of astronomy. After two weeks of papers, panels, informal discussions, and social events, the final afternoon session of the IAU meeting typically attracts only a handful of attendees, most of them elected officers of the organization, who take care of necessary business—voting in new members, passing resolutions, rubberstamping decisions already made by consensus within the field—and then head for the hotel bar or the next flight home.

That day was different. There were still nine hundred new members to be voted in, and four uncontroversial resolutions to pass, covering such edge-of-the-seat issues as how to define the ecliptic and whether or not the IAU would officially endorse the Washington Charter for Communicating Astronomy with the Public. The last two resolutions on the agenda, though, addressed what had suddenly become one of the hottest topics in astronomy: what counted as a planet, and above all, whether Pluto made the cut.

Behind the controversy lay one of the most dramatic bursts of astronomical discovery since the invention of the telescope. Starting in 2002, using revolutionary new data processing technologies, astronomers had located a series of planetlike objects orbiting the Sun in the distant, frozen outer reaches of the solar system, far beyond the orbit of Pluto: Eris, Quaoar, Sedna, Haumea, and Makemake. One of them, Eris, was more massive than Pluto, and all of the new planetoids had a lot in common with Pluto—much more, arguably, than Pluto had in common with the other eight planets of the solar system.

That last was the detail that mattered to the astronomers gathered in Prague. As a planet, Pluto had always been the odd duck. The other planets have orbits around the Sun that are nearly circular, and nearly in the same plane, while Pluto’s is much more elliptical, and canted at an angle of almost twenty degrees from the others. The other planets have gravitational fields that dominate the nearby regions of space, clearing away smaller bodies or locking them into orbital relationships dominated by their gravity, while Pluto’s weak gravitational field has no such effect. At only 1/400th the mass of Earth, Pluto is much smaller than any of the other planets; in fact, it’s smaller than some moons, including ours. In terms of its structure and composition, it has very little in common with the four rocky planets close to the Sun, and even less with the four big gas giants further out. Until the new discoveries, it had been lumped together with the planets simply because there was nothing else quite like it. The recent burst of discoveries in the outer solar system had changed that decisively.

In 1943, when astronomer Kenneth Edgeworth first predicted the existence of a belt of small icy planetoids out at the distant rim of the solar system, the technology to detect anything at that distance didn’t yet exist. Advances in astronomy took a long time to catch up to Edgeworth’s prediction—but catch up they did. In 1992 the first object in what had by then been named (after Gerard Kuiper, another astronomer) the Kuiper Belt was spotted, and hundreds more followed it into the textbooks as astronomers turned their attention to the frozen suburbs of the solar system. Until 2002 the largest known was about a third the size of Pluto.

The new discoveries from 2002 on made it clear that Pluto was just one more Kuiper Belt object, and its apparent uniqueness was the result of the bit of randomness that made it both large enough and close enough to the Sun to be detected much sooner than the others. That’s the way the astronomers voted, too. By a substantial majority, they adopted a new definition of the word planet that put Pluto where it belonged, in a new class of “dwarf planets” with the former asteroid Ceres and certain other bodies, leaving the solar system with eight planets, an as yet uncounted collection of dwarf planets, and two belts of smaller objects, the asteroid belt and the Kuiper Belt.

The public reaction to this change was dramatic and almost entirely negative. Schoolchildren in particular rallied to the former planet’s cause, and deluged astronomers with indignant letters demanding that poor little Pluto be restored to his former place on the roster of planets. The media proceeded to have a field day, and more often than not presented the situation as though the IAU had ganged up on Pluto in a back alley and robbed it of planetary status at gunpoint. By the time the controversy finally died down, scientists, pundits, and media personalities had talked over the fate of Pluto from every imaginable angle but one.

The omission, of course, was the astrological angle. This lapse was hardly an accident. As Richard Tarnas slyly pointed out in his path-breaking book Cosmos and Psyche, astrology has exactly the same status in contemporary industrial society that Copernican astronomy had in European societies around 1600—even though it makes sense of plenty of things that the conventional wisdom can’t explain, it is so unpopular as a way of understanding the universe, and so sharply at odds with the unquestioned beliefs of the age, that most educated people reject it out of hand without giving it the serious consideration it deserves.

Just as a significant number of people in Europe in 1600 ignored the conventional wisdom of their time and made the leap to the Copernican vision of a sun-centered cosmology, however, a significant number of people in the industrial world today have made a comparable leap to the astrological vision of a meaningful universe: a vision in which the placements, motions, and relationships of the solar system’s major bodies have subtle linkages that connect them to everything in this corner of the cosmos, including the lives of human beings. The modern astrological community is much larger, better educated, and better funded than most people outside of it realize. Like the Copernican underground in late Renaissance Europe, the astrological community pursues and develops its distinctive vision of the cosmos in the face of the disapproval of the conventionally minded.

The vision of astrology is holistic—it recognizes the mutual connections that bind everything in the cosmos together in a common unity. It’s also noetic—it recognizes the presence of consciousness and meaning in all things, not just in those anomalous lumps of meat we’re pleased to call human brains. This vision has close connections to the great spiritual, mystical, and occult traditions of the world—not surprisingly, as astrology has long had an important role in many of these traditions and a central role in some. To the astrologer, furthermore, the holistic and noetic vision of the cosmos communicated by astrology isn’t merely a set of abstract notions. Those who study and practice astrology know from personal experience that the movements of the planets relative to one another and the surface of the Earth do in fact correlate closely with the subtle tides that shape individual and collective consciousness—tides that can reveal glimpses of future events before they happen and can also bring happiness and success to those who know how to move in harmony with them.

In modern astrology Pluto has earned an important place. It is the planet of deep transformations, of secret and subterranean influences, of sex, death, destruction, and renewal. The sign and house it occupies in the birth chart show where secrets are kept and where drastic changes can be expected. Its aspects by transit and progression are challenging, grueling experiences with high stakes and high risks. In its personal and collective expressions, Pluto is a bear. It’s also a peculiarly modern planet—a great many of its most characteristic expressions, from nuclear power to modern art, are phenomena that either did not exist or did not have their current importance until relatively recent times.

From the astrological perspective, this is no accident. Many contemporary astrologers consider the year of a planet’s discovery to mark the emergence of that planet’s energies into human consciousness. The discoveries of Uranus in 1781, of Neptune in 1846, and of Pluto in 1930 each marked, as this book will show, a significant shift in the collective consciousness of humanity. For that matter, there’s very good reason to think that the discovery of the five classical planets in late prehistory marked an even more dramatic cascade of transformations in human consciousness and culture—the process that gave rise to history as we know it. That doesn’t mean that the discovery of a planet causes the energies expressed by that planet to come into play. It means that as the influences expressed by the planet come into play, those influences affect astronomers too, and the discovery of the planet follows promptly.

This way of thinking about planetary discovery follows from the core conceptions of astrology itself. To the astrologer, human life and thought don’t take place in isolation from the rest of the cosmos. Discoveries of all kinds, along with all other events of importance, do not happen at random. Rather, they reflect the great cycles of time and change that are also shown by the movements of the heavens. According to the astrological vision, in other words, the timing of Pluto’s discovery—like those of the other planets before it—was written in the stars.

This implies in turn that the time of its demotion from the list of planets was equally determined by cosmic factors. According to the philosophy of astrology, as already noted, every event that takes place on earth mirrors and is mirrored by changes in the heavens. The decisions of an astronomical organization are not exempt from that law. The decision that assigned Pluto a new status, the meeting at which it took place, and the actions of each of the astronomers present in Prague that day were all part of the fabric of the universe, shaped by intersecting patterns of influence that can also be read in the heavens by those who know how to do so.

The decision of the IAU was thus as much a part of the natural unfolding of the cosmos as the discovery of Pluto had been, and it reflects a comparable watershed in the collective consciousness of our species. If this is true, as astrologers believe, then the astrological influence of Pluto—that peculiarly modern planet—was a temporary phenomenon, not a permanent one, and a great many of the characteristic expressions of Pluto’s influence can be expected to lose much of their importance as the influence of the former planet fades out. As that happens, a great many of the certainties of the present time are likely to dissolve around us.

It’s crucial, to make sense of what follows, not to misunderstand the core thesis of this book. I am not suggesting that Pluto was never a planet, and therefore that astrologers were wrong to take it into account in their work. Quite the contrary, I’m suggesting that from 1930 to 2006, Pluto was a planet, in every sense that is meaningful to astrologers. Its influence in the horoscopes and other astrological charts that were cast and interpreted during those years was just as important as astrologers thought it was, as important as that of any of the other planets. What’s more, as we’ll see, the influence of Pluto began to be felt in human society for roughly thirty years before it was discovered—approximately one Saturn cycle—and will continue to have an effect disproportionate to its size, though gradually declining in power, for about thirty years after its relegation to the status of dwarf planet.

After that, it will have roughly the same influence on horoscopes and other astrological charts as the other members of the category of dwarf planets—as significant, say, as Ceres. In other words, there will still be a place for it in astrology, just as there’s a place for the larger asteroids, Kuiper Belt objects, and other small bodies. The only difference is that it will no longer be the potent force that it was during the Plutonian era, the period when it functioned astrologically as a planet.

It’s also crucial in this context to recall that Pluto’s case is not unique. The planets Uranus and Neptune, which were both discovered in modern times, show how planetary influences can emerge from the celestial backdrop, but there are other bodies that traced out both ends of Pluto’s trajectory through time. Ceres, the dwarf planet just mentioned, had a similar career as a planet between 1801 and the 1850s. While astrology was at a relatively low ebb just then, and astrologers at that time apparently didn’t get around to putting Ceres in the horoscopes they cast, the collective consciousness of the Cerean era—the period beginning roughly thirty years before Ceres was discovered and ending about thirty years after its demotion—showed the same sort of influence by a distinct celestial factor that the history of the Plutonian era shows so clearly.

A parallel process, though one that never quite reached the intensity of the Cerean and Plutonian eras, can be traced in the rise and fall of astronomical bodies that had a theoretical or notional reality among scientists or astrologers, but never quite managed to make it all the way into physical existence. The nonexistent planet Vulcan, between the orbit of Mercury and the Sun, and the mythical dark moon Lilith, orbiting the Earth out beyond the one moon we’ve actually got, both show the same kind of effects that preceded the discoveries of Ceres and Pluto, and followed their demotion. The difference was that the influences on collective consciousness represented by Vulcan and Lilith never quite managed to constellate themselves fully in the world of human experience. Vulcan had its day, attained the status of a planet for a few years, and then vanished when its existence was disproved. Lilith hovers like a phantom of the heavens, its existence accepted by a few astrologers today and rejected or ignored by everyone else. Both are still studied by some astrologers, but as we’ll see, they correspond to collective dreams of our species that never quite became real.

These examples from the past offer important guidance for the future. As we will see, the core nature of Pluto can be summed up straightforwardly as opposition to cosmos. The ancient Greek concept of cosmos—literally “that which is beautifully ordered”—lies at the heart not only of astrology but of most of the world’s traditions of spiritual philosophy and practice. The vision of the universe as a beautifully ordered whole, in which anything that affects one part affects all parts, in which everything has a place and nothing ever goes “away,” pervades the higher possibilities of human consciousness, and is reflected in a great many mystical, religious, and occult traditions from around the world.

During the Plutonian era, that vision was in eclipse. Even those who gave it lip service routinely behaved as though their actions had no consequences and their responsibilities to the universe stopped at the boundaries of their own egos. The end of the Plutonian era, in turn, thus marks the rebirth of cosmos, a shift back toward those ways of approaching the universe that recognize, as the Lakota language beautifully expresses it, mitakuye oyasin—“we are all relations.” The implications of that watershed in human consciousness will occupy the last chapters of this book.
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ONE

The Ancient Heavens

No one will ever know when human beings first gazed up at the turning heavens and tried to figure out what messages their movements might have to communicate to dwellers on Earth. Awe and wonder don’t leave visible traces in the fossil record, nor are oral traditions among the things archaeologists can dig up when they excavate the floor of a cave or the site of a long-abandoned village. All we know for certain is that at some point far back in the forgotten past, long before the first pottery was made or the first cities rose, people who were biologically indistinguishable from today’s humanity started keeping track of days, seasons, and the phases of the Moon, and relating the movements of the heavens to their own experiences of life on Earth.

Despite the abysses of time that separate that distant era from ours, a few of their records survive. Archaeologists in various corners of the world have found scraps of bone, stone, and other materials scratched with tally marks in groups of thirteen and fourteen—the number of nights the Moon is visible between its first appearance in the sky and the full Moon, or between the full Moon and the last thin crescent before it disappears. The phases of the Moon and the cycle of the seasons gave human societies around the world their oldest calendars and their oldest astrologies as well: systems of timekeeping and prognostication that watched the movements of the Sun and Moon against the constellations.

Another important testimony to these ancient studies of the heavens may be found in the handful of identifiable prehistoric observatories that have survived to the present day. Stonehenge, the great stone circle on England’s Salisbury Plain, is far and away the most famous of these, and it offers enigmatic but compelling evidence about the nature of the earliest astrology known to our species. Sometime around 2900 BCE, a forgotten nation devoted millions of person-hours of hard labor to dig a circular trench and heap up the chalk inside in a bank, forming a smooth artificial horizon perfect for observing the stars, with an opening toward the midsummer sunrise to allow the cycle of the year to be measured exactly. Century after century, with long interruptions now and then, the work went on. Wooden posts were raised and moved, holes dug and filled. Eventually, around 2500 BCE, the long era of observation and experimentation came to an end, and the great gray sarsen stones and the smaller bluestones were hauled into place to establish permanent sight lines toward the heavens and create the monument familiar to modern tourists.

While speculations about the nature and purpose of Stonehenge have strayed all over the range of human imagination, extending from the ridiculous to the sublime and back again, it became clear a very long time ago that among the most significant facts of the great monument was its orientation to the heavens. Back in 1740 the first serious study of Stonehenge by the pioneer archaeologist Rev. William Stukeley pointed out that the axis of the monument points straight to the place on the horizon where the Sun rises on Midsummer Day. Other alignments were spotted after Stukeley’s time, but it took modern computer technology to show just how precisely the great stones were oriented toward specific features of the heavens.

That analysis was carried out by an American professor, Gerald S. Hawkins, and published in his famous 1965 book, Stonehenge Decoded. It showed that the great stones of the monument allowed every significant position of the Sun and Moon—sunrises and sunsets at the solstices and equinoxes, and moonrises and moonsets at the most important points of the Moon’s more intricate cycles—to be tracked easily without any other equipment at all. What was more, a set of holes around the inside of the great chalk bank functioned as an extremely efficient calculator for predicting solar and lunar eclipses.

Since then, many other scholars have used similar methods to analyze the stones and sighting lines of Stonehenge and proposed different ways in which they could be used to track the movements of the Sun and Moon relative to the Earth. Some of them have looked into the possibility that Stonehenge might also have been used to track the movements of the planets and found no planetary alignments at all. For that matter, the notched stones and bones found scattered in prehistoric sites around the world have markings that correspond to the cycles of the Sun and Moon, not to any of the five visible planets.

The Sun, the Moon, and the glittering background of stars: at Stonehenge and elsewhere in the prehistoric world, these were the heavenly phenomena that people watched. There is a straightforward explanation for this. Until prehistory gave way to history, nobody seems to have noticed that there was anything special about five bright stars that changed their positions from night to night. The planets had not yet been discovered.


THE OLDEST ASTROLOGY

Some sense of what ancient peoples might have learned from their careful observations of the Sun and Moon can be found in the poem Works and Days by Hesiod, one of the earliest poets whose work has survived to the present day. Hesiod lived sometime in the late eighth century BCE in Boeotia, traditionally one of the most old-fashioned and conservative parts of Greece. While other parts of the world had already seen the heavens expand dramatically by his time, Hesiod passed on a traditional wisdom in his poem, a wisdom that likely dates back centuries or millennia before his time. To him, the Sun, the Moon, and the stars were all that mattered in the heavens.

Works and Days recounts the cycle of the Boeotian year, the works to be done, and the days in which to do them. In an age before written calendars, the movements of the Sun relative to the background of stars and the changes of natural phenomena on Earth were the markers that tracked the changing seasons. Plowing begins when the Pleiades set just after the Sun, harvest comes when they rise just before dawn. The rising of Arcturus at sunset heralds the approach of spring; the setting of Orion after sunset warns that storms will close the sea lanes—there’s a great deal of such practical lore in Hesiod, along with such homelier and more terrestrial signs as the first appearance of snails in the spring.

Yet he also passes on another set of lore, a list of fortunate and unfortunate days marked by the Moon. What we now call a month, in those days, ran from one new moon to the next, or more precisely from the night the first thin crescent of the Moon was sighted low in the west after sunset to the night that the last thin crescent was seen low in the east, just before dawn. Days ran from sunset to sunset, and each day was numbered, from the first (the day the new moon was first seen) to the twenty-seventh or twenty-eighth (the day the old moon was last seen), with a few days in between when the Moon was not visible at all.

Each of the numbered days had a fortunate or unfortunate quality and was beneficial for some things and not for others. The first, fourth, and seventh days of each Moon, Hesiod tells us, are suitable for making offerings to the gods and goddesses; the eighth, ninth, eleventh, and twelfth are fortunate for work—the twelfth in particular is the proper day for women to set up their looms for weaving. The fifth day is illomened, and so is the twentieth. The sixth and twenty-first bring good fortune to a boy born on that day, but misfortune to a girl, and neither day is good for planting, and so on.

Lists of the good and bad fortune associated with each day of the Moon are anything but unique to Hesiod’s poem. Another example is found in the famous Coligny calendar. This survives on the fragments of a cast bronze plaque, which was created in one of the kingdoms of ancient Gaul before that land was conquered by the Romans under Julius Caesar. The Coligny calendar, like many other ancient calendars, defines each month by the cycles of the Moon, and inserts two additional months every five years to keep the calendar in harmony with the seasons. Each month, and each day of each month, has a specific quality of good or bad fortune, and the festivals of the Celtic year were marked on it. The calendar apparently remained in use until the coming of Christianity, when it was broken and buried.

Another related system may be found in the mansions of the Moon, a system of twenty-eight sections of the heavens through which the Moon moves, which played an important role in later Arabic and Hindu astrology. Each mansion is roughly the region of stars through which the Moon can be expected to travel in a single day and night, and each is fortunate for some things and unfortunate in others. For example, the first mansion, called Al-Sharatain in Arabic astrological writings, extends from the beginning of the astrological sign Aries to 12° Aries 51'. It is fortunate for beginning journeys and for making medicines, but unfortunate for marriage and friendship.

Similar lists can be found in the ancient Hindu scriptures, as well as in many other sources. In fragmentary form, in fact, they still appeared in almanacs in early-modern England and America. These are the last remnants, reduced by time to not much more than newspaper-horoscope simplicity, of what may well be humanity’s oldest surviving astrology—older than writing, older than our knowledge of the planets, older than the geometry central to classical astrology, relying solely on counting the phases of the Moon and tracking the movement of the Sun against the vast backdrop of the stars. From the tantalizing scraps that remain, it’s impossible to know just how the ancient pre-planetary astrology worked, but one thing about it can be known: a great deal of its lore and practice was passed down from teacher to student in the form of myths.

This follows from the nature of nonliterate societies. The trained human memory is a much more powerful tool for information storage than most people realize nowadays, but it has its limits, and one of the most important of those limits is the fact that it remembers some things better than others. Colorful stories told or sung in poetic verse stick in the memory better than almost anything else—see how many of the Mother Goose rhymes and children’s songs you grew up with you still remember word for word! For that reason, the most effective way to prepare knowledge for long-term storage in memory is to turn the things to be memorized into the characters in a tale, then turn the tale into a poem that can be recited to children and learned by heart. In their deservedly famous book Hamlet’s Mill, Giorgio de Santillana and Hertha von Dechend have showed that a vast range of myths and legends from around the world encode astronomical and astrological information. Most of their examples come from a later era of astrology, but here and there it’s possible to glimpse the traces of ancient shamans telling stories at night and gesturing at the sky, where the characters in those stories went through their perpetual movements.

If de Santillana and von Dechend are correct—and they gathered an immense body of data to support this claim—even the earliest strata of astronomical myth include references to a cycle far greater than the ordinary movements of Sun and Moon. Track the solstices and equinoxes using an observatory such as Stonehenge, keep track of which stars rise just before the Sun and set just after him, and within a few lifetimes it becomes impossible to miss the fact that the stars themselves are shifting relative to the stations of the solar year. That shift is caused by the precession of the equinoxes, a slow wobble of the Earth’s axis that takes 25,920 years to complete its cycle. The data assembled in Hamlet’s Mill suggests that this had been at least roughly worked out in very ancient times, and the shamans and priestesses who watched the heavens from Stonehenge and its many ancient equivalents thus could fit the cycles of Moon and Sun into a truly impressive sweep of cosmic time.

Little more can be known for sure about this oldest form of astrology, the archaic star lore that can be glimpsed in its twilight years here and there as history dawns. From an astrological point of view, however, we can say one thing about it: many of the factors that play important roles in our lives today—the factors that astrologers assign to the planets—were not yet part of astrology.

This was not accidental. During the era when the archaic preplanetary astrology spread across the world, those factors were also absent from human experience. In an age before cities, before agriculture, before governments, before writing, before countless other things that have since become ordinary parts of our existence, the range of human possibility was considerably smaller—small enough, in fact, that it makes perfect sense that the astrology of that age needed no more than the two great luminaries and the stars. Only with the immense transformations that started ten thousand years ago did a more complex palette of possibilities open up for our species—and just as that happened, for the first time in recorded history, the five visible planets came into view.




THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION

It was the most dramatic change our species has yet experienced, far more dramatic than the industrial revolution of the eighteenth century or the computer revolution of the twentieth. For at least half a million years human beings biologically identical to you and me lived in small tribal groups, made tools of stone, lived in simple huts or beneath the open sky, governed themselves, and worshiped the spirit world according to tradition and the guidance of tribal elders, and supported themselves by hunting, gathering, and occasional bouts of gardening. Then, starting around the year 8000 BCE, across a wide swath of southern Eurasia and spreading out from there, all that changed forever.

Archaeologists have named the great transformation that began in those years the Neolithic Revolution. Over a period of centuries, simple camps of hunters and gatherers were replaced first by settled villages and then by walled cities. The authority of tribal elders gave way to organized priesthoods, on the one hand, and warlords and their armies on the other. A galaxy of new arts, crafts, and technologies emerged, making life far more complex than it had ever been before, and creating scores of new occupations. Finally, sometime after these other changes, the invention of hieroglyphic writing systems transformed human life by increasing the available knowledge base exponentially, allowing human beings for the first time to record their thoughts in a form that could be passed down across the generations unchanged, without having to reshape knowledge into mythological narratives suitable for rote memorization.

It used to be popular, when these transformations were discussed in modern times, to praise them as the great achievements that kickstarted the grand march of progress that, at least in theory, would someday take us to the stars. These days, as more and more people have begun to ask where the grand march of progress is leading and whether any sane person would want to go there, it’s become just as popular to mourn these same transformations as the fatal mistakes that launched our species on a collective march toward the abyss. Both these views are profoundly one-sided, of course. A less simplistic assessment of the great leap to civilization recognizes the triumphs and the tragedies, the extraordinary human achievements, and the appalling human suffering that the Neolithic Revolution and its attendant changes brought about. From this broader perspective, it becomes possible to grasp another dimension of the transformation—an astrological dimension.

The fact of the matter is that the emergence of urban societies seems to have occurred at the same time, and in the same part of the world, as the discovery of the five visible planets of the solar system: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. We have no direct evidence linking these two events, to be sure, but the indirect evidence is compelling—the oldest records of planetary movements that anyone has yet discovered are from ancient Sumer, in what is now southern Iraq, where the first literate civilization known to history rose and fell some five thousand years ago.

Sumer in those days was a land of independent city-states spread out along the southern end of the shared valley of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, just north of the Persian Gulf. There, as soon as the great transformation had run its course, cities protected by mud-brick walls loomed over green riverside fields of barley and brown desert lands beyond, where goats grazed. At the heart of each city rose an artificial mountain of mud brick—the Babylonians, who ruled the same land many centuries later and adopted the traditions of Sumer, called these structures ziggurats, from a word meaning “to build high.” Each ziggurat was topped with a temple of the city’s patron god or goddess, and from the steps of the temple, astronomer-priests kept careful watch on the skies and noted down every change they observed with reed pens on clay tablets.

We know a great deal about their planetary knowledge because they wrote so much of it down, and because baked-clay tablets endure for millennia in the dry climate of the Middle East. The Babylonians, the Assyrians, and other later civilizations helped that along by eagerly collecting every scrap of ancient Sumer’s star lore that they could find, leaving behind whole libraries to be found by archaeologists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Among the things that can be found in these libraries are detailed accounts of the movements of planets dating back many thousands of years, along with formulas for predicting the movements of the planets and the timing of solar and lunar eclipses. The raw data needed to work out those formulas must have taken many centuries to record and correlate, especially when it’s remembered that the people responsible for these records had no telescopes or clocks, just their own eyes and the measure of time provided by the turning heavens and the changing seasons.

Another data point is worth mentioning here. The Sumerian names for the five visible planets are not, in fact, in the Sumerian language. Just as our own language borrowed its names for those same five planets from the Latin language, which was many centuries older than English, the Sumerians borrowed some of their planet names from an older language of which no other trace apparently survives: Sagmegar for Jupiter, Dilbat for Venus, and Salbatanu for Mars are not Sumerian words and nobody knows what they originally meant. The Sumerians were not the first urban society in the Middle East, just the first to work out the trick of writing so that they could leave records we can interpret today. It therefore seems to have been one of those earlier Middle Eastern societies, urban (or proto-urban) but not yet literate, that first noticed that five bright stars weren’t fixed in place the way the others were but moved slowly across the panoply of the sky, following roughly the same track through the stars that the Sun marked out over the course of the year.

According to astrology, as mentioned in this book’s introduction, so momentous a discovery must have had tremendous implications in terms of every aspect of human life. The testimony of archaeology suggests that this was, in fact, the case—that the great transformation of human history that brought civilization into being, and the discovery of five moving lights in the heavens distinct from the fixed stars, were intimately connected.




THE COMING OF THE PLANETS

The points just made can be put into their deeper perspective by remembering a detail of astrological lore. The things that set apart the Sumerians and the other early civilizations of the Middle East from other peoples of their time—the things that made them different from every other human society that had ever existed until that point—were precisely the things that astrology assigns to the five visible planets. Saturn, according to astrological tradition, governs agriculture and all enduring things, such as permanent settlements. Jupiter governs organized religion, priesthoods, and temples. Mars governs war and also animal herding. Venus governs all the arts and crafts that flowered so spectacularly in the early civilizations, as well as gardening. Mercury governs technology, trade, occult sciences such as magic and astrology, and the crucial invention of writing.

In these traditional correspondences, we can catch the fading echoes of the first great age of astrological discovery, a forgotten intellectual revolution more than five millennia in the past, during which students of the skies first began to glimpse powers no one had recognized before them and started to figure out how those powers helped to shape human destiny. As mentioned in the introduction, it’s a widely held theory among today’s astrologers that the discovery of a new planet corresponds to the awakening of a new influence in the collective consciousness of our species. By observing the effects that correlate to planetary discoveries during recorded history it’s possible to guess something of what it must have been like to be present in those distant years, when the influences of five newly discovered worlds stirred human consciousness for the first time and made the world forever different.

The details of discovery are of course long lost, but archaeological and astronomical data converge to suggest a plausible order in which it may have happened. Venus is far and away the brightest object in the sky other than the Sun and Moon, and its appearances as the evening and morning star are striking enough to catch the attention of any skywatcher. In some ancient societies—Greece in Hesiod’s time is one example—the morning and evening star were thought to be two different things, but if an enterprising astrologer keeping watch at dawn and dusk happened to track the movements of these two bright objects, making notches on a stick to count the days between their appearances, their identity would not have been hard to grasp.

Once the astrologers of that time realized that Venus was a single moving object, started keeping track of its wanderings through the sky, and realized that it had its own potent influences on human life, the hunt for others would soon have begun, and it probably would not have taken long for Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn to be spotted. All three are relatively large and bright when compared to the stars, and their movements can be tracked readily enough in a fairly short time if the nights are clear (as they so often are in the Middle East). Mercury is a tougher task, since it never strays more than a short distance from the Sun. Careful observation at sunset and dawn over a long period, perhaps stretching over many centuries, would have been needed to notice the bright little star that appears for a few days at long intervals, just before dawn and just after sunset in alternation.

Compare this astronomical data to the archaeological record and a fascinating pattern emerges. The first things to happen as the earliest Middle Eastern civilizations emerged out of the tribal communities that preceded them was that existing crafts such as pottery and weaving became far more common and elaborate than they had been, new crafts emerged, and mixed-crop gardens first began to supplement, and then to replace, the traditional diet of wild game and wild plants. The resulting village societies seem to have settled into a stable pattern for some centuries. Then, over a fairly short time, walled cities, monumental architecture, religious shrines, large-scale grain agriculture, and animal herding all show up, and the first signs of organized warfare and social hierarchy start to appear. Later—many centuries later, as Sumer was born—writing, bronze tools, magic as a study and practice separate from religion, and such technological achievements as the wheeled oxcart arrive. Just as the relative visibility of the planets would suggest, the influence of Venus came first, then those of Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, and finally that of Mercury.

The ways that astrology was practiced during that era of shattering transformation are of course long forgotten. A likely guess—though it really is no more than a guess—is that most of the astrologers of the era continued with the old day-counting astrology of Sun, Moon, and stars, with the newly discovered planets patched into the system in an ad hoc manner, interpreted in various ways by different traditions. Mythic narratives of the sort that had stored up the legacy of pre-planetary astrology certainly had a similar role in this proto-planetary astrology. This is shown by the great majority of the myths and legends that de Santillana and von Dechend discussed in Hamlet’s Mill, which derive from the era when the planets had become significant factors, but constellations outside the zodiac still had an important role in astrology and the mathematics and geometry of planetary movement, the basis for later astrological traditions, had not yet been worked out.

Every night, if this hypothesis is correct, the astrologer-priests of that distant time would have kept watch to see which stars set just after sunset and rose just before sunrise and followed the phases of the Moon just as their ancestors had done. In addition, though, they would watch the movements of the planets across the constellations. By comparing these movements with the motions of Sun and Moon against that same backdrop they will have been able to make the first shrewd guesses about what those movements meant. Over time, the clay tablet records of planetary movements and events on Earth mounted up, the guesses became more exact, the astrologer-priests became more influential, and the historically attested astrology of Sumer and Babylon gradually emerged.

One odd feature of that astrology has remained fixed in place ever since: the idea that the celestial influences raying down on the Earth can be understood as a set of seven. The Sun, the Moon, and the five visible planets were of course made into such a set, and assigned to the days of the week, that legacy of ancient Mesopotamian astrology found today on every wall calendar. Traditional as it is, the habit of counting the Sun and Moon among the planets poses as many questions as it solves. Astrologers in those times already recognized that the influences of the Sun and Moon—the luminaries as distinct from the planets—belong to a different category than those of the planets, being at once stronger and broader in their effects. Yet the idea of a sevenfold pattern of forces is very deeply rooted in the human psyche and is echoed in esoteric spiritual traditions from around the world.

Another dimension of this ancient astrology less well reflected in the later forms of the art has to do with the kind of information the old astrologers extracted from the skies. To judge from the earliest surviving astrological records, the astrologer-priests of the Tigris and Euphrates valleys thought that astrology was mostly about politics. They watched the movements of the heavens and compared them to the rise and fall of kingdoms on the Earth, and gradually learned to anticipate the latter by observing the former. That branch of astrology still exists. It is called mundane astrology, from the Latin word mundus, “world,” and the techniques of the modern mundane astrologer still echo those used in Sumer five thousand years ago.

Individual birth charts played only an incidental role in the astrology of the proto-planetary era. The birth of a new prince or princess would of course be noted as a politically important event, and the planetary positions at that time considered. Still, the predictions of individual personality and psychology that today’s astrologers draw from a birth chart were of little interest to their ancient equivalents, who mostly wanted to know whether the child would live or die and whether its birth indicated good or bad fortune for the city-state it might grow up to rule. It took important transformations in Mesopotamian culture, followed by the arrival of a new cultural impetus from outside the valleys of the Tigris and the Euphrates, to transform this approach to the first drafts of the astrology we know today.
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