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he world learned in the spring of 1988 that President Ronald Reagan’s wife,
Nancy, haq’ sometimes dictated changes in her husband'’s official schedule
on the basis of an astrologer’s predictions. Moreover, it was revealed that
prior to a summit meeting Mrs. Reagan’s astrologer had drawn up a horo-
scope of Mikhail Gorbachev, presumably to help the president prepare for
negotiations with the Soviet leader. This widely reported news drew cries of
consternation and derision from editorial writers and many public figures: In
the nuclear age, how could the most powerful man in the world allow him-
self to be influenced even to a small degree by a pseudoscience that had *
beert discredited and rejected by rational thinkers centuries earlier? Just o
what were people to make of White House occupants who set store by mys-
tical mumbo jumbo involving planets and stars and signs of the zodiac?

In fact, a great many Americans—and even more people in other parts *
of the world—found nothing strange at all about the Reagans’ interest in
astrology. For these people, the study of the relationship between the heav-
ens and the affairs of humankind is not mumbo jumbo or pseudo anything,
but a valid, workable framework for viewing life and, at times, for discerning
what to expect, in a general way, from the future. There are enough of these
believers to make President Reagan's refusal to publicly proclaim disbelief in
astrology (on the grounds that he did not know enough about the subject to
judge) a politically astute act.

Astrology’s popularity is particularly evident in the Orient, where the
ancient art never slipped into the general disrepute that was its lot for so
long in the West. In many Asian societies, even the most respected, best-
educated families will not set a date for a wedding or buy a property without
first consulting an astrologer to determine whether the timing is propitious.
No less an occasion than the granting of independence to India was re-
scheduled—from August 15, 1947, to the stroke of midnight on August 14—
because the original day was declared unfavorable. In Bangkok, executives
are careful to consult astral authorities before making crucial decisions.
When the Coca-Cola company opened its first bottling plant in Thailand, the
directors waited until the stars gave a clear go-ahead. If you refuse to take
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the astrologer’s advice,”” one official explained, “'the Bud-
dhist priests will refuse to bless the bottling machinery at
our opening ceremony. Then nobody in Thailand will drink
Coca-Cola.” In the Himalayan kingdom of Sikkim, where
Crown Prince Thondup Namgyal took New York debutante
Hope Cooke as his bride, the wedding was delayed a year,
until 1963, at the behest of court astrologers.

In the West, the Enlightenment had sent astrology into
eclipse in the eighteenth century, along with magic, witch-
craft, and other occult pursuits. But to the distress of many
scientists and others devoted to rationality, astrology has
made a comeback in the twentieth century. More than
10,000 professional astrologers practice their art in the
United States alone, and their devotees number some 50
million. The number of adherents may be on the upswing: A
1987 Gallup poll indicated that more than half of Americans
age thirteen to eighteen believed in astrology. Ninety-two
percent of the country’s daily newspapers were publishing
horoscope columns by 1988, up from only 78 percent nine
years earlier. The columns are usually among the papers’
most-read features, even though many serious astrologers
condemn them as shallow and worthless.

In the Western world as a whole, it has been estimat-
ed, one out of every 10,000 people is involved in astrology
as a student or practitioner—the same proportion as those
who are practicing or studying psychology. And in Western
languages, there are in print some 1,000 books that deal
with serious astrology—roughly the same number as books
on the subject of astronomy.

Such figures only highlight the fact that astrology in
recent years has become a powerful factor in the lives of
many Americans and Europeans, extending far beyond
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newspaper horoscopes avidly examined for the promise of
love, money, or prestige. Unlike Eastern astrologers, who
devote themselves almost entirely to predicting the future,

, most practitioners in the West emphasize psychological

counseling based on what the stars and planets tell about
the client’s character and personality. But fate is not ig-
nored. Every reader of popular magazines knows that many
wealthy film stars consult their astrologers on matters of -
business as well as romance. Less well publicized are the
high-rolling financial speculators who telephone their as-
trological advisers as frequently as they call market ana-
lysts. “Millionaires don't use astrologers,” tycoon J. P. Mor-
gan is alleged to have said, “but billionaires do."” The stock
market predictions of leading financial astrologers such as
Arch Crawford command Wall Street’s attention and may
earn the prognosticators six-figure annual incomes.

Astrological consultants thrive even in such narrow
fields as residential real estate. "“If you sell when Mercury is
in retrograde,” one Los Angeles adviser warned a client
early in 1986, “there will be a slip-up in the contract, or the
sale won't go through.” So house owner Susan Wallerstein -
waited a month for the planet to return to its forward course
before sticking her For Sale sign in the ground. The house
found a buyer by sunset of its first day on the market, for
$5,000 more than the seller had hoped to get for it.

Thus is astrology—which has been variously described
from different viewpoints as an art, a science, a language, a
system, a philosophy, and a fraud—employed as a tool in
such purely modern enterprises as stock trading, psycho-
logical counseling, presidential scheduling, and figuring out
the Los Angeles property market. Yet it is an ancient cre-
ation, an exceedingly old device whose influence was felt in



the conduct of human affairs thousands of years ago. The
degree of its antiquity was not revealed to the modern
world until in the middle of the nineteenth century, through
the work of a young, Oxford-educated, Iragi archaeologist
named Hormuzd Rassam—who, as far as anyone knows,
had no particular interest in astrology.

In 1853 Rassam began shoveling into a mound of an-
cient debris near his home on the Tigris River. He and his
men worked by starlight, as quietly as they could; a rival
French team already held claim to the spot. Rassam risked
the ire of his fellow archaeologists because he felt sure that
here lay his best chance of unearthing the secrets of the
great Assyrian empire that once dominated the region. He
was seized by excitement, therefore, when in late Decem-
ber his men uncovered the remains of a building.

Clearing away the accumulated dust of the ages, he
broke into a large gallery, its walls carved with magnificent
bas-reliefs of a royal lion hunt. And stacked in the middle of
the room, under heaps of rubble and drifted sand, lay thou-
sands of small clay tablets inscribed with cuneiform script.

Rassam had found the palace library at Nineveh, the
ancient Assyrian capital. It had been erected sometime be-
tween 668 and 627 BC by King Ashurbanipal, mightiest of
Assyria’s rulers, and it contained the richest concentration
of ancient Middle Eastern wisdom ever assembled. As
scholars pored over the tablets—there were more than
25,000 of them—and as they puzzled out the meanings of
the texts, written in the Akkadian language of ancient Baby-
lonia and Assyria, the full irﬁport of Rassam's discovery be-
came clear. There were state histories, religious documents,
royal decrees and correspondence, literary works, medical
texts, dictionaries, and grammars, some dating back to
more than a thousand years before Ashurbanipal’s time.
And among the earliest and most intriguing items was a set
of astronomical tables with various prophecies attached.

“On the fifteenth day of Shebat,” one read, '“Venus
disappeared in the west for three days. Then on the eigh-
teenth day Venus became visible in the east. Springs will
flow. Adad will bring his rain and Ea his floods. King will

For the ancient Sumerians, the steps to the
summit of this ziggurat at Ur (in what is now
southeastern Iraq) represented the link between
humans and gods. Built in the third millennium




BC, it was dedicated to the moon god Sin; from
the top of the eighty-foot watchtower Chalde-
an astronomer-priests traced, with astonishing
accuracy, the movements of celestial bodies.
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send messages of reconciliation to king.” The ancient Mes-
opotamians, of course, did not refer to the planet by its cur-
rent name, Venus; their word for it was Ishtar. But by using
context information, the interpreters of the tablets were
able to translate the names of heavenly bodies in dozens of
inscriptions: '“When Jupiter stands in front of Mars ... a
great army will be slain”’; “When the Moon rides in a char-
iot, the yoke of the King of Akkad will prosper’’; “When Leo
is dark, the heart of the land will not be happy”; “"When
Venus stands high, there will be pleasure of copulation.”

And so on for some seventy tablets, which were chris-
tened the Enuma Anu Enlil, from the opening line of the
first tablet: “When the gods Anu and Enlil. .. ."" Here was
evidence of one of humankind’s early attempts to read its
destiny in the heavens, a practice later known as astrology,
from the Greek words for "star speech.”
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The desire to know the future is as old, no doubt, as con-
sciousness itself. Tribal sages since time immemorial have
studied nature’'s many quirks and attempted to relate them
to worldly prospects. The flights of birds, the behavior of
serpents, the colors of sunsets, and even the steaming en-
trails of slaughtered animals have been searched for indica-
tions of events to come.

But nowhere do the possibilities of correspondences
seem so vivid or likely as in the steady, predictable march of
the heavens. The sun rises on schedule; the constellations
circle as though by divine edict, ushering in the seasons and
providing a tally of days past and to come. As a matter of
fact, one of the oldest artifacts in the world is a slab of bone
carved 34,000 years ago by an observant Cro-Magnon fore-
bear, with notches apparently marking the phases of the
moon-—a timetable, perhaps, for the migrations of animals
that early man regularly hunted for food. As hunting gave
way to agriculture, primitive farmers became aware of plan-
etary motions and of the sun’s annual progress from south
to north and back again. They planted their seeds accord-
ingly, because they had learned that those heavenly move-
ments presaged seasonal changes in weather and the ad-




This boundary stone from the second millennium BC is representative of
those issued to Babylonian landowners as property markers. The stone, called a kudurru,
is inscribed with the owner’s name and planetary glyphs, or picture words,
representing gods. The crescent moon (top) symbolized the lunar god, Sin; the eight-pointed star, Ishtar,
or Venus; and the four-rayed wheel, the sun god, Shamash. The scorpion (center),
often used as a sign of war, later symbolized the zodiacal sign ruled by the fiery planet Mars.

vent of the annual floods that brought water as well as On the other side of the world, in ancient America, the
nourishing new soil to their fields. The relationship between ~ Maya of Mexico and Guatemala were obsessed with the
what happened in the sky and what occurred on earth ap-  planet Venus, which they equated with their serpent deity,
peared to be one of cause and effect. Who knew what else ~ Kulkulcan. They devised a calendar for the movements of
the heavens might portend and into what other areas of hu-  the planet over a 384-year period.
man activity their influence might possibly reach? ﬁ But no ancient people studied the sky more in-
The visible manifestations of the cosmic S ' tently, or took its portents more to heart,
forces have been on display since the than the inhabitants of Mesopotamia—
world began. On a clear night, with the fertile land between the Tigris and
an open horizon, some 2,000 stars Euphrates rivers. Long before Assyr-
appear to the naked eye, shining =) [ Q. 1an scribes copied out the tablets in
out from the celestial canopy 7’,’5’ 773 NP Ngg® T /NViR\ Ashurbanipal’s library, their fore-
in patterns that plead for imag- ' ' 8\ Dbears in the region were record-
inative speculation. To the ,,{\“\ ing the motions of the stars and
people of ancient Egypt the \ planets. So began astronomy,
brighter glints were the the science of observing the
souls of departed phar- sky, and from it grew astrol-
aohs, who had sailed in ogy, the practice of reading
spirit boats up the Milky fate or religious meanings
Way to their final resting into the movements of the
place. The ancient heavenly bodies.
Greeks embodied an en- Systematic astral observa-
tire mythology—replete tions began with the Su-
with dramatic tales of merians, who migrated to
the squabbles among Mesopotamia around
the families of the gods 5000 BC to farm and
and the feats of ances- stayed to build the
tral heroes—in the vari- world’s first civilization.
ous constellations. The Their mud-brick settle-
first Chinese emperors ments along the rivers
were sired by meteors grew into cities, with glit-
that fell from the sky tering palaces, temples,
and impregnated wom- and other public struc-
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an, or so the legend told. &\ ey et SRl ' """" tures. Commerce devel-
And what is considered iy oped, and with it came the
the first Chinese dynasty, -; e A ;7 need to keep records. The

Sumerians learned to multi-
ply, divide, take square roots
and cube roots, and use recipro-

the Hsia, is said to have col-
lapsed in the public turmoil that
followed an eclipse of the sun.
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The Shiifing Zodiac

Ancient astronomers believed in a
universe with the Earth at its center
and a vast globe revolving around it.
On the inner surface of this sphere lay
the stars, which moved around the
Earth but never changed in relation to
each other. Roaming among them
were the seven known “planets” of
the ancients: the Sun and Moon, Mer-
cury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn.
In this scheme of things (helow), the
Sun followed a line, called the ecliptic,
in its seeming annual orhit around the
Earth. The ecliptic, in turn, formed the
center of a band within which the
other planets traveled. Inscribed on
this band were twelve constellations.
The Greeks called this glittering belt
the zodiac. Its constellations gave their
names to the twelve astrological signs.
The zodiac was divided into
twelve thirty-degree arcs, each
named for the constellation it
contained. As the Sun rose
each day, it traveled
against the backdrop

Tropical astrology’s
geocentric scheme

shows the zodiac
revolving around the
Earth like a cosmic
wagon wheel. The
white line running
along the rim is the
ecliptic, defined by the
annual path of the Sun—the
white light at the sphere’s
right. Spokes of the wheel mark
off the zodiac’s signs (pages 79-91),
consisting of twelve segments of thirty
degrees cach; the zodiacal year begins with

Aries, which is shown in red. The wheel’s entire
expanse is referred to as the ecliptic plane. In

relation to the plane, Earth tilts on its axis.

of a constellation that moved with it.
But the Sun moved slightly faster than
the constellation. So, after about thirty
days, the Sun would be projected
against the next constellation; during a
year, it went through all twelve signs.
Over the centuries, the signs became
firmly fixed to segments of the
calendar. The zodiacal year began with
the first day of spring—on which the

- Sun began rising in Aries.

The clockwork cosmos imagined by
the ancients was elegant—but wrong.
Among other things, it envisioned the
Earth as stationary, not as a globe
spinning on its axis. Furthermore,
Earth wobbhles as it spins. Scientists
call the wobble precession. It is slow;

|

one wobble takes 26,000 years to
complete. Nevertheless, its course
alters Earth's orientation to the stars.
Reference points change: 2,000 years
ago, the Sun did indeed rise in the
constellation Aries on the vernal
equinox. Now, however, the wobble
has gone far enough for the vernal
equinox to occur with the Sun just
leaving Pisces. The celestial slippage
that occurs over the eons is called the
precession of the equinoxes.

This phenomenon, illustrated on the
following two pages, has split modern
astrology into two schools. The sid-
ereal faction, found mostly in India,
acknowledges the precession and
adjusts the signs of the zodiac accord-
ingly. In India, someone born on

| April 1 is a Pisces. In the West, how-

ever, astrologers of the so-called

tropical school consider that per-

son an Aries, even though the

Sun was actually traveling

in the constellation Pisces
at the time of birth.
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Like a spinning top that is
slowly losing momentum,

the Earth wobbles on its axis,
describing a great circle in
space once every 26,000
years (right). The wobble
continually changes the points
at which the cclestial equator
and the plane of the ecliptic
intersect to create the equinox-
es. The vernal equinox shifts
backward along the ecliptic
through one full constellation
every 2,166 years (the time-
span indicated between points
A and B)—one-twelfth of

the time it takes the Earth to
complete its wobhle.

Although modern astronomy envisions a
cosmos quite different from that of the
ancients, it still maps the heavens in
much the same way. The diagram at left
shows how astronomers calculate the
equinoxes. The horizontal ellipse is the
plane of the ecliptic. The paler, tilted
ellipse is the celestial equator, an
imaginary plane created by projecting
Earth’s equator onto the celestial
sphere. The points where the ellipses
intersect form the vernal and au-
tumnal equinoxes. The Sun first crosses
the celestial equator in its apparent
yearly orbit about March 21 to mark the
vernal equinox—and, tropical astrolo-
gers say, the start of the zodiacal year.

12
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THE MOVING ZODIAC

At the vernal equinox some
2,000 years ago, the constella-
tions and the zodiacal signs
were one and the same (top).
Aries, shown in red, was the
constellation rising with the
Sun on the vernal equinox. The
beginning of Aries marked the
beginning of the zodiacal year.
Because of precession, howev-
cr, the vernal equinox has
moved backward along the
ecliptic, carrying the signs of
the zodiac with it. The signs
and the constellations no
longer correspond. The vernal
equinox now begins with the
Sun just finishing its month-
long tour with Pisces (bottom).
Sidereal astrology takes note of
actual stellar positions, but
tropical astrology does not. The
latter maintains the calendrical
connection between Aries and
the equinox, but in fact the sign
and the constellation are no
longer synchronous. In essence,
then, the tropical astrology
Jfavored in the West is more
metaphorical than real.

The modern notion of astrologi-
cal ages, such as the much-
discussed Age of Aquarius, is
based on the precession of the
equinoxes. The constellation
that rises with the Sun on the
vernal equinox stays the same
Jor more than 2,000 years and
gives its name to the age. Thus
the Age of Aries was ending
about 2,000 years ago, and
Pisces was beginning. Pisces is
now yielding to Aquarius, but
there is debate over exactly
when the change occurs. This is
because the constellations,
defying schematics, do not fit
neatly into their thirty-degree
segments. Depending on where
cach one begins and ends, the
Age of Aquarius may have
already begun—or, as some
astrologers maintain, it may
dawn as late as the twenty-
Jourth century.




Ancient astrologers knew as early
as 3000 BC that the stars provided
a stationary backdrop for the
planets’ movements across the
sky. Gradually, the stars were
organized into identifiable patterns
that formed the twelve constella-
tions of the zodiac, shown on these
pages. The merging of the scientif-
ic knowledge of the Chaldean and
Greek cultures in the third century
BC provided the basis for the
constellations’ current names.

cal numbers. They also in-
vented the world's first
known writing—the cunei-
form of the tablets.

The Sumerians were
deeply religious, and their
gods, as it happened, were
none other than the pin-
pricks of light that so bril-
liantly illuminated the
night sky. As the gods circled about, their behavior could
reasonably be perceived as having a profound effect on hu-
man affairs. A conjunction between two planets, for exam-
ple, meant a competition between two deities for the same
space in heaven. Surely a similar
conflict would soon take place on
earth. By the same logic, the Su-
merians believed that the gods
would communicate their wishes
through various celestial omens
such as particular cloud forma-
tions or shooting stars.

Much effort went into satisfying the gods’ desires. Su-
merian priests drew up a calendar of religious festivals,
based largely on the phases of the moon but keyed to other
heavenly signals as well. One sequence celebrated the an-
nual love affair between Ishtar—the planet Venus—and the
handsome shepherd Tammuz, who was represented by the
constellation later known as Orion. Tammuz shone brightly
in the winter sky, but in summer
he faded from sight, retreating in-
to the underworld as the sun
heated up. Eventually Ishtar went
down to fetch him, and the priests
would chant prayers and light
torches to illuminate her way.

Any disruption of the nor-
mal celestial round brought fear and confusion, for the safe-
ty of both gods and humans was thrown into doubt. Eclips-
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es were deemed particularly dangerous. During a lunar
eclipse it appeared that the moon god, Sin, was being gob-
bled up by demons and suffering great pain. So when the
shadow began to cross, the priests lit their tapers and start-
ed their chants, while the people
draped cloaks over their heads
and shouted for their lives. The
method worked, for the noise al-
ways seemed to drive the demons
away. The shadow passed, and
the moon emerged unharmed.
The Sumerians thrived for
many centuries, until elbowed aside by newer arrivals.
These included Semites from Arabia, who around 2350 BC
united Mesopotamia with the kingdom of Akkad, the first
regional empire; another Semitic people known as Amo-
rites, whose capital at Babylon in the eighteenth century BC
was a place of legendary splendor; then Hittites, Kassites,
and finally the Assyrians, whose conquests swallowed up
all previous realms. As
each new power added its
overlay of custom and be-
lief, the region’s culture
grew increasingly subtle
and complex. Astrology
was no exception.
The earliest surviving lists
of cosmic omens, includ-
ing the Babylonian tablets
found in Ashurbanipal’s library, tended to be catchall as-
sortments of astrology, astronomy, religious practice,
weather prediction, and just
about everything else the scribes
could think of. “If the sky is bright
when the new moon appears, and
it is greeted with shouts of joy, the
year will be good,” read one fore-
cast. "If it thunders in the month
of Shebat there will be a plague

CAPRICORN
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of locusts,” ran another, based,
no doubt, on lengthy experience
with locusts and thunderstorms.
Virtually all the early predictions related in some way
to the welfare of the state; the idea of an individual horo-
scope, based on a person'’s birth date, was still centuries in
the future. A forecaster’s only client was the king himself,
and the astrologer’s main task was to discern the will of the
gods so that the ruler could fix state policy accordingly. And
what monarch could resist feeling content when he heard
that "if the sun stands in
the place of the moon, the
king of the country will be
secure on his throne"? Or
that "if Jupiter seems to
enter into the moon, prices
will be low"?
With their nations’ futures
on their shoulders, royal
soothsayers in Babylonia
and Assyria used every possible means to read ahead. Be-
sides studying the stars, they analyzed the flight patterns of
birds, interpreted royal dreams, deciphered the figures
made by a drop of oil as it splattered into a beaker of water.
Bizarre childbirths called for im-
mediate explanation: “If a wom-
an gives birth to a pig, a woman
will seize the throne; if a woman
gives birth to an elephant, the
land will be laid waste.” It is hard
to imagine the occasions that led
to such maxims. The art of read-
ing animal entrails gained special importance, for it was
thought that the priest’s knife, entering the sacrificial lamb
or goat, froze a moment in cosmic time that reflected the
condition of the entire universe. The liver, being the largest
organ, received particular attention. Some seers devoted
themselves entirely to hepatoscopy, the art of its analysis.
But the most powerful and direct connection between
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the Mesopotamians and their gods remained the lights in
the sky. As part of their efforts to please and observe their
deities, the lords of Babylon and Nineveh built temples on
the summits of lofty stepped pyramids, called ziggurats—
the Tower of Babel in the Old Testament is perhaps the
most famous. At the begin-
ning of each year, accord-
ing to Babylonian myth,
the gods would assemble
atop the ziggurats to de-
cide the fates of the peo-
ple. The rest of the time the
priests would use the tow-
ers as stellar observatories.
And the more the priests
discovered, the more complicated
their jobs of tracking and inter-
preting the movements of the
heavenly bodies proved to be.

The complex geometry of
the heavens has always been a
source of wonder and frustration.
To a seer on a ziggurat, most
stars seemed to circle above in an unvarying sequence, ris-
ing in the east and setting in the west like familiar travelers
in the sky. The astrologer would discern patterns, with one
cluster shaped like a tuft of hair, another like a scorpion,
still another like a strutting lion. The sequence’s timing
would shift from season to season, but this too was predict-
able. Each spring, during
the Babylonian period, the
constellation we call Tau-
rus would appear on the
dawn horizon; a month
later the dawn constella-
tion would be Gemini.

But a number of
prominent orbs refused to
fit into this regular format.

SAGITTARIUS




The most obvious exception was the sun. Even a

casual observer knew that in summer the sun
rose earlier, stayed up longer, and took a
higher path than it did in winter. The point
each morning where it broke above the
horizon moved progressively north-
ward. Then, at midsummer, it reversed
itself, marching south again and fol-
lowing a lower course in the sky. It
was apparent that although the sun’s
movements were somehow related
to the great arc that other heavenly
bodies described across the celestial
canopy, they were also independent |
of it. The sky watchers also had the j
key to a nearly infallible prediction. |
By counting the days after the sun
started moving north, they could
estimate when the Mesopotamian
rivers would rise with the spring
flood, and when it would be time
for farmers to plant their crops.
Another gleaming exception to overall
celestial conformity was the moon. Not only
did it rise and set at odd times of the day and
night, but it was constantly changing shape as
well. Gloriously bright at the full, it dwindled to
the smallest crescent, then to nothing—only to
reawaken in newborn splendor. The cycle took
about twenty-nine and a half days, and it pro-
vided the seer with a handy way to mark time.
Each cycle became a month, and twelve months
added up to roughly a year. There was one ma-

~—-

jor problem, however: The moon cycles did not
match up with the annual rhythms of the sun. As
a result, the seasons would lag behind the calen-
dar, and every few years the seers would have to
add an extra month to make them come out right.
Certain days of the month were set aside for

Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess of love, fertility,
and war depicted in this alabaster figure from
the third century BC, was thought to be the
daughter of either the sky god or moon god.
Since Venus is the first object to appear in both
the morning and the evening skies, forming a
symbolic link between the sun and the moon,
Ishtar was identified with that planet.

ritual observance, and on some days all activity
was strictly to be avoided. The last days before
. the new moon, when the old moon “‘crossed
= . theriver of death,”” were seen as particular-
ly unlucky. On the twenty-ninth of Tebit
the king did not leave his palace, lest he
“meet with witchcraft in the wind of the
street.” Any man who ventured out-of-
doors on the twenty-ninth of
Nisan would surely die—or so
the seers maintained. Indeed,
from the time of King Hammura-
bi's reign in the eighteenth century BC, all
L % activity was taboo on the first day of each of
| the moon's seven-day-long quarter phas-
‘, es. The observance of this day of rest
. passed on to other cultures: thus the origin
"~ of the Jewish Sabbath and, later, of the
Christian Sunday.
Both sun and moon were important deities
in the pantheon of Mesopotamian sky
gods, and so were other bodies whose
| movements seemed even more erratic.
'/ These were the planets, and the seer on his
. ziggurat could pick out five in all. The most
brilliant was Venus—Ishtar, to the Babylonian
seers—star of both morning and evening, who
. sometimes shone forth even when the sun was
' up. Since her brightness fluctuated in an enticing
manner, she was seen as the goddess of youth,
j beauty, and amorous love. But Ishtar was also
' known as the Lady of Battles and was depicted
riding on a lion with a weapon in her hand. Jupiter
was another intensely bright planet, whose regal
and steadfast glow the seer associated with Marduk,
king of the gods. Marduk could unleash storms and
cataclysms, but he was generally gracious, and he
presaged worldly power and renown. Mars, on the
other hand, with his red, malevolent light, was
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known as the war god Nergal, harbinger of death and de-
struction. The remote, slow-moving Saturn—Ninurta to the
seer—reigned as the pale and flickering deity of time, old
age, and scholarly pursuit. With a cycle around the heavens
of almost thirty years’ duration, Ninurta took the long view
of things. His opposite in personality and effect was Mercu-
ry, or Nebu, as fast as quicksilver, whose darting path
earned him a reputation for foxlike trickiness.
racking the planets’ courses led seers to much be-
fuddled speculation. The planets appeared to roam
the sky at will, with no logical relationship to one
another or to anything else. Mercury danced back
and forth in the vicinity of the sun. Saturn might
linger in a single constellation for years on end, as though
chained in place. Sometimes a planet would march ahead
in good order, then pause or even reverse itself and move
backward. The seers referred to these whimsical orbs as
bibbus, or wild goats—an oddly irreverent term for the gods
of human destiny. But their movements were recorded me-
ticulously and with special attention to the days on which
they emerged near the horizon just after sunset.

As the wild goats cavorted about the sky, the so-called
fixed constellations provided convenient reference points
for plotting their movements. The seers divided the heavens
into three broad avenues, which carried the stars along as
though on conveyer belts. The northernmost circuit ap-
peared to revolve around the North Star when viewed from
the Northern Hemisphere of the spinning earth, and its con-
stellations never set below the horizon. According to some
authorities, this belt belonged to Anu, the ruling sky deity.
Enlil, god of wind and rain, controlled the middle belt,
whose stars were seen to rise and set with the daily turning
of the earth. The southernmost belt, with stars that might
vanish for months on end in the winter, when the Northern
Hemisphere was tipped away from them and the sun, was
the domain of the water god Ea, who would periodically
surface to rescue humankind in times of crisis, then fade
back into his native ocean. Envisioned as a wise old man
wearing a fish-shaped cloak, Ea gave the world its science,
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its art, and its writing, as well as its knowledge of magic.

In the seventh century BC, the Middle East, always a
cockpit of clashing cultures and armies, entered an espe-
cially tumultuous period that transformed the intellectual
climate. The Assyrian empire reached the zenith of its pow-
er, then suddenly collapsed. New cultural influences poured
in from Persia in the east and from the Greek-speaking
westerners who lived on the shores of the Aegean Sea. The
ancient city of Babylon, fallen into decay under the Assyri-
ans, rose to new brilliance under the energetic Chaldean
king Nebuchadnezzar. Through jewish chroniclers, posteri-
ty would receive an ill opinion of Nebuchadnezzar, since he
ransacked Jerusalem and brought the jews into Babylonian
exile; the Book of Daniel asserts that he went mad and ate
grass. But during his reign, from 605 to 562 BC, he rebuilt
Babylon into a place of unrivaled splendor, with Hanging
Gardens that ranked among the world’s great wonders and
a splendid new seven-tiered ziggurat for inquiring into the
celestial mysteries.

As though inspired by this royal setting, the Babylo-
nian seers went about compiling their tables of astronomi-
cal data with redoubled energy. They refined the calendar,
devising a method for adjusting the lunar months to the so-
lar year in a more orderly manner. Observations became
more exact, with researchers using mathematics to pinpoint
various astral bodies. A scribe might report that “on the
eighteenth day of the month, the goddess Ishtar was 2 de-
grees 55 minutes above the King''—the King being Regulus,
the brightest star in Leo. Sundials and water clocks helped
in the timing of stellar events. For precision, the researchers
split the day and night into standardized periods: twelve
hours from one noonday to the next, with each hour divided
into sixty minutes, and each minute into sixty seconds. Ev-
ery standard clock face in the world thus reflects the work
of the Babylonian astrologers, although their time units
were exactly twice as long as ours.

The principal constellations also came under study. A
fair number had been identified in earlier times, to be sure.
But the seers of Babylon were mainly concerned with the
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Ancient stargazers in the Outer Hebrides observed the skies from the Callanish megaliths,
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C. They used the data they collected to predict such events as tides, eclipses, and propitious planting times.
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, In 2136 BC, according to Chinese leg-
end, Imperial Emperor Chung K'ang
was horrified one day to see darkness
prematurely descending over the land.
He looked skyward and saw the sun
narrowing to a slender crescent—an
event interpreted by the ancient Chi-
nese as dragons attacking the golden
globe. The Chinese believed that these
raids on the sun could be foreseen by
royal astronomers and that any dire
consequences might be prevented by
shooting arrows at the sky, heating

The Mysfery of Eclipses

sea to overflow the land, or are fields
to be icebound, or is the south wind to
bring rain, or is a deluge to overwhelm
the world and drown all men?"

To ward off any misfortune eclipses
might bring, the ancients relied heavily
on ritual. The Chaldeans, more than
4,000 years ago, thought the disap-
pearance of the moon was caused by
an attack of seven demons, signaling
the end of the world. At the onset of
an eclipse, a ceremony was performed
in hopes of staving off ruin: A Chal-

their drums, and generally
creating pandemonium. This
time, however, Chung
K'ang's astronomers, Hsi
and Ho, had issued no fore-
warning. But in spite of the
failure to mount a counter-
attack, the sun once again
shone within a few minutcs.
The sun was saved, but
not so the astronomers. For
their failure to wamn of the
attack on the sun—known
to modernity as an eclipse—
the two were put to death
The Chinese were not
alone in their fear of the
darkening of the day or
the sudden waning of the
moon in a cloudless sky
Indeed, the word eclipse,
from the ancient Greek
ckleipsis, means failure —
something gone wrong.
“The day of the new
moon in the month of Hiyar [April-
May] was put to shame. . . . The sun
went down in the daytime,” reads
the earliest known ohservation of a
solar eclipse, ¢tched on a tablet in the

Syrian city of Ugarit in 1375 BC. People

all over the world struggled to under-

stand and explain them. The mysteri-

ous behavior of the sun and the moon
| was linked to disaster, deaths, and the

displeasure of the gods. Before 400 BC,

the Greek poet Pindar tried to under-

stand eclipscs. “Is it a signal of war or

a portent of famine?” he asked, "Does
| it mean a heavy fall of snow, or is the

dean priest lit a torch, placed it on
an altar, and chanted dirges for the

| safety of the fields, rivers, and great

divinities. People gathered and
removed their turbans, covered their
heads with their robes, and shouted at
the sky. It seemed to work: The sun
always reappeared.

The early Mexicans sacrificed
hunchbacks and dwarfs during
eclipses, and the Indians of the Yukon
turned their pots and dishes upside
down so that the sickness from the
sun would not collect in them. The
Qagyuhl Indians of northwest America

thought the moon disappeared
because a sky monster was trying to
swallow the planel. In response, they
danced around a fire of smoldering
clothing and hair, hoping to cause the
beast to sneeze and expel the moon.
About 470 BC, the Greek philosopher
and astronomer Anaxagoras correctly
explained why eclipses occur. Yet
more than fifty years later, in 413 BC,
superstition superseded science, with
dire historical consequences. It was
the time of the Peloponnesian War be-
—— tween the city-states of Ath
| ens and Sparta. The Athe-
nian army, camped on the
island of Sicily, had suffered
one sethack after another
One day, as the Athenian
commander, Nicias, was
ahoul to order his troops to
withdraw, the sky suddenly
blackened. Nicias interpret-
cd this as a sign from the
deities to stay his ground
He did su, and rival Sparta
launched a furious attack
roundly defeating the Athe-
nians. This disaster was the
turning point of the war,
leading to the ¢ventual de
mise of Athens
Over the following centu-
rics, through the growing
science of astronomy, peo-
ple learned not anly to un-
derstand eclipses, but to
| predict them. This ability

| could be a powerful tool, as Christo-

pher Columbus, anchored in Jamaica
and running short of provisions, dis-
covered in early 1493. When the Ja
maicans refused to furnish him with
supplies, Columbus, aware of an im-
pending lunar eclipse, threatened the
recalcitrant islanders with divine ven-
geance. He predicted that on that very
night “the light of the moon would
fail." Indeed, the moon disappeared,
plunging the island into blackness. The
natives implored him to intercede, and
he gladly restored their moon—in re-
turn for his ship's provisions




ones that circled through the
sky's middle reaches, along
the Way of Enlil, since this
was the avenue taken by the
sun, the moon, and the plan-
ets. They discerned a total of
eighteen such figures, includ-
ing all the signs of the mod-
ern zodiac except Aries, the
Ram. Each constellation took
on an astrological character,
depending on its physical
shape and its role in mytholo-
gy. The constellation later
called Libra, the Scales, rep-
resented balance and judg-
ment. Virgo, seen originally
as a furrow in a grain field,
stood for fertility. Scorpio, an

Dl e
This early Greek bas-relief depicts Fanes, the god of light,
truth, and justice, surrounded by the zodiac signs and the symbols
of the four elements—a coiled snake for earth, a
drinking bowl for water, wings for air, and a lion’s head for fire.

Orion reached its highest
point. But the philosophers,
many of whom lived in Greek
settlements in Ionia, on the
west coast of modern Turkey,
had no practical end in view.
The sky gods had no hold
over them. Nor did they seek
to divine the future; the Greek
oracle at Delphi was judged
sufficient for that. No, the phi-
losophers were driven by
simple curiosity—the sheer
delight of puzzling things out.
As a result, they built a theo-
retical framework for the uni-
verse that they observed.
One of the earliest lo-
nian thinkers, born around

autumn sign, pierced the sun
with his poison stinger, leaving the sun feeble and dying.

Eventually, seers divided the Way of Enlil into twelve
evenly spaced, month-long segments, and they named each
segment after its corresponding star group. It did not matter
that there were more constellations than segments, or that
some constellations sprawled across greater expanses of
sky than others. Some were dropped, and the differences in
size among the rest were ignored. And sometime before the
end of the fifth century BC, the zodiac assumed its final
form, with the twelve signs dividing the sky into equal seg-
ments of thirty degrees each. With a few minor changes, it
would remain astrology’s basic tool from then on.

By then the urge to scrutinize the night sky in an organized
manner had spread well beyond the kingdoms of Mesopo-
tamia. Among the most ardent surveyors of the heavens
were the philosophers of Greece. Greek mariners since the
time of Homer had set their helms to various astral sign-
posts, and Greek farmers would harvest their grapes when
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630 BC, was Thales of Mi-
letus. Well versed in Eastern mathematics (he is said to
have brought geometry to Greece), Thales devised a new
approach to cosmic study. He sought to sweep the sky clean
of the ancient mythologies and to substitute physical laws.
The world could not have been formed, as the Babylonians
thought, when Marduk slew the dragon Tiamat and shaped
the cosmos from her parts. Rather, Thales declared, it
evolved through natural causes from one physical ele-
ment—which he took to be water. Applying his physical
laws, Thales became adept at analyzing and predicting the
movements of heavenly bodies.

Various pupils of Thales continued to work at deter-
mining the master plan of the cosmos. Anaximander pro-
posed a geometric picture of the heavens, in which the uni-
verse was contained inside a huge wheel of fire with holes
in its rim that allowed the stars to shine through. Another
pupil, Anaximenes, suggested that the stars and planets
were like the heads of shiny nails that had been driven into
orbiting spheres of a transparent, crystal-like substance. He




Atlas balances a celestial globe upon his
shoulders in this statue, copied in the
second century AD from a Greek original.
According to Greek mythology, Atlas

had to hold up the heavens after losing a
war against Zeus, god of the sky.




thought that air, not water or fire, was the primal element.
But both men sought a rational explanation for natural
events. And for all their lofty speculation, the students of
Thales could be resolutely down-to-earth. Anaximander, for
example, took time to draw a map of the known world,
which was astonishing in its overall accuracy.

As these heady ideas swirled about in the intellectual
debates of the philosophers, other schemes of thought rose
up to confront them. The most influential by far originated
with another lonian—Pythagoras, known to every modern
high-school student for his famous theorem on the geome-
try of right triangles. Pythagoras was a giant in his own day,
a man of towering intellect, a tireless scholar and a traveler
to distant lands. He journeyed to Egypt, then to Babylon,
and he returned home steeped in astral lore. The cosmos,
he decided, had been created by a single governing intelli-
gence that expressed itself in numbers. All parts of the uni-
verse fit into a mathematically perfect system that was as
sure as the multiplication table and as strict as the notes in
a musical scale. The result was a numerical harmony, a
cosmic hum, that resonated from the stars above to the
earth below. Each planet, as it circled in space, produced a
musical note, and together the notes vibrated in a single
perfect chord: the music of the spheres. The wise individual,
Pythagoras declared, should strive for perfection by attun-
ing the self to this prevailing symphony.

Pythagoras believed that the earth was round, as did
most of his contemporaries, and he also thought of it as a
stationary body at the center of an orbiting cosmos. But
there remained one glaring contradiction in this neat pic-
ture—the odd backward pirouettes of the planets. Pythago-
ras could not explain them. His disciple Philolaus offered a
solution, one that in time would prove quite literally to be
revolutionary. The earth was not stationary, he said; it, too,
moved in orbit. Centuries would pass, however, before this
strange idea caught on.

Other astral thinkers stuck closer to the prevailing
wisdom. One Empedocles of Cos, mulling over the basic el-
ements, decided there were four: earth, air, fire, and water.
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Each sign of the zodiac would eventually come to be asso-
ciated with one or another. His neighbor in Cos was the
physician Hippocrates, honored as the father of medicine,
who suggested that a patient’s good health depended on a
proper balance between four bodily fluids, or humors,
which corresponded to the four elements. And no physi-
cian, Hippocrates maintained, could practice effectively
without full knowledge of heavenly influences.
hus the classical cosmos: an earth-centered uni-
verse governed by a divine intelligence, which ex-
ercised its powers through mathematical laws of
nature. And no one did more to perpetuate this im-
age than the philosopher Plato, perhaps the great-
est of all Greek thinkers. Plato embraced the astral knowl-
edge of his day and lifted it to the highest levels of mystical
abstraction. To him there was only one reality—an un-
changing ideal realm of divine spirit, which cast its light
across all creation. Beside this, the physical world as per-
ceived by the senses—trees, tables, flowers, mountains,
even the sky itself—was mere illusion. Any exceptions to
the cosmic ideal, such as retrograde planets, scarcely mat-
tered to him. Perfection was all, the natural habitat of truth
and beauty. Each human soul was a part of the divine spirit,
and each had its own private star to which one day it would
return. Plato’s scheme would profoundly affect the doc-
trines of future religions, including Christianity, and also the
mystical uses of astrology.

If Greek philosophy took inspiration, in part, from in-
tellectual currents that wafted in from Babylon, a more
thorough mingling was now about to occur. It came, like so
many cultural marriages in that unsettled age, through the
agency of military conquest.

In 334 BC an army of 35,000 Greeks and Macedonians—a
tiny force for the task at hand—marched out of Europe and
into Asia. Their leader was a blond youth of twenty-two
years, bold, handsome, and driven by a dream of almost
mystical glory. If any man was destiny’s child, it was Alex-
ander the Great. His sire, people whispered, was Zeus him-




self, or perhaps the Egyptian god
Ammon. His mother had suppos-
edly held back his birth, under the
sign of Leo, until the planetary as-
pects were just right.

Alexander streaked across
the known world like a meteor, in
a blazing trajectory that reached
through the Nile Delta to the
deserts of Libya, across Palestine
and Turkey, on through Babylonia
and into the wastelands of both
Persia and Afghanistan, and final-
ly came to earth in the jungles of
western India. His passage was
brief. Within a decade he lay dy-
ing of fever in Babylon—an event
foretold by the local seers. But his
legacy endured for more than
five centuries in a unified world
culture—called Hellenism—that
combined the traditions of Greece

On this vase fragment dating from the second
century BC, Alexander the Great wears a headdress
adorned with symbols of the heavens. In
Alexander’s kingdom, astrology flourished as never before;
the leader allegedly used it to plan his legendary battles.

dusty corridors of astrological
study. No longer was it a monop-
oly of royal soothsayers employed
to read omens for the king, but an
enterprise open to anyone with
the wit to use it. A new concept
came into play: the individual
horoscope, which evaluated a cit-
izen’s prospects from the position
of the stars at the hour of birth.
Efforts were already being made
in this direction for the offspring
of monarchs, but the results were
sketchy at best. A horoscope
drawn up for the son of a Babylo-
nian prince in 410 BC mentioned
that the moon was near Scorpio,
Jupiter was in Pisces, Venus in
Taurus, Saturn in Cancer, Mars in
Gemini. Judging from the written
record, however, it seems the
prognosis never went beyond a

with those of Alexander’s eastern domains. Alexander’s
court at Babylon "“swarmed with astrologers, soothsayers,
and prognosticators,” one chronicler related. And under his
successors the study of astrology flourished as never before.

The joining together of Greek theory and Babylonian
astral lore produced a major transformation in both. While
the cuneiform tablets supplied a centuries-old record of
stellar movements, the Greek cosmic models offered a log-
ical way to organize them. What had once been seen as the
art of reading messages from sky gods now took on the
trappings of a scientific study based on natural law. The
planets and constellations were given Greek names, the
Babylonian deities equated to their Greek counterparts.
Each part of the human body, the Greeks declared, was
governed by one sign or another. Virgo commanded the
belly, for example, and Aries the head and face.

A fresher, more democratic outlook swept through the
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general “'things will be good for you.”

Now people of all social levels wanted to know what
the future held for them and were willing to brace them-
selves for even the most dismal news. One luckless fellow,
born in 263 BC, learned that while his life would be long, it
would also be increasingly hard. ““He will lack money,"” the
reading went, and ‘his food will not suffice for his hunger.
The riches he knew in his youth will dwindle away."

In response to popular demand, a number of schools
sprang up to spread the new discipline. Most made no dis-
tinction between astrological prediction and pure astrono-
my. One of the earliest was started at Babylon around 315
BC by a Greek-speaking native named Kidinnu. A master of
both divination and mathematics, Kidinnu figured out the
exact length of a lunar month, clocking it at 29 days, 12
hours, 44 minutes, and 3.3 seconds. (When modern astron-
omers came to make their calculation of the month’s




Planeis in Reirograde

Seen from the Earth, retrograde Mars seems to loop in the sky.

When Babylonian astronomers first
began observing the heavens, they
were sometimes puzzled by the paths
of the planets. The orbs did not always
trace a continuous route across the
sky; rather, they occasionally traveled
a straight course for several weeks,
then appeared to slow, come to a stop,
and back up for several days before
finally moving forward again.

Astrologers interpret this apparent
detour, known as retrograde motion,
symbolically as a time for individuals
to review their pasts, to go back over
ground already covered. Modern
scientists, however, know that the
planets do not literally move back-
ward—they just appear to do so when
viewed from the Earth.

Retrograde motion is observed at
the time of conjunction between the
Earth and a planet. In the case of the
inferior planets—Venus and Mercury,
whose arbits are closest to the Sun—
retrograde motion occurs when a
planet passes between the Earth and
the Sun and overtakes the Earth in its
orbit. For the superior planets—those
outside the Earth’s orbit—retrograde
motion occurs when the Earth moves
| between a planet and the Sun and
overtakes the planet, much like a
faster car on the inside lane of a
racetrack (diagram, right).

One of the first astronomers to seek
a physical explanation for this

MARS'S APPARENT COURSE

O

SUN

EARTH'S ORBIT

MARS'S ORBIT
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phenomenon was the Greek philoso-
pher Aristarchus of Samos, who
postulated about 300 BC that the
Earth, the Moon, and the planets all
revolved around a motionless Sun.
However, his remarkable theories were
summarily dismissed and forgotten.

Ptolemy, in the second century AD,
rejected the heliocentric view of the
universe in favor of an Earth-centered
one. He attempted to account for the
planets’ periodic backpedaling by
speculating that they moved in small
circles called epicycles as they orbited
in larger circles around the Earth. This
theory permitted fairly accurate

| predictions of planetary motions and
| provoked little dissension from other

stargazers until the sixteenth century,
when Polish astronomer Nicholas
Copernicus embraced heliocentrism.
But Copernicus retained Ptolemy’s
concept of epicycles to explain the
planets’ backward movements.

It was German astronomer Johannes
Kepler who finally established in the
early 1600s that planets move in
elliptical orbits around the Sun, and
that because of an unknown force—
later discovered to be gravity—the
speed at which the planets travel
increases as they near the fiery hub.
Therefore, a planet’s position relative
to the Sun determines its orbital speed

| and sets the stage for periodic

retrograde motion.




Among the earliest surviving horoscopes is this Greek one, written on
papyrus and calculated in Egypt on April 1 in the year AD 81. Com-
posed by Titus Pitenius at Hermopolis, the chart begins by paying
homage to the ancient Egyptians who studied the heavenly bodies and
handed down their knowledge. Inscribed are the date and the time
and the positions of the sun, moon, and planets in the zodiac. Ac-
cording to Pitenius’s calculations, ""the sun, the mightiest and ruler of
all, moving from the spring equinox, had attained in Aries fourteen
degrees and six minutes. . . . And the divine and light-bringing

moon, waxing in crescent, had advanced in Taurus thirteen degrees.”’

length, they found him to be off by only .6 second.) Several
decades later a Babylonian priest, Berosus, set up a
school—the first in Europe—on the Greek island of Cos. Be-
rosus cast horoscopes, circulated Greek translations of the
Babylonian tablets, and offered an explanation for the phas-
es of the moon. He achieved such fame that the people of
Athens put up a statue in his honor.

Over the next few centuries astrology spread to the
farthest reaches of the Hellenistic world. It took firm hold in
India, which already enjoyed a native tradition of astral
speculation. Ancient Hindu rites were scheduled to coincide
with the spring and autumn equinoxes, and the earliest Hin-
du sages were thought to reside in the seven stars of the Big
Dipper. Reflecting the age-old Indian propensity to think in
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majestic sweeps of cosmic time, the region’s most famous
astrological text, the Surya Siddhanta, was said to have
been written in 2,163,102 BC. (Actually, the Surya Siddhan-
ta probably was not written until long after the Hellenistic
period—perhaps not until the fifth or sixth century AD.)

In this fertile environment the new astrology blos-
somed into full flower. The Indians adopted the twelve-part
zodiac and many Greek technical terms. Even the Hindu
gods learned to heed astral signs. The all-powerful Vishnu,
it was said, became so alarmed by the baleful influence of
Saturn that for a nineteen-year period he abandoned his
heavenly throne and wandered about the forest disguised
as an elephant. Then, resuming his former state, he boasted
how cleverly he had avoided cosmic mishap. But Saturn,
passing by, corrected him. “Why, sir,” said the planet, "'for
nineteen years you have been eating nothing but grass, and
leading a most miserable life indeed, tormented by flies and
mosquitoes.” One’s astral destiny was inescapable.

The ancient Far East had still other traditions of astro-
logical study. In China, the ""Celestial Kingdom," the emper-
or had long been equated with the North Star, around which
the entire universe was thought to revolve. Chinese




astrologer-priests had been compiling records probably for
even longer than their Babylonian counterparts, possibly
from as early as the twenty-eighth century BC. The Chinese
can be credited with recording the earliest verifiable eclipse,
in 1361 BC. Celestial conjunctions were seen as having pro-
found effects on human affairs, including the rise and fall of
ruling dynasties. As the great Chinese sage Confucius de-
clared around 500 BC: "Heaven sends down its good or evil
symbols, and wise men act accordingly.”
reek armies had not penetrated to this distant
shore, but a number of ideas that were common
to both China and the West may have filtered
from one region to the other along the trade
routes through Central Asia. The Chinese used a
twelve-part zodiac—although the signs do not divide the
sky, but instead mark off sectors of the equator—and like
the Babylonians they divided the day into twelve double
hours. The emperor Wu, in the second century BC, built an
observation tower that may have been inspired
by the Babylonian ziggurats. A set of pre-
dictions made at that time resem-
bled the great Mesopotamian
omen text, Enuma Anu Enlil.
Individual horoscopes may
also have been a Western im-
port. Some time after Greek
and Babylonian seers began cast-
ing them, the Chinese did also, al-
though for Chinese astrologers the decisive
moment was not that of birth, but that of conception.

Still, given China’s profound isolation from the rest of
the world, huge differences were bound to remain. The Chi-
nese saw the cosmos as a mechanical box containing many
different compartments and intricately constructed around
the number five. Along with the five planets there were five
elements (wood, fire, earth, metal, and water), five geo-
graphic areas (the four compass directions plus a central
point), five primary colors, five flavors, five basic musical
notes. Beyond these, the two primal forces of Yin and
Yang—one female and passive, the other male and active—
governed all activity. Furthermore, all astrologers worked
for the emperor, as part of a tightly controlled court bu-
reaucracy. The position carried great prestige, but it also
entailed some hazard. When the sun went into unexpected
eclipse in 2136 BC, the chief astrologer and his assistant
were routinely beheaded for not forewarning the emperor.

In contrast to this traditionally restrictive climate was
the surge of freethinking inquiry that burst forth in Egypt in
the third century BC. The hub of
Western culture at that time
was Alexandria, founded
on the Nile Delta by the

Conqueror himself
and now grown into
the greatest metrop-
olis of its day. Its
grand civic buildings in-
cluded the world'’s largest li-
brary, where scholars could
browse through some 700,000 manu-

Astrology was often used in divination,
and this bronze conjurer’s device—a
zodiac wheel perched atop a triangular
base—is one of a group of fortunetelling
tools dating from the third century AD.
Recovered from what was once the
ancient Greek city of Pergamum, the tool
also bears symbols and markings

that represent spells or incantations.




Fiery Messengers of Doom

| In ancient civilizations, the appearance

of a comet in the sky nearly always
caused great consternation, for comets
were almost universally thought to
herald such disasters as floods,
pestilence, and the deaths of rulers.
Astrologers of the day made dire
predictions based on the appearance

| of the long-tailed heavenly torches,

|
|

and since a destructive event was
fairly likely to be happening some-
where in the known world at any
given time, those seers who linked
comets with misfortune were more
often than not deemed correct.

A Chinese text from the seventh cen-

! tury AD shows the portentous signifi-

cance of comets. “When comets ap-

| pear, whales die. . . . When a comet

appeared in the constellation of the

' Big Dipper, all soldiers died in chaos.

When a comet appears in the North
Star, the emperor is replaced.” In fact,
it is a Chinese sentence, from the fif-
teenth century BC, that remains the
earliest surviving reference to a comet.
It reads, “When Chieh executed his
faithful counselors, a comet appeared.”
The word comet comes from the

| comet’s wavy luminosity. The Chinese
| called them broom-stars, among other

names, and they still recount the story

| of a comet that appeared in the year
| 516 BC, in the kingdom of Ch'i. To

| avert what he considered inevitable

| disaster, the king of Ch’'i commanded

his ministers to pray. But minister Yen
Tsu, who believed those who were
innocent had nothing to fear from the
dreaded intruder, countered, "How can
you expect prayer to change anything?
A comet is like a broom; it signals the
sweeping away of evil.”

Despite their dread of comets—or
perhaps because of it—no other culture
made such early, frequent, and valu-
able observations of the phenomenon
as the Chinese. A treasure trove of
cometary history was unearthed in the
1970s during the excavation of a tomb
from the Han dynasty in the Hunan
province. Archaeologists found an illus-
trated textbook, painted on silk, that

This detail from a Chinese silk atlas
dating from the second century
BC depicts eight of the twenty-nine
comets chronicled by ancient

showed twenty-nine comet types. Each
was classified according to its appear-
ance and meaning. A four-tailed one
meant “disease in the world,” a three-
tailed one ““calamity in the state.” A
comet with two tails that curved to the
right presaged a “’small war’’ but "'the
corn would be plentiful.”

Scholars estimate that compiling
such a catalog would have taken
almost 300 years, given the average
rate of one sighting every 10 years.
And the Chinese records are detailed,
listing the date, type of comet,
constellation in which it was seen,
subsequent motion, color, apparent
length, and how long it stayed in the
sky. The astronomers also made other
observations; for example, they were
the first to note that the tails of comets
always point away from the sun.

But for all their data, the ancient
Chinese did not know what comets
really were. Some writers attributed
them to disarrangements of Yin and
Yang, whereas others said that comets
came from the planets. It was left to
the West to uncover in the mid-
sixteenth century the true, harmless
nature of these streaks of light.

| Greek word for hair, suggested by the

Chinese astronomers.
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Set against a backdrop of constellations,
the intertwined double helix of this
creation image from the T’ang dynasty
(AD 618-906) symbolizes genesis

through the interaction of philosophical

opposites: Yin, representing darkness,

femininity, and the moon, and Yang, associated

with lightness, masculinity, and the sun.

Greeks and Babylonians were still
struggling to make their lunar months
come out even with the solar year.
Every Greek city had a different calen-
dar, for example. And all the while,
the Egyptians knew the answer, with a
solar calendar of 365 days—a few
hours short, but workable.

Needless to say, a proper calen-
dar did much to advance both astrono-
my and astrology. The Egyptians divid-
ed their calendar into twelve standard
months of 30 days each, for a total of
360 days. The other 5 days, thought of
as being outside normal time, were giv-
en over to religious commemorations.

Alexandria would thrive as a center
of astrological study for many centuries,
with scholars grinding out long treatises
on the more arcane aspects of the art.
Horoscopes became increasingly sophis-
ticated. Priests would embellish their
temples, and aristocrats their tombs, with
Egyptians wished to ascertain the future, zodiacal insignia. And invariably, the
however, they relied for the most part on works of foreign researchers would find
messages that came to them in their their way into the city’s vast library.
dreams. No one thought of consulting the visible heavens. ~ One overseas savant of note was Aristarchus of Samos,

There was one exception. Egypt’s main source of  who picked up the far-fetched idea that the earth revolves
prosperity was the Nile River, whose annual flooding  around the sun. He also suggested that it spins on its axis,
brought moisture and fertility to the desert soil. Knowing  causing day and night—but no one paid much attention. Far
just when the flood would occur was of vital interest to ev-  more interest centered on the thoughts of Hipparchus of Ni-
eryone. And the best clue, as it happened, was in the stars.  caea, who in fact was” an astral scientist of considerable
A week or so in advance, the so-called Dog Star, Sirius,  ability. Hipparchus cataloged more than a thousand stars,
would appear on the eastern horizon at dawn. Every year it ~ and he hit upon the system of longitude and latitude for
was the same, as regular as the ticking of a clock. Once  fixing geographic position.

scripts. The geometer Euclid studied
there, and so did Eratosthenes, who
calculated the circumference of the
earth to within 15 percent of its true
size. Astrology, not surprisingly, re-
ceived much attention.

Little work had been done in this
field before the Greeks' arrival—de-
spite claims from the Egyptians that
their ancestors had been studying the
heavens for some 500,000 years. Egyp-
tian priests identified their gods with
various heavenly bodies, to be sure. The
moon was Osiris, a benevolent deity
who was overshadowed in eclipses by
his evil brother Set. The sun god, Ra,
king of the cosmos, sailed through the
sky by day in his celestial barge, and by
night he battled the forces of underworld
darkness. His earthly incarnation was the
pharaoh. All three were descended from
Nut, the primal mother, who comprised
the entire dome of the night sky. When the

every 365 days, plus a few extra hours, the Dog Star rose Astrologers, however, were more interested in Hippar-
with the sun. Shortly thereafter, the Nile also rose. As are-  chus's studies of the zodiac. Hipparchus discovered that ev-
sult, the Egyptians achieved one of science’s most impor-  ery year the zodiac slips ever so slightly behind the seasons.
tant breakthroughs, a standard year length, while the  (Kidinnu had already learned this, but the information had
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A pair of jewel-encrusted

gold ornaments, from the tomb
of the Egyptian boy-King
Tutankhamen, who reigned
about 1350 BC, depict the eyes
of the solar deity, Ra. The right
eye (above) represented the
sun, and the left eye (opposite)
symbolized the moon. The
ancient Egyptians cxplained the
true source of the moon’s

light in a text passage that
reads in part, “Light of the
night, image of the left eye . . .
who rises in the east while the
sun is in the west . . . received
the light of the right cye.”

Ancieni Egypr's
God oi fhe Sun

. Ancient Egyptians worshiped the sun,

the fiery globe whose light and
warmth, they believed, created and
sustained life itsell. The god they
called Ra personified the sun, and he
was credited with brightening a
previnusly dark and cold world.
According tn one legend, the omnip-
otent Ra simply willed himself into
being; another version recounts Ra's
emergence from the petals of a frail
lotus blossom in the form of a scarab
heetle, the symbol of birth and rehirth
Later, the story continugs, the heetle
changed into a boy, and when the boy
wept, his tears became the earth's
living creatures. The all-powerful Ra
was said to have ruled then as the first
king of Egypt. Each day, it was
thought, Ra arose as a heautiful child.
He climbed into a boal and, accompa-

| nied by gods, swept acruss the sky.
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visiting his twelve provinces, which
represented the daylight hours. When
he reached the center of the sky, Ra
was at his zenith, the pinnacle of
manhood and strength. But by late
afternoon, he was exhausted,
becoming an enfeebled old man by
sunset. At night, Ra entered another
boat and was transported by the gods
through the twelve perilous provinces
of the underworld—the nighttime
hours. There he battled serpents and
demons who sought to exploit his
weakened state. I there was stormy
weather, those on earth always knew
that an enemy had scored a victory; a
total eclipse of the sun meant a rival
had swallowed the boat, and day
hecame night. But Ra always survived
the battles and emerged from the
shadowy underworld, passing once
more into the morning sky
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The Egyptian sky goddess, Nut, carved inside

this Twenty-Sixth Dynasty (664-525 BC)

sarcophagus lid, symbolized the afterlife; she

was said to swallow the sun each evening
and give birth to it anew the following morning.
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This Eighteenth Dynasty (1570-1320 BC) gold vrna-

ment depicts Ra (center), symbolized by the scarab, aboard

his boat. Flanking him on both sides is the moon god,

Thoth, who guides Ra through the dark, dangerous underworld.
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not filtered through to Hipparchus'’s era.) Some 2,000 years
earlier, in Sumerian times, it was the dawn rising of Taurus,
the Bull, that ushered in the spring equinox. By Hippar-
chus's era it was Aries, the Ram. The slippage, known as
the precession of the equinoxes, occurs because of a slow
but steady wobbling of the earth’s axis (pages 11-13)—al-
though Hipparchus did not know this.

What did become immediately clear was that the zo-
diac, the very cornerstone of astrological prognosis, is not
fixed and eternal. Its shift is continuous so that, over the
millennia, the birth signs change in relation to the time of
the year. An Alexandrian Greek born on March 21, the day
of the spring equinox, would have been an Aries. If
twentieth-century astrologers adhered to the practices of
the Alexandrian era, assigning the birth sign on the basis of
the dawn-rising constellation, a child born on March 21 in
this century would be a Pisces. Instead, however illogically,
modern Western astrologers apply the signs as they ap-
peared to the Alexandrians when the zodiac was originally
standardized. Indian astrologers, on the other hand, accept
the shift caused by the precession of the equinoxes and let
the constellation rising at dawn determine the birth sign.

Even as Greek and Egyptian astrologers were refining
their craft, the world’s power center began shifting west-
ward to the young, aggressive precincts of Imperial Rome.
The early Romans had little cultural polish of their own,
however, and they eagerly took up the ancient wisdom of
the peoples they conquered.

Astrology came to their attention through the teach-
ings of Posidonius, a Greek philosopher of the Stoic school
who arrived in Rome sometime during the first century BC.
The Stoics lived by a code of austere self-sufficiency, with a
moral emphasis that appealed strongly to the Roman upper
class. The idea was to adjust one’s behavior as nearly as
possible to the precepts of cosmic law—"to live consistently
with nature,” as it was commonly put. In other words, wise
men and women submitted to their destiny. And what bet-
ter place to learn what destiny had in mind than in the map
of the stars? Posidonius enlarged this theory to include a
mystic vital force that emanated from the sun and united
the world in universal harmony. But it also behooved peo-
ple to discover their own astrological fates.

Rome'’s intellectuals crowded in to hear Posidonius
speak, and among his pupils was the great orator Cicero,




This photograph (left), a time
exposure, reveals the circular
paths of stars around the
celestial North Pole. Observing
that these northernmost stars
never rose or set, ancient
Egyptians reasoned that the
orbs must belong to the realm
of immortality. Egyptian tombs
were often illustrated with the
circumpolar constellations. A
notable example is the painted
ceiling in the burial chamber of
Seti I (below), who ruled in the
fourteenth century BC. At the
center of the painting, a bull,
representing the Big Dipper, is
tethered to a post—symbol-
izing the celestial North Pole—
held by a hippopotamus. A
human figure clings to the
golden lines leading from the
bull to the mooring post.




perhaps the most persuasive voice in the Roman Senate.
Cicero had been an adamant foe of astrology, but on hear-
ing Posidonius, he became an immediate convert. Anyone
with sense, he declared, could see that the stars ‘"have di-
vine power and intelligence.” But eventually, he began to
waver. For one thing, the astrologers backed the losing side
in a civil war that divided Roman loyalties in the mid-first
century BC. They made other mistakes as well, such as tell-
ing Julius Caesar he would live to an old age. Finally Cicero
denounced the art, attacking it as "incredible mad folly
which is daily refuted by experience.”” A newborn child, he
argued, was probably more influenced by the weather,
which it could at least feel, than by the signs of the zodiac.

Many other prominent Romans were equally skepti-
cal. Julius Caesar took a dim view of all divination—al-
though if he had followed the soothsayer’s advice, he would
have avoided the Senate on the ides of March, and thus es-
caped assassination. But most citizens were believers.
When a comet streaked through the sky just after Caesar’s
death, people said it was his soul ascending to heaven.

Caesar’s successors tended to regard astrology as se-
rious business. The emperor Augustus issued a coin with
Capricorn on one face, that being the sign in which the
moon appeared at the moment of Augustus’s birth. In his
later years, he was terrified that some enemy would circu-
late a false horoscope predicting his death, thus sparking a
public uprising. So in AD 11, Augustus published his own
version, and he outlawed death forecasts for anyone.

Next to take Rome’s scepter was Tiberius, who be-
came so entranced by astral divination that he learned to
cast his own horoscope. Whenever he sought professional
advice, he made sure he got the best. At one point he retired
to a villa on Capri, possibly to escape the designs of a ma-
leficent planet, and there he continued to interview pro-
spective court astrologers. To test each seer’s powers, Tibe-
rius would ask, “"Now what of your horoscope?”’ If the
answer was not to his liking, he would have the unfortunate
candidate flung off a nearby cliff. All in all, it was a no-win
proposition. But then a certain Thrasyllus came up with the
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perfect response. Thrasyllus studied his chart, began to
tremble, and finally announced, "I stand at this moment in
the most immediate danger!” Tiberius was so impressed
that he made Thrasyllus his chief astral adviser.

Thus began a brief family monopoly in one of Rome’s
most powerful posts. Thrasyllus's son Balbillus served three
emperors—Claudius, Nero, and Vespasian. But unlike his
father, who tried to rein Tiberius’s more violent impulses,
Balbillus seemed quite ready to encourage imperial blood-
shed. Comets supposedly foreshadowed the deaths of great
leaders, and when one blazed overhead in Nero’s reign,
Balbillus suggested that the emperor deflect heaven’s wrath
onto other heads. The upshot was a mass slaughter of many
of Rome’s most prominent citizens.

itus and his brother Domitian, who ruled toward

the end of the first century AD, acted as their own

astrologers, and both followed Nero’s example in

using the stars to justify violent deeds. Domitian

was especially fearful and suspicious. In his spare
moments he would cast the horoscopes of potential rivals,
ordering the death of anyone who showe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>