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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR PAPERS 

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are            Raymond Head “Holst Astrology and Modernism in the Planets” Tempo December 1993 No. 187 pp. 15-22 and Brian Diemert “The Trials of Astrology in T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land” in the Journal of Modern Literature, Autumn 1998 Vol.22.No.1 pp 175-181.

This essay will look at two artists from the modernist period discussed by the two authors Head and Diemert. Head’s paper discussed the influence of modernism in British music and Diemert’s paper about the influence of modernism in literature. The authors’ deemed the works of Gustav Holst and T.S. Eliot to demonstrate how they played a vital role in a cultural movement which has recognizably been inspired by esoteric beliefs and teachings. The authors believed in particular that the esoteric topic of astrology influenced greatly the artists Holst and Eliot. This essay will also explore the manner illustrated by Head and Diemert by which Holst and Eliot expressed astrology in their art.    

Generally the modernist period portrayed an Avant-guard cultural movement that spanned over the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century. Its arts were comprised of having components such as surrealism, expressionism, and primitivism. Modernism, Head described was popularly enshrouded with a kind of mystique because it delved into the so-called forbidden subjects of the esoteric.
 Identically Diemert depicts this mystique of these forbidden subjects propounded in modernism to endanger those who would like to delve into them.
   At the peak of modernism there was a flourishing revival of an increasing interest in the occult.  Shaw speaks of it as literally it being a time in the late nineteenth century where a prolific resurgence of occult interests culminated in creating many societies for like-minded investigators of the occult sciences. The most renowned of these societies at the time was the Theosophical Society founded by Helena Petrovana Blavatsky (1831-1891) and Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) in 1875. 
  

A chief purpose of the modernists, Campion states, was to instigate ideologies to counter the French sociologist August Comte’s (1798-1857) whose prevalent world views of a mechanical ordered cosmos greatly influenced society at the time.
 Head asserts here that Theosophy emerged some years later like a longed for solution against such scientific materialism found in Comte’s theories, Darwinism, and orthodox religious teachings. Theosophy wanted to demonstrate that nature could be seen from a spiritual perspective which science of the modern civilization had not yet touched upon. 
 Theosophy also encouraged the research of various ancient esoteric subjects that had lain dormant for many centuries to be seen it in a new light. 
 Significantly, astrology was one of these archaic subjects to be reassessed. The age of Enlightenment regarded astrology as being based on medieval superstition and had it separated from astronomy.
 

Diemert’s approach investigated the poignant astrological theme in Eliot’s poem “The Waste Land” in lines 57-59 to gather an understanding of the role of astrology in modernism. Eliot’s figure of the astrologer has various levels and Diemert’s paper looked deeper into these interpretations. Diemert brought to light a contrast in astrology where the popular culture at the time, saw the astrologer as someone who used lower facilities such as fortune telling, misused the ability of second sight and prophecy and that such people should be charged for fraud. Eliot’s character, Diemert pointed out, is sexually ambiguous owing to where she had been sourced from Aldous Huxley’s novel “Chrome Yellow” in the character of Mr. Scogan. 

In this novel Mr. Scogan is described as a well-read, educated and well experienced in the mystical as well as the material world.
 The novel related that Mr. Scogan dressed up as a female fortune teller in a village fair and called himself the Sorceress of Ecbatana from the tent of Sosostris. Scogan then made shocking, shameful predictions to the naïve villagers
. Diemert arguably claimed that Eliot had most likely read in the newspapers at the time scandalous reports of astrologers being charged and fined for fraud. Very well likely Eliot had read about Alan Leo’s court cases in 1914 and 1917, as it is known that he was interested to read reports of occult extraordinary events.
 From this Diemert believed Eliot created such a character as Mrs. Sosostris to have her behave the way she did by combining her with underlying levels of Mr. Scogan’s character forming a certain ambiguity. He felt this reflected how astrologers were popularly viewed at the time. Eliot incorporated in Mrs. Sosostris to be someone wise and proficient in her occult practices but had to cautiously move about in a civilized world that adhered to the decrees of a scientific materialistic matrix. 
 

Eliot’s use of skewed language throughout the poem was a way to capture a cultural crisis which he felt humanity was progressing towards and was in danger of developing a consciousness that adopted mechanical behaviourism. The Waste Land portrayed a world that had obtained very little resistance to counter this progression. Trexler put forward that Eliot deemed it necessary to develop a critical practice to find a scientific method to reassess various esoteric subjects. Eliot believed that the discipline of anthropology could add deeper insights into the study of an esoteric humanity. 
 Eliot sourced a great deal of inspiration for this from James George Frazer’s (1854-1941) book “The Golden Bough”.  Frazer’s book encouraged Eliot to design his investigations to take on a character of an external exchange of the subject-object relationship.
 To have a sense, Eliot felt, it was like being within a pantheistic world that evolved towards the Absolute. The reliving and performing of ancient rituals, Eliot advocated, created a better understanding from the experience rather than through the study of past social behaviours. Eliot considered this would be a way to refute the French sociological ideology which viewed subjective consciousness into simple behavioural reactions that reduced it into mechanical human expressions. 
Trexler also stated that Eliot’s studies deepened when he began to research into the philosophy of the German philosopher Leibniz (1646-1716). A new perspective opened up to Eliot which was to combine science with a magical view of the world. Moreover, Trexler points out that Eliot proposed to use this technique, found written in his essay “Ulysses, Order and Myth”, of a mystic method to develop a parallel between the contemporary and antiquity. This method gave Eliot a decisive insight into a possible technique to engage in the effects of astrology where he states that: “……It is a method for which the horoscope is auspicious”. 

To look now at Holst’s relationship to astrology Head expounded an approach of an inner inquiry into the psyche. Head verified in his studies about Holst’s background that he grew up in a family environment that had theosophical and esoteric interests. 
 The circles in which Holst moved in asserted many of the tenets of Theosophy.  Head suggest Holst’s friends played a pivotal role towards him gaining an understanding of astrology.  
 Holst’s closest friend Oskar Adler (1874-1955) as well as being an astrologer was a fine violinist who often played in a Quartet with Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) and Franz Schmidt (1874-1939) who too were similarly musicians and avid enthusiasts of astrology. 
 Supported by friends who shared the same background together Holst felt missioned to search for a quintessential essence and first principles to create new forms within music. 
  

The path of this mission as Head points out was a steep one for Holst. Head mentions that in 1892 Holst failed the entrance into the Trinity College of music similarly later many of his musical compositions had little or no success. Holst had no private income and although his friends believed in him and supported him in his musical works, he sorely felt that he had failed them.
  It is known that Holst began to doubt his abilities and sought the help of a phrenologist, a much favoured form of character analysis in Theosophical circles. Holst introspectively grappled with his life as to why he was so unsuccessful which led him to explore himself more deeply by means of astrology. 
 Holst meditated on the planets and Head argued that this personal experience of wanting to know more about himself was a method that allowed himself to open up to new sounds.  
 Head indicated that Holst employed a personal orientated astrology that had arisen from contemplations of his own horoscope which he considered it to be the “Map of his psyche”
. Known also Head states, Holst must have read Alan Leo’s (1860-1917) book “The Art of Synthesis” first published in London 1912, and used the same planet titles with identical characteristics as Leo did in his book. However Holst ordered the planet sequence differently than Leo. Holst later stated to a friend that the planets dealt with the seven influences of destiny and constitutes of the spirit. Holst didn’t use the geocentric system which usually is employed in astrology. Head revealed Holst’s definite plan of his planet sequence to be equivalent to a spiritual path.
  

In conclusion Diemert picked out a viewpoint of astrology through Eliot’s description of the astrologer in the character of Mrs. Sosostris. Mrs. Sosostris’s behaviour reflects the popular social views of an astrologer even if she does have occult skills that are of a wise nature. Eliot depicted her character to be a distortion between a woman of wisdom and an eccentric fortune teller. Eliot spliced Mrs Sosostris with Aldous Huxley’s character Mr. Scogan who unscrupulously, in the novel Chrome Yellow, scammed naïve villagers into believing he had clairvoyant powers. Eliot’s poem is a warning to humanity that confronts one to counter this and reassess other investigative methods to research into the technique finding the parallel between the contemporary and antiquity which he outlined in his essay Ulysses, Order and Myth.  If this could not be readdressed in this way humanity would otherwise be in danger of living in a “Waste Land” a world without enchantment. 

We find in Head’s paper that astrology was depicted as a personal endeavour to find one’s own astrology. Holst through his horoscope captured this by delving into his own psyche. Holst’s viewpoint was that the horoscope was a map to find this. By experiencing many failures throughout his life Holst came to a catharsis within him and was able to view his own planets within his psyche through the help of astrology especially after it had been reassessed. Holst found a new order of the planets which he felt each of them had their own destiny that constituted the spirit of humankind. 

Both artists part of the modernist period influenced it pivotally through their studies and investigations to establish a new look within art their own viewpoint of astrology.                         (Word count 2081)
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