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This essay will critically review Franz Cumont’s introduction in Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, New York: Dover Publications (pp. xi-xvi, 1960 [1911]). Belgian philologist, archaeologist and historian Franz Cumont (1868-1947) was a viewed as one of the leading authorities on oriental astral religions and astrology,[footnoteRef:1] therefore he had an impact on the history of religions. Franz Cumont’s main subject in his paper, specifically in introduction, consists of history of religion, where he closely discussed astrology - it’s progress and obstacles. His paper is intended to be for historians and theologians with a common interest in history of religions. The points of Cumont’s paper that will be critically looked at are the development of religion, beliefs and stellar religion – astrology. As well as heliocentric discovery and its influence on astrology; and astral mathematics and the link between Babylonia and ancient Greece. These all main points of critical review will be supported by other scholars, such as Gordon Laing, James R. Lewis, Nicholas Campion, and others. Other critical analysis will take a place, such as Cumont’ arguments and use of source: how well his paper meets the criteria of academic work. Namely, the papers structure, source, references, evidence, strengths and weaknesses, according to the time when this paper was written and comparison with contemporary world’s scholars.  [1:  Gordon Laing, Reviewed work: Astrology and Religion among the Greeks and Romans by Franz Cumont, The Classical Weekly, (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1913, Vo.6, No. 15) p. 118.] 


Franz Cumont had a strong interest in astrology and his book Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans is one of the book series of lectures, that summarizes everything that author knows about astrology. Cumont approaches astrology with mixed feelings, thus from one side he did a wide research on astrology and wrote a book, indicating that astrology ‘…at first sight seems monstrous, come to be formed between mathematics and superstition’[footnoteRef:2], which is something like a ‘cosmic religion, based upon science’[footnoteRef:3], ‘divine stars’[footnoteRef:4]; and from other side he describes astrology as an ‘erroneous belief’[footnoteRef:5] or a ‘mental disease’[footnoteRef:6], or even a ‘hallucination’.[footnoteRef:7] According to astrologer and historian of cultural astronomy and astrology Nicholas Campion, astrology is hard to define as there are diverse opinions of it, he states ‘it might be best to think of astrology as an umbrella term for a variety of beliefs, ideas and practices, all of which share the notion that patterns in the heavens are somehow significant for life on earth’.[footnoteRef:8] Regardless to Cumont’s mixed description of astrology, he showed his knowledge and perception, that this stellar practice is based and used to ‘…an endless influence on the creeds and the ideas of the most diverse people…’[footnoteRef:9] Cumont claims that faith in stellar divinities was the beginning of astrology’s existence that had an impact on the world.[footnoteRef:10] Which was followed by the nature laws of cosmos, that was observed, fixed and related to the future happenings, where eventually the ancient belief became like a science.[footnoteRef:11] He claims, that historians should closely look at astrology as it sets the belief system among various people and has been practised over Asia and Europe up until the contemporary world, as a religion.[footnoteRef:12] However, Cumont does not specify what in his interpretation religion means, as belief and religion are wide concepts and can be defined differently by every individual, and additionally, is an essential discussed part of his papers introduction. ‘…One cannot write a book on religion without some idea of what we mean’.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, one of the Cumont’s weaknesses is the lack of evidence, that clearly does not support the concept and claim. However, twentieth century scholar Gordon Laing, convincingly claims, that ‘in this book he not only sums up the results of many detailed investigations in the field of ancient astrology and astral religion previously published by himself and others, but also incorporates in the different lectures numerous new theories and suggestions, the proof of which he intends to publish in a larger work’.[footnoteRef:14] Perhaps, Cumont’s book on Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans provide more academic requirements that it is in introduction. Laing clearly kept Cumont in a high regard as a leading expert on pagan religions. As Laing claimed, ‘No one is better qualified to speak on oriental beliefs than Professor Cumont’.[footnoteRef:15] [2:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, (Dover Publications, New York, 1960 [1911]), p. xiii.]  [3:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xv.]  [4:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv.]  [5:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi.]  [6:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii.]  [7:  Franz, Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii.]  [8:  Nicholas Campion, What do Astrologers Believe?, (Granta Books, 2014), p.3.]  [9:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi.]  [10:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii.]  [11:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii.]  [12:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi.]  [13:  Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining religion: From Babylon to Jonestown, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982) in Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York University Press, 2012), p. 8.]  [14:  Gordon Laing, Reviewed Work(s), p. 118.]  [15:  Gordon Laing, Reviewed Work(s), p.118.] 


Cumont’s thoughts on the usage of astrology is severely critical, he shows his sceptical thinking on ‘pseudo-science’[footnoteRef:16] or in other words – astrology and how it raised from Babylonia, and how it can be related to the knowledge of Ancient Greece. Cumont pointed out, that there are facts and explanations that the Greek culture is linked to the eastward. For instance, Cumont states ‘Research ascertained how, after having reigned supreme in Babylonia, it subdued the cults of Syria and of Egypt, and under the Empire, - to mention only the West, - transformed even the ancient paganism of Greece and Rome’.[footnoteRef:17] However, Cumont did not provide any primary source that would back up his theory of Chaldeans or in other words Babylonians being the supreme source of the practice of astrology. For instance, medieval Arab scholar’s Qa¯di¯ Sa¯’id’s explanation of Babylonian stellar science would provide a solid evidence. Qa¯di¯ Sa¯’id in his book ‘Book of the Categories of Nations’ A.D. 1068) wrote ‘Among the Chaldeans, there were many great scholars and well-established savants who contributed generously to all the branches of human knowledge, [16:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii.]  [17:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii.] 

especially mathematics and theology. They had particular interest in the observation of planets and carefully searched through the secrets of the skies. They had well-established knowledge in the nature of the stars and their influence’.[footnoteRef:18] Such a primary source would clearly improve Cumont’s academic work. Anyhow, Medieval Arab scholar’s description would lead back to Cumont, where he stated, if we look back on early period, namely Babylonian, every knowledge that have been thought will show in all places the trace of troubling impact of astral mathematics.[footnoteRef:19] Cumont talked about ancient astral mathematics in a metaphor ‘This sapling, which shot up among the rank weeds by the side of knowledge, sprang from the same stock and mingled its branches with it’.[footnoteRef:20] He obviously wanted to show that ancient astral mathematics left its mark in astrology as the astrology at the beginning was seen ‘monstrous’, became to be formed among mathematics and superstition.[footnoteRef:21] But why would Cumont think that astrology from the very beginning was viewed as monstrous? Perhaps because of its influence on ancient religions, influence in Babylonia or because of foretelling the future of a person? However, Cumonts notion of astrology and ancient culture relation to the ancient Greece is not well explained in the introduction of his paper. Perhaps more is provided in other chapters of his work.  [18:  Sa¯’id al-Andalusi¯, Science in the medieval world: ‘Book of the categories of nations, Trans. and Ed. By S. I. Salem & A. Kumar, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991).]  [19:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii.]  [20:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii.]  [21:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii.] 


The structure of Cumont’s paper’s introduction is well created with plenty of historical material provided that have been well analysed. However, to further investigate Cumont’s weaknesses: the sources that have been used in the introduction are limited in the modern world. Thus, at the beginning of introduction is given a quotation in ancient Greek by Philo Judaeus (c. 20BCE – c. 50CE) ‘Εκ των ούρανίων τα έπίγεια ήρτηται κατά τινα φυσικήν συμπάθειαν’,[footnoteRef:22] where this quotation gives difficulties to be understood straight away in the modern world. It might be that twenty-century academics did not stumble with this problem, however in twenty-first century such a quotation provides limited resources to be found and gives difficulties to a reader. Therefore, Cumont’s style of writing might be considered limited for a twenty-first century reader and can be considered as a weakness of the paper. Other type of weakness in Cumont’s paper is the outdated information, such as when Cumont claims in his paper, that obstacle in astrology is the heliocentric theory developed by luminaries, such as Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo. Thus, astrology lost its appreciation, value, and mostly the power, after the geocentric theory was disproved. As Cumont states, ‘The fact that the earth revolves in space intervened to upset the complicated play of planetary influences, and the silent stars, relegated to the unfathomable depths of the sky, no longer made their prophetic voices audible to mankind’.[footnoteRef:23] However, Cumont’s claim of the astrological breakdown after seventeen-centuries’ Copernicus scientific revolutionary, can be considered as obsolete. As traditional astrology based on the geocentric system and heliocentric astrology – sun centred, after the Copernican revolution, became to exist together, as separate and combined. According to scholar and writer James R Lewis, ‘The argument against heliocentric astrology is that, since we situated on earth, we need to focus on Earth’s relationship to the other celestial bodies – a Sun centred astrology would make sense only if we were born on the Sun’.[footnoteRef:24] Although this argument was sufficient to stop heliocentric astrology from developing, Lewis stated, that there have been recent factors that changed the outcome of it, for instance the fundamentals of geocentric astrology aspects have been used in heliocentric astrology - a connection ‘between sunspot activity and angles between the planets’[footnoteRef:25]; and ‘the personal computer revolution, which made casting heliocentric horoscopes quite easy’.[footnoteRef:26] Even the fact, such as the seven-day week and the winter Solstice transference into Christmas, shows the practices and worship of ancient stellar deities are still present in the modern times, therefore, as well as astrology continues to exist in this world.  [22:  Philo, De Opificio Mundi, c. 40., in Franz, Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, (Dover Publications, New York, 1960 [1911]), p. xi.]  [23:  Franz, Cumont, Astrology and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi.]  [24:  James, R. Lewis, The Astrology Book: The Encyclopaedia of Heavenly Influences, Visible Ink Press, 2003, p. 297. ]  [25:  James, R. Lewis, The Astrology Book, p. 298.]  [26:  James, R. Lewis, The Astrology Book, p. 298.] 


Overall, Cumont was focusing only on a one subject which is written on the book’s cover – Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans. As he mentioned himself - he would not go into the details about astrology as it can be viewed from different angles; so many questions rise, it simply cannot be looked at once, therefore he focused on one theme only.[footnoteRef:27] Cumont also avoided to use other academic works. Where other scholar views would help to support Cumont’s arguments. Nevertheless, Cumont used and referenced only few scholars’ materials. At least in the introduction of his paper. Nether Cumont wanted to discuss the scale the value of importance as it might overlap with political side of astrology.[footnoteRef:28] From one-way Cumont was precise on what he was focusing in this paper and explained what kind of discussions he was avoiding. However, in some parts of the paper’s introduction felt like the good evidence or example on an argument is missing. Also, Cumont talked about astrology through the metaphors, such as ‘Beneath the icy crust of a cold and rigid dogma run the troubled waters of a jumble of worships…’,[footnoteRef:29] or ‘…the most monstrous of all the chimeras begotten of superstition.[footnoteRef:30] This kind of figure of speech shows Cumont’s fractions of writing style as a figurative. According to well-known Linguist David Crystal, metaphors are based on linguistic creativity.[footnoteRef:31] But would in such an academic work creative thinking be acceptable? Despite that, these fractions of metaphor in Cumont’s work are not so figurative after all, that the meaning is lost; it is rather descriptive. Assumable, Cumont wanted to show in a quick way of conveying the sense of astrology. [27:  Franz Cumont, Astroogy and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xv.]  [28:  Franz Cumont, Astroogy and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xv.]  [29:  Franz Cumont, Astroogy and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii.]  [30:  Franz Cumont, Astroogy and the Religion among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi.]  [31:  David Crystal, The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of Language, second edition, (Cambridge University Press, New York, 1997), p. 70.] 


To conclude, Franz Cumont in the introduction of Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans provided a great and wide knowledge about the ancient religions. His interest in astrology brought opinions on astrology in his paper, however these opinions were not well enough provided with an academic arguments, evidence and examples. For instance, the astrological link between Babilonia and ancient Greece. Cumont talked a lot about religions but he never really explained what he means with this concept – what belief is in his interpretation. Also, Cumont showed mixed feelings about astrology which leads to confusion. Where Nicholas Campion showed, that such a concept as astrology, can lead to wide description of it. Cumont’s twentieth century thinking shows that his claims of astrology after heliocentric theories discovery, astrology was brought down in its power. However, twenty first century scholars, such as James R. Lewis proves it wrong, as it continuous to live on until nowadays. Therefore, Cumonts thoughts in his paper can be considered as obsolete. Also, his writing style can bring confusion, with the ancient Greek citates as well as many metaphors in his paper. Overall, Cumont’s harsh claims on astrology are not well supported, mostly because of poor evidences and lack of arguments. 
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