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AHAN7003 ESSAY 1 – The Pleiades






Imogen Casey

Introduction

This paper compares and contrasts the treatment of ‘the Pleiades’ in Western astrological publications drawn from different periods of history: Theophrastus of Eresus’ Winds and Weather Signs (4th Century B.C),
 Vivian E. Robson’s Fixed Stars and Constellations (1923)
 and Bernadette Brady’s Brady’s book of fixed stars and constellations (1998).
  Each of the publications outlines instruction on how to apply the Pleiades in different astrological method. Three themes that emerged were: 1 The Pleiades as a central tenet in sidereal astrology, 2 the Pleiades in relation to the vernal equinox and 3 a concurrent theme: the historical influences on Western astrology. As stated by Richard Evans in relation to the use of historical primary sources and as this paper will illustrate: “The past does speak through the sources, and is recoverable through them.”
 Through comparing and contrasting the primary sources in relation to the Pleiades it is found that the ancient system of sidereal astrology provides a key to a richer interpretation of the ‘fixed stars and constellations’ and insight into the impact the Christian religion has had since the 5th century C.E on how the Pleiades are perceived.

The Pleiades Centered in Sidereal Astrology.

Theophrastus of Eresus was a student of the ancient Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle and succeeded Aristotle’s chair at the Lyceum in Athens after the latter’s death (B.C. 323). At this point in time Aristotelian and Platonic philosophy continued being taught side by side before the development of sub divisions in philosophy arose.
 F. Rochberg-Halton characterises Aristotelian cosmology as a ‘dualistic cosmic scheme’ that led to a division between the earth and the sky which is absent in ancient Babylonian astronomy. This division is evident in Theophrastus’ paper in relation to the Pleiades and time;

“And first of all it must be understood that all measures of time are divisible naturally into two parts; so in reference to such divisions we must consider the year, the month and the day.”
 
Specifically, the Pleiades are treated as the primary division of time that can be then synchronized with the division of time observed in the cycles of the sun (4 divisions) and the moon (8 divisions), in relation to winds and weather where:
“The Pleiades divide the year by their rising and setting; for from the setting to the rising is half a year; so that the whole year is divisible into two halves. And the solstices and the equinoxes have the same operation. Whatever then be the condition of the air at the setting of the Pleiades, such it continues for the most part until the [winter] solstice; and if it change, it changes immediately but if it does not change, it continues so until the vernal equinox; and thereafter in like manner until the [rising of the] Pleiades; and from that until the Summer solstice; and thence until the [autumnal] equinox; and from that equinox to the setting of the Pleiades. And each month follows a similar rule; for the full moons and the quarters, and the fourth days, divide [the periods] equally; so that we must begin our review from the new moon as a starting point.”


Astrologer Bernadette Brady also references the Pleiades in primary terms as ‘a beginning’ associated with ancient Babylonian calendrical astrology where;

“In Babylon the heliacal rising heralded the beginning of the new year.”
 
Brady also refers to them in regard to the division of the seasons where;

“The Pleiades were also a major calendar pivot point, their heliacal rising and setting being the official beginning, and later the ending of a season.”


Astrologer Vivian E. Robson reveals associations in the ancient past when the Pleiades were considered to have primary importance and begins by singling out the brightest star of the cluster Alcyone in the following passage; 

“A greenish/yellow star and brightest of the Pleiades situated on the shoulder of Taurus the bull. From early times it has been thought to be the central sun round which the universe revolves, and was Al Wasat, the Central One of the Arabs, and Temennu, the foundation stone of the Babylonians, but this idea has now been abandoned by astronomers.”


From Theophrastus’ use of the Pleiades we are given direction on the early Greek division of time based on the observed cycles of the stars, the moon and the sun in its application to the early development of meteorology. Bernadette Brady references the Pleiades as a division in time and seasons in ancient Babylonian culture. Both Theophrastus and Brady’s associations are examples of sidereal astrology where the Pleiades are treated with primacy. Vivian Robson references the Pleiades by way of three different classifications utilised in astrology: based on the brightest magnitude star Alcyone, as a cluster and as part of the zodiac sign of Taurus the Bull. Robson refers to other ancient cultural interpretations of the cluster as ‘central’ and ‘the foundation’ which shares similar themes with Theophrastus and Brady’s examples of the Pleiades as the primary division or a beginning of time. Robson’s grouping of these associations may have been chosen to support the theory of 19th century German astronomer J.H Mӓdler on ‘Stellar Drift’,
 which claimed that Alcyone of the Pleiades was the central sun that the sidereal system rotated around. This reference also examples the historical development of the way in which the Pleiades were perceived by astronomers in the past as ‘a fixed star or part of a constellation’ to being dynamic again in the 19th century just as it was in Theophrastus’ time in the fourth century BCE before the division in philosophy of astronomy and astrology.     

 The Pleiades and the Vernal Equinox

The treatment of the Pleiades as a division of time and the seasons demonstrates ancient associations in Greek cosmology along with Babylonian cosmology in the framework of sidereal astrology. Ulla Koch-Westonholtz reveals in a study of the ancient Babylonian text (700 B.C) that is similar to Theophrastus division of time: “The year itself began close to the vernal equinox, and simple rules of intercalation from the astronomical compendium “Mul.Apin” were based on the relative position of the Pleiades and the Moon around the vernal equinox”.
 Bernadette Brady associates the rise of Tropical astrology with Claudius Ptolemy’s astronomical work Almagest dating to the second century C.E.
 Tropical astrology places more emphasis on the pathway of the sun and the influence of the planets projected onto the fixed ‘ecliptic’ of stars of 360°, divided into 30° sections, and represented by the zodiac signs which are not aligned with the irregular constellations.

Alexander Gurshtein terms the mutable zodiac signs associated with the precession of the Earth in the framework of a ‘quartet’.
 The other three mutable signs (autumnal equinox, winter and summer solstice) are also included in his conceptual framework. Each ‘quartet’ is named after ‘the vernal point’ on the ecliptic as is applied in tropical astrology. Gurshtein proposes that periods of the ‘quartet’ are a means of dating the symbolism of the constellations associated with ancient people that predate the record of the Greeks.
 Therefore “between 2200 B.C and 100 B.C the vernal equinox was in Aries, from 4400 B.C to 2200 B.C it was in Taurus, and between 6500 B.C and 4400 B.C it was in the Gemini.”


Like Theophrastus who references the equinoxes and solstices as the secondary division of the year in application to wind and weather, Brady examples the equinoxes and solstices in an ancient cosmological framework which includes the constellations;
“So in the early human world where the Polar Regions, the central point of stillness of the starry sky, were duplicated physically in human life and in the human mind, the Earth was considered a plane between four gateways to the otherworld or afterlife. These four gateways were the points of the solar year, the two equinoxes and the two solstices which were held by the four mutable signs Sagittarius and Gemini, the equinox points; Virgo and Pisces, the solstice points.”

Further Brady then projects the solar cycle onto the zodiac signs along the 360° ecliptic that she attributes to the influence of Claudius Ptolemy’s work on the development of astrology along with the division of the seasons into two as in Theophrastus work in a continuing cosmological narrative;
“The sun moved along a golden road which we now know as the Milky Way and eventually settled into the ecliptic, spending half the year in Gemini to Sagittarius, above the Earth giving light and warmth, and the other half in Sagittarius to Gemini, below the Earth in the great ocean, giving way to a period of cold and dark. In modern terminology; these were the two periods of northern and southern declination respectively.”


In contrast, Vivian E. Robson references a combination of the zodiac signs in application to astrometeorology in the early twentieth century (1923) and further adds the planets, conjunctions and eclipses, the moon and daily horoscopes in this complex statement:

“In the old days it was customary to base the major weather predictions upon the positions of the planets in the horoscopes for the entry of the Sun into the four cardinal signs Aries, Cancer, Libra and Capricorn, together with those for great conjunctions and eclipses. These general indications were then amplified by a study of the New Moons, Full moons, Quarter Lunation and in some cases daily horoscopes.”

Where Brady introduced one modern set of terms to describe an ancient association in her publication in 1998, Robson has juxtaposed ancient influences and more modern developments in application to astrometeorology in a statement that doesn’t make sense in his 1923 publication. Elements are similar to Theophrastus work, Claudius Ptolemy’s astronomy and the language of the Christian Church.

When considered in the framework of Alexander Gurshtein’s zodiacal quartets, headed by the zodiac sign representing the vernal equinox, the three primary astrological works can be located symbolically in an astrological system.
 Theophrastus work places the Pleiades as rising after the vernal equinox which would align it with the Aries quartet which ended in 100B.C,  where the Pleiades is classified as part of the zodiacal constellation of Taurus. This date is just 200 years after Theophrastus work which may have even located the vernal equinox to Pisces, dating between 100 B.C to 2100 C.E due to the gradual shift of the Earth’s precession. Bernadette Brady projects even further back into the speculated mythological past to Gemini as the vernal point of the quartet dating to between 6500 B.C and 4400 B.C. Vivian Robson’s statement embodies in the language that describes ‘the Aries quartet’ as the four ‘cardinal’ points, the fundamental shift in the history of astrology as asserted by Nicholas Campion, “the triumph of Christianity in Europe in the fifth century CE”.
 This shift resulted in “the collision between astrology, which suggested that the individual had a direct relationship with the cosmos, and Christianity, which insisted that this must be mediated via the Church.”
  

Conclusion 

This paper set out to compare and contrast the treatment of the Pleiades in three publications in three different periods of history. Theophrastus of Eresus in the fourth century B.C, Vivian E. Robson published in 1923 and Bernadette Brady’s work published in 1998. Through the analysis of Theophrastus emphasis on the Pleiades as the primary division of time in its application to Wind and Weather Signs we are exposed to an example of early Greek sidereal astrology. Two millennia later, as evidenced in the language utilised by Vivian Robson to describe the solstices and equinoxes as ‘cardinal points’  primacy had been given to Christian perceptions of the cosmos. The influences of the Pleiades have a much richer interpretation through the lens of sidereal astrology and mythology than that of tropical astrology as championed by Bernadette Brady. As attested by Richard E. Evans in regard to the use of primary source documents: “The past does speak through the sources, and is recoverable through them.”  It was found that the fixed stars and constellations provide a system to explore the history of the development of Astrological symbolism, where the Pleiades hold many layers of ancient associations’ dependant on the cosmology of the culture that developed these perceptions based on their own cultural influences. 
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