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Do the roots of modern psychological astrology lie (a) in the Renaissance or (b) in the classical world?



	In the still early beginnings of the 21st century, the practice of astrology is not only alive and well, but it seems to be gaining increasingly on more popularity – with seekers looking for more depth than the horoscope columns with which the field has been culturally associated for a long period of the 1900s. Perhaps related to renewed popularity of the Jungian psychoanalytical school of thought, perhaps a result of series of consecutive events and influence over time that opened up general public to the concepts of the self-enquiry – the modern astrology field is gaining more followers over time.
If one was to associate the Western modern astrology with one particular field of scientific enquiry, it would likely be in the fields of psychoanalysis – and thus psychological astrology has become the dominant form of the field in the modern times. Driven by the desire for self-development, the field offers an opportunity for deep introspection into areas of one’s psyche that the conventional methods of therapy might not always gain access into. It would however be impossible for the field to reach the state it is now without deep roots in the known history, which is why its history is often discussed in the context of either the Renaissance or the classical world. 
Astrology has deep roots that trace back all the way to ancient civilizations, particularly in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece. The Classical world significantly influenced the development of the thoughts that further evolved the Hellenistic astrology. It strived and in many ways succeeded to construct a systematic understanding of the cosmos, with the influences of the thinkers such as Aristotle, Plato, Ptolemy and the philosophers associated with Stoicism and Hermeticism. 
It is mainly due to the concepts of Platonism and Hermeticism that astrology has further seen a revival during the Renaissance period in Europe, with a renewed interest in classical learning and the arts. Renaissance thinkers like Marsilio Ficino integrated astrology into existing philosophical and intellectual frameworks of the time, while aligning the astrology evolution with the dominant context of the era – religion, and specifically, Christianity.
This essay aims to explore whether the modern astrology does indeed have earlier roots – and to what extent do they reach to the Renaissance or the classical era. Conclusion will be attempted through a closer assessment of both the philosophical and cultural foundations as well as techniques and practices within each of the eras - starting from modernity and going back in time towards the classics and the core early origins of the field.



What is called modern astrology has been largely developed in the late-19th, and throughout the 20th and into 21st centuries. In its early stages influenced by several key thinkers such as Alan Leo, Carl Gustav Jung and Dane Rhudyar, initially modern astrology has seen a rise alongside the increasing popularity of the concepts of individualism – and since then, its ongoing transformation continues to this day, influenced by ongoing scientific advancements, and evolving psychological theories. Modern astrology focuses on self-awareness, personal growth, and psychological insights, and is widely accessible to the general public in line with the development of internet connectivity and online platforms. However, in is also increasingly academic, with psychotherapists drawing on its principles to support their patients’ development or healing. Its popularity is especially important as both the concepts of astrology and alchemy, popular in the Renaissance era, have to a major extent disappeared in the 17th century from the Western culture, to be replaced by fields more available to testing with the newly emerging scientific methods[footnoteRef:1]. Therefore, the current state of astrology revival hints at a reversal of that very process that has put it in the shadows a few centuries ago.  [1:  Nicholas Campion. The Planets in Alchemy and Astrology (Medieval and Renaissance). Oxford University Press (2022) via https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190647926.013.178 ] 


Philosophical foundations of the modern astrology lie in the ancient and Renaissance influences, while are further supported by the cultural context of the modern era. One very prominent aspect of it is a rather strong overall conviction in the power of free will, which in a world still largely influenced by religion makes the field often associated with the New Age cultural movements by sceptics who need to associate the field to a religious movement. It is however in fact the opposite, as modern astrology overall progressively appears to steer away from the concept of the will of heavens being directly connected to a particular religion or dogma, which has been the case in the astrology popularity periods of the past. It is also occupation-agnostic, contrary to its predecessor versions. In the ancient times, the study was practiced exclusively by priests, scholars, and rulers and therefore it was deeply embedded in the socio-political systems. Similarly in the Renaissance, it was rather exclusive to the ruling classes of the West, with patronage of royalty towards the intellectual and artistic developments which enabled somewhat wider reach, but not to the levels of a mass popularity. Modern astrology in contrast to both the above is culturally defined by its democratisation and ease of accessibility aligned with the ongoing technological developments – available in various formats of no longer only books and papers, but also social media; online hubs; and communities. In the words of Lauren Oyler, “Serious interest in astrology has become trackable from alternative social media spaces and blogs, through more popular memes and viral astrology accounts, to merch at Urban Outfitters”[footnoteRef:2]. It is a direct representation of how the interpretation of movement of the celestial bodies has established its place in the mainstream culture, as individuals seek support in their daily dealings with both personal development as well as contemporary life aspects such as relationships or career. While there remains a distinction between a professional approach to the enquiries that reflect scientific methods, and what has been termed as ‘low’ astrology[footnoteRef:3], computer software enhancing chart calculations and predictions propel the developments in the area and further tools innovations. In the era of algorithms and machine learning there is also an increasing popularity of mobile applications that develop predictions of the personalised readings of the day[footnoteRef:4]. One is to consider whether their use is either empowering or suggestive and fatalistic, however their existence in the observation overall supports the democratic nature of modern astrology. [2:  Lauren Oyler, ‘Astrology Year Zero: The zodiac as collective not-joke’, The Baffler, No. 43 (2019), pp.84-89, p.86]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement: The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology. (PhD thesis, Bath Spa / University of the West of England, 2004), p.212]  [4:  Laura Andrikopoulos, The Psychologisation of Natal Astrology in the Twentieth Century’, (PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2023), p.3] 


Given the progress of modern scientific methods over time, astrology has also had to adapt to the context of the worldwide adoption of Cartesian epistemology, which in application contrasts with the classical methods of enquiry in the astrology field. Psychological insights have become one of the principal component of astrological chart assessment and interpretation. This has been heavily influenced by, among others, C.G. Jung – with his research revealing the way of many of his fellow psychoanalysts to the importance of the unconscious mind, and thus turning to symbolism and archetypes to achieve personal growth[footnoteRef:5]. This approach importantly is not strictly deterministic, as while holding the patterns or collective unconscious in consideration, he also has emphasised the self-autonomy of the individual, and the application of free will through challenging introspection to achieve self-realization[footnoteRef:6]. This philosophy is very much reflected in the modern astrology, with emphasis on free will, and personal empowerment, as carried forward by next generations of astrologers. One of those is Liz Greene who by building on her academic psychology background has become a leading researcher into, among other concepts, astrological symbolism of individual planets. She links her research with the deeper concepts of the soul, represented for example with her claim that when a person is “preoccupied with other people’s good opinions, things often go wrong with the solar principle. The Sun’s light requires an absolute loyalty to something inside”[footnoteRef:7]. She directly links the field of astrology with the aspect of one’s soul, and through her psychoanalytical background provides cues for further investigation – accurately representing one of the roles of the modern astrology. Another route the modern astrology has taken is towards the more evolution-oriented philosophy, with focus on the journey of the growth of the soul, which experiences an incarnation in the present moment. According to Steven Forrest, leading proponent of this field, “we humans are capable of changing ourselves (…), none of us is limited to a 'nature' that is cast in stone by the positions of the planets"[footnoteRef:8].  This opinion might further bring to front of mind the precursory research of Dane Rudhyar - in the view of whom, in alignment with classical Aristotelian dualism concepts, freedom is a choice – while importantly to note, this modern philosopher also related one’s individual growth to the wider society they are experiencing the self-development as part of[footnoteRef:9]. [5:  James A. Hall. The Jungian Experience: Analysis and Individuation (Inner City Books: Toronto, 1986), p.141]  [6:  Carl Gustav Jung, The Psychology of Kundalini Yoga, (Princeton University Press, 1996), p. 54]  [7:  Liz Greene, ‘Apollo’s Chariot: The Meaning of the Astrological Sun’, Centre for Psychological Astrology Press (London, 2001), p.21]  [8:  Steven Forrest, Yesterday's Sky: Astrology and Reincarnation. (Borrego Springs: Seven Paws Press, 2012), p.24]  [9:  Dane Rudhyar cited in Carol J. Oja, ‘Dane Rudhyar's Vision of American Dissonance’, American Music, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Summer, 1999), pp. 129-145, p.136] 


In summary, if one was to define in one key phrase the leading concepts of modern astrology, it could as well be ‘an empowerment of the Self’. The field in the contemporary context is not exclusive to the cosmic harmony beliefs of an individual as to predetermining its application – however the key thought leading figures of the modern times of this field appear to share common beliefs around astrology’s connection both to psyche and the soul – even though the exact directions of their research explorations differ between one another. 



In an attempt to map the beginning of further stage of astrology developments in the Renaissance era, H. Darrel Rutkin claims it can be reasonably marked along the same time as Marsilio Ficino’s publishment of De Vita Libri Tres (1489)[footnoteRef:10]. It was the period of grand revival time of Neoplatonic philosophy and Hermeticism and rising humanistic ideals, through art and science, with further developments achieved in the field of astrological enquiry. Classical studies have seen their revival especially due to Renaissance scholars under patronage of the state rulers, such as Marsilio Ficino who studied and translated works of Plato, Plotinus and Hermes Tristmegistus, to then integrate their astrological principles into the Neoplatonic and Hermetic frameworks. They viewed astrology as a means of accessing higher truths about the soul's journey and its relationship to the divine, which given the context of the Christianity remained very closely tied to the religion. Renaissance astrologers therefore were placed in unique position of deepening the application of astrology under Christian theology, while simultaneously exploring the concept such as celestial sympatheia within these bounds. [10:  H. Darrel Rutkin, How to Accurately Account for Astrology’s Marginalization in the History of Science and Culture: The Central Importance of an Interpretive Framework. Early Science and Medicine, Vol. 23, No. 3 (2018), pp. 217-243. P 230] 


Renaissance astrology unsurprisingly remained deeply connected to philosophical foundations of the ancient times, while in contrast further influenced by the wider cultural context of the religious spread of Christianity. According to Campion, Aristotelian school by the 15th century has become the benchmark way of the study of the cosmos, and compatible with the scriptures of the medieval – while in this case, the core sympathy has turned towards the school of Plato[footnoteRef:11]. One of the most renowned thinkers of the Renaissance time was Marsilio Ficino, by profession a physician and a priest from Florence in Italy, under patronage of Cosimo de Medici (ruler of the area at the time). Ficino through his translations work commissions looked to bridge the ancient thought with repopularising Plato as a philosopher whose cosmology could have drawn some similarities when compared to Christianity teachings. To cite Campion again, “It is important to understand that the nature of Ficino’s evolution was progressive in that he sought not to overthrow the existing Christian order, but to improve it. (…) He was adding the missing piece to the existing synthesis of Aristotle and scripture, restoring God to the entire cosmos, making soul central to cosmological inquiry”[footnoteRef:12]. With the two existing in the same timeframe, it can also be seen in reverse influence, where Christianity theology would have to an extent enabled wider access into an exploration of the connections between the micro- and thus personal environment of the individual and the wider macrocosm of the concepts of the sky to the wider reach than only just the ruling class. While in the Renaissance Europe astrology was still largely limited to upper classes and intellectuals, it further influenced art, literature, and architecture, through all which medium slowly and indirectly extending its reach to include more accessibility to an audience through the Neoplatonic connections with the Christian faith.  [11:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p. 85]  [12:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, p. 86] 


To further understand the importance of that time onto what modern astrology has evolved into, it is also important to look at the wider scientific background, and the tools and practices relating to astrology at the time. Renaissance astrologers through their gained time perspective have refined and synthesized ancient astrological techniques while incorporating new ideas based on further classical sources. New methods for analysing planetary configurations and delineating astrological houses have been developed, followed by new tools created such a Globus Jagiellonicus (with its creation dated to before 1510) that enabled tracking in both solar and sidereal time[footnoteRef:13]. New thought on the subject has flourished, with celestial events not experienced by the ancients led to creation of doctrines further becoming central to the Renaissance astrology, such as of the Great Conjunctions of Saturn and Jupiter[footnoteRef:14]. Renaissance astrologers, such as Girolamo Cardano and Johannes Kepler viewed astrology as a tool for understanding human character, and destiny. Cardano's work on genethlialogy (natal astrology) emphasized the importance of understanding psychological factors in chart interpretation[footnoteRef:15], in the early stages of what psychology meant at the time. In turn Kepler, key figure in the Scientific Revolution, initially trained as an astrologer and sought to develop a more systematic understanding of celestial influences. His work on harmonics and astrological aspects cued towards early interpretations of the correlations between one’s character to planetary configurations, which would suggest additional early signs of enquiry into what has further evolved into the depth astrology of the modern times. His career however took an interesting turn later as likely due to religious pressures he has been found through his letters to actively discourage the Emperor Rudolph II away from astrological influences[footnoteRef:16]. His actions can had a highly destructive impact on the credibility of the field of astrology, even though the initial intention of Kepler were to help protect the field of his original studies[footnoteRef:17].  [13:  Robert J. King, ‘The 'Jagiellonian Globe', Utopia and 'Jave la Grande'’, Globe Studies (Venice, 2007), p.42]  [14:  Anthony Grafton, ‘Girolamo Cardano and the Tradition of Classical Astrology the Rothschild Lecture, 1995’, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. 142, No. 3 (1998), pp.323-354, p.330]  [15:  https://plato.sydney.edu.au/archives/sum2013/entries/cardano/]  [16:  Mark Graubard, ‘Astrology's Demise and Its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs’, Osiris, vol. 13 (1958), 210–261, p.239]  [17:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, p. 143] 


In summary, astrology in the times of the Renaissance has been very complex, intertwining philosophy, science, literature, and practical applications all into a wave of revival worthy of the classical schools. Leading influence that can be determined to have had an impact on modern astrology applications would likely be the development of the ideas of humanism, focused on the concepts of empowering an individual and enabling them to understand their role in shaping own destiny. While not closely as scientific as psychoanalysis, and not as inquisitive into what modern astrology considers the questions of the psyche, the shift towards Neoplatonism through the influence of Marsilio Ficino and others has been aligned to enabling self-determination back into the hands of the people, and away from wider systems. It can certainly be appreciated as an important step towards the connection to one’s soul, to an extent that was allowed in the system of the rule of Christianity. Especially in the works of Cardano, some early signs of chart interpretation relating to psychological makeup of an individual can also be detected. 



	The investigation of roots of the modern astrology could not be complete without reaching to the very foundation of astrological application, in the classical world. The philosophies developed at the time have formed the foundations of the Western culture across the continent, hence unsurprisingly had a major influence on the concepts concerning astrology. It is also the blending of astrology with divination and astronomy, as well as other practices and tools that the development of the field can be traced to. While in the modern era the field of astrology is not treated with as much seriousness and compared to pseudoscience, back in the classical times even one the biggest sceptics of the related divination practices, Cicero, placed astrology in his high esteem. 

Plato and Aristotle famously each had rather differing approaches to the nature of the universe, however together their systems provided a comprehensive philosophical framework which formed the foundation of Western thought on the subject - and the further modern depth astrology evolution. Plato's cosmology, leaning towards the mystical, influenced theologians and astrologers throughout the medieval and Renaissance period, thanks to the dialogue in Timaeus which provided an esoteric and symbolical view of the cosmos[footnoteRef:18]. Plato in his philosophy been highly concerned with – if not to say centred around – the soul. In Timaeus, he directly calls one to reflection with “let us declare that the cause and purpose of this supreme good is this: the god invented sight and gave it to us so that we might observe the orbits of intelligence in the universe and apply them to the revolutions of our own understanding (…). So once we have come to know them, and to share in the ability to make correct calculations according to nature, we should stabilize the straying revolutions within ourselves by imitating the completely unstraying revolutions of the god”[footnoteRef:19]. His concept of anima mundi, thus the principle connecting all life on earth with the state of the heavens, resembles the astrological concept of a unified microcosm reflected by a macrocosm, and so further aligning with Hermeticism and ‘as above, so below’. This idea was to become crucial in Renaissance later, through Christian and hermetic theologies providing astrology with a certain cultural legitimacy - under assumption that if the heavens influence the earth, then the researcher’s knowledge of this phenomenon will provide insight into the will of the divine that is by that thought acting through the cosmos. Plato in fact found all fields of research, from astrology, through arts and music to be the great gateways to the “eternal realities” as described by Greene[footnoteRef:20]. Aristotle's influence on astrology on the other hand is even more complex to describe. By creating the concept of an order of the great chain of existence from the position of the gods all the way down to the lowest inanimate object, Aristotle listed the celestial bodies as living beings with souls. He argued they are perfect beings, with their influence purely spontaneous and not driven consciously by an agenda, as they dance in an eternal motion[footnoteRef:21]. With these schools of thoughts combined and further enhanced by the rising popularity of Stoicism, astrology was deeply embedded into the everyday lives of the classical societies – with its perceived capacity to translate the will of the divine making it a tool for political decisions, as well as predictions on both societal and individual levels. One more mention is prudent to be made however, deeply relating to the aspects of the soul when discussing the classical astrology roots - Corpus Hermeticum. Originally written between 100-300 CE, it became one of the leading texts translated by the Italian humanist scholars of the Renaissance, including Ficino. The concepts were especially important for the development of the alchemist philosophies of nature, while also contemplating on the soul in an even bolder, more obscure potential aspect of existence - ‘The demons on duty at the exact moment of birth, arrayed under each of the stars, take possession of each of us as we come into being and receive a soul. From moment to moment they change places, not staying in position but moving in rotation. Those that enter through the body in the two parts of the soul twist the soul about, each toward its own energy. But the rational part of the soul stands unmastered by the demons, suitable as a receptacle for god’[footnoteRef:22]. It reinforces the concepts of free will, while also providing further cultural context for the considerations of the leading thoughts behind the time of classicism.  [18:  Paul Bishop, ‘The Timaeus and Cosmology; The Third and the Fourth in Alchemy and Synchronicity’, Reading Plato through Jung (Palgrave Macmillan, 2022)]  [19:  Plato, Timaeus, ed. John Cooper (Cambridge Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), p.47]  [20:  Liz Greene, ‘Apollo’s Chariot: The Meaning of the Astrological Sun’, Centre for Psychological Astrology Press (London, 2001), p.12]  [21:  Gerardo Botteri and Roberto Casazza, The Astronomical System of Aristotle, (Brill: Leiden, 2022), p.9]  [22:  Corpus Hermeticum XVI.15 in Copenhaver, Brian P., Hermetica (Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 60.] 


It is also critical to look into the tools and practices relating to astrology at the time to bridge the potential parallels with the modern astrology applications. With its development rooted in civilizations such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, ancient astrology was deeply intertwined with all the religious beliefs, mythologies, and practices of the times prior. Ancient astrologers practiced techniques such as horoscopes, elective and mundane astrology. They often relied on observational astronomy and complex mathematical calculations. Central aspect of astrology at the time was its integration with other astronomy, mathematics, and medicine of the times. One of the most prominent aspects carried across times was the evolution of the symbolism of the archetypes of the Zodiac itself, assumed to have been developed between fifth and first centuries BCE[footnoteRef:23] according to Campion. For perhaps one of the most famous critics of divinatory practices of the times, Cicero, astrology itself was a discipline of knowledge that followed its own rules, which included not only the close consecutive investigation of the sky events, but also required deep knowledge of mathematics[footnoteRef:24]. This reflects that even for sceptics, the field of astrology had a justified space in the scientific methods as an applicable definition of the time.  [23:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p. 183]  [24:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione)' in W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.) (ed.) (Loeb Classical Library: Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), II-12, p. 383] 


To summarise the aspects of classical times that could be confidently identified in the modern astrology, these would in priority relate to the fundamental concepts on the soul and its connection to the wider cosmos. The field has been influenced by all key philosophical thinkers of the era, most notably with the concepts developed by Aristotle, Plato, Stoics and the Hermetics schools carrying their ideas well into the core of the following millennium, enabling the rebirth of the related thoughts in the Renaissance. While there is not much proof of the concept of psychology existing in the times in a form that would be deemed sufficiently resembling one of the modernity, some cues to the individual character can be interpreted through the emergence of the Zodiac archetypes, thus connecting to the concepts. It is however important to raise at this point that the concept of psyche in itself has not seen that much differentiation in the classical era as it sees in modernity – with the meaning of ‘Psyche’, basing on the figure of the mythological goddess, directly relating to soul in the classical period. 


In view to conclude the findings this paper, it is worth to bring up Campion’s (2012) definition of astrology perhaps most appropriate to begin this summary – as he called the field “the practical implementation of cosmological ideas”[footnoteRef:25]. Thus so, throughout to course of known history, astrology has been developing alongside other disciplines, including philosophy, religion and mathematics, to further see developments of psychology and thus begin merging with the more modern, scientific concepts.  [25:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions’ (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p.1] 

Any inquiry into the subject will therefore ultimately always lead to the fundamental classical philosophical concepts that have helped shape the Western civilisation into what it is today. Since the classical period of Hellenistic society’s blending of astrology with divination and astronomy practices of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece and Rome, the ideas of cosmic harmony and interconnectedness have not been dismissed, but rather only built further upon – something than in the modern times can be aligned with the holistic approach when looking at individual’s personal development. Moreover, the symbolism of the myths of the classical times continue to fuel the interpretations of the depth astrology across the time, with C.G.Jung’s research becoming some of the prime examples of their continuing validity centuries and millennia later. 
It would however be overly simplistic to attribute the full credit for the development of astrology field into what it is today to classical era – for while it has ushered a new era of documented enquiry into the world, it is also the further developments of the Renaissance that played a significant role in shaping the definition of astrology as it is in the modern times.
Renaissance synthesis of astrology with Neoplatonism and Hermeticism, especially alongside the rise of the humanistic thought, appears to have given some foundations to modern astrology's incorporation of psychological insights. 
Across time, astrology has often intersected with and influenced various intellectual and cultural trends and is likely to continue to do so in the next eras of humanity. Ultimately however, it is the self-enquiry that sits at the core of the modern astrology, and therefore it will likely be an individual and subjective experience to find oneself responding more favourably to the astrology concepts of either of the past times - be it the classical era or its Renaissance revival – while on the journey of self-development.
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