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A Critical Review of Three Primary Source Documents
Word Count 3,014
	
	The purpose of this essay is to compare and critically review three primary sources that reference the Pleiades, a star cluster located in the vicinity of the constellation Taurus. Specifically, each source will reflect the time that they were written in. Firstly, an ancient work from around 700 BCE, Hesiod’s (c. 750-650 BCE) Works and Days[footnoteRef:1]. The second, from 1531, Agrippa (1486-1535) Three Books of Occult Philosophy (De Occulta Philosophia libri III)[footnoteRef:2] and finally the third source will be Vivian Erwood Robson (1890-1942) 1923 book Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology[footnoteRef:3]. The relationship between how each source piece assigns a role to the constellation will be addressed and the different interpretations will be discussed as they have changed over the three time periods of Antiquity, the Renaissance, and the modern commentator. This essay will also discuss the overall material and the context that the Pleiades are presented within each source. That is, as part of Greek literature and epic poetry in Works and Days, in Renaissance philosophic interpretation by Agrippa, and as an astrological tool by Robson. [1:  Trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica by Homer and Hesiod (1914).]  [2:  Ed. Donald Tyson, Three Books of Occult Philosophy - Henry Cornelius Agrippa (Donald Tyson Edition).pdf]  [3:  Vivian E. Robson, Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology, 1923, Republished 2 August 2017, American Federation of Astrologers.] 
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The Astronomy and Astrology of the Pleiades: 
The Pleiades are a collection of approximately one thousand stars, known as a cluster, found in the constellation of Taurus. Because seven of the stars are clearly visible to the naked eye, the Pleiades are also known by the name “the Seven Sisters” and have various folkloric allegories regarding the seven stars in different cultures. According to astronomer Brian Koberlein, the cluster is about one hundred and twenty million years old and may have been ‘a stellar nursery, [like] the Orion Nebula’, in its younger phase[footnoteRef:4]. [4:   Brian Koberlein, Seven Sisters, 12 August 2014 (online).] 


	A traditional interpretation of the Pleiades in astrology is as being harbingers of periods of creativity and spirituality, and because of their shared similarities to the seven “Muses” from Greco-Roman mythos they are often present in connection to art, literature and music too. This corresponds to the characterization of the Pleiades as manifestations of inspiration and creativeness.

History of the Pleiades in Human Understanding:

The relationship between the Pleiades and human societies has been observable for millennia, with two of the earliest artistic representations of the star cluster being found in the Palaeolithic wall paintings in the Hall of the Bulls, Lascaux Caves in France (French: La Salle des Taureaux, Grotte de Lascaux) dated between fifteen and seventeen thousand years ago[footnoteRef:5]; and inset in gold on the Nebra Sky Disc (German: Himmelsscheibe von Nebra), estimated to be from approximately 1800BCE[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Michael Rappenglück, 1997, The Pleiades in the "Salle des Taureaux", grotte de Lascaux. Does a rock picture in the cave of Lascaux show the open star cluster of the Pleiades at the Magdalénien era (ca 15.300 BC?" pp. 217-25]  [6:  Landesmuseum für Vorgesschichte: Himmelsscheibe von Nebra [online].] 


The suggestion that in the Hall of the Bulls, the Pleiades have been represented in cave art has been put forward by several researchers, for example German ethnoastronomer Michael Rappenglück[footnoteRef:7], and particularly French archaeo-astronomer Chantal Jegues-Wolkiewiez who identified the Pleiades above a cave painting of an aurochs bull, an extinct wild, bovine species, (pictograph No. 18), and reasoned that ‘[if] the sun passed through all of the constellations […and…] if the Hall of the Bulls was in glass, you would see the constellations behind them.’[footnoteRef:8]. UNESCO also recognises the painted dots above the pictograph and corresponding points at Lascaux Cave as being, ‘Representations of asterisms (a pattern or group of stars smaller than a constellation), particularly the Pleiades and Hyades.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Michael Rappenglück, ibid.]  [8:  National Geographic, Stone Age Zodiac, 9 December 2009 [video] YouTube [online].]  [9:  United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), The Astronomical Rock Panels in the Lascaux Cave, France [online].] 


Using the Pleiades on the Nebra Sky Disc as a feature of an astronomical calendar, would not have been possible ‘without decades of intensive observation, […because…] no one thought prehistoric people capable of such precise astronomical knowledge.’[footnoteRef:10] The utilisation of the Pleiades as an indicator for cyclical farming and agricultural practices were prevalent in early agrarian cultures in parts of Eurasia, with the heliacal rising, the first visible appearance of the constellation on the horizon before the sunrise, heralding the beginning of the planting season. Hesiod, (ancient Greek Ἡσίοδος) believed that the Pleiades were crucial markers for the agricultural and naval year, advising his audience to plant forty days after the helical rising and at the setting of the Pleiades saw the end of the sailing season and the time to harvest.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Harald Meller quoted by Jarrett A. Lobell in Archaeology Magazine, Mapping the Past May/June 2019]  [11:  Trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica by Homer and Hesiod (1914) lines 383-389.] 


When the Pleiades, daughters of Atlas, are rising[footnoteRef:12],  [12:  Early May] 

begin your harvest, 
and your ploughing when they are going to set.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  November] 

Forty nights and days they are hidden and appear again as the year moves round, 
when first you sharpen your sickle. 
This is the law of the plains, and of those who live near the sea[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White, ibid.] 


Hesiod uses the mythos of the Pleiades in Works and Days as a celestial calendar to advise when to plant, harvest and sail. From an ancient Greek farming family, and as an epic poet, Hesiod describes the practical significance of the Pleiades while alluding to their cosmic divinity ‘the Pleiades, daughters of Atlas’. In Greek mythology, the Pleiades get their name from their mother, the Oceanid Pleione, oceanids being akin to a water nymph, as well as the Greek word meaning to sail plein (πλέω) they were viewed as seven mortal women (maidens) Alcyone, Atlas, Electra, Maia, Merope, Pleione, and Taygete, who were altered into the asterism by the transformative power of Zeus, who pitied them for being pursued by the hunter Orion, who in turn was pursued by a plague of scorpions, according to some lore, the inference being the Pleiades being followed by the constellation Orion, and Orion being followed by the constellation Scorpio. Hard expressed the opinion that ‘in ancient […] folklore […] stars gathered together in conspicuous clusters are commonly identified either as maidens or animals of one kind or another [with Greeks believing] they were the daughters of [the Titan] Atlas (citing Hesiod) while the Romans called them Septentriones […] seven plough-oxen.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Robin Hard, The Routledge Handbook of Greek Mythology (2004) p. 518.] 


Hesiod’s two main surviving works are the Theogony and Works and Days, with the Theogony being the source of much of our knowledge about the mythological origins of the world and deities, while Works and Days is an instructional and ethical poem that espouses the Greek archetypal principles. Hesiod claimed to be similarly inspired in his poetry by the Muses and this is a secondary link between the Muses and the Pleiades as ‘divine sisters’. A later Greek astronomer, the polymath (Claudius) Ptolemy (c. 100CE- c. 170CE) wrote about the Pleiades in the astrological text Tetrabiblos[footnoteRef:16]. In it, Ptolemy links the planet Venus to the Pleiades and their location near to Taurus and suggests that the Pleiades can in turn effect fertility and creativity, and similarly to Hesiod navigation and agriculture.  [16:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, (c. 150CE) Book 1 (end), 9. Of the Power of the Fixed Stars, trans. Loeb Classical Library 1940, (online).] 


Of those in Taurus,​ the stars along the line where it is cut off​ have a temperature like that of Venus and in a measure like that of Saturn; those in the Pleiades, like those of the moon and Jupiter; of the stars in the head, the one of the Hyades that is bright and somewhat reddish, called the Torch,​ has a temperature like that of Mars; the others, like that of Saturn and moderately like that of Mercury; those in the tips of the horns, like that of Mars.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ptolemy, ibid.] 

Ptolemy’s understanding of the Pleiades has continued to influence Western astrology through the centuries. His linking of attributes of fertility and artistry in conjunction with the planet Venus would have been based on his knowledge of Babylonian astrology and astronomy where the Pleiades are aligned with Ishtar[footnoteRef:18] who in turn is also associated with the planet Venus and is the Mesopotamian aspect of the goddesses Aphrodite (Venus), Artemis and Juno, in the Greco-Roman pantheon. With the Pleiades appearing in the sky at the time of the cyclical agrarian planting and harvesting seasons, it is clear to see where Hesiod, and presumably other contemporary Greeks, connected the Pleiades to fertility and renewal. [18:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, (online) Astarte Ancient Deity. ] 


Apart from Hesiod’s acknowledgement of the rising of the Pleiades as a time to navigate, Theodossiou et al, suggested that the ‘Hyades and Pleiades are mentioned together with other star asterisms as ‘constellations’ […] in both the Iliad and the Odyssey’[footnoteRef:19], epic poems by Homer (Ὅμηρος) (c. 8th century BCE), and according to James Notopolous (1905-1967), a contemporary of Hesiod[footnoteRef:20]. [19:  E. Theodossiou, V.N. Manimanis, P. Mantarikis and M.S. Dimitrijevic, Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, 14(1), 2011, p.25.]  [20:  James A. Notopolous, Homer, Hesiod and the Archaean Heritage of Oral Poetry, (1960) pp. 177-197] 


Gladly then did goodly Odysseus spread his sail to the breeze;
and he sat and guided his raft skilfully with the steering-oar, 
nor did sleep fall upon his eyelids, as he watched the Pleiades, 
and late-setting Boötes, and the Bear, which men also call the Wain, 
whichever circles where it is and watches Orion[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Homer, The Odyssey, 5, lines 269-275, Perseus Digital Library, Tufts University (online).] 


	The Western astrological narrative of the Pleiades inspiring creativity in literature has been shown in the Greek poems by Hesiod and Homer but they have also been a basis of thematic inspiration for other poets presenting motifs on the passage of time, as Hesiod uses them in Works and Days, beauty, and solitude. In the surviving fragments of the Midnight Poem, attributed to Sappho (c. 630-c. 570BCE), she evokes a feeling of isolation and loneliness. 

The moon and the Pleiades have set,
it is midnight,
time is passing,
but I sleep alone.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Diskin Clay, Fragmentum Adespotum 976. Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 101, 1970, pp.119–129.] 


The aesthetic appeal of the Pleiades continued to be the source of inspiration for other writers and artists into modern times with the speaker in Tennyson’s (1809-1892) Locksley Hall conjuring up a similar feeling of fleetingness and nostalgia. 

Many a night I saw the Pleiades, rising thro' the mellow shade,
Glitter like a swarm of fireflies tangled in a silver braid.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Locksley Hall 1835, The Poetry Foundation (online). ] 




Astronomy and Astrology in the Renaissance:

Spiritual transformation, esoteric imagery, and the occult being represented by the Pleiades had a revival within the Renaissance period. Astrologers and philosophers such as Marsilio T. Ficino (1433-1499) spearheaded a hybrid between Christianity and the revival of Neoplatonism in Europe. When advising on the placement of objects on an astrological chart, he wrote about the belief, which he personally did not share in the summoning of daemons/daimons, lesser divinities or the personification of abstract concepts.[footnoteRef:24] The belief in supernatural minor deities was a known tenet of Greek mythology and Hesiod himself described daimons as a ‘primal (golden) generation of human’[footnoteRef:25] with themes of transformation and daimonification that are akin to the Catasterism of the Pleiades sisters. [24:  Walter Burkett (1931-2015) Greek Religion, 1985, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. ]  [25:  M. David Litwa, Hesiod and Daimonification in the Archaic and Classical Periods in Posthuman Transformation in Ancient Mediterranean Thought: Becoming Angels and Demons. Cambridge University Press; 2021, pp.21-30.] 


In the twenty-second degree of Taurus, there are the Pleiades, a constellation that is Lunar and Martial, under which [astrologers] place crystal, the herb diacedon, and fennel-seed. They think it is useful for sharpening the sense of vision. the belief of some, however, that it is good for calling together daemons [ad daemonas convocandos], I consider to be a fiction.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Marsilio Ficino, 1480-1489 Three Books on Life: Book Three--On Obtaining Life from the Heavens [De vita coelitus comparanda] “h” University of Massachusetts: Boston (online).] 


Throughout the Renaissance, the twin disciplines of astronomy and astrology were interweaved, prominent astronomer Copernicus (1473-1543) is expected to have studied astrology as it was deemed integral in medical education.[footnoteRef:27] Astrology was a core subject studied at many universities and the Pleiades, were an obvious source in the astrological and astronomical instruction[footnoteRef:28], correlating to the seven Heavenly virtues, chastity, temperance, charity, diligence, kindness, patience and humility, of Christian philosophy, personified; or alternatively to the seven liberal arts, grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy of secular education. These two-pronged intertwined philosophies of astronomy and astrology continued to impact Western arcana and mysticism.  [27:  Sheila Rabin, Nicolaus Copernicus, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2004 & 2023, online.]  [28:  Lois Beckett, Geminis get colds, Scorpios get STDs: inside the ‘science’ of medieval astrology in The Guardian Saturday 26th October 2024, online.] 


Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim was a German polymath and philosopher, who was born in the late fifteenth century who authored a series of books that are collectively known as the Three Books of Occult Philosophy (1509)[footnoteRef:29]. Similarly to Copernicus, Agrippa studied medicine at university and was educated in astrology as part of the curriculum. Following his degree from the University of Cologne, Agrippa travelled and wrote extensively regarding the occult and his belief in the interconnectedness of all things using the terms “colligantia” (English: alliance) and “continuitas” continuity. Kavey proposed that Agrippa presupposed the reader’s familiarity with these premises as ‘evidence to demonstrate the ways in which the natural and astrological realms are connected.’[footnoteRef:30]   [29:  Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa Three Books of Occult Philosophy (1509), Tyson ibid.]  [30:  Allison Kavey, Reading Agrippa von Nettesheim’s De Occulta Philosophia Libri Tres: Textual Structure and Central Arguments, Accessus: Volume 6, Issue 2, Article 4, 2020, pp. 5-6] 


Although, Agrippa’s magnum opus covered topics of magic and mysticism throughout the three-book series, that has gone on to inspire and influence occultists such as Aleister Crowley (1875-1947) or poet W. B. Yeats (1865-1939), when he writes about the Pleiades it is in similar motifs to the Ancient Greeks. Agrippa believed that the astrological influences of the Pleiades was in the promotion of fertility, renewal, and prosperity and that they were strongly linked to the planet Venus and the zodiac sign Taurus. Like Copernicus, Agrippa described the use of objects and talismans to harness the benevolence of the Pleiades stones like opal or pearl, herbs like rose or violet, and metals like copper or silver to tap into the Pleiades' energies.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Agrippa, Tyson ibid.] 


Another interpretation of the Pleiades comes from Germanic folklore of the late Renaissance period, that of the story of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Traditionally, the dwarfs are meant to stand for unity and cooperation, and in modern retellings the Dwarfs are also personification of the elements Earth, Air, Fire, Water, Light, Shadow, and Magic, according to fantasy author Jim C. Hines.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Jim C. Hines, The Princesses series, particularly The Snow Queen’s Shadow 2011.] 


The Pleiades into the Modern Era:

	In 1767, English astronomer John Michell (1724-1793) suggested that the Pleiades had the potential to be a binary star system[footnoteRef:33] and their movement suggested that the asterism stars interacted with each other, after his death in 1793, astronomer William Herschel (1738-1822), the discoverer of Uranus and first president of the Royal Astronomical Society, followed on from Michell’s treatise and catalogued star systems orbiting under the gravitational attraction[footnoteRef:34].  [33:  John Michell, An Inquiry into the Probable Parallax and Magnitude of the Fixed Stars April 24th, 1767.]  [34:  Robert Grant Aitken, The Binary Stars New York and London: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1935, pp. 4–9.] 


	Vivian E. Robson was an early twentieth century curator of geology and palaeontology at the British Museum who was also an author and astrologer who developed the “Radix System”[footnoteRef:35] to interpret astrological charts that focuses on the self (the Ascendant) and the planetary influences on the Ascendant. Robson, the same as Agrippa and Hesiod, associated the Pleiades with creativity but also themes of intuition, spirituality and sensitivity. In his 1923 book The Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology, Robson identifies Alcyone, a “fixed star” in the Pleiades, the brightest and the “alpha star” of the asterism, as being of considerable importance in terms of astrology[footnoteRef:36]. Robson guides astrologers, when plotting birth charts, to take the Pleiades into account, especially when they are interacting with other celestial bodies, and Ascendents who do have the Pleiades prominently may have a deep spiritual and emotional sensitivity and prone to nostalgia, as evoked in Tennyson’s Locksley Hall[footnoteRef:37].  [35:  Viviane E Robson, The Radix System 1930, reprinted 2010 Kessinger Publishing.]  [36:  Robson, 1923, ibid.]  [37:  Tennyson, ibid.] 


Regarding the relationship between the Pleiades and the inspiration in the minds of artistic creators, whether they are authors, poets, or artists, I believe it has been shown that they have held a significant astronomical and mythological presence across human culture from antiquity to the modern era. Whether that is because of an astrological influence or not, is debateable by those who believe effects of astrology on the individual and those who have a more secular worldview. However, as has been shown, the three authors Hesiod, Agrippa and Robson did believe the Pleiades held influence over themselves and their works. In Works and Days, the Pleiades symbolize the cyclical nature of time; in Three Books of Occult Philosophy, they reconcile the celestial and the terrestrial realms, and in Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology, Robson explores the interaction of the Pleiades in the individual. Ultimately, the Pleiades endure as emblems of ingenuity and humanity. 




















References:

Aitken, R.G., (1935) The Binary Stars New York and London: McGraw-Hill Book Company

Beckett, L., (2024) Geminis get colds, Scorpios get STDs: inside the ‘science’ of medieval astrology in The Guardian (online) https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2024/oct/26/medieval-astrology-exhibit-los-angeles [accessed 18th November 2024]

Burkett, W. (1985) Greek Religion, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press

Clay, D. (1970), Fragmentum Adespotum 976. Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 101, 119–129 (online) https://doi.org/10.2307/2936043 [accessed 18th November 2024]

Encyclopaedia Britannica, Astarte Ancient Deity (online) https://www.britannica.com/topic/Astarte-ancient-deity [accessed 18th November 2024]

Evelyn-White, H.G (1914) Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica by Homer and Hesiod. Available online https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/348/pg348-images.html#chap20 [accessed 17th November 2024]

Ficino, M. T., (1480-1489) Three Books on Life: Book Three--On Obtaining Life from the Heavens [De vita coelitus comparanda] “h” University of Massachusetts: Boston (online) https://faculty.umb.edu/gary_zabel/Courses/Phil%20281b/Philosophy%20of%20Magic/Arcana/Renaissance/marsilio.html [accessed 18th November 2024]

Hard, R., (2004) The Routledge Handbook of Greek Mythology 

Hines, J.C. (2011) The Snow Queen’s Shadow

Homer, The Odyssey, 5, lines 269-275, Perseus Digital Library, Tufts University (online) https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/ [accessed 18th November 2024]

Kavey, A. (2020) Reading Agrippa von Nettesheim’s De Occulta Philosophia Libri Tres: Textual Structure and Central Arguments, Accessus: 6.2.4

Koberlein, B. (2014) Seven Sisters (online) https://briankoberlein.com/blog/seven-sisters [accessed 18th November 2024]

Landesmuseum für Vorgesschichte: Himmelsscheibe von Nebra. Available online
https://www.landesmuseum-vorgeschichte.de/en/nebra-sky-disc/dating
[accessed 17th November 2024]

Litwa, M. D., (2021) Hesiod and Daimonification in the Archaic and Classical Periods. In: Posthuman Transformation in Ancient Mediterranean Thought: Becoming Angels and Demons. Cambridge University Press

Lobell, J.A. (2019) The Nebra Sky Disc in Archaeology Magazine, Mapping the Past May/June 2019

Michell, J. (1767) An Inquiry into the Probable Parallax and Magnitude of the Fixed Stars, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London Volume 57, Issue 57 Dec 1767

National Geographic, Stone Age Zodiac, 9 December 2009 [video] YouTube. Available online https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZfbE-syvLpE  [accessed 17th November 2024]

Notopolous, J.A., (1960) Homer, Hesiod and the Archaean Heritage of Oral Poetry, Hesperia pp. 177-197

Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, (c. 150CE) Book 1 (end), 9. Of the Power of the Fixed Stars, trans. Loeb Classical Library 1940, (online). https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Ptolemy/Tetrabiblos [accessed 18th November 2024]

Rabin, S., (2004 & 2023) Nicolaus Copernicus, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (online) https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/copernicus/#1 [accessed 18th November 2024]

Rappenglück, M.A., (1997) The Pleiades in the "Salle des Taureaux", Grotte de Lascaux. Does a rock picture in the cave of Lascaux show the open star cluster of the Pleiades at the Magdalénien era (ca 15,300 BC? “IVth SEAC Meeting Astronomy and Culture”

Robson, V.E., (1923, 2017) Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology, Republished 2 August 2017, American Federation of Astrologers

Robson, V.E., (1930, 2010) The Radix System, Montana: Kessinger Publishing

Lord, Tennyson, A. (1835) Locksley Hall, The Poetry Foundation (online) https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45362/locksley-hall [accessed 18th November 2024]

Theodossiou, E, V.N. Manimanis, P. Mantarikis and M.S. Dimitrijevic, (2011) Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, 14(1)

Ed. Tyson, D. Three Books of Occult Philosophy - Henry Cornelius Agrippa (Donald Tyson Edition).pdf (2009) (online) https://ia801800.us.archive.org/33/items/three-books-of-occult-philosophy-henry-cornelius-agrippa-donald-tyson-edition/Three%20Books%20of%20Occult%20Philosophy%20-%20Henry%20Cornelius%20Agrippa%20%28Donald%20Tyson%20Edition%29.pdf [accessed 18th November 2024]

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation, UNESCO, The Astronomical Rock Panels in the Lascaux Cave, France. Available online https://web.astronomicalheritage.net/index.php/show-entity?idunescowhc=85https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260452670_The_Pleiades_in_the_Salle_des_Taureaux_grotte_de_Lascaux_Does_a_rock_picture_in_the_cave_of_Lascaux_show_the_open_star_cluster_of_the_Pleiades_at_the_Magdalenien_era_ca_15300_BC  [accessed 17th November 2024]

2

image1.png




