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Word count: 3059
[image: page4image1497809232]
Introduction:

This paper aims to discuss if the belief in astrology declined in the seventeenth century using the following primary sources: Nicholas Culpeper, Astrological Judgement of Diseases from the Decumbiture of the Sick, (Bel Air: Astrology Classics, 2003 [1655]);  William Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647), and Johannes Kepler, ‘On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology’ [1602] using the 1997 translation by J. Bruce Brackenbridge and Mary Ann Rossi.[footnoteRef:1] The task will be done via different sections, first defining the terms ‘astrology’ and ‘decline’, then discussing some historiographical issues followed by some brief information on the European historical context leading up to the seventeenth century. The three primary sources will then be analysed through three themes: astrological prognostication, how they worked with the astrological houses and, finally, their view regarding the dissemination of astrological knowledge.   [1:  Willian Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647) online at <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_preface.pdf> and <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_pages_25_56.pdf> [both accessed 15 April 2020]; Johannes Kepler, ‘On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology Prague 1601’, trans. by J. Bruce Brackenridge and Mary Ann Rossi, Proceedings of American Philosophical Society, Vol. 123, No. 2 (April 1997), pp. 85-116.] 


According to Patrick Curry, astrology is ‘the set of theories and practices interpreting the positions of the heavenly bodies in terms of human and terrestrial implication’ and Nicholas Campion argued that astrology is a plural practice which could be simultaneously defined as ‘a form of magic, a system of prediction, a model for psychological growth, a science, a spiritual tool, a religion and a system of divination’.[footnoteRef:2] This plurality at the core of astrology’s definition is an important aspect to be considered in this essay. If it is claimed that there was a decline of belief in astrology in the seventeenth century, a question that follows is if the belief in astrology had declined as a whole or only for certain kinds of astrological practices. For instance, Mark S. Dawson challenged the common assumption regarding the decline of belief in astrology in the seventeenth century claiming that ‘English astrology remained significant for mundane bodily discrimination’, in which the police used astrology for catching criminals, while Ann Moyer talked about the process of decline and eventual disappearance of astrology from universities.[footnoteRef:3]   [2:  Patrick Curry, “Astrology”, in The Oxford Companion to the History of Modern Science, ed. by J. L. Heilbron (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 57; Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013 [2009]), p. X.]  [3:  Mark S. Dawson, ‘Astrology and Human Variation in Early Modern England’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 56, No. 1 (March 2013), p. 31; Ann Moyer, ‘The Astronomer’s game: Astrology and University Culture in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries’, Early Science and Medicine, Vol. 4, No. 3 (1999), p. 249.] 

This essay argues that there may have been a decline in belief in certain kinds of astrological practices, for instance at universities, but not as a whole, and the primary sources confirm how much astrology was still an important subject of discussion and continued to be practiced in the seventeenth century. 

Historiography and Astrology:
Richard J. Evans talked about the challenge historians face in letting the language of historical documents speak up for they are ‘never transparent’, and Lisa Taub claimed that the writing of history needs to take into consideration the reinterpretations made by different generations, with an open mind towards subjects that used to be rejected by academics as non-relevant from the perspective of the scientific discourse.[footnoteRef:4] O. Neugebauer named those as ‘wretched subjects’, a category which, according to him, includes ancient astrology.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Richard J. Evans, In defence of History, (London: GRANTA, 2018 [1997]), p. 104; Lisa Taub. Review: ‘The Rehabilitation of Wretched Subjects – Review of Ancient Astrology by (Tamsyn Barton); Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine in the Roman Empire (Tamsyn Barton).’ Early Science and Medicine, Vol. 2, No. 1 (1997), pp. 83, 86.]  [5:  O. Neugebauer, ‘The Study of Wretched Subjects’, Isis, Vol. 42, No. 2 (June 1951), p. 111.] 

These ideas were thoroughly discussed by Patrick Curry in the paper ‘The Historiography of Astrology: A Diagnosis and A Prescription’ where he claimed that anachronism and positivism are major aspects of the problem found in the historiography of astrology.[footnoteRef:6] He argued that in academia the process of devaluating magic and its practitioners as inferiors to scientists or the scientific truth ‘is entailed by both anthropological ethnocentrism – the inferior Other in another place – and historical anachronism: the inferior Other in an earlier time.’[footnoteRef:7] This is a somewhat patronizing attitude which has detrimental effects on the process of construing an authentic body of knowledge about astrology. What Curry proposes is ‘reconstruing the notion of truth as such (including scientific) as itself participatory’ and a shift in perspective in order to remove the ‘scientific truth-value’ from a privileged position.[footnoteRef:8]     [6:  Patrick Curry, ‘The Historiography of Astrology: A diagnosis and A Prescription’, in Horoscopes and History, ed. by K. von Stuckrad, G. Oestmann and D. Rutkin, (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), p. 2.]  [7:  Curry, ‘Historiography’, p. 6.]  [8:  Curry, ‘Historiography’, p. 8.] 

An example of these questions regarding the writing of astrology’s history and anachronism is what Nicholas Campion called the ‘mythic version’ of science’s history in which ‘science emerged as a reaction to superstition, that the darkness of medieval ignorance was vanquished by the brilliance of the Enlightenment’ as opposed to the ‘alternative, and increasingly accepted view, (…) (in which) science emerged seamlessly out of magic’.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013 [2009]), p. 149.] 

A similar theme was mentioned by Robert Hand when he claimed that we need a new ‘historiography of the decline and fall of astrology in the early modern period’ which explores the subject in a less dualistic manner, without projecting the anachronistic idea of a battle between reason versus superstition. This essay therefore will be taking these arguments into consideration.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Robert Hand, ‘John Patridge- One of the Founders of Modern Astrology’, in Astrologies Plurality and Diversity, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene, pp. 83-108 (Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2011), p. 83.] 



Sixteenth Century and Attempts to Reform Astrology:

Before moving on to analysing the primary sources it is important to give some information on the historical context just before the seventeenth century. From the end of the fifteenth century and most of the sixteenth century there was what Remo Catani called a ‘theological backlash against the excesses of swelling astrological practice’ with judicial astrology and astrological prediction being targeted by both the Church’s censures and royal intervention.[footnoteRef:11] Catani argued that out of the general ‘Catholic hostility’ towards astrology around Europe, a series of works came out, including the attack on astrology written in 1496 by Pico della Mirandolla, the ‘Disputationes’, which according to Nicholas Campion was ‘a profound assertion of human freedom from stellar influence’, which was at the same time a ‘condemnation’ and an ‘exhortation to reform it’.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Remo Catani, ‘The Polemics on Astrology 1489-1524’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 3, No. 2 (Autumn/Winter 1999), p. 17.]  [12:  Catani, ‘Polemics’, p. 18; Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013 [2009]), p. 101. ] 


Glen M. Cooper stated that Pico’s treatise incited ‘a new age of inquiry’ and Remo Catani claimed that because of the polemic set in motion by these questionings ‘the astrological camp was split in two’ with some who wanted to reform astrology in order to make it more accurate and others who thought astrology was good as it was.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Glen M. Cooper, ‘Approaches to the Critical Days in Late Medieval and Renaissance Thinkers’, Early Science and Medicine, Vol. 18, No. 6 (2013), p. 553; Catani, ‘Polemics’, p. 24.] 


Astrological Prognostication:

This section aims to analyse the three authors’ relationship to astrological prognostication in their work and how the polemics regarding astrology in the seventeenth century is reflected by it. 

Nicholas Culpeper was born in October 1616 in London and, according to F. N. L. Poynter, Culpeper was considered a ‘figure of outstanding importance’ and of ‘greater influence on medical practice in England between 1650 and 1750’.[footnoteRef:14] Culpeper’s book was written to explain astrological techniques that were used with medicine for the diagnosis of illnesses, and his predictions therefore sounded more precise than the ones from Lilly or Kepler: [14:  F. N. L. Poynter, ‘Nicholas Culpeper and His Books’, Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, Vol. 17, No. 1 (January 1962), p. 153.] 

 
‘If the Moon be in conjunction or aspect with any planet, and neither of them have latitude, the Crisis will be firm; if they differ much in latitude, the Crisis will be weak. The Moon in conjunction with Saturn at the decumbiture shews long sickness; and if Saturn be slow in motion, so much the worse (and bad is the best)’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Nicholas Culpeper, Astrological Judgement of Diseases from the Decumbiture of the Sick, (Bel Air: Astrology Classics, 2003 [1655]), p. 26.] 


William Lilly was born in 1602 and, according to Nicholas Campion, was ‘the best-known English astrologer of his day’ with a ‘considerable’ reputation in Europe.[footnoteRef:16] Like Culpeper, Lilly’s book is also rich in technical information, but of a more general type which includes all the basics of astrology; ‘Christian Astrology’ was claimed to be the first astrological textbook in English.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Campion, History, p. 151. ]  [17:  Campion, History, p. 151.] 

Lilly did not do predictions in his book, but he talked about a prediction he made in 1645 in which he said: ‘I shall be in great hazard of my life, but that year which afflicts me will stagger a monarch and Kingdom (…) What concerns myself has almost in full measure proved true.’ Later, he thanks the ‘Almighty God, who has prolonged my life this present’ and said that ‘The latter part of my prediction concerning monarchy is now upon the stage and the eyes of millions attending what shall become of it: let us leave the event hereof unto God’.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Willian Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647) online at <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_preface.pdf>, p. 3.] 

Peter Wright talked about the conflict between astrology and Christianity as both attempted to give explanations and attribute meaning to people’s daily life: ‘Although the two had co-existed over long periods of time, there was a chronic source of religious opposition to astrology’. With this in mind, one could argue that Lilly mentioned the ‘Almighty God’ and said ‘let us leave the event hereof unto God’ as an attempt to reconcile the two. Lilly’s prediction was less specific than Culpeper’s as it involved the political situation at the time; a delicate subject as it was less accepted by the authorities.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Peter Wright, ‘Astrology and Science in Seventeenth-Century England’, Social Studies of Science, Vol. 5, No. 4 (November 1975), p. 413.] 

Johannes Kepler was born in 1571 in Germany and according to Nicholas Campion he was ‘a committed astrological reformer’.[footnoteRef:20] The primary source was originally published in Latin and this reveals that, out of the three primary sources used in this essay, Kepler’s is the only one targeting the educated elite of the time.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Campion, History, p. 139.]  [21:  Johannes Kepler, ‘On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology Prague 1601’, trans. by J. Bruce Brackenridge and Mary Ann Rossi, Proceedings of American Philosophical Society, Vol. 123, No. 2 (April 1997), p. 89.] 

Kepler wrote predictions on the weather of 1602: ‘Mars will become stationary at that time, and Saturn is characteristically slow. There will be a vehement commotion and a very definite excess in the atmospheric conditions. But it is not easy to say how the excess will be manifested’ and he also said that ‘since we are in such a state of ignorance regarding the causes, I think that astrological conjectures regarding any particular period ought to be forgiven if they are wrong’.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Johannes Kepler, ‘On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology Prague 1601’, trans. by J. Bruce Brackenridge and Mary Ann Rossi, Proceedings of American Philosophical Society, Vol. 123, No. 2 (April 1997), pp. 100, 101.  ] 

Although Lilly mentioned God as being ultimately in charge of what was going to happen to the political situation in question, he did not talk about the difficulties on getting predictions correct like Kepler did. According to Nicholas Campion, Kepler’s forecasts were ‘to build up a body of empirically based, reliable astrological rules. Unlike the almanacs he despised, Kepler discussed probabilities for the coming year’s weather (…) steering away from precise forecasts’.[footnoteRef:23]   [23:  Campion, History, p. 140.] 

In sum, the three different ways that prognostication was mentioned in the primary sources reflects the variety of astrological practices and perspectives that coexisted in the seventeenth century. This reveals that the belief in astrology still existed at the time, although there were clear differences in how it was practiced and studied.
On Astrological Houses: 

This section will discuss the perspective of each author on houses, a specific astrological technique that divides space in the horoscope, and how this shows the potential different viewpoints linked to the historical context and the division between the reformers and non-reformers of astrology.     

Kepler talked about the different causes behind astrology, the first one he named ‘Physical Causes’ where he argued that ‘Truly astrologers consider as causes of their predictions, to be sure, some that are physical, and some that are political, but when they yield the pen to enthusiasm’ they consider causes that are ‘in greater part inadequate, for the most part imaginary, foolish and false and finally altogether worthless’.[footnoteRef:24] He then continued saying: ‘But nothing is more intolerable in this almost unique concern of certain astrologers than that they distribute with a certain infantile credulity twelve houses among seven planets beyond every sound and philosophical reason. (…) From this [concern] every magical and astrological superstition has arisen’.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Johannes Kepler, ‘On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology Prague 1601’, trans. by J. Bruce Brackenridge and Mary Ann Rossi, Proceedings of American Philosophical Society, Vol. 123, No. 2 (April 1997), p. 91.]  [25:  Kepler, ‘On the More Certain’, p. 99.] 


This quote reveals Kepler’s response to the questionings generated from the polemics of the sixteenth century and the call for reforming astrology. Sheila J. Rabin argued that Kepler was greatly influenced by Pico della Mirandola’s treatise, according to her ‘Pico had repeatedly assailed astrology for inventing things that were not in nature. Kepler, too, assailed traditional astrology for inventing things that were not in nature, and most of what he retained in his astrology, particularly aspects, were physically measurable’.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Sheila J. Rabin, ‘Kepler’s Attitude Toward Pico and the Anti-Astrology Polemic’, Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 3 (Autumn, 1997), p. 761.] 


William Lilly, who according to Nicholas Campion ‘paid no attention whatsoever to the reform program’, went into great depth about the division of astrological houses and he warned that the knowledge about them is ‘so requisite that he who shall learn the nature of the planets and signs without exact judgement of the houses is like an improvident man that furnishes himself with a variety of household stuff, having no place wherein to bestow them’.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Campion, History, p. 151; Willian Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647) online at <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_pages_25_56.pdf>, p. 49. ] 


Culpeper also dedicated three chapters of his book to explain the houses in the decumbiture chart, a horoscope erected for the time that a person fell ill, revealing that he, as well as Lilly, was still working with them rather than partaking in Kepler’s view.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Nicholas Culpeper, Astrological Judgement of Diseases from the Decumbiture of the Sick, (Bel Air: Astrology Classics, 2003 [1655]), p. 13; Campion, ‘History’, p. 158.] 


In essence, Culpeper and Lilly still considered the houses an important part in the astrological body of knowledge, while Kepler, being a reformer of astrology influenced by Pico della Mirandolla’s treatise, believed that the houses were an ‘infantile credulity’ of astrologers, reflecting the different viewpoints that coexisted in the seventeenth century regarding astrological techniques. 


Astrology’s Dissemination: 

In this theme the different approaches to astrology in the primary sources will be discussed, regarding how Lilly and Kepler’s views conflicted each other concerning the dissemination of astrological knowledge, and Culpeper, who did not take part on the discussion in the primary source analysed. They also had different audiences, with Culpeper’s and Lilly’s work targeting a more general crowd and Kepler the educated circle, illustrating that there were different astrological practices for different audiences in the seventeenth century. 

Campion argued that Kepler stated that ‘conventional astrology was no more than a form of entertainment which dishonoured the true, sacred astrology which was an extension of God’s work’. This too was evident in Kepler’s words criticizing astrology being used by ‘those unlearned people whose admire only profitable skills’ and he continued saying that ‘although popular demand (for prognostics) is great, it is the mark of a corrupt mind’.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Campion, History, p. 139; Kepler, ‘On the More Certain’, p. 90.] 


William Lilly, on the other hand, claimed that his intention was ‘to advance this art and make even a slender wit capable hereof’.[footnoteRef:30] In this quote Lilly talked about his goal to popularise astrology to the point where ‘even the slender wit’ could practice it, an approach which differed from Kepler’s, who was more critical of those who used astrology.  [30:  Willian Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647) online at <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_preface.pdf>, p. 8.] 


It is important to keep in mind that Lilly was aided by the historical context of England at the time of the civil war for there was a breakdown on censorship, according to Nicholas Campion, ‘The 1640 and 1650’s allowed the development of a flourishing community of practitioners and a thriving culture of almanacs’.[footnoteRef:31] William Lilly published his first annual astrological almanac in 1644 and it was sold out in a week demonstrating what in Campion’s words was ‘the evidence of the demand for such work’.[footnoteRef:32] In the following quote William Lilly talked about how he published his first almanac:  [31:  Campion, History, p. 151.]  [32:  Campion, History, p. 153.] 


‘My visit of him was the happiest day I ever saw in my whole life; for by his alone generosity and countenance, I am what I am, and astrology is in despite of her enemies restored, and must call him her Restorer. (…) I presented him with a small manuscript of my astrological judgement of the year 1644, wherein I was free in delivering my opinion modestly of that year’s affairs: it pleased him to communicate it, copies were obtained and dispersed; so that by his alone commendation of that poor manuscript unto his private friends, this noble art at first had respect amongst our worthies (…) in the Parliament.’[footnoteRef:33]   [33:  Willian Lilly, Christian Astrology, (London: Tho Budenell, 1647) online at <http://www.skyscript.co.uk/pdf/CA_preface.pdf>, pp. 13, 14.] 


Lilly talked about astrology being restored ‘in despite of its enemies’ revealing the impact that these almanacs had as the population’s consumption of it increased. According to Ryan J. Stark, ‘Except for the Bible, no body of documents had a larger circulation in seventeenth century England than astrological almanacs’ and Campion claimed that ‘it was Kepler’s reformed almanacs which died out (…) and those in the style of Lilly which survived in an unbroken tradition into the twenty first century’. [footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Ryan J. Stark, ‘The decline of Astrology in the Jonathan Dove Almanac Series’, Renaissance and Reformation, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Spring 2006), p. 41; Campion, History, p. 157.] 


Nicholas Culpeper’s book was published after his death and there is no mention about the discussed reforms or popular almanacs in it.[footnoteRef:35] His work was solidly based on giving information on how to use astrological knowledge in order to diagnose illnesses, on the preface he said: [35:  Nicholas Culpeper, Astrological Judgement of Diseases from the Decumbiture of the Sick, (Bel Air: Astrology Classics, 2003 [1655]), p. 7.] 


‘These rules will serve (if heedfully observed by the eye of Reason) to balance your judgement in fayling through the Prognostical part of Physick, that so you may steer your course by the Card of Truth, and not float unsettledly upon the waves of Errour, Ignorance or Opinion. (…) Judgment is perfected by knowledge, knowledge by experience; whence it appears the more communicative knowledge is, so much more excellent it is.’[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Culpeper, Astrological, p. 8.] 


This section covered how Lilly and Kepler differed in their view regarding the popularisation of astrology, while Culpeper did not get involved in the discussion in the primary source, and how they all targeted different audiences with different astrological practices, reflecting that astrology was still an important subject in the seventeenth century. It was also claimed that its popular version, expressed in Lilly’s almanacs, was greatly consumed by the population, demonstrating that there was not a decline in belief in this type of astrology.  

Conclusion:

This essay discussed if there was a decline in belief in astrology in the seventeenth century using three primary sources written by Nicholas Culpeper, William Lilly and Johannes Kepler. 

In the introduction astrology was defined as a plural set of practices and the idea that the belief in certain practices declined whereas others remained strong was considered.

Following that, in ‘Astrology and Historiography’, it was discussed that anachronism and positivism are part of the problem in writing astrology’s history, and Patrick Curry’s suggestion to consider truth as participatory and not to give priority to the scientific truth in despite of other truths. 

In ‘Sixteenth Century and Attempts to Reform Astrology’, the historical context was briefly discussed, and how the critiques that were written in the sixteenth century, especially the one written by Pico della Mirandolla, resulted in a division between astrologers that believed that astrology needed to be reformed and others that did not. 

The primary sources were then analysed via three themes, ‘Astrological Prognostication’, ‘Astrological Houses’, and ‘Astrology’s Dissemination’. In the first theme the three authors’ views on prognostication in relation to the astrological polemics of the seventeenth century were discussed. Culpeper’s was more precise as he used prognostication for diagnosis of illness, whereas Kepler talked about the difficulties in doing precise predictions, reflecting the different types of astrology that existed at the time and the way that they were practiced. 

The second theme, ‘Astrological Houses’, discussed the different perspective that each author had on this astrological technique, specifically how Kepler, who was a reformer, did not think that the houses were important because they were not found in nature, a view that neither Culpeper nor Lilly shared. 

In the last theme, ‘Astrology’s Dissemination’, it was analysed how each author viewed the process of disseminating astrological knowledge, Kepler and Lilly once more diverged on their approach, and Culpeper had a similar view to Lilly’s regarding making astrological knowledge accessible to the population. It was also shown that Lilly’s almanacs became very popular whilst Kepler’s died out, reflecting that different approaches to astrology had different audiences as well. In conclusion, therefore, it may be claimed that the belief in popular astrology rose rather than declined in the seventeenth century.
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