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Astral Religion_ Assignment 1_HPCA7007_Imogen_Casey
1.ONE 2000 WORD ASSIGNMENT (40% of total marks).

‘Write a critical review of the Introduction (pp. xi-xvi) to Cumont, Franz, Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans, New York: Dover Publications 1960 [1911].

Franz Cumont was a Belgian Historian of Religion, philologist, archaeologist, and epigraphist active in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
 Today, Cumont is considered a seminal figure in the academic discipline of the History of Religions which separated from theological and bible studies in Western academia in the mid-nineteenth century.
 Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans is the title of the publication of lectures delivered by Professor Franz Cumont in the period between 1911 and 1912 for the American Committee for Lectures on the History of Religions.
 The purpose of these lectures was to summarise the findings of Cumont’s research carried out in the field of ancient astrology and astral religion.
 

This paper will analyse and critique the Introduction to the lectures where Cumont outlines his approach to the subject of ancient astrology and astral religion. Cumont retired as an academic the following year (1913) with a corpus of publications which included Texts and Illustrated Monuments Relating to the Mysteries of Mithra which gained him an international reputation and influences his polemic views on astrology. Through highlighting poignant debates in the history of religions, Cumont carefully builds an argument for the astral religion of ‘astrology’ influencing the theological development of Christianity. Further he argues that this influence came from ‘the Orient.’ 

Today in the early twenty-first century, the introduction to Franz Cumont’s Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans could be mined by scholars as a source of Eurocentrism, racism, gross generalisations, paternalism, linear historicism, orientalism and an example of diffusion theory. In the early twentieth century, however, Cumont was considered the leading authority on Greek Astrology and Mithraism by the American Committee for lectures on the History of Religions.
 Cumont came of age in the 1880s when he started his studies in Gent (Belgium) and then moved onto Germany and Paris.
 Cumont’s ‘time abroad’ was spent in Syria which was a typical experience for a scholar with a ‘classical education’, facilitated by Europe’s growing presence in the ‘Orient’ at the time.
 After publishing several works, Cumont became the Professor of classical philology and ancient history at the University of Ghent, a position he held from 1892 – 1911. Cumont gave up the position after the minister of education, supported by the Catholic Lobby denied him the chair in Roman history in 1911.
 


Cumont was considered a subversive scholar of the modern era – where many of his contemporary savants and publications aligned him with modernist claims such as ‘all religions had a single origin and contained the same core of truth.’
 Cumont is acknowledged for his effective multidisciplinary approach and methodical rigor in collecting material evidence.
  After leaving Gent University Cumont became a private scholar and developed his method by becoming involved in excavations of Roman Temple sites which findings supported many of his theories which had been earlier contested. On a personal level, Cumont’s father was a Freemason which practices contain elements of the ancient mystery religion; Mithraism which ancient idolatry included astral deities.
 

Sated with a thick polemic tone throughout, Cumont begins by stating that the subject of astrology ‘has once again forced itself on the learned world’ with the discovery of Greek manuscripts (a project he was involved in collating) and Babylonian cuneiform tablets.
 Cumont considers the cuneiform tablets as evidence, of a ‘wellspring of a learned superstition’ which is central to his argument of oriental influence on Christianity along with Babylonian influence predating the absorption of Egyptian concepts into western astrology.
  Cumont illustrates astrology’s power by comparing the influence it had across Asia and Europe which ‘other religions’ were unable to achieve. Cumont champions the methods of history and philology that elucidates the spread of this ‘branch of knowledge’ geographically and temporally from the ‘Far East to the Far West ‘and from the ‘Alexandrine to the Renaissance.’
 Cumont emphasizes the value of ancient astrology to the ‘savant’ (a term synonymous with classical scholars referenced) along with defining their role as (he), “who traces the toilsome progress of reason in the pursuit of truth…which is the highest mission in history.” 

 
Cumont illustrates the cycle of debate between science and astrology by exampling the seventeenth-century Copernican revolution where western astrology’s ‘hypothesis which its entire structure rested’ was found to be false: the geocentric system of the universe.
 Conversely, Cumont also examples astrology’s unique ability to combine mathematics with ‘superstition’ which had provided its legitimacy in the past as a dating method.
 Cumont directly quotes Jean-Antoinne Letronne, an influential figure involved in one of the great debates in the history of religion: the dating of the Denderah Zodiac. The reader must assume that it is astrology being referred to by Letronne that Cumont has quoted as ‘“absurd dreams” in which he saw “nothing but one of those failings which have done dishonor to the human mind”, when addressing his colleagues at the French Academy of Inscriptions in 1824. Cumont adds, “as though man’s failings were not often more instructive than his triumphs.”
 


Cumont continues to assert that astrology is a historical problem that should not be considered as ‘merely a mental disease’ due to its ‘monstrous’ alliance between mathematics and superstition because the fact remains that it was taken up by some of the ‘greatest intellects’ in history ‘century after century.’
 Proposing an etiological study to find the origin/cause of astrology as a branch of knowledge, Cumont then states that “the growth of the body of dogma followed a course not identical with but parallel, I think, to that of certain other theologies.”
 Cumont then describes what could be considered his ‘etiology of an astral religion’ that has typically four stages:

1.) Faith, 

2.) Reasons to believe are constructed based on Natural laws of regularity (celestial cycles), 
3.) Theories evolved out of the former two-fold conviction intelligence working on Faith reduced to formulae where renegotiating the claims for better accuracy in divinatory aspects requires abstract techniques.  

4.) The logical sequence of ‘constructed reasons for believing’ eventually conceals the radical fallacy. 
Cumont proposes that the Babylonian evidence supports this proposed sequence and then locates western astrology at stage four as “an exact science which was superimposed on primitive belief.”
  

After revealing the potential scope for the study of astrology, Cumont narrows his line of inquiry to the influence of Oriental astrology on the Greco-Latin World during different periods and by which means it was established in the west as the highest form of ancient paganism.
 Through describing at what point both the Greek and Romans had layered their constructions of belief over the ages, along with articulating Babylon as the source of both of their edifice of a ‘cosmic religion’, he locates his study in a developmental period of ‘a learned theology.’
 Cumont asserts in his final remarks that astrology’s power was that it speculated on the entire world which would have had consequences for marginal beliefs. Cumont also claims that astrology ‘changed the character of ancient idolatry’ which prepared in many respects the coming of Christianity.


Throughout the introduction Cumont’s polemic skill in describing the subject of ancient astrology is unwavering. Astrology in the concluding statements is considered, possibly for the first time in scholarship as a normative religion as opposed to its contemporary designation as a ‘marginal belief’. As a historian of religion, Cumont does refer to ancient Astrology as a religion but more precisely “science that is superimposed on primitive belief”.
 One flaw that stands out in the argument is his ‘generalisation’ such as his generally applicable etiology of an astral religion, where not all astrology incorporated divination.
 Nicholas Campion would argue that the focus on divination by Cumont was drawn from his expertise on Mithraism which had institutionalized the Plato inspired ideas of the Corpus Hermeticum with the soul’s ascent through the planetary spheres.


Cumont referenced only two other scholars other than himself in the Introduction: his contemporary philologist Franz Boll and the French archaeologist Jean-Antoine Letronne from an article dating 1824 – almost 100 years previous. Letronne defended the biblical creation date against an astronomer and mathematician when entering the debate on the dating of the Denderah Zodiac.
 Reference to Letronne may have given the audience of the lectures a very familiar reference to the fallacies present in past approaches to the history of religions when the bible was considered the source of truth with its creation date in Letronne’ era. The Denderah Zodiac debate also illustrates the tension or competition between the mathematically trained ‘savants’ or classical scholars pitted against the historical and philological ‘savants’ for the right to interpret the material evidence.
 These debates continue today.

Franz Cumont carefully constructs a convincing argument for the ‘Oriental’ influence on Greek and Roman astrology that predated the emergence of Christianity. Cumont does this by focusing on the material evidence and poignant classical debates that had appeared at first to be ‘absurd dreams’ then gradually became accepted – such as the antiquity of the Cuneiform tablets over Egyptian evidence. Cumont then proposes a set of stages in the ‘etiology of an astral religion’ that had resulted in the development of such ‘absurd beliefs’ away from the original principles that drew their influence from natural objects- an Aristotelian idea. The ultimate flaw in the etiology being that it assumed a platonic divinatory aspect which is not inherent in all forms of astrology. The etiology provides a framework to improve upon and a classical definition of an astral religion that western astrology, along with Christianity satisfies. 
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