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Astrology, History, Spirit and Soul - Essay 1 -HPCA 7031

A Critical Review of Three Primary Source Documents

I am going to compare the planet Saturn in the work of Dorotheus of Sidon’s ‘Carmen Astrologicum’ translated from Greek by David Pingree with William Lilly’s Saturn in ‘Christian Astrology’ and Liz Greene’s ‘Saturn, A New Look at an Old Devil’. 

The aim is to examine similarities and differences in the authors’ interpretation of Saturn against their respective contexts and philosophies.To understand their respective interpretations, it will be important to consider the historical ambiguity of the planet and its relationship to culture.

Saturn’s various names suggest the sombre, deadly and restrictive reputation of this planet. Names given to him because of his distance from the Sun[footnoteRef:1]. Saturn is, for Lilly, the ‘Greater Infortune[footnoteRef:2], Chronos (time), Falcifer, Phaenon [footnoteRef:3]. It is interesting to note that Phaenon means ‘shining one’[footnoteRef:4] lending a sense of ambiguity to the nature of Saturn through his nomenclature. For Greene, Saturn is ‘An Old Devil’. Dorotheus, in contrast to Lilly and Greene, does not use a single, summative description of Saturn but Saturn carries many negative associations in his writings. Saturn is often and usually portrayed as a malefic in older astrology texts and in some modern astrology. He is the ‘Grim Reaper’[footnoteRef:5],(also Falcifer). Sue Tompkins refers to Saturn as ‘The activities of Saturn in a horoscope often do describe some of the most painful and fearful areas of peoples’ lives, especially when they are young.’[footnoteRef:6] Ptolemy, writing approximately 1900 years earlier says of Saturn’s relationship to the Sun, that it ‘Brings about the father’s death by diseases and illnesses[footnoteRef:7]’ and in relation to Mars ‘puts him in peril of death or chills’[footnoteRef:8]. [1:  William, Lilly, Christian Astrology, (Bel Air, MD, Astrology Classics, 2004), p.58.]  [2:  Lilly, p.58.]  [3:  Lilly, p. 57.]  [4:  Deborah Houlding, Skyscript, n.d. https://www.skyscript.co.uk/saturn_att.html, [accessed 13.11.24].]  [5:  Houlding, Skyscript, Saturn The Great Teacher, n.d. https://www.skyscript.co.uk/astrology_saturn.html [accessed 13.11.24]. ]  [6:  Sue Tompkins, The Contemporary Astrologer’s Handbook, (Flare Publications, London School of Astrology, 2006), p.167.]  [7:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Trans. by F. E. Robbins. Loeb Classical Library 435. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940.) III, p.4, 245.]  [8:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III, p.4, 245.] 


Saturn is associated with pain, fear, aging and death[footnoteRef:9]. He is the rock and rules over stones[footnoteRef:10] and boundaries and barriers[footnoteRef:11]. He is hard, yet enduring. Being a ‘rock’ in modern parlance suggests someone who is strong and supportive. This suggests a beneficial facet of Saturn. Indeed, all three primary sources illustrate positive aspects of Saturn, but they do this in different ways. For Dorotheus, Saturn’s malaise is improved when Saturn is qualified by another planet or if it has some strength by position in a horoscope[footnoteRef:12]. Lilly, following in the footsteps of the ancients[footnoteRef:13] expresses this idea of Saturn’s maleficence being tempered by benefic planets or positions of dignity in the horoscope too.[footnoteRef:14] For Greene, unlike Dorotheus or Lilly, it is not another planet applying to Saturn or Saturn’s position in a horoscope that can ‘soften’ the harsh, cold nature of this planet but a person’s ability to understand the lessons of Saturn. Her interpretation of Saturn is like Lilly and Dorotheus in that Saturn’s misery can be lessened but it is different in how this can be achieved. She relies on human agency to alter the effects of Saturn. She says, ‘He is not a malefic; he is not a negative influence and is inimical only to those who cannot understand the educational value of pain’.[footnoteRef:15] It is interesting to note that the word pain is still present even though we are told he is ‘not a malefic’. In a sense, all three astrologers demonstrate a deterministic attitude about the negative impact of Saturn, but with the caveat that, if there is a fortunate aspect, placement or a personal determination, a will to learn hard lessons, then all may be well.  [9:  Tompkins, 165-170.]  [10:  Houlding, https://www.skyscript.co.uk/astrology_saturn.html ]  [11:  Tompkins, p.166.]  [12:  Dorotheus of Sidon, Carmen Astrologicum, trans. Pingree (Abingdon, MD, Astrology Classics, 2005) II, 18, 1-2 ‘If Saturn is with Jupiter, he will abound in landed estates’ p.221.]  [13:  Lilly, A32 for Manilius; A33 for Ptolemy.]  [14:  Lilly, p.58 ‘Then he is profound in imagination’]  [15:  Liz Greene, Saturn, A New Look At An Old Devil, (Newbury Port, MA, Weiser Books, 2021), p. 255.] 


Saturn, although often portrayed as doom and gloom, is not this simple. Robert Hand, covers this in the introduction, to Liz Greene’s book ‘Saturn, A New Look at an Old Devil’ and refers to ‘Good and bad planets – a concept which Saturn does much to undermine.’[footnoteRef:16] Hand quotes Plotinus, ‘More absurdly still, some of them are supposed to be malicious and others to be helpful, and yet the evil stars will bestow favours and the benevolent act harshly.’[footnoteRef:17]Plotinus, the Neo-Platonic philosopher, eloquently illustrates that all ‘good’ or all ‘bad’ influences cannot be assigned to a planet; the thought of this is ‘absurd’. As well as this natural ambiguity around Saturn, another point to consider is the nature of primary sources. We must look at the context of the sources and remember Evans’ words, citing David Harlan ‘Historical text can no longer be regarded as having a wholly fixed and unalterable meaning given by its author.’[footnoteRef:18] We need to be circumspect.  [16:  Robert Hand foreword in Greene, xvi.]  [17:  Plotinus, Enneads, Trans. MacKenna and Page, (Pantianos Classics, 1917) 2.3.1. p.65.]  [18:  Richard Evans, In Defence of History, (Granta Books, London, 1997), p.103.] 


Saturn has not always been malefic, as evidenced in the Roman world of the first century BCE and CE. Emperor Augustus, who was born a Libran, adopted the sign of Capricorn, ruled by Saturn. According to Barton, this was to remind the people of Rome of the winter solstice and the idea of the sun rising and a new era[footnoteRef:19]. These are positive connotations of Saturn. Saturn is the provider of light in the darkest of winter times. In Virgil’s ‘Georgics’, Saturn rules during the ‘Golden Age’[footnoteRef:20]. There is a long association of Saturn being a provider of light and food, (Phaeton). As Cronos in Hesiod’s ‘Works and Days’, Saturn is, again, the ruler of the Golden Age[footnoteRef:21]. He is both light and dark in history.  [19:  Barton, p.40.]  [20:  Virgil, The Georgics, A Poem Of The Land Trans. and edited Kimberley Johnson, (London, Penguin, 2009), II, 538-540, p.73.]  [21:  Hesiod, Works and Days, trans. By Glenn. W. Most (London, England, Harvard University Press, 2006)109-127, p.97.] 


The ambiguous nature of Saturn fits in with the idea of a cultural dualism. Terry Eagleton uses words that are the opposite of each other to describe the complexity of culture, and it was in this kind of complex, cultural context that these primary sources were written. Eagleton describes culture as possessing both the ‘aesthetic and the ascetic’[footnoteRef:22] and this idea can be extended to the interpretations of Saturn by Liz Greene and Ficino[footnoteRef:23]. Saturn holds a constant theme of severe self-discipline and abstention from indulgence (ascetic) to benefit from ultimate true appreciation (aesthetic). ‘The rule seems generally to be at least with Saturn that his benefits are in direct proportion to the amount of pain he can engender.[footnoteRef:24] This feels like a stoical approach to managing Saturn by Greene mirrored by a stoical aspect of culture from Eagleton in the ‘aesthetic to ascetic’[footnoteRef:25]. It is interesting to note that Saturn is the planetary ruler of monks[footnoteRef:26]! Saturn is about stoicism.  [22:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Oxford, Blackwell, 2000) p.6. ]  [23:  Marsilio Ficino, Three Books On Life, On Obtaining Life (Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Tempe, Arizona, 2019) XXII, p.365 ‘Saturn has relinquished an ordinary life to Jupiter…but he claims for himself a life sequestered and divine’.]  [24:  Greene, p.144.]  [25:  Eagleton, p.6.]  [26:  Houlding, https://www.skyscript.co.uk/astrology_saturn.html] 


Dorotheus of Sidon’s ‘Carmen Astrologicum’

Dorotheus’ five books (Pentacheum) provide astrological techniques for interpreting birth charts, family and parental situations, including marriage, indicators to the time and the years of life, the transfer of years and interrogations (kartiche).[footnoteRef:27] Unlike Greene and Lilly, Dorotheus’ work is contained in these five books only. Lilly and Greene authored multiple publications. It is difficult to know Dorotheus’ exact philosophical stance. It has been argued that he was likely a stoic[footnoteRef:28] as his writing has a deterministic, non-negotiable nature about the planetary meanings but he did include kartiche or election charts in the Pentacheum which suggests an element of being able to manipulate fate. He addresses his son, Hermes, in the books and Pingree suggests that this is the same as the disciples who are called on in the Corpus Hermeticum.[footnoteRef:29] He was probably writing between 7 and 43 CE[footnoteRef:30].  [27:  Dorotheus of Sidon, Books 1-V.]  [28:   The Hellenistic Astrology Website maintained by Chris Brennan (2008 – 2024), https://www.hellenisticastrology.com/astrologers/dorotheus-of-sidon/ [accessed 8.11.2024]]  [29:  Dorotheus, p.vii.]  [30:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology, (London, New York, Routledge, 1994), p.57.] 


Dorotheus travelled in Egypt and Babylon and his doctrines may come from here.[footnoteRef:31] Dorotheus refers to his work as the ‘science of the stars’[footnoteRef:32] which can be misleading to a modern reader when trying to work out his philosophical stance, as the word ‘science’ itself is ambiguous in antiquity[footnoteRef:33]. It is possible that he was teaching his works as the Pentacheum is written as a didactic or teaching poem.[footnoteRef:34] This is similar to Lilly’s ‘Christian Astrology’ which is a manual for teaching horary. One difference with Dorotheus is that his legacy of astrology is largely a posthumous one. He became well known through subsequent followings and translations[footnoteRef:35] but it is hard to establish the extent of his influence whilst alive.[footnoteRef:36] This is different to the established reputations and profiles of Greene and Lilly who benefit and benefited, respectively, from contemporary renown.  [31:  Dorotheus, V, 1, 1-3.]  [32:  Dorotheus, V, I, 1-4.]  [33:  Barton, Roger French in the Introduction, p. xii.]  [34:  Dorotheus of Sidon, Carmen Astrologicum, The ‘Umar al-Tabari Translation, 2nd edn, Benjamin Dykes, PhD (Minneapolis,U.S.A., Cazimi Press, 2019) p.3.]  [35:  Dykes, p.5.]  [36:   Hellenistic Astrology Website, https://www.hellenisticastrology.com/astrologers/dorotheus-of-sidon/] 


In his writings and throughout the ‘Carmen Astrologicum’, the planets Saturn and Mars are the malefics. Saturn’s contact with other planets and his position in a chart generally brings ill fortune[footnoteRef:37] unless his nature is tempered by being in his own house[footnoteRef:38] or a positive alignment with another planet[footnoteRef:39]. Dorotheus’ text is dense and there are numerous different aspects of planets and position and meanings, but overall Saturn is portrayed negatively.  [37:  Dorotheus of Sidon, II, 4 20-21 Saturn with Venus -intercourse with his daughters, older sisters and if the Moon is in quartile (square) intercourse with his maternal aunt.]  [38:  Dorotheus of Sidon, II, 23, 1-2 – Saturn in his own house – no harm, lord of landed estates.]  [39:  Dorotheus of Sidon, II, 18, 1 -Saturn with Jupiter, he will abound in landed estates.] 


William Lilly’s ‘Christian Astrology’

Lilly’s context is clearly different to that of Dorotheus of Sidon and Liz Greene. He wrote his own biography so a lot more is known about Lilly. Unlike Dorotheus and Greene, he lived during a civil war when the times were turbulent with political, religious and social turmoil’ [footnoteRef:40]and he advised many prominent people on military questions.[footnoteRef:41] Thomas suggests Lilly cast approximately 4, 403 charts between June 1654 and September 1656 for important politicians to servant girls.[footnoteRef:42] The statistics demonstrate that Lilly had a thriving astrology practice. We do not know about Dorotheus’s practice.  [40:  Alexander Cummins, The Starry Rubric, Seventeenth-Century English Astrology And Magic (France, Hadean Press, 2012), p.3. ]  [41:  Keith Thomas Religion And The Decline of Magic (Penguin, London, 1971) p. 372. ]  [42:  Thomas, p.379.] 


The extreme climate changes that were experienced in Europe in the Seventeenth century leading to epidemics and disastrous harvests[footnoteRef:43] added to the general political and religious turmoil. The relationship between turbulent times and the need to consult an astrologer is understandable and as Curry suggests the uncertainty of the 1640’s and 1650’s provoked a need for astrology.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Timothy Ryan, Grieve-Carlson, American Aurora: Environment And Apocalypse In Early Pennsylvania, (Oxford University Press, 2022), p.9, citing Geoffrey Parker, p.11.]  [44:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy And Power, (Wales, Sophia Centre Press, 2024) p.21.] 


Lilly, like Dorotheus refers to astrology as a science in his introductory epistle, but in Lilly’s case, he calls astrology a ‘divine science’[footnoteRef:45]. ‘This heavenly knowledge of the stars- wherein the great and admirable works of the invisible and all glorious God are so manifestly apparent’[footnoteRef:46]He called his book ‘Christian Astrology’ because it was important to let people know that his astrology was not in any sense against Christianity. The political and religious climate of the time was complicated, and Lilly seems to have steered his course through by espousing his belief that because he was near to God, he was able to judge more accurately what God wanted him to do in the charts.[footnoteRef:47] In the same way, Dorotheus calls himself the King of Egypt, lending weight to his role.[footnoteRef:48]  [45:  Lilly, xxxi.]  [46:  Lilly, xxxi.]  [47:  Curry, p.30.]  [48:  Dorotheus of Sidon, p.262.] 


Lilly’s personal philosophy seems to have embraced latitudarianism[footnoteRef:49] or tolerance of beliefs and faiths and as Ackerman suggests Lilly had a ‘distrust of self-serving clergy’[footnoteRef:50]. Lilly’s influences were political, religious and social and to be an objective astrologer, he welcomed all faiths and politics. Lilly’s surviving pictures always carry the words ‘Non Cogunt’[footnoteRef:51] reminding his clients about the power of freewill suggesting that he can make recommendations, but it is to the individual, the outcome. This is different to Dorotheus. Both astrologers use horary which carries a sense of determinism with it, but Lilly has his phrase ‘Non cogunt’. Lilly was living in a difficult time and needed to be diplomatic in act and deed to avoid political or religious upset.  [49:  Kay Ellen Ackerman, The Starry Messenger, A life Of William Lilly, PhD Thesis, (Vanderbilt University, 1990), p.9.]  [50:  Ackerman, p.208.]  [51:  Curry, p.30.] 


Saturn, in Lilly’s work also has a stoical feel and is described as a traditional malefic but with the right planet, right place, right time, like Dorotheus, Saturn’s effects could be ameliorated.[footnoteRef:52] Saturn’s rulerships are detailed by Lilly and an example of Saturn’s facets ranging from the ‘ascetic to the aesthetic’[footnoteRef:53] in Lilly is that Saturn rules both ‘all, black ugly country stones’ and ‘sapphires’.[footnoteRef:54]  [52:  Lilly, p.58 ‘When well dignified, then he is profound in imagination, in his Acts sever, in words reserved, in speaking and giving very spare, in labour patient… obtaining goods of life studious and solicitous and in all manner of actions severe’]  [53:  Eagleton, p.6.]  [54:  Lilly, p.60.] 


Liz Greene Saturn, ‘Saturn, A New Look at an Old Devil’

Liz Green is the modern primary source, and her background is psychological astrology[footnoteRef:55]. She is not a horary astrologer, unlike Lilly and Dorotheus. Liz Greene dedicates a whole book to Saturn and examines his psychological impact by element, sign, house and aspect and synastry. There are no exemplary charts in Greene’s book. Lilly has many and Dorotheus has one. In Greene’s writing, Saturn can be negotiated, so there is less determinism and more free will. Yet, Saturn is generally portrayed as malefic and so the pain that Saturn brings, is determined. It is the human interaction with Saturn (Lilly’s ‘non-cogunt’) that can ameliorate and change the negative impact of this planet. Greene is different to Lilly and Dorotheus in the respect that is human agency that can change the effects of Saturn and not another planet, place or position.  [55:  Greene, xi. foreword by Juliana McCarthy.] 


Another major difference between Lilly, Dorotheus and Greene is that Greene states that Saturn is simply ambiguous, a Janus, a dual entity. Saturn wears multiple masks[footnoteRef:56]. All is not what it seems with Saturn and this actual duality rather than an amelioration of his energy as proffered by Lilly and Dorotheus’ house, place position aspect arguments, aligns to the idea of the ambiguous nature of Saturn in antiquity and to the present day. Much of Greene’s book contains this idea of dualism ‘The darkness which often accompanies a seventh house Saturn is matched only by the brilliance of the gold which is also promised.’[footnoteRef:57]In the same way, Eagleton writes about culture using this technique of juxtaposing ideas. It is the marriage of Greene’s juxtaposed Saturn and Eagleton’s opposites in the ‘Idea of Culture’ that lead me to consider Saturn’s links to culture. Saturn represents the contrasts of life. It is through the ‘ascetic’ that one obtains the ‘aesthetic’. If this is so, then culture contains an element of stoicism and interpretations of Saturn are the embodiment of this philosophy.  [56:  Greene, p.77.]  [57:  Greene, p.74.] 


There is an overwhelming sense in Greene that you must come to understand the suffering of Saturn to grow and learn, a sense of freewill and the ability to not accept fate. Yet there is never a sense of being able to escape any suffering from Saturn, just to learn to accept it and learn from it. For Greene informs us that Venus and Saturn are ‘some of the most painful contacts’[footnoteRef:58]. For Greene, Saturn is a shapeshifter, capable of morphing and metamorphosis. She says he has a ‘truly chameleon like quality’[footnoteRef:59] and plays ‘the devil’s advocate’[footnoteRef:60] to any other planet. The ultimate message is that if we can work with Saturn, we will be wiser and stronger. It is through suffering that we grow. Saturn is necessary. This is a stoical approach to the planet and to life. [58:  Greene, p.137.]  [59:  Greene, p.152.]  [60:  Greene, p.152] 


In conclusion, Saturn is complex (like culture).[footnoteRef:61] He is the Greater Infortune[footnoteRef:62] and the Golden Age of Rome of peace and prosperity [footnoteRef:63] simultaneously. For Lilly and Dorotheus, both horary astrologers, writing in very different contexts, Saturn, the Unfortunate can be ameliorated through place and position in a horoscope. Yet, his quintessential essence is bad. Whereas Greene suggests that he isn’t a malefic but then does gives numerous examples of how malefic he is (especially with Venus for a woman)[footnoteRef:64]but suggests that it is possible to work with this energy to achieve great things if we are prepared to suffer and learn lessons from the pain; to work with Saturn. It is only Greene that conveys Saturn’s natural ambiguity, that is testimony to his portrayal in antiquity, a Janus who wears multiple masks.  [61:  Eagleton, p.1.]  [62:  Lilly, p.58.]  [63:  Hesiod, 109-127, p.97.]  [64:  Greene, p.137-146.] 


The depiction of Saturn in all three sources is deterministic in that Saturn brings difficulty. However, if one mirrors the stoic nature of the planet through the operation of free will (in the case of Greene and Lilly) then, Saturn can be met and rewards reaped from the Grim Reaper himself. We do not know if Dorotheus believed the same as Greene and Lilly. Whilst Saturn’s reputation in both antiquity and the present day is one of ambiguity, his role in culture seems clearly defined. Saturn is the conditional clause. ‘If you follow the guidelines, you will succeed’; ‘If you suffer bravely, you will benefit from insight’. 
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