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Essay 1 AHAN7023 ASTRAL RELIGION

A critical review of the Introduction to Cumont, Franz, Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans


[bookmark: _Hlk3139321]Word count: 1850

 This essay will provide a critical review of Franz Cumont’s Introduction (pp. xi-xvi) to his Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans, first published in 1912.[footnoteRef:1] After a brief summary of the content of the introduction, it will focus on Cumont’s argument that astrology is a subject worthy of academic study, gauging the clarity of this argument, and asking what Cumont’s strategies say about his own views and the views of his anticipated readership. [1:  Franz Cumont, Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans (New York: Dover Publications, 1960 [1911]).] 


Professor at the University of Ghent, Franz Cumont (1868-1947) was a classical philologist and historian of religions, publishing over one thousand academic documents over the course of his academic career.[footnoteRef:2] A contemporary review of Cumont’s Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans states that “no one is better qualified to speak on oriental beliefs than Professor Cumont”; another cites Cumont as a “leading authority” in the field, remarking that “Prof. Cumont has done a real service by summing up the present state of knowledge.”[footnoteRef:3] A 1999 review of Cumont’s legacy, states that his work continues to have an “impact on scholarship half a century after his death.” [footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Encyclopaedia Iranica website
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cumont-franz-valry-marie-b [accessed 10 March, 2019].]  [3:  Gordon Laing, review Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans by Franz Cumont, The Classical Weekly, Vol. 6, no. 5 (Feb 8, 1913) 118; J. G. C. Anderson, review of Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans by Franz Cumont, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 2, 1912, 114.]  [4:  Susanna Elm, review of C. Bonnet, A. Motte (editors.): Les syncrétismes religieux dans
le monde Méditerranéen antique. Actes du Colloque International en
l’honneur de Franz CUMONT à l’occasion du cinquantième anniversaire
de sa mort. Rome, Academia Belgica, 25–27 septembre 1997. Pp. 400,
pls. Tournhout: Brepols, 1999, The Classical Review, 2001, 289-291. ] 


Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans is a compilation of lectures Cumont gave for the American Committee for Lectures on the History of Religions – lectures which were the fruit of many years study in ancient astrology and astral religion.[footnoteRef:5] The publication was hailed at the time as having “unusual importance for the classical student.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Cumont, Preface, Astrology, p. x.]  [6:  Laing, Review, 118.] 


Cumont’s Introduction dates the beginning of the “discredit and neglect” of ancient astrology and its study to the discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, through the eighteenth century and most of the nineteenth century, until the end of the nineteenth century, when it began to be “recalled to the attention of investigators.”[footnoteRef:7]  Cumont presents astrology as a subject which, despite its basis in “erroneous belief,” is nonetheless worthy of study for three main reasons.[footnoteRef:8] Firstly, because of its widespread influence on the classical world: Cumont states that it “exercised over Asia and Europe a wider dominion than any religion has ever achieved.”[footnoteRef:9] He writes that astrology has “exercised an endless influence on the creeds and the ideas of the most diverse peoples,” and that therefore it “necessarily demands the attention of historians.”[footnoteRef:10] Secondly, Cumont states it is valuable to study the history of ancient astrology because astrology is “indissolubly linked” to the birth and development of many of the sciences: “not only … astronomy and meteorology, but also … medicine, botany, ethnography, and physics.” [footnoteRef:11] He further says that “if we go back to the earliest stages of every kind of learning, as far as the Alexandrine and even the Babylonian period, we shall find almost everywhere the … influence of these astral ‘mathematics.’”[footnoteRef:12] Thirdly, Cumont asserts that the fact of ancient astrology’s widespread historical reach should prompt modern psychologists to investigate it: by so doing they could gain insight into mental illness and human psychology, and find psychological answers to account for “how … this absurd doctrine [could] arise, develop, spread, and force itself on superior intellects for century after century.”[footnoteRef:13] [7:  Cumont, Astrology, pp. xi-xii.]  [8:  Cumont, Astrology, p.xi.]  [9:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi.]  [10:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi.]  [11:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xii.]  [12:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xii.]  [13:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xiv.] 


Cumont proposes his own solution to this question, tracing briefly how a primitive belief in astral deities became inseparably intertwined - until Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo - with scientific discoveries about the laws of the physical universe, to such an extent that “the old belief became a science.”[footnoteRef:14] He writes that “by a common process, after believing, people invented reasons for believing … and the intelligence working on the faith reduced it to formula, the logical sequence of which concealed the radical fallacy.”[footnoteRef:15] Astrology is thus “an exact science superimposed on primitive beliefs.”[footnoteRef:16] The Introduction concludes with a summary of the scope of the lectures in the book. [14:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xiii.]  [15:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xiii.]  [16:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xii.] 



Apart from the concluding section detailing the scope of the lectures, the ostensible purpose of Cumont’s introduction is to explain why the study of classical astrology has validity. As already noted, he does so primarily by underlining the widespread nature of astrology in the classical world and its seminal position at the root of the development of a wide range of sciences and other learning. However, the way in which he makes his argument suggests a secondary purpose - that of distancing himself from any inference of approval for astrology.

To support his argument for studying astrology, for example, Cumont repeatedly states that other academics are considering astrology as a valuable area of research and study. Although Cumont does not name any other scholars, he speaks of astrology being brought to the “attention of the learned world,” stating that “in the last few years scholars have devoted to it profound researches and elaborate publications.”[footnoteRef:17] Cumont portrays these scholars’ attention as having been forcibly brought to the subject of astrology, writing that it is “beginning to force itself” on academia’s attention, “demanding” the attention of historians.[footnoteRef:18] Cumont thus portrays academic study of ancient astrology as unavoidable for serious scholars, implying therefore that personal preference does not play a part in his study of astrology.  [17:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi.]  [18:  Cumont, Astrology, p.xi.] 


Astrology itself is characterised in strongly critical terms as an “erroneous belief” and “the most monstrous of all the chimeras begotten of superstition”: it is “illegitimate,” “disturbing,” and “absurd,” “a rank weed,” and a “morbid manifestation.”[footnoteRef:19] Even the ancient texts themselves are described as “repulsive-looking” and “mouldering.”[footnoteRef:20] Although Cumont is ostensibly charting, in the piece, historical conceptions of astrology alongside his own, the cumulative effect of such description is such as to give the strong impression that Cumont rejects astrology’s precepts. Indeed, his tone is at times almost apologetic for even bringing up the subject, particularly when he states that he “trust[s] that [he is] not guilty of undue presumption in venturing to claim [the reader’s] interest for this erroneous belief.”[footnoteRef:21] Cumont clearly assumes that his readers will concur with the negative characterization of astrology, implicit in the fact that no evidence is given to back up such a stance on the subject. That such an attitude exists in academia is attested to, 50 years later, by Otto Neugebauer in his paper ‘The History of Wretched Subjects.’[footnoteRef:22] Neugebauer characterises ancient astrology as “one such wretched subject” and makes similar efforts to explain to the reader why a “serious scholar might spend years” on such studies.[footnoteRef:23]  [19:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi, p. xi, p. xii, p. xii, p.xii, p. xii, p.xiii.]  [20:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xv.]  [21:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi.]  [22:  Otto Neugebauer, ‘On the History of Wretched Subjects’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 1, no. 2, Autumn/Winter 1997, 3–4.]  [23:  Otto Neugebauer, ‘Wretched Subjects’,  3–4.] 


The heightened language Cumont uses to describe astrology makes it difficult at times to follow Cumont’s arguments for the value of studying it. This is the primary dichotomy of the introduction: the despicable nature of astrology, as it was perceived historically by academia, described in strong and vivid terms, yet its usefulness as an object of study. Apart from its “erroneous” and “morbid” nature, astrology, for Cumont, is also a “learned theology” and an “exact science” - albeit one “superimposed on primitive beliefs” – the study of which (in the form of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos) has a “varied and general” utility with “manifold applications.”[footnoteRef:24] It is easy to miss that, in citing Letronne’s view on astrology - that it is ‘nothing but one of those failings which have done most dishonour to the human mind’ - Cumont is actually documenting a mistaken historical attitude to astrology, since the tenor of many of Cumont’s comments on astrology are similar to those of Letronne.[footnoteRef:25] One can even, perhaps, detect something of a personal fondness for astrology in Cumont’s lyrical statement that, with modern scientific understanding of the nature of the universe, “the silent stars, relegated to the unfathomable depths of the sky, no longer made their prophetic voices audible to mankind.”[footnoteRef:26] [24: Cumont, Astrology, p. xi, xiii, xvi, xiii, xiv. ]  [25:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xii.]  [26:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xi.] 


The Introduction is also revealing of Cumont’s view of the purpose of studying history. In stating that Letronne’s condemnation of the historical study of astrology is mistaken because “man’s failings [are] … often more instructive than his triumphs,” Cumont reflects an attitude that is characteristic of Enlightenment histories, as noted by Richard J. Evans. Evans defines such histories as providing a narrative of the inevitable historical advance of reason and giving moral lessons - the “ultimate lesson” being

that superstition, fanaticism and religious belief, all of which were of course anathema to Enlightenment rationalists, were dangerous forces that had brought down one great and benign empire and could well wreak further havoc in the future if they were not eradicated.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Evans, Richard, J., In Defence of History, (London: Granta Books, 1997) pp. 15-16.] 


In a similar vein, Cumont states that “perhaps the highest mission of history” is to chart the “progress of reason in the pursuit of truth along its doublings and turnings.” He also echoes the dangers of superstition in his vocabulary around astrology, which at times evokes the image of a disease: astrology is associated with “ailments,” “lunacy,” and has a “tenacious grasp” that Cumont envisages the experimental sciences having to make “prolonged exertions” to free themselves from.

However, again, Cumont’s approach is not entirely one-sided. In his argument that astrology should be studied because it was such an intrinsic part of the belief system of classical societies, he is echoing Rank’s conviction that “the past could not be judged by the standards of the present. It had to be seen in its own terms.”[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Evans, In Defence, p. 17.] 


A final argument made for the historical study of astrology, concerns its relation to Christinity. Cumont states that astrology, as practiced in Babylon, “was to eliminate the narrower forms of belief [Greek and Roman paganism] and, by changing the character of ancient idolatry, it was to prepare in many respects the coming of Christianity.”[footnoteRef:29] Thus Cumont proposes a narrative where ancient astrology is worthy of study because it prepared the way for Christianity. What is unclear is Cumont’s attitude towards Christianity – is Babylonian astrology’s contribution to paving the way for Christianity of historical interest only? Or is Cumont also asserting a spiritual attribute, where Christianity is a spiritual goal towards which Babylonian astrology was a step on the way? Ending his introduction as he does with this last sentence seems to also imply the latter. [29:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xvi.] 


Conclusion

Cumont’s Introduction to Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, seems to have a dual purpose: firstly, and explicitly, to offer evidence that ancient astrology is worthy of academic study. Ancient astrology has immense value in Cumont’s argument, because it was seminal to many of the sciences, because it was intrinsic to ancient cultures, and because the fact of historic belief in astrology may prompt psychologists to learn more about human psychology.  Cumont, for the most part, uses unflattering and critical terms in describing astrology - a second, undeclared purpose, might therefore be to distance himself from any inferred personal association with it. Although Cumont is partly documenting historic negative attitudes towards astrology, the words he uses to describe astrology are often so similar to those he ascribes to others, that it can be difficult to differentiate between them.  It was noted that elsewhere Cumont uses lyrical language to describe astrology, thus pointing, perhaps, to a conflict within himself. 

Cumont’s Introduction reflects a consistent attitude in academia, where reason is elevated and superstition condemned. Cumont however justifies the study of superstition, in the form of astrology, because it shows “the toilsome progress of reason” which is “perhaps the highest mission of history.”[footnoteRef:30]   [30:  Cumont, Astrology, p. xii.] 
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