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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2007


This essay compares and contrasts Raymond Head’s article on ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in ‘The Planets’ published by Cambridge University Press in 1993, with David W. Pankenier research paper ‘The Cosmic Center in Early China and its archaic resonances’ published by the International Astronomical Union 2011.


A brief description on both papers, how do they relate?

Raymond Head paper was about how the influence of Astrology helped Holst create ‘The Planets’, a masterpiece of innovative music which became the exemplar of what British classical music is today.

In contrast, David W.Penkenier paper talks about how Ancient China was one of the earliest civilisations to incorporate Astrology and Astronomy into their culture. They designed buildings based on the alignments of the Axis Mundi and constellations in the sky, most notably in relation to the Northern Dipper, Southern Dipper, Polaris and Celestial Pole.

Both papers deal with the context of Astrology as a method to produce great works in art and architecture. Why did they both use Astrology to influence culture?


What does Astrology mean to them? 

Astrology deals with observing the constellations and planets in the sky. In Head’s paper, Holst was interested in Astrology because ‘by knowing more about himself, he would know about the future. In this, he would be helped by the astrological chart, which Holst realised was a map of his own psyche.’[footnoteRef:1] In Campion’s book, Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions also implies that ‘horoscopes (mathematical diagrams intended to represent the heavens and used to gain insight into the past, present and future) with an Aristotelian theory of celestial influence’[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Raymond Head, ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in “The Planets”’, Tempo, 187, 1993, p.17.]  [2:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 12.] 


In Pankenier paper, the Ancient Chinese used Astrology as a method to renew harmony within the lands. They saw astrology as a reflection of the heavens. ‘The celestial bodies are divine…the stars and planets send messages (Latin omen, warning) on behalf of gods and goddesses, or god.’2 The principles of harmony, which King Charles III, Tony Juniper and Ian Skelly express in their book: ‘Harmony: A New Way of Looking into the World’ also speak about this vital connection with nature and how important it is, as it produces ‘the active state of balance, which is just as vital to the health of the natural world as it is for human society.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  King Charles III, Tony. Juniper, and Ian. Skelly, Harmony : a New Way of Looking at Our World (HarperCollins UK, 2010), p. 5.] 


Creating harmony within the place that you live and the land that you live on is paramount to the survival of the people, due to these reasons. Chinese Astrology ‘since the first millennium BCE was a state activity, prohibited to the ordinary people for security reasons; to know the future carried serious political implications that the government could not ignore.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 95.] 


For someone who is the Emperor of China, this association with the cosmos was crucial to legitimise one’s rules over the country. Pankenier’s paper does not explain the relation between Di (Supreme Emperor of Heaven), the Emperor (on Earth) and the celestial pole clearly:
Given the First Emperor’s fixation with the precedent-setting nature of his universal empire and the monumentality of its physical expression, together with his assumption of the title Di previously reserved for the Supernal Lord, the cosmic parallels he took pains to establish between his capital and the celestial Pole were obviously more than merely symbolic.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Pankenier, David W, ‘The Cosmic Center in Early China and Its Archaic Resonances’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 7.S278 (2011), p. 299.] 

Compared to Campions explanation:
The supreme deity, Ti or Di…was the first god (or one of the first gods). Celestially, Di was associated with the celestial North Pole, the still point around which the entire sky revolves. God, in the Chinese conception, is therefore the central point where there is no motion and hence no change and effectively, no time. As earthly representative of the pole, and earthly partner of the supreme Lord Di, the emperor, imagined as Son of Heaven, fulfilled a role that would appear to have distant shamanic origins, in that he functioned as a bridge between the two realms.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 99.] 

This is vital to understand why the Ancient Chinese put so much emphasis on Astrology and align their buildings according to the stars. As above, so below, - as in the sky so on Earth.[footnoteRef:7] The acknowledgment that the heaven and earth realms are interconnected. What happens in the heavens, also effects what happens on earth. [7:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 13.] 



The timeframe of their subject area on both papers and communities associated.

Raymond’s paper about Holst was based during the 1900s, compared to Pankenier’s paper which goes back to the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BCE) and Han Dynasty (206-BCE-220 CE). Although the context in both papers are a few thousand years difference. The subject area of astrology remains the same. Raymond’s paper speaks of the community of people who shared these familiar philosophies. They were the Theosophy society and within it, Holst regularly socialised within these circles. When he composed ‘The Planets’, he directly used the same name: Neptune, the Mystic from Alan Leo’s book ‘The Art of Synthesis’ on one of his movements. This clearly shows a connection between Astrology and his own music endeavour.

The author argues why the astrology side of the ‘The Planets’ has not been explored. He is aware that Holst called it ‘The Planets’ instead of ‘Astrology’ for a reason. This is because many of his associates, E.g: Alan Leo, who practiced Astrology were charged under the Vagrancy Act. This made Holst wary of the stigma in society.

In comparison to Pankenier’s paper. Stigma of this kind was non-existent. Astrology was acknowledged in Ancient China and is deeply embedded within the culture. ‘Chinese astrology is still practiced in an unbroken tradition…astrology was official and an arm of the state.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 94.] 



Who are the authors and why were they interested with the subject matter?

The author of the Astrology and Modernism in ‘The Planets’ paper is Raymond Head; he lives in Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire, UK. He taught at Sibford Quaker School, Banbury, Oxfordshire for nearly 20 years. He has not publicly stated he is in a philosophical movement, but he is interested in Indian influences on Western culture, due to his disenchantment of contemporary Western music. 

The Theosophy movement was also interested in Indian culture, which is where I see the connection between Holst and Raymond work. The theosophy movement was important to the author and this paper because it renewed spiritual mind sets in the West which led to innovations such as Holst’s ‘The Planets’

In contrast, David W. Pankenier is the Professor of Chinese Emeritus at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania, United States. He first studied Sinology at the University of Stockholm in 1972. He then moved on and studied privately with Aisin Gioro Yü-yün, the Last Emperor of China’s Nephew in Taiwan for three years. This led him to do his Masters and PhD at Stanford University, where he progressed and become Professor. He can speak five languages, including Chinese Mandarin. His specialist subject is archaeoastronomy and cultural astronomy in China. He has written numerous articles in Chinese chronology, cosmology, classical literature, and intellectual history, including astronomical observations from Japan and Korea. Both authors were bought up in the West but were interested Asian cultures.


Who is the intended readership / Strength & Weakness??
The strength of Raymond piece is that it is extremely readable. There is no technical jargon, nor does it demonstrate any sort of bias. It is written in a similar style to a magazine article.

It was printed in the Tempo journal by Cambridge University Press. The article has footnotes, but not a bibliography at the end of the article which indicates to me that the intended readership is for the public.

Penkenier’s writing style is the complete opposite. It feels as dense as a fruitcake. Academically rich with information, but a real struggle to read; such as myself, who do not have any foundational knowledge of archaeoastronomy within the region. I had to go back and forth, like a dictionary. Looking up on every technical jargon mentioned, such as the axis mundi, the northern and southern dipper and even the building structure themselves. It was a real, but rewarding learning curve. I did appreciate the text more after reading it over ten times and allowing the content to sink in. Because of this experience, I feel that the intended readership is aimed at students, scholars or euthanistics alike. It is cleanly structured with an abstract, key words and a bibliography. 

The paper speaks of real, argumentative authority when compared with Paul Wheatley and Stephen Hotaling research of the Chang’an structure. The author clearly understands the context he is writing, but I do wonder if some of the evidence is bias, since he quotes from some of his own papers. I have also noticed a hint of plagiarism on page 299, in comparison to the Epang Palace, Wikipedia page (see fig.1). When he quotes:

The Han period dimensions given by Sima Qian correspond to 693m long × 116.5m wide. In fact, modern studies of the actual ruin show that its rammed-earth foundation platform still measures an impressive 1,320m east to west, 420m north to south, and 8m in height (Xu 2000: 134; Wu 1997: 108)[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Pankenier, David W, ‘The Cosmic Center in Early China and Its Archaic Resonances’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 7.S278 (2011), p. 299.] 
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Fig 1: Wikipedia, Epang Palace

The only gap I see in his sources is the ancient metrology of measure of the Chang’an building. Why did he refer to modern meters instead of chi (尺), bu (步) and li (里) which is the traditional Chinese unit of length during the Qin and Han Dynasty. This would undoubtedly be based on the harmonics Ancient China were using at the time. ‘Harmonics in general and metrology in particular were, however, not conceived as demarcated and self-referring systems, but were held to be correspondingly connected with astronomical and, thus, cosmological phenomena.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Vogel, Hans Ulrich, “Aspects of Metrosophy and Metrology during the Han Period.” Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident, no. 16, (1994), p. 137.] 


I will be curious to know why Feng Shui was not mentioned. Is it because the first classical text ‘The Book of Burials’ by Guo Pu was around 276-324 AD. A few hundred years before the Qin Dynasty (221 - 206 BCE) and Han Dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE).

The paper does not have a section clearly stated as the methodology, but I can see from the title, abstract and conclusion that he has analysed each of the buildings based on it’s axis mundi. Centring from the vacant pole star.

All the sources are secondary, although it does quote five of his own papers. Overall, the paper stands from a solid foundation of understanding. The conclusion ouroboros the abstract text in the beginning. Signalling a great understanding and strong academic piece.


Conclusion:

Both papers shows Astrology as a rich source of information, which can be applied in many ways. Raymond paper show how Astrology can be used in a modern music context, while Pankenier spoke about the traditional use of Astrology in Archaeoastronomy, Ancient China. Both papers speak about how astrology influenced the culture of their subject area. No matter how many thousand of years apart their papers were. The timeless aesthetic form, derided from nature, still inspires and continues to do so today.
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In his Records of the Grand Historian, Sima Qian described the dimensions of the palace as being 693m long x 116.5m wide, but modern studies of the
ruins have shown that its rammed earth foundation platform measured 1,320m east to west, 420m north to south, and 8m in height.[‘sl:299 Archaeologists
have suggested the dimensions in Sima Qian's account are meant to be understood as referring to plans for the eventual size of the palace, had its

construction not been halted, hence the discrepancy.!51:161
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