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Did Belief in Astrology Decline in the 17th Century?
Introduction

This essay aims to investigate the direction taken by Western astrological belief in seventeenth-century Europe, by looking into the changes which occurred both at a popular and academic level. The following key themes have been identified as areas to be explored: historical context and the circumstances which led to the seventeenth century intellectual shift, the philosophical and theological attacks which were launched against astrology, the relationship between the evolving science and astrology, the political connections with English astrology and the role which almanacs played in the survival of the subject. The fact that different areas of Europe experienced this decline differently has been considered; although this essay cannot provide a thorough historical examination, it focuses on what appeared to be the most important events and changes.
How can Astrology be Defined?
Astrology has a complex historic and cultural background. As Patrick Curry wrote, ‘what we call astrology has itself changed many times’, referring to the fact that this practice and study has changed radically throughout history.
 Nicholas Campion defined astrology as ‘the study and practice of the presumed relationship between the celestial bodies and events on earth’.
 He also specified how it may be seen as either magic, divination, a psychological tool, a religion, an art of a science’, depending on the point of view. Also, some scholars consider the existence of multiple ‘astrologies’, because of the multitude of theories used around the world. A quintessential distinction can be made between natural and judicial astrology. The former relates to the connections drawn between the observation of natural phenomena and celestial cycles; on the other hand, judicial astrology involves the act of making a judgement, during which the astrologer makes use of a horoscope.
 The latter was divided into four categories: the interpretation of the horoscope of the moment a question is asked, genethlialogy as the study of the natal horoscope, the interpretation of planetary cycles In connection with worldly affairs, and elections for the identification of auspicious moments to initiate enterprises.

Historical Background and Overview
Astronomy and astrology were formally studied in medieval universities in Europe, as Ann Moyer explained.
 In fact, astronomy had reached a high status as a part of the quadrivium. Astronomy and astrology were distinguished as science and art, and this division existed also in the realm of other disciplines.
 Moyer also stated that cosmological studies were part of the bachelor’s degree programs, under the umbrella of philosophy and the liberal arts. Also medical studies were intermingled with astrology, because academia considered the possibility of celestial influences on health.
 Glen M. Cooper explained that the connections between astrology and medicine went under a certain scrutiny between the late medieval times and the sixteenth century. This gradually eroded the dominant astrological views, through a process which was exacerbated by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s (1463-1494) Disputationes Adversus Astrologiam Divinatricem, which was published posthumously in 1496.
 The onset of this confrontational climate has been linked to changes in the foundations of the sciences, including medicine. Several thinkers eventually abandoned medieval cosmology, rejecting the idea that celestial causes participated in the onset of imbalances in the body – at the time defined as ‘crises’.
 The importance of astrology’s role in medieval academic studies was also remarked by Rienk Vermij and Hiro Hirai, who specified how astrology, intended as a qualitative study of the effects of planets upon life on Earth, parted ways from the teaching of astronomy, which developed independently starting from the seventeenth century.
 Vermij and Hirai gave weight to the fact that the new physics which emerged in the seventeenth century caused the abandonment of the existing ideas about celestial causality rooted in Aristotelian theory.
 The deterioration of interest in astrology expanded from academia into the social sphere. The scientific organizations which were founded from the seventeenth century onwards did not align with astrological thought but were rather critical of it; although this happened individual scientists maintained interested in the subject. The loss of credibility of astrology, as Vermij and Hirai asserted, caused astrologers to disappear gradually, though they held that ‘courts were still swarming with all kinds of practitioners’.
 Two of the main factors which affected astrology’s credibility and appeal were the attacks it received and the development of new physics.
Pico’s Attack against Astrology
Astrology experienced a decline in the second half of the seventeenth century. Campion specified that this occurred between 1660 and 1680, in a rather quick fashion, but there had previously been heavy attacks against it.
 According to Campion, Giovanni Pico’s attack against astrology has been regarded as the most devastating ever launched against the subject.
 Pico’s disputations contradicted his own Neoplatonic views, which accepted the divinity of stars. The arguments contained in the disputations were directed against astrologers themselves. One of the catalysts was the fact that the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction of 1484 did not cause the end of Christianity. Campion therefore suggested that Pico might have actually tried to reform astrology, rather than destroy it.
 Anthony J. Parel specified that Pico and the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498) rejected the idea that heavenly configurations produce Fortune.
 Pico believed that the fortunes of humans are related to the existence of the Soul, instead of being rooted in astral causality. He was not motivated by any empirical reasons while attacking astrology, but he asserted that human morality is incompatible with the restraints of astrological theory. The human being, according to him, had to be free of all constraints to act as a moral agent.
 In fact, he criticized the notion that there is a connection between humanity and the macrocosm. Ovanes Akopyan wrote that Pico was originally interested in the Kabbalah, Platonism and the Neoplatonic texts as ways to interpret astrology.
 However, he eventually departed from such ideas and wrote the Disputationes, in which he strongly attacked astrology and returned to classic knowledge, including Aristotelian theory.
 Pico’s ideas drastically changed over seven years, moving from Platonism to Aristotelianism.
 His philosophical approach rejected any possibility of direct astral causality, contradicting his earlier works, yet acknowledged the celestial influences on natural phenomena like the tidal movements.
 Akopyan cited Eugenio Garin, who believed that the ideas put forward in the Disputationes strongly influenced the development of science, the scientific revolution and the future of cosmology.
 Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) was against Giovanni Pico’s disputations, as Sheila J. Rabin pointed out.
 However, he also aligned with some of Pico’s views. One of the points Kepler reproached was Pico’s failure to pay enough attention to examples of success which some astrologers had in making their predictions.
 In fact, Kepler had had positive experiences with the use of astrology himself and therefore did not dismiss its validity altogether. He defended the idea that astrological aspects are harmonic, therefore also have a resonance with musical harmony. In fact, part of his research was directed towards the study of minor astrological aspects such as the quintile and semi-sextile, despite his rejection of the division of the zodiac into twelve Houses.

Two Papal Bulls

In the Renaissance, a significant amount of criticism towards astrology was made by the Catholic Church, following a trend which had been in place almost since the onset of Christianity. Looking at the historical backdrop, Campion highlighted the impact of the papal bull Constitutio Contra Exercentes Astrologiae Iudiciariae Artem, written by Pope Sixtus V in 1585.

And to foresee future events, and fortunate instances […], there are no real arts, or sciences: but only faulty, and useless ones for shrewdness of conning men and demonic scams […] Therefore there is no reason to doubt, that in the inquisition of, foresight of future things, and falsely fortunate results there work of the Devil has interfered, so that with fraud, and deceit it takes miserable men away from the road to salvation, but it involves them with the lace of damnation.  (my translation)

In the letter, the Pope highlighted that those ancient astrologers who were addressed as Mathematicians, who professed the ‘false science of constellations and stars’ offended God by trying to understand the order of manifestation as God naturally sets it out. The attack on astrology and their practice was direct, yet Campion specified how Pope Sixtus V regularly consulted astrologers himself, putting forward the idea that this papal bull was published to maintain a good reputation within the Church during those years of the Counter-Reformation.
 Another disputation came from Pope Urban VIII in 1631 in the form of the papal bull Constitutio contra Astrologos Iudiciarios. The bull condemned how astrologers attempted to predict the deaths of Popes and Kings. Despite the harsh criticism imposed by Catholic theologians against astrological practices, this is likely best seen as one of several factors that caused the seventeenth-century decline of astrology.

New Science and Astrology
The Aristotelian model had been seriously challenged by Nicolaus Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (1543), in which he proposed a heliocentric model. In the 1950s, Mark Graubard argued that Copernicus’ theory potentially afflicted the idea that the celestial movements could influence life on Earth, given that the Earth itself had become a moving planet like others.
 Graubard remarked that Galileo Galilei’s discovery of the Medicean planets, namely Jupiter’s four largest satellites, shook the intellectual landscape in Italy around the early seventeenth century. Astrology had been based on millennia of observational experience, but the new findings contradicted that knowledge. Galileo himself, according to Graubard, was disturbed by the effects of his own observations.
 Galileo’s astrological interest was weaker than Kepler’s, Graubard stated, and in fact the former criticized prognosticators and horoscopists. According to Graubard, the discovery of the four Moons of Jupiter prompted a change in the way astrology was seen by Perugia’s intellectual community. A  challenge was represented by the fact that previously undetected celestial objects had been discovered, challenging the supposed perfection of the sky as theorized in ancient times.
 It could be added that other observations made by Galileo, such as those of the Moon, published in the Sidereus Nuncius in 1610, affected the symbolic views which had been attached to the celestial bodies. Christian theologians, who strongly refuted astrological principles at various times in history, were quite used to accepting certain cosmological beliefs since the early times of Christianity. Steven F. Ostrow explained how the Catholic Church had associated the Moon with the Immaculate Virgin Mary since at least the 4th century AC, in an analogy linked to a biblical passage from Apocalypse 12:1, where a ‘Woman clothed with the Sun stood on the Moon’.
 Galileo’s seventeenth-century telescopic observation of the Moon revealed imperfections on the lunar surface, and received criticism from Rome and affected artistic renditions of the satellite. Even though Ostrow did not focus on the impact that Galileo’s lunar observations had on the astrology of the seventeenth century, his conclusions could shed light on the impact of scientific discoveries upon the cosmological engagement of the intellectual and theological communities of the seventeenth century. Another major affliction to astrological theory came from Tycho Brahe’s and Kepler’s work on supernovas and comets.
 This introduced the image of a universe which rapidly changes, a notion which was fundamentally incompatible with the Aristotelian notion of an incorruptible heaven beyond the sublunar realm.

Astrology and English Politics
During the middle part of the seventeenth century, while England went through the Civil War and Protectorate, astrology played an important role in society. Campion related this partly to the lowering of censorship during those times of social and political change, explaining that the period could be considered a golden age of English astrology.
 Lilly had a substantial fame, and provided astrological advice to many people during those decades. A notable fact was the confrontation which occurred between him and two royalists, Elias Ashmole and Sir George Wharton. Lilly was accused by Wharton of supporting the parliamentary cause, and both engaged in a dispute via some notes which were published on almanacs. Eventually they reconciled with one another, but the episode is a testimony of the relevance which astrology seems to have had in seventeenth-century England. Curry recounted that years later, after the Great Fire of London in 1666, Lilly was interrogated under the suspicion of having instigated or caused the disastrous event, which he had graphically represented in his Monarchy or no Monarchy in England.

[…] thou hadst seene an Explanation of the sixteen Pages following, which in Aenigmaticall Types, Forms, Figures, Shapes, doth perfectly represent the future condition of the ENGLISH Nation and Commonwealth for many hundreds of years yet to come. […]

Suspected of being responsible for the fire, Lilly stated in court:

Having found, Sir, that the City of London should be sadly afflicted with a great plague, and not long after with an exorbitant fire, I framed these two hieroglyphics as represented in the book, which in effect have proved very true.

Curry’s perspective showed that Lilly, as well as other astrologers like Richard Edlin, emerged from the Great fire with a better reputation, given the perceived accuracy of their predictions.
 This highlights the fact that while mid-sixteenth-century England went through those deep social changes, astrology maintained a certain significance, mainly because of almanacs.

Did Astrology Survive thanks to Almanacs?
Research has shown that almanacs played an important role in the continuing popularization of astrology, while at the same time it was fading within the academic community. Peter Wright suggested that astrology faded away gradually, rather than dying.
 He considered that the seventeenth century did not see an increase in anomalies and dispute, but a decrease of interest in the subject. Astrology as a ‘system of meaning’ ceased to be supported by the social circumstances, and lost appeal, according to Wright. Campion referred to the fact that astrology appears to have vanished almost completely in several European countries, but accepted the possibility that research had not yet uncovered data unknown thus far. He specified that English astrology survived into the eighteenth century, given the evidence that almanacs such as the Old Moore’s continued to be published.
 No new astrology book was published until 1790, when the English astrologer Ebenezer Sibly’s Occult Sciences was out.
 Sibly and John Worsdale, whose astrology was mainly related to Lilly’s and Ptolemy’s, attempted to get astrology back to a state of popularity. Nevertheless, it took another century before astrology would spread across the population again.
 According to Norriss S. Hetherington, the almanac and the Bible were the most common texts in English households of the seventeenth century.
 According to Hetherington, millions of copies were published and distributed, which helped the English people become familiar with Copernican astronomy. He cited the English mathematician and astronomer Thomas Digges, referring to a note that the sixteenth-century astronomer added to his own father’s almanac, introducing Copernican ideas in England. In a diagram that he added to the almanac, called A Perfit Description of the Coelestial Orbs, he represented the stars externally to the outermost sphere. William B. Ashworth highlighted that Digges’ was the first printed image that alluded to an infinitely extensive universe, citing Digges’ words. In the outermost sphere of the diagram, Digges added: ‘The orbe of the starres fixed infinitely up extendeth hit self’ […]  devoid of griefe and replenished with perfite endlesse ioye the habitacle for the elect’.
 From these words, it transpires that Digges’ perspective maintained a qualitative rather than just quantitative approach, in a fashion contrary to twenty-first-century science. Accepting the idea that the orb of the stars is devoid of grief and full of joy would appear quite astrological to a modern scientist. Hetherington analysed around five percent of seventeenth-century English almanacs and found that the focus of such publications was not astronomy as a science, but astrological interpretations based on the apparent positions of the planets. Also, prognostications were included, and they served as a practical warning about future circumstances. Hetherington mentioned an example from the Merlini Anglici Ephemeris of 1680, in which Lilly referred to an upcoming Mars-Saturn conjunction that could potentially cause social disruption.
 Hetherington concluded that almanacs, which had a practical approach, were directed towards the poorly educated and unwealthy sections of society, while being strongly rejected by the educated people instead.
 These relatively inexpensive publications allowed the poor to get an understanding of astrology and provided material to read. The prognostications attached were of interest and easy comprehension, but the almanacs did not offer any education regarding the lofty debate between the old and new astronomies. Despite Digges’ initial efforts, the following publications were mostly aimed at providing prognostics and simple data about the planets’ positions.
 From these observations, it is possible to understand how challenging it may be to believe that just the astronomical developments of the seventeenth century affected astrology’s credibility. In fact, the subject was still strongly alive at a popular level, at least in England, thanks to the publication of almanacs, which were generally undisturbed by the astronomical debate, Campion confirmed.
 Even if scientific developments somehow discredited astrology, this did not affect the population at large, perhaps because of their low exposure to the ongoing astronomical debate.
Theories around the Marginalization of Astrology
The role of astrology changed in the seventeenth century, and recent studies have looked into this phenomenon from various perspectives. According to Patrick Curry, ‘disappearance, decline and survival’ concurrently happened in relation to the changes which affected astrology in the seventeenth century.
 He provided a rough categorization of the surviving astrological perspectives which could be found in the eighteenth century; ‘low or popular astrology, middling or judicial astrology, and high or cosmological-philosophical astrology’. The difficulties that lie at the base of this particular research are related to a lack of direct evidence, as Curry explained. Books, almanacs and the words of critics have remained as evidence of popular astrology, seen as the various practices and beliefs which were common among the poorer and middle classes of society.
 Middling astrology, seen as the practice of casting and interpreting horoscopes, instead almost died out during the period in question. Michelle Pfeffer recounted that in the 1970s scholars started reassessing the idea that seventeenth-century astrology was marginalized simply because of the onset of new scientific developments. This has been followed by more recent historiographical material which has brought back claims about causal connections between astrology’s decline and intellectual developments.
 Nevertheless, Pfeffer remarked that no proper explanation has been found regarding the fact that astrology was banned from academic circles in the seventeenth century. In fact, this deeply contrasted the earlier academic and institutional role of astrology in late medieval and Renaissance Europe. Natural philosophy was deprived of astrology even before Aristotelian theories had lost ground within academia, so the onset of heliocentrism does not seem to be a unique explanation for astrology’s marginalization.
 She therefore asserted that further explanations can be found in intellectual history, given the role that ideological shifts played during that historic phase. Thomas Keith highlighted that astrology and religion had had a difficult relationship ever since the dawn of Christianity, but the conflict was exacerbated in the seventeenth century, after the Reformation.
 Judicial astrology came under the attack of the clergy, which defined it as an impious practice which was to be considered incompatible with Christianity. One of the main reasons for dispute was related to the fact that astrologers claimed to predict natural disasters and circumstances by studying celestial movements. This could not be accepted by the clergy, that supported the idea that such are actually the manifestations of God’s will, which is secret to humanity. Any sort of predictability should be ruled out, according to the Church, and this made astrology an adversary to the Christian dogma.
 The attacks were directed against judicial astrology, which dealt with forecasting events through an evaluation of astral patterns. Keith also explained that astrology did not encounter theological opposition because of intellectual shortcomings, but mainly as a resonance of previous publications, made by earlier authors such as Pico della Mirandola. Early Protestantism created resistance against the study of human behaviour, but little towards natural science.
 Any sort of prognostication of human behaviour challenged the idea of free will which the theologians supported. Carrol Camden Jr. argued that opposition to astrology in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries came primarily from the Church.
 According to Camden, astrology’s popularity was linked to the fact that only theological reasons were at the base of the criticism received. She argued that astrologers were mainly criticized for recurring to demonic help, rather than getting their predictions wrong.
 She also confirmed that the attacks against astrology verged towards the judicial branch. In fact, the upper classes rejected the use of almanacs for predictions but welcomed the idea that comets and eclipses could foretell dire events.
 However, Camden also commented that any belief in the celestial influences on both living entities and nature was not damaged by the criticism that was raised against astrology. Focusing on the English historical scenario, the author therefore argued that astrology kept its popularity in the 16th and seventeenth centuries.
 She considered that those times were actually a golden age for astrology in the same way as they were for English literature. Vermij and Hirai, from a broader geographical perspective, explained that the marginalization of astrology was related to a ‘reordering of established knowledge’ which was a crucial milestone in the history of science.
 Astrology moved to the margins of seventeenth-century culture, surviving within popular culture and practices. Nevertheless, to this day it seems that this intellectual shift is still unclear. In fact, Campion remarked that astrology was not scientifically proven to be false, accepting the idea that deeper changes in the zeitgeist, and the deterioration of the ensouled world, were actually at the base of astrology’s loss of respectability.
 These observations have highlighted that different perspectives exist among scholars in regard to the reasons which are at the base of astrology’s decline. These include theological opposition, scientific developments, cultural and intellectual shifts. However, the evidence suggests that astrology did not disappear altogether in the 18th century, but that it mainly survived in its popular form.

Conclusion
This essay has attempted to investigate the decline of astrological belief which occurred in the seventeenth century in Europe. From an initial inquiry into the nature of astrology, its multi-faceted nature emerged. The initial observations sourced from Curry’s and Campion’s researches showed that no simple way of defining astrology exists, because the practice of looking for correspondences between life on Earth and the celestial movements has manifested differently depending on the social, historical and geographical context. Several scholars highlighted the historical importance of astrology as an academic subject. In fact, during the Middle Ages, as Moyer explained, it used to be taught as part of the quadrivium. It constituted the artistic part of cosmological studies, as opposed to the astronomical teachings which represented the scientific, deterministic side. Astrology, once a structural part of medicine studies, started going through a generalized scrutiny as early as the late Middle Ages, according to Cooper. During the sixteenth century, after the posthumous publication of Giovanni Pico’s disputations, astrology faced various challenges within the intellectual community. Campion confirmed that Pico’s has been considered a significant attack which effectively undermined the subject. Both Pico and Savonarola opposed the idea that there is a link between what was therefore considered Fortune and the celestial movements. In fact, this went against the notion that the human being is gifted with free will. All these arguments did not align with Pico’s earlier Platonic views. In fact, Pico shifted his perspective towards an Aristotelian view of the cosmos. Instead, Kepler did not completely reject astrological theory, and partly opposed Pico’s ideas. Kepler embraced the idea that celestial patterns can influence life on Earth, and part of his research was directed towards the study of astrological aspects. From the data collected, no single reason for astrology’s loss of credibility emerged. Vermij and Hirai appear to have adopted the prevailing idea that the new science of the seventeenth century gradually obliterated astrology’s credibility, giving weight to the notion that this was rooted in the fact that scientific organizations decided not to adopt astrological views any longer. As a matter of fact, Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus triggered a major shift in scientific cosmology, so it should be acknowledged in this study. As Graubaud stated, heliocentrism made the Earth a moving body, so the existing ideas about celestial causality were severely challenged. Graubaud also referred to Galilei’s discovery of Jupiter’s four major Moons, because such observations unveiled previously unseen cosmic details which had to be integrated into the existing model. Galileo’s observation of the Moon produced an equally disturbing effect, even within the Church. In fact, theologians initially criticized Galilei’s observations about the imperfections of the lunar surface. These notions were not digested easily by the Catholics due to the fact that they challenged the ancient theological and symbolic connections between the Moon and the Immaculate Virgin Mary, as Ostrow explained. He also highlighted how Brahe’s and Kepler’s discoveries regarding comets and supernovas, which are unpredictable and add changeability within the universe, further challenged Aristotelian views about cosmic incorruptibility. The scientific playground was not the only area in which doubts about astrology emerged. A lot of resistance came also from the Catholic Church, though evidence suggests that the relationship with astrology had been difficult since early Christianity. Two papal bulls played a major role: one was published by Pope Sixtus V in 1585 and the other by Pope Urban VIII in 1631. They both harshly criticised astrologers and their practices. They condemned anything related to prognostication as demonic and immoral activity, because such ideas stemmed from a desire to unveil the mysteries of God. According to the scholarly evidence found, it is not clear whether the two papal bulls effectively reduced astrology’s credibility, also because the clerics of those times regularly consulted astrologers themselves. There were differences in the way astrology changed in each country but, as Campion stated, this sort of disenchantment occurred almost uniformly across Europe. In England, the Civil War played a crucial role, and astrologers were often consulted during the turmoil. The circulation of almanacs somehow kept astrology alive among the population, despite the resistance which originated within academia. Some evidence comes from a written political confrontation between Lilly and Wharton. Also, the fact that Lilly got interrogated after the great Fire of 1666 gives reason to think that astrology was still taken seriously, at least in England. Curry added that the reputation of certain astrologers, including Lilly, even improved after the fire occurred, because it was believed that their predictions were accurate. It was not until the late eighteenth century that Sibly’s Occult Sciences was published, so no new astrology books emerged for almost a century. Almanacs continued to be published though, and this explains that there was still interest in the subject. Digges attempted to provide also scientific education via his father’s almanac, but this was not followed by other publishers, who were more practical and focused on providing both calculation data for astrologers and accessible prognostications. Astrology does not seem to have disappeared at all, considering the evidence gathered. Curry referred to a complex process which included disappearance, decline and survival, in an attempt to explain and differentiate between the various changes which occurred around the practice of astrology. Different perspectives have emerged, such as Camden’s, which gave more importance to the theological cause, as opposed to the science-oriented wave of change which Vermij and Hirai focused upon. Further research is needed, considering the multitude of changes which occurred in different countries, but it seems clear that astrology did not evenly lose its credibility. In fact, this sort of deterioration mainly happened within academia while astrology clearly survived at a popular level, detaching itself from the path taken by deterministic, scientific cosmology.
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