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A Brief Investigation of Saturnian Astrological Symbolism


Astrology had always a big impact on ancient life thus through the stars the voice of gods could be heard, bad omens prevented and even nature understood. The astrological planetary system was organized from a geocentric cosmology and even after many years of use and practice of astrological knowledge, the main organizing principles continue to be used. Saturn is the seventh planet of the solar system. For many centuries it was the last, representing, then, the point where everything visible extinguishes and all the vast unknown begins. Even after many years, when technology had brought Uranus, Neptune and Pluto to the astrological system of planets, yet, Saturn continues to be a boundary line between what we know little and what we know less. And for what is not known by man, is therefore feared. 

This paper will concern itself in comparing and contrasting the symbolism of astrological Saturn as is used representatively in chart readings over time. Although many authors suggest that Saturn seems to be a definitive malefic omen among other stars, the texts revised will sometimes contradict this affirmation and even point otherwise. The guidelines chosen are the work of the Greek astrologer Valens[footnoteRef:1] and the contemporary interpretations from Greene[footnoteRef:2] and Sullivan[footnoteRef:3]. In any case, even with due respect to the variations between different moments in history, it seems that some characteristics are never dissociated from this planets: hard work and self-investigation. [1:  Bara, Joëlle-Frédérique. Vettius Valens D'Antioche : Anthologies. Livre 1, Établissement, Traduction Et Commentaire Par Joëlle-Frédérique Bara. Leiden [etc], 1989. Print. Études Preliminaires Aux Religions Orientales Dans L'Empire Romain ; Tome 3.]  [2:  Greene, Liz. Saturn. Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.]  [3:  Sullivan, Erin. Saturn in Transit. Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.] 


Humans tend to fear what, for habit, have been hiding out of sight. Whenever possible, the repetition of patterns is welcomed and the opportunity to change, exiled. But, unlike other animals, man has among his resources logical reasoning, this intellect which, despite being able to transpose the perception of meaning beyond his own mind, enables to see and resent the fragility life carries. Explains Brandão that ‘CHRONOS, in Greek Kròno (Krónos), without right etymology so far, per a simple play of words, by a kind of forced homonymy, Cronus was identified often with time personified, since, in Greek Krònos (Khrónos) is time. When, in fact, Kronos, Crono, has nothing to do with etymologically with Khrónos, the Time, semantically the identification is valid: Chrono devours, at the same time that it generates; mutilating Uranus, stagnates the sources of life, but becomes itself a source, fecundating Rhea.’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  BRANDÃO, Junito de Souza. Mitologia Grega. Volume I. Petrópolis: Vozes, 1996. In the myth, Kronos castrates his father Ouranus with a sickle, releases his brothers trapped in his mothers womb and stabilishes de Golden Age.
] 


Whenever life’s limitations are fought through tangible results, there can be found the qualities of lucrative opportunity as much as of imminent loss. And time, by its own nature, accelerates this realization since once spent, cannot be replaced. This bargaining dynamic - gain and loss - appears to be deeply connected to Saturn`s legacy. Fear of what cannot be controlled generates attachment and, the more one identifies with his own actions, the greater the fear. Sometimes, the feeling of frustration ends up being the more tangible reflexion of what is called saturnian contacts, thus seem to produce a negative curve between fear and what is judged as good results. For the early astrologers, however, even the intrinsic growth that might be kept within restriction was not easily identified and his threatening facet was strongly prevailing over the hard-to-be-seen rewards. 

As explained by Rochberg-Halton[footnoteRef:5], during the period of 600 and 300 B.C. there was a great change in the conceiving of Babylonian astrology since the zodiac was first introduced, making the development of horoscopy possible. The new born techniques contributed to what was later known as Hellenistic astrology, thus, according to Cooper,[footnoteRef:6] Greek technique was much more skeptical and mixed the previous knowledge inherited from Babylonia to Egyptian cosmology, to the physics of the natural Greek philosophers and to their maths expertise. Nevertheless, some fatalist interpretations were continually exploit in individual basis for the astrological system widely used was composed by an arrangement of malefic and benefic stars whose consequences in one`s life, determined by time and date of birth would, directly intervene in one’s inevitable fate. Valens describes Saturn exemplifying the above mentioned:  [5:  Rochberg-Halton, F. “New Evidence for the History of Astrology.” Journal of Near Eastern Studies, vol. 43, no. 2, 1984, pp. 115–140. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/545087.]  [6:  Cooper, M. Glen. “Astrology: The Science of Signs in the Heavens.” In The Oxford Handbook to Science and Medicine in the Classical World, edited by P. T. Keyser and J. Scarborough. Oxford. ] 


‘Saturn makes those born under him petty, /2P/ malignant, care-worn, self-depreciating, solitary, deceitful, secretive in their trickery, strict, downcast, with a hypocritical air, squalid, black-clad, importunate, sad-looking, miserable, with a nautical bent, plying waterside trades. Saturn also causes humblings, sluggishness, unemployment, obstacles in business, interminable lawsuits, imprisonment, chains, griefs, accusations, tears, bereavement, capture, exposures of children.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Valens introduces the stars listing their mainly effects when in charge or practising signifcant influence in a horoscope, according to his methods.] 


Hellenistic astrological handbooks ‘were concerned with outcomes in life and generated a mass of contradictor interpretations’[footnoteRef:8], says Cooper. Even Manilus, reminding Lowe[footnoteRef:9], whose ‘major eccentricity as astrologer is the minimization of the planets’ role in the fates of mortals’, makes no effort to hide the Hellenistic tendency to emphasize the inexorability of Fate and anxiety over death present in Greek thought. Valens treatises through astrological reading methods and chart analysis, shows Saturn as an important marker of bad effluence thus plays directly the role of deconstructing the omnipotence fantasy of men. The planet Saturn is several times exalted as a clear indicative of undoing, disease and loss, all qualities which, as mentioned before, make humans face the cyclic nature of life in matter where nothing is everlasting and Fate is experienced not as a gift bringer but as an imminent threat.    [8:  Cooper, M. Glen. “Astrology: The Science of Signs in the Heavens.” In The Oxford Handbook to Science and Medicine in the Classical World, edited by P. T. Keyser and J. Scarborough. Oxford. ]  [9:  Lowe, D. (2014). Heavenly and Earthly Elements in Manilus Astronomica. Ramus, 43(1), 45-66.: 10.1017/rmu.2014.3] 

Greek mythology portraits Kronos in many perspectives, some of them where he, the Titan himself, has to face time`s boundaries. Hesiod, presenting Greek cosmogony chanted by the muses, explains that after killing his father and inaugurating the Golden Age, Kronos has to face the anxiety of loosing the extended conquered realm, feeling which grew hungrier and bigger after the birth of each of his sons and daughters. ‘These great Cronos swallowed as each came forth from the womb to his mother's knees with this intent, that no other of the proud sons of Heaven should hold the kingly office amongst the deathless gods. For he learned from Earth and starry Heaven that he was destined to be overcome by his own son, strong though he was, through the contriving of great Zeus’[footnoteRef:10] Saturn, then, had to face what once he had created and fears would not go away until he was ready to cope with Fate itself. [10:  Hesiod (2005). Works of Hesiod and the Homeric hymns (D. Hime, Trans.). Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. (Original work published 700 BC) ] 


For the possibility to apply knowledge once gained from the revival of past experiences, Saturn can be found in astrological literature carrying the title of Lord of Karma. Explains Greene that ‘it is easy enough to see Saturn in the role of the Lord of Karma, but to perceive him merely as an instrument of suffering and the payment of debts is only a possible part of the picture. If he is seen as a motive, leading to a process which results in growth, then it is easier to comprehend the reason for his apparent restrictions in any area of life.’[footnoteRef:11] Karma[footnoteRef:12] in Sanskrit language means nothing but action so the law of karma must point to rules of re-action, cause and consequence. As if one’s deceived portion has to be triggered so it can be redirected to its rightful place. The impasse is whether one accepts the invitation for change or not. [11:  Greene, Liz. Saturn (p. 73). Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.]  [12:  Monier-Williams, Leumann, Cappeller, Leumann, Ernst, & Cappeller, Carl. (1960). A Sanskrit-English dictionary : Etymologically and philologically arranged with special reference to cognate Indo-European languages (New edition, greatly enlarged and improved / with the collaboration of E. Leumann, C. Cappeller, and other scholars. ed.).] 


This expertise to understand the world beyond matter, seems to be demanded whenever a Saturn transit comes along. But, to see Saturn’s symbolism through more benevolent lenses, other methods of astrological analysis must be evoked. Greene, cited above, a contemporary astrologer whose work encounters depth psychology and astrology, begins her book about Saturn telling a bit of another tale, where a beautiful prince, had been turned into a hideous animal looking form. She says that this ‘is a necessary aspect of his (Saturn’s) meaning, for as the fairy-tale tells us, it is only when the Beast is loved for his own sake that he can be freed from the spell and can become the prince.’[footnoteRef:13] In the story, the servants of the castle, formerly treated as extensions of the prince’s own desires, become truly objects as much as his body image serves as a true mirror of his inner development. In this case, Saturn can be met not only as the curse carrier, but as an inner impulse of polishing and transformation of inflexible patterns. To exemplify this possible inner shift, Greene clarifies about Sun-Saturn contacts saying that ‘the opportunity offered is an important one, for if he succeeds in finding this centre and manages to shift the focus of his personality from the ego to this more meaningful self, he can begin to recapture the naive joy which comes from an innate trust in life and in the existence of love in the universe.’[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Greene, Liz. Saturn (p. 10). Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.]  [14:  Greene, Liz. Saturn (p. 83). Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.] 


Curiously this resembles to the final destiny of Cronos in myth. As seen before, the name Cronos might be a reference to chronological time, but there was never only a single kind of time. The old world philosophers already knew that and did not strict themselves to the study of the linear way of experiencing it. Myths, for itselves, are already good examples of this matter for once evoqued, leads one to another kind of life path. As said by Sullivan[footnoteRef:15], ‘the greatest difficulty we have in understanding myth today is our tendency to think of sequence or of duration in chronological time, which is what Mircea Eliade[footnoteRef:16] called ‘profane time’ because it exists in the realm of everyday life. The origins of myth lie in oral tradition (muthos), songs of adventures which took place in ‘sacred time’, in an atemporal realm, not in a literate society which measures time in a linear fashion.’[footnoteRef:17] In the Greek myth of Saturn, rechanted by Homer[footnoteRef:18], after being dethroned by his son, the Titan is banished to a particular place of Tartarus, called Elysium, where heroes live for eternity. For Hesiod, it was the most beautiful place or,  what he called, the islands of the blessed.[footnoteRef:19] This facet of Saturn symbolism seems to emerge only when change is perceived. In other words, when one’s reality, first trapped uppermost in chronological time becomes flooded by creativity and by the perception of the Divine. Living through Kairos[footnoteRef:20], the sacred time, it might be possible to find the hard-to-be-seen rewards offered by Saturn. Alchemists saw this connection when pointing Saturn’s equated material, lead, as ‘one of the candidates for the prima materia of the Great Work.’[footnoteRef:21] concludes Forshaw, so gold can be achieved. Sullivan adds [15:  Erin Sullivan is a Canadian-born and has been been a consultant astrologer and teacher since the late 1960`s. Currently lives in Taos, new Mexico, where she writes, consults and lectures for many organizations. www.cpalondon.com/erin.html (last visited in 25 may 19)]  [16:  The author refers to The sacred and the profane: The nature of religion by Mircea Eliade in bibliography.]  [17:  Sullivan, Erin. Saturn in Transit (p. 10). Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.]  [18:  Homer. (1979). Iliad III. Bristol: Bristol Classical Press.]  [19:  Neale, W., & Tandy, D. (1996). Hesiod's Works and days. Berkeley: University of California Press.]  [20:  Sipiora, P., & Baumlin, J. (2002). Rhetoric and kairos essays in history, theory, and praxis / Phillip Sipiora and James S. Baumlin, editors. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. (p.58)]  [21:  Forshaw, Peter. ''Chemistry, That Starry Science' - Early Modern Conjunctions of Astrology and Alchemy.' In Sky and Symbol, edited by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene, 143-184: Sophia Centre Press, 2013.] 


‘Saturn is listed in the alchemical opus as one of the many elements collectively called the prima materia – the raw, essential material that is the foundation of the process of the work itself. The base element with which the work begins is lead and the substance which the opus ultimately strives towards is gold. The glyph for Saturn is the metallurgical symbol for lead and the glyph for the Sun is the symbol for gold. The implication within those apparently simple images is that we start our own opus, our life, in a state of impurity and in search of the lapis, the philosopher's stone, which leads us towards the gold, the Sun.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Sullivan, Erin. Saturn in Transit (p. 24). Red Wheel Weiser. Kindle Edition.
] 


By the light of new age astrologers, whose interpretation of the stars do not separate fate from inner dynamics, the symbolism of Saturn demands some kind of review through misled judgements, which can deeply calcify illusive ideas about one`s own identity. His place as ultimate boundary of the visible sky, has became the border between conscious mind and the vast and collective unconscious leading men bit by bit to the necessary experiences for his own development. At the end, although Cronos is at most times casted to malice, the tools to deconstruct reality is fundamentally part of human experience. Back at Hellenistic days, among medieval alchemical operations or through the research of contemporary sky readings, reality still present itself as some kind of substance that cannot be changed unless bared. Whether presented as some kind of fate`s limitation or circumstantial frustration, the astrological Saturn turns out to carry the most ambivalent of the qualities: he occupies the space between death and rebirth. The ability to deal with the fear of death and the urge to find immortality suggests, in great part, that the real exercise starts when true will to unveil oneself collides with the effort of detachment. For the expertise to dismantle something can be as good as the ability to expand gifts. If there is suffering, it has to be demolished so pain can disappear. If there is deceit or ignorance, error, should somehow, to be reconducted. 
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