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Assignment Two: AHAN 7011 Cosmology, Magic and Divination 

Analyse the cosmology, metaphysics and “world-view” of ONE of the following: 
2.    Hellenistic astrology 
Introduction
Hellenistic astrology is a tradition of horoscopic astrology (a form of astrology that uses a horoscope with visual representations [constellations] of the heavens).  Whilst there is some debate as to the contributory roots of Hellenistic astrology, it is generally accepted that many foundation beliefs, including those from Syrian, Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian and other ancient Near East cultures, were blended and absorbed to form Hellenistic astrology.
  Emerging in the late Hellenistic period, it flourished from the late 2nd or early 1st century BCE, and was practiced until the 6th or 7th century CE.
    Hellenistic astrology’s growth and popularity in the ancient world, is often attributed to the occupation and military success of Alexander the Great, who in 332 BCE, conquered Egypt, bringing Egypt under Greek rule and influence.
  Hellenistic astrology followed Alexander the Greats’ military conquests throughout the Mediterranean, perhaps aided by the use of the Greek language, as a linga franka, during this period.
  

History advises that Hellenistic astrologers ascribed the creation of their astrology to a sage named Hermes, who wrote several major texts.
   These text formed the basis of Hellenistic astrology, which evolved from the Egyptian and Babylonian systems of astrology.
  The earliest Hermetic texts, dated 2nd century BCE, included astrology and in the tradition of Hellenistic culture, Hermes was attributed to being the first to outline the zodiac houses, and their meanings.
  The Hermetic texts where known to exist under the rein of Clement of Alexandria, and continued to have literacy currency well into the Egyptian Roman era.
  According to Firmicus Maternus, an astrologer and lawyer who lived in Sicily under the Emperor Constantine (4th century CE), the horoscope was passed [by Hermes] to an Egyptian pharaoh, named Nechepso, and his priest, Petosiris.
  
Berossus, a Babylonian priest, is credited with the establishment of an astronomical and astrological training school on the island of Cos in 280 BCE, where the Babylonian astronomy/astrology was taught, suggesting an established academic rigor at this time.
  This system of horoscopic astrology was credited to another named Asclepius, to which some of the Hermetic writings are addressed.
    The Babylonian zodiac was not completely unknown to the Greeks prior to Alexander’s conquest of Egypt, Plato in Timaeus, records ‘divination by the stars’, contrasting to the Greek homage to the planets, and is thought to be a reference to early Babylonian practices.
  
Historical context

It is accepted that early Hellenistic astrology was shaped from the aassimilation of merged Babylonian astronomy/astrology, Egyptian religious doctrine, and Greek cosmological/astrological concepts.
  The first accounts of astrology and its associated astronomy appear in ancient Babylon, where it is thought the first concept of the zodiac was refined.
  The constellations adopted by the Egyptians, and finally grafted into the system of Hellenistic astrology, are now believed to been first named by the Babylonians.
  Horoscopic astrology, in an embryonic form, appears to be first utilised by the Egyptians.
 The earliest zodiac, the Dendera Zodiac, found in Egypt, dated to the 1st century BCE.
   
The Egyptians had devised the system of decans, a time measurement tool, defined by the route traced in the night sky, of the stars/constellations, utilizing Sothis/Sirius as the marker or starter star.
  Over the course of the year, each star/constellation was recorded as it rose before sunrise. The Egyptians used the decans to divide the night sky into ten degree quotients.
   Each decan was calibrated to ten degrees of the zodiac, and the constellations totaling 360 degree vista of the night sky.
  The risings of the decans in the night sky was used to divide the night into ‘hours’ and the rising of a constellation just before sunrise (its heliacal rising) was considered the last hour of the night.
  Neugebauer, however is not convinced of the mathematical sophistication of the Egyptians to implement the astronomical calculations, but concedes the zodiac was in use, and culturally prominent enough to be found in tombs and decorating coffins, but as stylised motifs, suggesting, he states, a strong cultural acceptance of the zodiac.
  
Egyptian texts dated from the 2nd century BCE, list predictions relating to the positions of constellations of the zodiac and their associated position in relation to the planets, correlating with the time of the rising of certain decans, particularly Sothis/Sirius and the cardinal marker star.
  Manilius, (1st century BCE) in Astronomica, detailed much astrological technology believed to be based on the Egyptian texts and Hermetic texts.
  The texts and technical terminology of Hellenistic astrology are believed to have been translated into the Greek language from Egyptian, expanding their readership beyond their traditional geographical boundaries.
  
Hellenistic astrology developed the concepts of ‘zodiac houses’, which is considered one of the defining features that separate Hellenistic astrology and other forms of horoscopic astrology, such as Babylonian astrology.
  The Egyptian tradition of dividing the zodiacal position in the night sky, into thirty-six decans of ten degrees each, emphasizing the rising decan is believed to be the bases of the development of the zodiac houses.
  The ‘horoscope’, which can still be identified today, is believed to be the final product of this cultural merging.
  The acceptance and longevity of Hellenistic astrology by the Greek world may have been in some part due to the reflection of Plato’s conceptualised worldview where three tiers/planes of existence are proposed.

Being and Becoming
It is accepted that the Babylonian zodiac was absorbed by Hellenistic astrological practitioners.
  The work of Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, further consolidated the acceptance of Hellenistic horoscopic astrology, he reordered and explained already accepted cosmology and metaphysical concepts and worldview laid out by Plato.
  Fundamental to Ptolemy’s worldview was the metaphysical and cosmological reconciliation that was required, particularly in light of Plato’s earlier works, Timaeus and Phaedo, whilst utilizing Hellenistic astrology.
   
Plato’s hierarchical system of the universe and metaphysical understanding, proposed three tiers of existence.  Plato’s explanation of Greek cosmology and metaphysics was founded on planetary observations, acceptance that the planets ‘expressed’ the Gods (and represented the highest plane of existence), and conversely humans existed in the material world (Earth – the lowest plane of existence).
  The Gods resided in the uppermost tier, as the ‘divine mind’, the ‘One’, “the Being”, who were complete, non materialistic and ‘good’, the Gods were conceptualised as the creator of all things, the architect of the universe.
  As such, the Gods were eternal, without motion, an unchanging vision of perfection.
   Conventionally the Gods had no contact with the material [human] world, and took no interest, and nor did they influence the material world.  Plato’s ‘divine essence’ was the thread that linked the three planes of existence.

Plato’s explained his cosmology, in Timaeus and Phaedo, and sort to reconcile the material (and concept of the ‘human’ - body and soul); and its place amongst God(s) of creation.
  In contrast to the perfect, motionless Gods, the material (human world), inhabited the lowest rung of Plato’s three tiers. 
    The material creation was noted not to be perfect, requiring ‘work/improvement/enlightenment’, and intelligent thought [described as astral piety], as a way forward to simulating the prefect ‘Being.
    In this cosmology, the Gods created a copy or contributed to the human or material world, and as part of the process, the duality of creation required the material world (birth, creation) to experience death and decay, these themes (birth, creation, death, decay) Plato conceptualised as the “Becoming”. 
  
Plato’s dualistic view of the “being versus the becoming”; outlined the material (human) had a single metaphysical purpose, to reach or become like God.  In this reality there was some emphasis on salvation, but this concept became more developed during the Neo-Platonist (2nd century BCE - 2nd century CE) period, salvation initially, was a secondary concern.
  To achieve ascent to the stars, Plato wrote that it could be accomplished with the honing of intellectual discipline of the mind, or by contemplation of the One (God) in a form of mediation.
  Since Aristotle’s proposal of divinity of the celestial objects and their perfectness, the concept was highly conserved and it was appreciated that the planetary and God’s perfectness could not be emulated by humans.
   Humans (material) where flawed, or not unchangingly perfect as the celestial bodies, they did however represent a mini-cosmos of matter, nature, soul and the mind, and with these tools, they could re-ascend to the stars, and remain innately connected to their creator.
  

The planets provided a visualisation of the Gods for the ancient Greeks; as they themselves were above [the earth], timeless [continuous and unchanging] and eternal [regular and reliable in their appearance].
 The concept of eternal/continuance may have been reinforced by generations of observations, where the objects of the sky, the planets, the moon and the sun appeared quite unchanging over time.
  To reconcile the celestial path of the planets, due to planets trajectories, Plato described them as ‘wandering stars’, Plato reasoned that the planets must have souls and that in part explained their ability to have motion.
  
The unchanging skyscape, over millennia, contributed to consolidate the concepts of divinity of the planets, the Greeks, in contrast, were well aware that individuals aged, died and do not survive indefinitely.
  Hellenistic cosmology conceptualized the skies, beyond the day to day weather experienced by humans as an unchanging, perfect vista which was, most importantly, eternal; as such the planets unchanging visage provided a concept of perfection.
  
Demiugrus
Plato’s Demiurgus,  described in Tamaeus, occupied the intermediary tier,  between the Being (motionless) and the Becoming (motion), as a fluidic space, a moving dynamic concept, concerning itself with the concept of the soul, and the connection of all living things in the cosmos to a ‘world soul’ by the thread of divine essence.
   For the Greek worldview, the soul bridged the existential and metaphysical gap between the Being and the Becoming.   Upon death, the psyche or the soul, of an individual was reunited with the heavens, having being constructed of a substance of existence, (Plato’s divine essence), which was innately tethered to a star; descending to earth to enter the physical form [material] at birth, assuming a subordinate position, in relation to the unchanging and perfect Gods [planets].
  Plato’s metaphysical explanation lifted the soul, reuniting it to be part of the greater cosmos and the Gods, interconnecting the material world via the world soul.
   Previously to Plato’s Timaeus, the soul inhabited the underworld, a concept of dark and foreboding.
  

The four elements (earth, wind, water and fire) resided in the Demiurgus, or in some interpretations, parallel to the material world, and would be reorganised, with the divine essence, to recreate humans. 
 Ensuring the cosmos remained interlinked to the material world, with each soul being a small piece of the divine [being part of the God’s essence].  As the soul was originally from the stars, when death occurred it returned to the stars, and was accepted by the Gods, in essence, completing a circular journey.
  Plato designed young gods to inhabit the Demiurgus, whose task it was to govern the world, and they were concerned with the world soul, fate and the individual soul.
   
The adopted Babylonian zodiac provided Hellenistic culture with a visual representation for the intermediary tier (between the Being and the Becoming) of their metaphysical worldview (the Demiurgus) by incorporating constellations on the celestial equator and their juxtaposition against the planets, it enabled individuals to conceptualised their relative position in the universe, as well as their connection to the indiscernible and remote Gods.
  The sun, in this explanation, is the cause of all things visible, and is responsible for the seasons.
  In Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy accepted this metaphysical description and concerned himself, in the Books I and II, to ordering the observations of the planets and the overlaid Babylonian zodiac.
  Other writers, such as Valens, accepted the zodiac, and possibly reflected the Greek general acceptance of this concept.
  
For the Greeks the origin of the Gods and the universe been explained by Plato, in that they had always existed, and that their unchanging position in the universe was a constant, that this was an ordered and rational cosmos.
  The addition of the Babylonian zodiac to Hellenistic worldview enhanced the celestial interaction of the Greeks, which did not challenge the status of the fixed ‘stars’ the planets. 
   Though the Gods (planets) did not influence human life, the zodiac and its position against the planets enabled a pathway for celestial divination.
 The addition of the Babylonian zodiac to Hellenistic worldview complemented the already established metaphysical concepts laid down by Plato, articulated and paraphrased by other authors (i.e. Valens), and ordered by Ptolemy.
  Hellenistic astrology, it could be said, was additive to Plato’s cosmology and metaphysical explanation of the universe, as it provided a visual script of the intermediary level of existence, the Demiurgus.   
Perhaps building on the Babylonian omenic use of the zodiac, Hellenistic astrology provided a pathway for predictive divination or forecasting of the future.
 The zodiac became a complimentary tool that could be used to elucidate information about an individual’s future and fortune.  An extension of Hellenistic astrology became its predictive value; the population invested the zodiac (constellations), coupled with their positioning (in relation to the planets), with predictive abilities.  Fate and forecasting became the providence of the inhabitants of the celestial equator, whose constellations provided signs; but divination was required to interpret the sings.
    From this reasoning, birth charts developed, and attempts for forecast futures utilising the zodiac, arose.
   To interpret their reality, the Greeks employed the concepts of magic and astrology.
  Magic filled the gap of the incomprehensible and enabled ritual, whilst divination was employed to gain future knowledge, safe passage and no doubt thousands of human concerns.
   Marie-Louise von Franz eloquently describes the magical influence as The Psychological of Meaningful Chance, “in that it empowered the magic practitioner to perhaps hone predictive abilities” (pp. 24).
  

There is little evidence after the development of Hellenistic astrology that any particular Greek philosophical school was incorporated in to its practice, as such it did not appear to conform or follow one particular philosophical model (for example Stoicism).
  Fate became an interchangeable dialog with the Greek Gods, via zodiac as visual representation of the Demiurgus.  Stoic doctrine contributed the theories of fate and divination and the concept of eternal reoccurrence.
  

Stocism accepted, and in fact encouraged, divination; as in their philosophy it was additive to their relationship as part of or connected to the divine beings, who regardless of the eternal reoccurrence, would remain in the minds of the Gods, and this helped that communion.
  The interpretation of one’s fate required forewarning,  theoretically human beings are given signs by the Gods, to elicit potential knowledge of future events; it is their choices that may lead to a good or poor outcome.
  Fate in the Stoic thought did not release the individuals from the autonomy of their decisions, but rather was considered a co-conspirator to the events of an individual’s life.   Extending this concept, the fate and freewill of an individual is the outcome of that individual’s physical [material] existence, and God is exonerated from influencing or being responsible for an individual’s life path, Hellenistic astrology provided a conduit of communication with the Demiurgus and the Gods, attempting to influence or reveal their fate.
  
It follows that if signs are given, the individual must then practice the correct means to interpret the signs, and that would also connect the individuals to Gods, who can see all outcomes, but do not influence the pathway chosen by the individual.
  Stoic theory revolved around the concepts of cause and effect, but it was not a purely linear relationship as in the outcome was still somewhat determined by divine reason.
 Stoic-influenced astrologers defined the innate potentials of character by assigning them to the zodiac and planets, further defining the nature of the planets from the name, that Plato, is attributed to giving them.
 
Not all philosophers were convinced, concerning divination as a method of communion with fate; Cicero mentions Posidonius, (who is credited as the first astrologer to research the relationship between the moon and the tides), who considered that all natural objects on earth, where joined together via a cosmic sympathy.
  Posidonius rejected Babylonian omenic based astrology and gravitated to the system of Greco Roman astrology, based on observation and mathematics calculating the path of the constellations and the planets.  
This fundamental shift encapsulated the rise of theories of cosmic sympathy and fate, as opposed to the Stoic fashion of fatalism and cosmic sympathy.
 Cicero, however could not reconcile divination and demonstrations of prophetesses and reconcile them with his logic and then to cosmic fate, rejecting all forms of diviniation.
   Manilius’ Stoic philosophy, however, defined fate as immutable, and astrology was the methodology to understanding the cosmos and order of all things, but with the certainly that it could not change events.
  
Ptolemy based his work on Aristotelian influences, which in turn entwined Plato’s works, from Tetrabiblos, incorporating the use of divination of the constellations, perhaps more as reflection that it was a common and accepted practice. 
   Plato conversely, held the art of divination in some contempt.
  Valens, in Anthologiarum indicates Stoic leanings.    Other philosophers, accepted divination by the stars, and continued to interpret and use astronomy as a methodology to confirm the existence of the Gods. 
   
Hellenistic astrology neatly aided the visualization of the zodiac as the Demiurgus, which became a tool for divination and communion with fate.
  Astronomical observation reinforced Hellenistic astrology, which in turn reinforced Greek metaphysical beliefs, aided by rites, rituals and magic.
  The reality of Greek worldview was confirmed by their celestial observations and Hellenistic astrology; which served to reinforced their metaphysical and cosmological beliefs and contributed to its longevity of use. 
   
Conclusion
Contributions to the development of Hellenistic Astrology came from around the Near East and Mediterranean, with specific contributions from the Egyptian (system of decans) and Babylonians (the zodiac).    Hellenistic astrology, for most part, encapsulated and nurtured the Greek world view of their place in the cosmos.  Much academia was established around observation of the the planets and the zodiac, the great thinkers Plato, Ptolemy and Manilius spent time recording and analysing their observations, eventually producing schemes which the average person could digest, and understand, (from a metaphysical and cosmological perspective).
  It was additive to their accepted understanding of the planets as Gods, and perhaps more importantly did not challenge the cultural positioning of the planets and their God like nature.  Hellenistic astrology offered a conducive way in which to express, practice and visualize Plato’s Being and Becoming, whilst reinforcing the accepted concept of Gods/planets, adding a dimension of divination, utilizing the constellations to aid predictions.  
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