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‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’

Word Count: 1993


[bookmark: _Hlk55381035]This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The selected papers are Mark Graubard, ‘Astrology’s Demise and Its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs’, Osiris, 13, (1958), 210-261. and Raymond Head, ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in “The Planets”’, Tempo, New Series, 187, (1993), 15-22.[footnoteRef:2] The essay structure considers these two papers within these two themes: 1) cultures of belief and unbelief, and; 2) the astrological adherent as a ‘Nicodemite’. The introduction provides a setting which introduces the paper by Mark Graubard as an academic dialogue which challenges the view that ancient systems of astrology constituted forms of a pre-Newtonian ‘universal law of nature’. The second paper – by Raymond Head – explores the conjecture that the British composer and teacher Gustav Holst, over the period 1912-1916, was inspired to compose The Planets as a personal, reconciliatory response to his earlier artistic failures. This reconciliation process occurred through Holst encountering members of the European Theosophical movement and embracing the tenets of modern astrology. The conjecture is examined by Head through The Planets as an astrological tone poem.      [2:  Mark Graubard, ‘Astrology’s Demise and Its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs’, Osiris, 13, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press on Behalf of The History of Science Society, 1958), [hereafter Graubard, Astrology’s Demise], pp. 210-261.; Raymond Head, ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in “The Planets”’, Tempo, New Series, 187, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Dec., 1993), [hereafter Head, Holst-Astrology], pp. 15-22.] 

Introduction and Setting
Mark Graubard, in the introduction to his 1953 volume Astronomy and Alchemy: Two Fossil Sciences, describes that work as “essentially an overextended essay…[of] two dead sciences seldom considered in detail.”[footnoteRef:3] His ‘Astrology’s Demise and Its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs’ could similarly be described as an ‘overextended essay’ as it ‘considers in detail’ a response to Lynn Thorndike’s ‘The True Place of Astrology in the History of Science’ which, though brief, provoked a lengthy response from Graubard.[footnoteRef:4] Graubard’s paper is framed in the context of a dialogue with Thorndike on the ‘function of astrology in the history of science’ and the hypothesis that astrology – prior to Newtonian universal gravitation – was a ‘different universal law of nature’.[footnoteRef:5] According to Graubard, Thorndike had pointed out ‘that many historians of science overlooked this cosmological or theoretical role of astrology’.[footnoteRef:6] Thorndike himself, more provocatively, had actually expressed this as ‘modern historians have been strangely blind to…[this] sweeping, all-inclusive hypothesis’ and ‘strangely blind also to its supreme significance in…[evaluation] of pre-Newtonian scientific thought’ (italics my own).[footnoteRef:7] Graubard had ostensibly entered into a critical analysis of Thorndike’s position that the pre-modern ‘universal natural law was astrological’; but eventually his critique evolved into a lengthy, detailed anti-astrological polemic.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  Mark Graubard, Astrology and Alchemy: Two Fossil Sciences (Philosophical Library, 1953), pp. i, cited in Kahl, Russell. ‘Astrology and Alchemy; Two Fossil Sciences’. The Journal of Philosophy 51, no. 8 (1954): 252-254.]  [4:  Lynn Thorndike, ‘The True Place of Astrology in the History of Science’, Isis, 46, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press on Behalf of The History of Science Society, 1955), [hereafter Thorndike, Place of Astrology], pp. 273-278.]  [5:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.210; Thorndike, Place of Astrology, p. 273.]  [6:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.210.]  [7:  Thorndike, Place of Astrology, p. 276.]  [8:  Thorndike, Place of Astrology, p. 273.] 

If Graubard’s audience is principally an academic one of historians and philosophers of science, the companion paper here - Raymond Head’s, ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in “The Planets” – is directed to academicians of 20th century music with a focus on composition. Both Graubard and Thorndike considered pre-Newtonian cosmology through the lens of an overlooked astrological synthesis; so too Head declares at the outset that, in his view, something in British musical composition had also been overlooked. He stated this as  ‘the subject of modernism in early 20th – century British music is rarely examined’.[footnoteRef:9] Head describes Gustav Holst’s The Planets as ‘his, and British music’s, first striking testament to the Modernist outlook’ and that his article would examine ‘Holst’s understanding of astrology, his friendships of the time, and his Theosophical upbringing’.[footnoteRef:10] Though writing in the 1990s, to explore this territory was deemed by Head to be ‘Verboten’.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:   Head, Holst-Astrology, p.15.]  [10:   Head, Holst-Astrology, p.15.]  [11:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.15.] 

Head’s view of Holst as a ‘modern’ composer with esoteric inclinations has similarities to Graubard’s view of Kepler as ‘representing the spirit of modern science’. [footnoteRef:12] Head reminds us of Holst’s sojourn into Theosophy (just prior to composing The Planets in 1914-1916), his deep reading of contemporary astrologers such as the works of Alan Leo, new associations with theosophists, a desire to read ancient texts in original form (both Sanskrit and Greek), and announcing ‘for two years I had the intention of composing that cycle’.[footnoteRef:13] Graubard also considers Johannes Kepler’s personal relationship to astrology through private correspondences (in German) between Kepler and his 17th – century contemporaries, and declares that Kepler ‘employed the ideas of his heritage….[to] elaborate a system of thought characterised by wholly modern features’.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.250.]  [13:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.16-17.]  [14:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.240.] 

Cultures of Belief and Unbelief
Mark Graubard, in an earlier 1946 paper appearing in The Journal of American Folklore, claimed that astrological ‘cultures of belief’ were globalised and somehow could be accounted for as having been ‘woven out of a rich imagination’ that was inherent in humankind as a ‘gratifying expression’ of the ‘power of the stars’.[footnoteRef:15] A leading recent contributor to the study of ‘cultures of belief and unbelief’ has been David J. Hufford[footnoteRef:16]. Hufford would argue that disinterest is urged upon scholars of astrology, but that desired disinterest is impossible because all discourse in astrology would inevitably be governed by adherence to belief or disbelief.[footnoteRef:17] Nevertheless, Hufford’s stance relieves the scholar with this axiom: ‘impartiality in [the study of belief systems] cannot consist of having no personal beliefs.[footnoteRef:18] Where does this leave us? According to Graubard, with the Janus-faced duality of belief/disbelief - looking both backward at the heritage of astrology and forward to a scientific modernity.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Mark Graubard, ‘Some Contemporary Observations on Ancient Superstitions’, The Journal of American Folklore, 59 (232) (1946), pp. 124-133.]  [16:  David J. Hufford, ‘Traditions of Disbelief’, Folklore Quarterly, 8, #3/4:47-56) cited in David J. Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies’, Western Folklore, 54 (1) (1995), [hereafter Hufford, Belief Studies]: 57-76.]  [17:  Hufford, Belief Studies, p. 60.]  [18:  Hufford, Belief Studies, p. 61.]  [19:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.240.] 

Nicholas Campion has pointed out that a certain embarrassment can come with an admission of ascribing to astrology or having an interest in it for ‘fear of ridicule’ and he mentions Hufford’s assertion that ‘Modernism privileges disbelief and ridicules belief’.[footnoteRef:20] Graubard offers repeated expressions of this privileging of unbelief/disbelief, the perils of belief and the importance of its ridicule. He uses the particular phrase ‘astrological belief pattern’. This context of belief pattern guides the evidential structure of his analysis against astrology, particularly wherever he appeals to authorities such as Cicero’s De Divinatione, Newton’s Principia, Galileo, Aristotle, and Johannes Kepler.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2009) [reprinted, 2013], [hereafter Campion, History of Western Astrology II], p. 278.  ]  [21:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, pp. 222-224, 227, 250.] 

In Raymond Head’s narrative on Holst’s inclinations to embrace the tenets of astrology and thereby inspired to embed them stylistically into The Planets, one can appeal to Hufford in this manner: the cultural and historical capital provided by his astrological belief system and the complex language of music would have granted Holst an ‘esoteric channel’ of communication through his music to ordinary people.[footnoteRef:22] The social consequences of this would be an ‘asymmetrical’ musical relationship with his hearers (and his critics?) which would privilege Holst’s beliefs as being above stigma with respect to his astrological orientation. Such a view places Holst in a position not too dissimilar to that of Kepler and his relationship to his contemporaries with respect to a personal commitment to an astrological belief system. As we will attempt to argue in the next section, there may be limits to this asymmetrical relationship between expert and lay person. [22:  Hufford, Belief Studies, p. 62-63.] 

The Astrological Adherent as a Nicodemite
The term ‘Nicodemite’ originally referred to Protestant Christians in predominantly Catholic territories who publicly affirmed their adherence to Catholic teachings and ritual behaviours but – in secret or by way of plausible deniability – kept their true sentiments and beliefs strategically hidden from public scrutiny.[footnoteRef:23] In essence, a secret follower or adherent.[footnoteRef:24] Here, the term ‘astrological nicodemite’ is applied to an individual who, due to fears of public ridicule, loss of professional status, social marginalisation, or threat to life or personal freedoms, keeps astrological interests hidden. Stephen Snobelen uses the term ‘Nicodemite’ to describe Isaac Newton as publicly resisting preaching as a canon of the Church of England while simultaneously engaging in ‘heterodox conversations, clandestine networks, private manuscripts, coded writing and [outward] orthodox simulation that comprised the strategies of a Nicodemite’.[footnoteRef:25] In the case of the composition of The Planets, Raymond Head asserts that Holst has left us ‘with a mystery…[of] the cycle that began with Mars’ and ended with Neptune and goes on to claim that ‘Holst himself was very circumspect on the astrological basis’ of The Planets.[footnoteRef:26] If one takes the order of the movements in the work: Mars-Venus-Mercury-Jupiter-Saturn-Uranus-Neptune the sequence (though not composed in that order, as Mercury was composed last), there is the appearance of a deliberate astrological basis to the architecture of the piece.[footnoteRef:27] In addition, Head points out that the manner in which Holst sub-titled each movement (e.g., Mars – The Bringer of War, Mercury – The Winged Messenger, Neptune – The Mystic, etc.) is in remarkable alignment with the chapter titles of Alan Leo’s The Art of Synthesis.[footnoteRef:28] Publicly, however, in the programme notes to the first incomplete performance in February, 1919 the music was to be received as having ‘a poetical basis…[concerned] with the study of the planets’ and in the first full performance on 15 November 1920 the programme simply outlines ‘themes and orchestrations’.[footnoteRef:29] When combined with Head’s reminder that, in 1917, Alan Leo was famously prosecuted under the Vagrancy Act which criminalised astrology (among other pursuits), Holst had sufficient reason to adopt the strategies of a Nicodemite by maintaining public caution about his astrological interests or his real intentions in scoring The Planets. Snobelen describes the difficulties of ‘drawing back the curtain’ on any ‘heretic living in an age of orthodoxy’ to peer into the private life of the Nicodemite.[footnoteRef:30] Head also admits to the same difficulty facing historians of musical composition in finding a fuller disclosure of Holst’s astrological nicodemism amidst ‘my planets’.[footnoteRef:31] [23:  Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, Nicodemite (noun), https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Nicodemite [accessed October 19, 2020].]  [24:  The term ‘Nicodemite’ derives from the Gospel of John. ‘Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews. This man came to him by night and said to him, Rabbi…’ John 3:1-2 (RSV 2nd ed. 1971). Greek-English New Testament. Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft (Stuttgart: Nestle-Aland 1985). It is also applicable to the Old Testament pericope from 1 Samuel 28:3-25 wherein Saul had expelled the astrologers, necromancers and soothsayers from his lands and then (in disguise), arranges to meet in secret at night with the ‘witch’ of En-Dor in order to conjure up the dead Samuel and to know his future. 1 Samuel 28:3-25, The New Jerusalem Bible, (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1985), pp. 391. ]  [25:  Stephen D. Snobelen, ‘Isaac Newton, Heretic: The Strategies of a Nicodemite’, The British Journal for the History of Science, 32, (1999), [hereafter Snobelen, Strategies of a Nicodemite] pp. 381-419. ]  [26:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.21.]  [27:  Head claims that Holst spoke ‘guardedly’ about The Planets in a 1926 conversation and that, to him, the astrological ‘pattern was clear: the order of the planets symbolizing the unfolding experience of life from youth to old age’ (p. 19).  ]  [28:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.18.]  [29:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.21.]  [30:  Snobelen, Strategies of a Nicodemite, p. 382 and 412-415.]  [31:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.22.] 

If Holst helps define a modern-era example of astrological nicodemism, Kepler has characterised its opposite - the anti-nicodemite; one who possessed an openness with respect to astrological publication. For example, in a 5 December 1598 letter to Mästlin, Kepler writes as his being ‘one who in word and deed have been a defender of astrology’.[footnoteRef:32] Indeed, Campion states that ‘Kepler’s astrology is the most well known, though it is largely ignored by scholars of his work’.[footnoteRef:33] If true, it is the scholar of the Renaissance who bears some responsibility for perpetuating an academic, hegemonic form of astrological nicodemism.  [32:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.230.]  [33:  Campion, History of Western Astrology II, p. 139.  ] 

There exists a ‘point-source’ event, mentioned by Graubard, where a curious retreat into astrological hiddenness (nicodemism?) occurs when Kepler chooses to publish a calendar in Latin after having done so in the vernacular German many times before; but now ‘intended for the philosophers’ only in order to ‘purge astrology of its follies’ as Graubard translated it.[footnoteRef:34] This move on the part of Kepler may speak to more careful publication amid his changing ideas, signalling an emerging scientific and astrological ‘modernity’ in him while at the same time protecting the masses and their need to receive prognostications which would ‘alleviate their anxieties’.[footnoteRef:35]  [34:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.241.]  [35:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.241.] 

A Summary
This essay critically compared and contrasted two JSTOR papers. The selected papers were Mark Graubard, ‘Astrology’s Demise and Its Bearing on the Decline and Death of Beliefs’, Osiris, 13, (1958), 210-261. and Raymond Head, ‘Holst – Astrology and Modernism in “The Planets”’, Tempo, New Series, 187, (1993), 15-22.[footnoteRef:36] The essay considered these two papers within the themes of: 1) cultures of belief and unbelief, and; 2) the astrological adherent as a ‘Nicodemite’. Mark Graubard’s paper situated astrology within the context of its contested place in the history of science and as a grand (but false) historiographical narrative demonstrating patterns of astrological belief which appear both universal and resilient. Raymond Head’s examination of The Planets situates a musical narrative within the context of a personal relationship to astrology – that of Holst himself and his own emergent beliefs related to astrology. For Graubard, the scale of belief with respect to astrology is trans-historical and macrocosmic and so his rhetoric requires the support of a figure as eminent as Johannes Kepler with a supporting cast from the pantheon of Renaissance science and antiquity. Head’s intent is trans-personal and microcosmic, exploring with respect to Holst (ironically) what Graubard referred to as the ambivalence and polyvalency of a state of mind which was prepared for novelty or the elimination of old patterns.[footnoteRef:37] When Head does examine Holst’s composition of The Planets, that ‘polyvalency of mind’ is reflected in its harmonic nuances, its bold rhythms, unusual time signatures, and the actual sequencing of the movements. Head, however, leaves us with unanswered questions about Holst’s personal relationship to esotericism and astrology – that ‘ambivalence’ noted by Graubard. An application of the Golden Ratio to Graubard’s paper places its climax at the point when he ‘concludes Kepler’s story’.[footnoteRef:38] Head reminded us that this very same point in The Planets occurs in the first measure of the movement Saturn – the Bringer of Old Age.[footnoteRef:39]
 [36:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, pp. 210-261; Head, Holst, pp. 15-22.]  [37:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.257.]  [38:  Graubard, Astrology’s Demise, p.241.]  [39:  Head, Holst-Astrology, p.22.] 
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