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A Critical Comparison of the Sun in Three Primary Source Documents

Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological significance and use of the Sun in three primary sources: Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos
, Marsilio Ficino, De Sole
, Liz Greene, Apollo’s Chariot: The Meaning of the Astrological Sun (London: CPA Press, 2001).
 The three documents will be analyzed in terms of their structure and style. Following a brief analysis of each document’s individual approach and contextualization, parallelisms and contradictions will be explored. The text will address the relevance of key concepts such as light, power and divinity in connection with the astrological meaning associated to the Sun within the sources used for this research. 
Primary Sources, Authors and Historical Context

The three documents were written during different epochs. Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos or Quadripartite dates back to the second century AD. It dealt with the influence of the stars, and attempted to describe both the motions and alleged influences of the celestial bodies according to the prevailing views of the author’s times. The intended audience appears to have been made of well-educated people who were familiar with the astrology of those times. The Tetrabiblos deals with a number of celestial bodies, therefore it is not specifically related to the Sun, unlike the other two primary sources chosen. Marsilio Ficino’s De Sole was published in 1494, it took an allegorical approach, and it appears to have been directed to religious people who had an interest in astrology. Ficino was born in 1433 in the proximity of Florence.
 According to Stanford Encyclopedia, he studied medical theory because his father was a physician. He studied with different mentors and gained a diverse education. A great part of his philosophical work focused on translating Plato’s works. It is important to contextualize Ficino’s work within a historical and cultural framework; quoting the translator Charles Boer, Nicholas Campion explained that Ficino was an inspiring figure for artists, philosophers and statesmen.  Ficino’s work contributed to a revival of Platonism, after the Aristotelian window which had preceded Ficino’s times. 
 As Campion explained, Ficino’s work was aimed at improving the Christian order, by implementing additional elements to the existing Aristotelian legacy, and restoring God into cosmology. Ficino allegedly contradicted himself from the 1470s onwards, in the unpublished Disputationes contra Astrologorum iudicia, which he referred to in a letter to his friend and student Poliziano.
 Dr. Liz Greene is a contemporary author of astrological books and she has contributed to the development of modern psychological astrology.
 Her book Apollo’s Chariot was published in 2001, and it is the transcript of a seminar of the Centre for Psychological Astrology given at Regents College in London on November 1st 1998.
 In the seminar she dealt with a full exploration of the meaning of the astrological Sun from a natal standpoint, followed by a part on the Sun’s relationship with creativity and vocation.
Ptolemy’s Astronomical Approach
In the Tetrabiblos, while exploring the power of planets and luminaries, Ptolemy (c.100 – c.170 CE) provided a rational view of the Sun. He specified that the ‘active power of the Sun’s essential nature is found to be heating and, to a certain degree, drying’.
 He focused on the astronomical facts as perceived during his time, putting great emphasis on the Sun’s regulatory effect on the various seasons. In fact, the author wrote about the fact that the Sun effectively regulates all earthly things via seasonal changes.
 This involves the procreation of animals and plans, water springs, lighting and heat. He added that ‘the Sun is in general responsible for these phenomena’, in relation to the alternance of seasons.
 Ptolemy described how life on Earth is in fact deeply linked with and dependent on the Sun. He wrote that the size and altitude of the Sun set it apart from other planets. He subsequently compared the Sun’s power with that of the Moon. According to him, the Moon‘s power consists mainly of humidifying and reflecting the Sun’s light. Ptolemy’s text was not primarily focused on the Sun, since it dealt with the visible planets and provided an overview of their supposed impact on life. 
Ficino’s Mystical Approach

In De Sole, Marsilio Ficino’s approach invited the reader to accept and acknowledge the divinity of the Sun. Ficino centered his own argument around the ancient Platonic conception of the Sun as God, taken from The Republic.
 . In an initial dedication to Piero de’ Medici, Ficino made it clear that he got inspired by Plato’s ideas on light and the Sun. The passages he referred to, in fact provide a philosophical exploration of the meaning of light and the Sun. Ficino continued by specifying how he wrote the text adopting a mixed approach which involved allegory, mysticism and dogmatism. While invoking the goodness of God, he invited the reader to follow him from the manifest to the occult through ‘certain correspondences drawn from the light’, rather than rationally,
 Given the connection between other celestial bodies and the Sun, according to Ficino, the Sun acts as a regulator of the Heavens.
 The author shared his view that everything in the universe is divinely connected and rooted in the Sun. This idea of centralization could be considered Hermetic in essence. Ficino therefore invited the reader to ‘worship this one first principle) in the same way that the other celestial objects, according to him, revered the Sun.
Greene’s Lecture on the Astrological and Mythical Sun

In Apollo’s Chariot, Greene’s discourse is quite practical and fluid. This is enhanced by the fact that the lecture’s transcript included numerous verbal interactions with the audience. The very beginning of her book contains a short yet effective allegory about the Sun’s brightness. Referring to the sunny skies of the day of her lecture, she specified how the astrological Sun is perhaps best understood when one does not try to stare directly at it.
 This was an early reference to her following arguments about the Sun’s preponderance within the individual horoscope, and how its psychic glare can be quite difficult to fathom. Her introduction attempted to contextualize the astrological ideas about the Sun within the spirit of those times, the late 1990s. Her argument pivoted around the fact that the Sun astrologically represents individuality, while her feeling was that the idea of individuality was not very fashionable during those times.
 Though her statements were of a generic type, hers appears to be a rather common view about globalization. This strongly applies to the times at which this essay has been written. Greene went through an in-depth exploration of various myths and beliefs which belonged to different peoples and historical periods. Her argumentations were rich in practical examples done on some people’s astrological birth charts. Greene’s Apollo’s Chariot offers a view of the Sun as powerful because of its ability to make things ripen.
 Greene did not expand specifically on the idea of the Sun as a powerful element of the sky but highlighted its essential centrality in life. She focused on the astrological symbolic connections between one’s sense of identity and the Sun. Greene specified how the astrological Sun does not shine if one gives too much importance to other people’s ideas.
 With this, the idea of the centrality of the Self comes into play.
The Sun, its Light and Centrality
The Sun’s constant emission of light has a direct impact on life. Ficino explained that ‘nothing recalls the nature of goodness more than light’.
 He linked the pervasiveness and rapidity of light to the essence of goodness. Citing Iamblichus, he specified how the 3rd-century Syrian Neoplatonist saw light as ‘a certain active vitality and clear image of divine intelligence’.
 Ficino continued specifying that divinity is announced through the light that comes from the stars. In fact, he saw the Sun as a signifier of God.
 This image of the Sun as a central God-symbol was not uncommon; for instance, this idea had been adopted also by Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) in medieval times. In The Divine Comedy, while ascending towards Paradise, he crossed the planetary spheres, symbolic of the seven liberal arts. As Campion explained, the Saturnian sphere was referred to as ‘astronomia’, seen as Platonic and non-mechanistic, and this differed from the ideas shown in the works of Ptolemy, Bonatti and Masha’allah.
 In The Divine Comedy, Dante’s perception of God was symbolically linked to a vision of the Sun. He saw a bright light which was difficult to stare at. Campion also explained that the whole concept was deeply Hermetic, because Dante’s cosmology was ‘theocentric’, with God at the centre.
 An iconic example could be The Last Judgement, the large fresco which occupies the Western wall of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. Valerie Shrimplin-Evangelidis argued that the central glow which envelops the figure of Christ in the fresco alludes to a central Apollonian Sun-Christ.
 Her argument was based on various connections between Neoplatonic symbolism in Ficino’s works, the early Christian sources which point towards an interpretation of Christ as the Sun, Dante’s literary approach in The Divine Comedy, and Copernicus’ heliocentric theory.
 In De Sole, Ficino called the Sun ‘lord of the sky’, because according to him it dominates all celestial tings.
 He believed that it had an ability to infuse light into all the stars, and that it invigorated the zodiacal signs during its transit. In fact, he aligned with the Platonist view that God shines through the Sun and into all things, since light comes from God himself.
 He continued specifying the symbolism of centrality and dominance which he associated with the Sun, by mentioning the Sun’s astrological rulership of Aries, a sign which is associated with the physical head in medical astrology. Ficino also included an astronomical consideration about the yearly return of the Sun to the place it was at during one’s nativity, and its significance in the renovation of fortune for the whole year.
 Ficino’s perspective of the Sun was clearly one filled with respect and reverence. The Sun has been perceived as central, pure and divine by many, and in fact the concepts of light and divinity accompany the symbolic image and enhance the significance of the astrological Sun in the works analyzed within this essay.
Connections between Light and Divinity 
The symbolic interpretation of the Sun, seen beyond its astronomical features, appears to have carried awe-inspiring qualities. While Ficino described a primarily positive and divine image of the Sun, Ptolemy specified that the star’s influence is common like that of Mercury.
 Within the chapter in question, Ptolemy referred to both the malefic and benefic influences of the different planets, and the Sun was not categorized on either side. Nevertheless, he saw the Sun’s nature as ‘oriental, diurnal, masculine and dexter’.
 With these attributes he alluded to the fact that the Sun represents an inspiring, outwardly-oriented force, and in fact he believed that people born in Eastern countries would carry Solar energy, acting boldly and outgoingly. Liz Greene, in Apollo’s Chariot, offers an extensive explanation of the ancient links between the Sun and its awe-inspiring qualities. While focusing heavily on the mythology which has been historically associated with the Sun, highlighted the fact that the star’s physical predominance has played a determinant role in how it is interpreted.
 In fact, civilizations depended on it for their survival, and Greene pointed out the existence of an ancient link between the Sun and the concept of divinity.
 In fact, she specified that the Sun ‘has always been perceived as cosmic centre and cosmocrator, even when other gods were accorded honour and value’.
 Her words highlighted how the idea that the Sun holds a symbolically prominent position is quite ancient and that it has belonged to different cultures across history. Her perspective is mainly historical at this point of her book, and it encompasses an exploration of the symbolism which comes from different religions and cultures. This differs from Ficino’s approach in De Sole, which was specifically oriented towards Christianity. Furthermore, ancient ideas about the divine Sun have been linked with the symbolic value which was historically attributed to light. Judith L. Corey explained how various ancient cosmologies pointed towards symbolic connections between light, divinity and intelligence.
 Corey also referred to the fact that, in Western mysticism, light has been perceived as a ‘medium of the divine essence’. In fact, it has been believed and recounted that light carries consciousness, insight and intuition.
 As an example, the panentheistic approach of Hermeticism was rooted in the idea that the cosmos emerged from light. In Neoplatonism, God was intrinsically connected with light. Corey found a strong focus on light in the writings of the Eastern Christian mystic Saint Symeon of Greece (11th c.), who regarded light as an essential element in mysticism. According to the mystic, light transforms the soul, and humans encounter God in the form of light.
 The theme of light in connection with the essence of the astrological Sun is also considered in Greene’s Apollo’s Chariot. As the author recounts, regardless of one’s age, there is solar work to be carried out in order to express ‘solar light’. In fact, Greene spoke of light from an astrological perspective, likening it to notions like consciousness, confidence and one’s sense of identity; all of these elements are traditionally associated with the astrological Sun. She stated that ‘the Sun involves a constant cyclical process of struggle and reemergence’.
 In other words, according to her, the journey of self-identification is described in one’s nativity, through the astrological condition of the Sun at the moment of birth. Such a journey involves ups and downs in the process, and it does not appear linear. From her perspective, which was linked to the depth psychology of the second half of the twentieth century, the Sun’s essence emerges in one’s life if it is not blocked by ‘emotional and psychic difficulties and creative blocks’. Greene narrated how the notion of eternal solar light exists in Buddhist Indian mythology, where a distinction between the changeability and mortality of the lunar light is made.
 Also, Greene explained how ancient connections were drawn in the past between the Sun’s Northern Winter Solstice and the belief in the reincarnation of solar deities such as Mithras.
 References were made to the Greek deity Apollo, who is central in the title of her book, and his mythological connections with light. Apollo was not considered by the ancient Greeks as the Sun itself, but as a carrier of divine light.
 Thus, despite the differences in interpretation offered by the three authors of the texts chosen for this study, the Sun’s influence extends beyond the astronomical world, by historically inspiring the individual through its symbolic power and superiority.
Conclusion

The goal of this essay has been to compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological Sun in three primary sources, as specified in the introduction. The most ancient of the three texts, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, represents a fundamental primary source in the study of cultural cosmology since it provides a detailed astronomical view of Aristotelian cosmology in the second century AD. One of the main features which emerges from the Tetrabiblos is that the author referred to the Sun in relatively rational terms. In fact, Ptolemy’s main preoccupation appears to have revolved around the Sun’s tangible effects on life, such as heating and the regulation of the seasons. It is important to highlight that the Tetrabiblos included an overview of different planets, and did not focus specifically on the Sun, unlike the other two primary sources chosen for this essay. Ficino’s De Sole was used as the second primary source, because of the specifically mystical and devotional view of the astrological Sun that it offers. In his life, Ficino worked on the translation of Platonic texts, and this acted as a background to his writing of De Sole. In fact, he centred his arguments around Plato’s treatment of the Sun in The Republic. Both Ptolemy and Ficino addressed audiences who were expected to have a general understanding of the cosmology of their respective times. However, Ficino’s work, which he dedicated to Piero de’ Medici, presented various theological arguments. The third primary source used was Greene’s Apollo’s Chariot, a book published in the early 2000s as a transcript of one of her astrological seminars for students of the CPA conducted in 1998. Greene’s initial argument contextualized the essence of the astrological Sun as an indicator of identity and individual power within what she perceived to be times of strong collectivization. Greene offered an overview of different Solar myths and explained how those concepts were mirrored in the practice of astrological interpretation. One of the central features of the material analyzed was the link between the Sun and divinity. Ficino saw the Sun as a signifier of God, who manifests through the star’s light. A similar idea can be found in Dante’s The Divine Comedy, where the author referred to the Sun as a symbol of divinity. In the visual arts, a notable example whose interpretation may point towards the same idea of Solar divinity, could be Michelangelo’s The Last Judgement, where a central luminous Christ is depicted. Ficino’s ideas in De Sole were filled with reverence and admiration, yet Ptolemy’s approach in the Tetrabiblos appears more rational. In fact, he related the Sun’s characteristics and motion to concepts such as climate trends and the psychological characteristics of different groups of people. Light and divinity are often associated, and in both Ficino’s and Greene’s works this is quite evident. The title of Greene’s book puts the Greek deity Apollo in the forefront. Mythologically, he was considered a carrier of solar light and inspiring God. Greene further recounted the ancient connections between ancient solar cults and the Northern winter solstice. From this brief comparison of the three primary sources chosen, which is insufficient to fully explore the subject and honour all the details referenced therewith, several points emerged. The three authors placed a great emphasis on the symbolic superiority of the Sun, whether physical or symbolic. Nevertheless, the approaches were different and coloured by the scope of their respective works, as well as the cultural backgrounds in which the authors were immersed at the time of writing.
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