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Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Hellenistic astrology
Word Count: 4,529 words
The purpose of this essay is to analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and divination in Hellenistic astrology using primary and secondary sources.  Primary sources from ancient philosophers and Hellenistic astrologers will help describe the cosmology behind divination and Hellenistic astrology as well as provide context on some of the techniques.  Secondary sources will inform and support various points made in the essay.   Before describing the approach that will be taken to answer the question, it is important to briefly explain what is meant by cosmology, divination and Hellenistic astrology and to situate this essay in history.
The word cosmology is used to represent the way people understand the workings of the universe and the beliefs they associate with that understanding.  The term divination relates to the process of seeking knowledge of the unknown or predicting the future through the help of supernatural powers.  Astrology is a form of divination where the movement of celestial bodies is said to influence life on planet Earth and is used to make predictions as well as inform decisions.  Campion mentions that Hellenistic astrology was called that because of the language of the major texts rather than their origin and that in fact, the practice was said to have been influenced by thinking from Mesopotamia, Egypt as well as Greece.[footnoteRef:1]  The historical time of focus is the Graeco-Roman era from the start of the Hellenistic period in 331 BCE to the second century CE. It is important to note that some cosmological ideas may be of more ancient origin but will still be valid by the second century CE.  In addition, although Hellenistic astrology continued past the second century CE, this time has been chosen because according to Barton, this was the time when Hellenistic astrology was likely to have flourished and most major texts were written.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I the Ancient World (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p.203.]  [2:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology (London/New York: Routledge, 1994), p.63.] 

This essay will examine how seven cosmological beliefs of the ancient world were fundamental to the creation and adoption of divinatory practices in the society of the time.  The first section will look at three foundational cosmological beliefs which underpin many divinatory practices including Hellenistic astrology.  It will then explore a further four beliefs which build on the first three but relate more specifically to Hellenistic astrology.  The second section will analyse how some of these concepts came to be reflected in some of the techniques of Hellenistic astrology and in the practice of two forms of Hellenistic astrology highlighting the importance and function these practices served in the life of the ancient people.

Cosmology of the Graeco-Roman world of the 1st and 2nd century CE
This section will examine seven cosmological beliefs of the Graeco-Roman world and explain the role they played in the development and adoption of divinatory practices which according to Flower were pervasive and highly respected in that society.[footnoteRef:3]  The Greek philosopher Plato (c. 428-348 BCE) was one of the main influences behind these seven concepts.  Campion explains the comprehensiveness of Plato’s ideas by saying that he formulated his thinking by drawing together the majority of all previous philosophical beliefs.[footnoteRef:4]  Campion adds that Plato’s influence continued well after his death and that he has been a major contributor to Western thought and its attitude to the heavens.[footnoteRef:5]  Given the pervasiveness of Plato’s ideas, they will primarily be used to evaluate the cosmology behind divination and Hellenistic astrology.  The first three beliefs that will be reviewed are foundational and whilst they apply to divination in general, are also important for astrology.  The last four build on the first three but are more specific to Hellenistic astrology. [3:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, 1st edn. (Berkeley, CA:  University of California Press, 2007), p.104.]  [4:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.154.]  [5:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.149.] 

The first belief to examine is that the universe is benevolent and was created by the providence of God.  In Plato’s Timaeus, the universe is described as a living creature with a soul and reason that was created through God’s providence and could only be good because God could not create anything evil. [footnoteRef:6]  This is an important concept for divination because it sets the scene for a universe that is well-intentioned.  Campion adds to this by saying that Plato also introduced the notion that the universe was trustworthy and that this was important for astrology.[footnoteRef:7]  According to Holden, this is a change from earlier Babylonian cosmology where celestial omens and the resulting earthly events were seen to originate from the whims of angry gods who had to be appeased through propitiation.[footnoteRef:8]  This move from erratic, capricious and unhelpful gods to a divine universe that was benign and could be trusted caused people to think that the gods may want to help them rather than need to be placated. [6:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. by R.G. Bury (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1929), p.55.]  [7:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.149.]  [8:  James Herschel Holden, A History of Horoscopic Astrology: From the Babylonian Period to the Modern Age, 2nd edn. (Tempe: American Federation of Astrologers, 2006), p.4.] 

The second belief to consider is that because the gods are well-intentioned towards humankind, they wish to share knowledge about the future to ensure the best outcomes.  This concept led people to look for divine guidance so that they could use it as much to live a good and just life, as for more routine advice on daily decisions.  How divine guidance was made accessible as well as the gods’ intentions are evidenced in Plato’s writings when he said that God bestowed man with the ‘gift of divination’ so that he could deal with the ugly part of himself but that this gift could also be useful when dealing with man’s ‘foolishness’.[footnoteRef:9]  Flower agrees that in the Greek belief system, the gods shared advice as proof of their concern for people’s welfare and to guide humans who may not always know best and may require to consult them through divination.[footnoteRef:10]  Whether the advice was to lead to a life of purity or the purchasing of a property, accessing divine guidance became important to people and as a result, divinatory practices came to form an integral part of their lives. [9:  Plato, Timaeus, p.187.]  [10:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief’, p. 106.] 

The third belief to contemplate is that divine messages are never sent directly to humans.  Plato thought that divine guidance could not be accessed directly through rational thought and instead came through in dreams, divine inspiration or when suffering from a fever.[footnoteRef:11]  This concept supports the indirect nature of divination where divine messages always needed interpretation and could be sent either by the gods or via messengers called daimons.  Greenbaum confirms that the role of the daimons was particularly important in Hellenistic society where these were seen as the messengers of the gods as well as humans’ personal guides.[footnoteRef:12]  It was of course possible for anyone to dream or see the signs, but the interpretation was often a complex endeavour and divinatory practices and seers came to play a prominent role in the ancient world. [11:  Plato, Timaeus, p.187.]  [12:  Dorian Greenbaum, The Daimon in Hellenistic Astrology: Origins and Influence (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2015), p.17.] 

The fourth belief to examine is that all the components of the universe work as a harmonious whole following divine order.  The idea of erratic divine action was refuted by Plato in the Timaeus where he explained that seeing that the cosmos was in a state of chaos, God created order and structure within it.[footnoteRef:13]  This belief is likely to have led to the discovery of the cyclical movements of the planets and to their documentation and prediction using mathematics, which was the precursor of a more sophisticated astrology. Although Pingree appears to take the divine out of the equation by considering the movements of the planets as more mechanical, which is discussed in the next section, he adds causation to the idea of holistic order by explaining that the regular orbits of the planets caused changes to the four elements impacting earthly creations made of the same elements.[footnoteRef:14]  This last point is expanded on below. [13:  Plato, Timaeus, p.55.]  [14:  David Pingree, From Astral Omens to Astrology:  From Babylon to Bikaner (Rome: Istituto ilatiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente, 1997), p.22.] 

The fifth belief to consider is that all the components of the universe are made of the same primary elements and through the qualities of these elements, influence each other using energy.  Plato said that God created the universe using the four elements of fire, air, water and earth.[footnoteRef:15]  His idea was refined by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (c. 384-322 BCE) who expanded it to provide the elements with qualities.  In Aristotle’s view, fire was hot and dry, earth was cold and dry, air hot and wet, and water cold and wet.[footnoteRef:16]  In the Astronomica, the poet and astrologer Manilius (c. 1st CE) agreed by stating that although he was open-minded, he supported the belief the ‘starry sky’ and the rest of the world were created from the 4 elements.[footnoteRef:17]  The concept of the elements, their nature and inter-relatedness is very important in astrology and Campion talks about the Great Chain of Being, where everything in the universe had its place and was linked by ‘sympathetic powers or energies’.[footnoteRef:18]  Barton confirms that the astrologer Ptolemy (c. 100-170 CE) used the four elements and their qualities to categorise the planets and to describe their effect on the Earth and provide interpretations:  for example, Mars burning what it touches or Saturn having a cooling effect.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Plato, Timaeus, p.59.]  [16:  Aristotle, On Coming-to-be and Passing-away, trans. by E.S. Forster (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1955), p.277.]  [17:  Marcus Manilius, Astronomica, ed. and trans. by George P. Goold (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977), pp.15-17.]  [18:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.185.]  [19:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, p.107.] 

The sixth belief to examine is that upon death, the human soul is judged and either ascends to the heavens via the stars to be reincarnated or is sent to the underworld to atone for its bad deeds.  Reincarnation was a common idea in the ancient world and, in the Myth of Er, Plato provided his views on what he thought happened to the soul after death.  He explained that upon death, the soul left the body and following judgement was directed either to an opening in the sky for good deeds or one in the ground for bad ones.  In time, and sometimes following punishment and being allowed to ascend to the sky, the soul would select a new life, drink from the river of forgetfulness and be sent back to Earth as a shooting star.[footnoteRef:20]  Campion agrees by saying that those who do good ascend to the stars and those who do bad go to be punished under the earth.  Then upon reincarnating, the souls forget their previous lives but are then able to talk to God via dreams or divinatory practices including the movement of the stars.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Plato, Republic, ed. and trans. by C.J. Emlyn-Jones (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), pp.463- 487.]  [21:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p. 161 and p. 192.] 

The seventh and last belief to contemplate is that the soul’s destiny is decided before birth but there is an element of freedom in how it chooses to live that destiny.  In a divinatory practice such as astrology where communications from the gods are based on the orderly and predictable patterns of the stars in the sky, there lies a question of whether human destiny is also pre-determined.  In the Myth of Er, Plato said that it was the responsibility of the soul to choose virtue suggesting that although the soul may select a difficult incarnation, it could decide how much virtue to bring into its life based on how it lived.[footnoteRef:22]  Campion agrees that in ancient Greece, although fate was seen as something that was handed to souls at birth, if humans were able to see their future and the possibilities it held, then they could avoid bad events and enhance the impact of good events.[footnoteRef:23]  This caused divination to be useful on two levels:  helping people make the best of their destinies so they could save their souls but also make daily decisions that would provide them with an advantage.  The next sections will provide examples of how cosmological beliefs came to be reflected in some of the techniques of Hellenistic astrology as well as look at their practical use in two forms of Hellenistic astrology popular at the time. [22:  Plato, Republic, p.477.]  [23:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.165.] 




Cosmology, Divination and Hellenistic Astrology in Practice
The previous section considered seven beliefs that underpinned the creation and adoption of divinatory practices including Hellenistic astrology.  The first three were foundational however more supportive of less systematic practices.  It was the last four, starting with the idea of order, that led to astrology becoming a more sophisticated and useful divinatory system.  This section will provide examples of how some of these cosmological concepts came to be reflected in techniques of Hellenistic astrology as well as examples of the function and importance of the practice.
The Chart and Divination
The first technique to examine is that of the astrological chart which could only be created because there was order in the universe.  The chart was a necessary representation of components of the cosmos which could be interpreted to gain divine knowledge of one’s destiny or understand possibilities and make the right decisions.  Barton calls the chart ‘a map of the heavens’ and provides examples of different diagramming techniques from which arose a circular picture that depicted the position of a variety of celestial phenomena.[footnoteRef:24]  An astrologer could interpret elements of this map such as the position of the planets in the signs of the zodiac and in the houses (also referred to as places or temples) at the time of interest.  In the first chapter of the Carmen astrologicum, the astrologer Dorotheus (c. 1st CE) said that he would show his son how to predict the lives of men and then proceeded to advise him to start by documenting the planets’ placements and the four cardines (the houses representing the rising sign, the descendent, the midheaven and the opposite point known as the Imum Coeli).[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, pp.92-95.]  [25:  Dorotheus of Sidon, Carmen Astrologicum, ed. and trans. by David Pingree (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1976), p.161.] 

In time, the chart and the techniques of interpretation evolved into a complex system and some scholars like Pingree questioned the role of the divine in the process.[footnoteRef:26]  However, this does not seem to be an accurate representation of the view of the time.  Manilius confirmed that it is God that granted earthly beings a gift by allowing them to discover the rule of all things through the sky as well as to ‘discern the destinies dependent on the wandering stars’.[footnoteRef:27]  Campion explains that the astrologer Ptolemy, to refute criticism of astrology, came to locate it more in the secular context and present it as arising from natural influence and mathematical rules rather than divination.[footnoteRef:28]  However, Campion also says that ‘in Ptolemy’s scheme of causation, the divine manifests successfully through the stars, planets, climate, geography and culture’.[footnoteRef:29]  Of this apparent contradiction, Barton explains that religion and science were not seen as divided in the ancient world. [footnoteRef:30]  It is likely that Ptolemy aimed to make astrology more secular to refute criticism of the practice, but still believed in the role of the divine within it. [26:  Pingree, From Astral Omens to Astrology, p.22.]  [27:  Manilius, Astronomica, p.9.]  [28:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.210.]  [29:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.213.]  [30:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, p.31.] 

The Planets and Signs
 The next technique to look at is the role of the planets and signs of the zodiac in the chart.  Both are associated with a cosmological belief in the four elements and the ability to communicate the qualities of the elements to life on Earth through their energy.  Ptolemy discussed the qualities of the planets associating them with the four elements and with the signs of the zodiac.[footnoteRef:31]  For example, the sun was hot and dry, and the Moon was cold and moist which relate to fire and water.  In Hellenistic astrology, there were 7 planets including the two luminaries.  Each planet was said to rule one or two signs of the zodiac with each sign of the zodiac inheriting its ruler’s element and qualities.  For example, Leo was ruled by the Sun and belonged to the fire triplicity along with Aries which was ruled by Mars.  The idea of the qualities of the celestial bodies and heavenly structures influencing life on Earth allowed astrologers to interpret the position of the planets by sign and to determine their impact on natives or their daily lives. [31:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by F.E. Robbins (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1940), pp.35-43 and pp.61-69.] 

The planets’ association with the elements also played a key role in reincarnation.  Campion presents the idea of the souls being subjected to the qualities of the seven planets when encountering them, either acquiring the qualities during their descent to Earth or shedding them on their way back to God.[footnoteRef:32]  The destiny collected by the soul on the way down would be represented on the natal chart by the planetary positions by sign of the zodiac and place.  During incarnation, reading the natal chart would help with making decisions that would lead to a life of virtue so that upon death and on its way back to God, the soul could gain some level of purity by ridding itself of the planets’ qualities.  Barton picks up on this theme confirming the role of the stars as purifiers of the soul after death, adding that they were responsible for helping it along in its ascent.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.190.]  [33:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, p.110.] 

The Places and the Daimons
The last technique to explore is that of the places which are also called temples or houses.  The places formed the main structure of the chart and were created again because of the belief in order which made it possible to divide the heavens into segments.  The places consisted of the four angles which were determined by the degree of the zodiac that rose over the horizon at the time of birth or of the event of interest.  From that point onward, the circle was divided into 12 places each associated with a degree of the zodiac and an area of life as well as in some cases with a planet, the gods or the daimons.  Manilius said of the angles that they were the foundation of the chart and held great power because they supported the ‘celestial circle’.[footnoteRef:34]  The link between the places and the divine messages can be seen through some of the names given to them.  The astrologer Vettius Valens (c. 120-175 CE) associated the third house with the goddess and the ninth with God.[footnoteRef:35]  The messengers of the gods, the daimons, he placed in the eleventh house which he referred to as the Good Daimon and in the twelfth which he called the Bad Daimon.[footnoteRef:36]  From this naming system, it can be inferred that the divine and the daimons had important messages to communicate to people via the planets located in the places they ruled.  The remainder of this essay will consider how two types of Hellenistic astrology were used in practice and the function they came to serve in the daily lives of the Graeco-Roman people. [34:  Manilius, Astronomica, p.147.]  [35:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, trans. by Robert Schmidth and ed. by Robert Hand (Berkeley Spring: The Golden Hind Press, 1994), pp.28-29.]  [36:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, pp.27-28.] 

Natal Astrology (Genethlialogy)
Evans says that there are no records that describe how a traditional astrological session would have taken place but based on his research, he speculates that in consultation with a client, the astrologer would depict the birth chart using stones on a board after he had used planetary tables to arrive at the position of the planets and to derive the rising sign.  The stones would be made of a substance related to each planet and would be engraved with images of the planets’ gods which would help remind the client of the divine association with the practice and ‘help the astrologer invoke the gods’ as part of their work.[footnoteRef:37]  The purpose of natal astrology according to Campion was to help people understand the type of life their soul had chosen upon reincarnation and to make the choices that would ensure they avoided a descent to the underworld upon death.[footnoteRef:38]  It was also possible to find out the length of someone’s life.  This is confirmed by Goold in the introduction to Manilius’ Astronomica, where he writes that the stars also foretold how long a native’s life would be.[footnoteRef:39]  Natal astrology was therefore a form of divination that was useful in understanding the intention of the soul for a specific incarnation, the destiny it had chosen and how long it planned to be on Earth, as well as for ensuring that it made the life choices that would ensure salvation on the ascent to God following death. [37:  James Evans, ‘The Astrologer’s Apparatus: A Picture of Professional Practice in Greco-Roman Egypt’, Journal for the History of Astronomy, 35.1 (2004), 1-44 (p.4 and p.12).]  [38:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p.193 and p.215.]  [39:  Manilius, Astronomica, p.1xxviii.] 

Katarchic Astrology
The purpose of katarchic astrology was to deal with the uncertainty of everyday life which was very similar to other forms of divination although more sophisticated.  Gordon says that it was invented so that people had a way of dealing with uncertainty by putting themselves in a position where they understood the risks in a particular situation and as a result could envisage different scenarios and make the right choices.[footnoteRef:40]  This type of astrology was very similar to the practice of asking oracles for answers, which can be evidenced by comparing the list of topics Eidinow says would be presented to an oracle[footnoteRef:41] with those Gordon says would be presented to an astrologer.[footnoteRef:42]  For example, people could ask whether they should purchase a certain property or travel to a particular place as well as which charioteer would win the race or whether their child would have a big nose.  Gordon specifies that the difference between the two practices lay in the fact that astrology unlike oracles, could deal with complex situations and projects.[footnoteRef:43]  Barton provides additional context by saying that ancient clients did not want counselling like they do today, they wanted predictions or help with decisions.[footnoteRef:44]  Gordon adds that decisions were always made with the family and Katarchic astrology provided material for discussion to support decisions rather than a single answer.[footnoteRef:45] [40:  Richard Gordon, ‘Will my child have a big nose? Uncertainty, authority and narrative in katarchic astrology’, in Divination in the Ancient World:  Religious Options and the Individual, ed. by Veit Rosenberger (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2013) pp.93-137 (p.98).]  [41:  Esther Eidinow, Oracles, curses, and risk among the ancient Greeks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p.126.]  [42:  Gordon, ‘Will my child’, pp.99-100.]  [43:  Gordon, ‘Will my child’, p.110.]  [44:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, p.2.]  [45:  Gordon, ‘Will my child’, p.110.] 

Katarchic astrology was also used when faced with ill health.  Barton says that it was particularly useful when determining when to start treatment.[footnoteRef:46]  Different signs and planets were related to parts of the body and illnesses.  This is confirmed by Manilius who explained how the constellations and signs related to the different parts of the human body.[footnoteRef:47]  In Book II of The Anthology, Valens elaborated on the techniques provided by other astrologers to provide more clarity about the topic of injuries.[footnoteRef:48]  Gordon summarises the purpose of Katarchic astrology by saying that ‘in a world where there was no effective insurance against loss or damage, and with high rates of mortality and pathology, guidance as to future action was at a premium’.[footnoteRef:49] [46:  Barton, Ancient Astrology, p.206.]  [47:  Manilius, Astronomica Book 2, p.119.]  [48:  Valens, The Anthology Book II, pp.47-50.]  [49:  Richard Gordon, ‘Cosmology, Astrology and Magic: Discourse, Schemes, Power and Literacy’, in Panthée: Religious Transformations in the Graeco-Roman Empire, ed. by Laurent Bricault and Corinne Bonnet (Leiden/Boston:  Brill, 2013), p. 105.] 



Conclusion
The people of the ancient Graeco-Roman world developed a cosmology rich in ideas that helped them make sense of their lives on Earth but also offered some level of protection against the uncertainty they faced on a daily basis.   In their worldview, the gods existed, they wanted to help and they had created a universe that supported that goal.   This universe was orderly and inter-connected, and humans only needed to figure out how to access divine guidance which unfortunately was only accessible indirectly through dreams or signs that needed interpretation.   This cosmology played a major role in the creation and adoption of different means of divination which came to form an integral part of the society of the time.
These modes of divination varied in their level of sophistication but in time the belief in order, inter-connectedness and the influence of the elements as well as the realisation that the planets’ motion was cyclical and predictable led to the development of Hellenistic astrology.  Suddenly it was possible to peek into the distant future rather than react to more recent celestial observations.  As a result, astrology techniques that reflected the cosmology of the time came into existence, for example, processes to create a chart to document what people saw in the heavens.   Through the development of interpretation techniques, it became possible for astrologers to provide people with information on how to make the best of their destiny as well as to help them make decisions and gain an advantage in their daily lives.  Being able to do so was very important in a society where risks and losses were high.
In conclusion, the role of, and relationship between cosmology and divination is visible in how the ancient people created practices and techniques that allowed them to enact these beliefs in their daily lives and how over time these practices reached the level of sophistication of Hellenistic astrology.  Although cosmological ideas changed over time, those reviewed in this essay had existed since Plato and were well embedded in society.  Because Hellenistic astrology was more systematic than other forms of divination, it came to be seen as more technical and less divine.  However, it is evident from the link between the practice and the beliefs reviewed in this essay that this was not as clear-cut in the ancient world as it may be today. It is likely, as covered previously, that the cosmology of the time did not see religion and science as divided and that although there were attempts to make astrology more secular and science-like to ensure the continued acceptance of the practice, it is unlikely that the society of the time completely excluded the divine from the equation.
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