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This essay is a critical review of the Introduction (pp. xi-xvi) to Cumont, Franz, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, and some thoughts on the nature of religion and astrology.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, (New York and London: The Knickerbocker Press, 1912), [hereafter, Cumont, Introduction].] 


The book was first published in 1912, based on lectures given by Franz Cumont in 1911 and 1912. The lectures were delivered under the auspices of the American Committee for Lectures on the History of Religions. It was a result of extensive research conducted by Franz Cumont at the end of 19th century in the fields of ancient astrology and astral religion. This book is a sum of these lectures and may be of interest to scholars exploring history, archaeology, religion, philosophy, or astrology.

In the introduction, Cumont lightly touches on the history of astrology, how it started with faith in stellar divinities and transformed the beliefs of Greco-Latin world. It then turned to observations of celestial mechanics and became legitimate science. Cumont explains how and why astrology was discredited and labeled as the “worst of superstitions.” With the discoveries of Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler, a heliocentric shift made the old celestial mechanics no longer relevant. Astrology became heretical and a poor endeavor for the human mind. The scientific approach and development of technologies tend to leave aside everything that lack explanation, including any system of divination, such as astrology.

Cumont carried out research to learn how math “married” superstition; how science was overlaid on primitive beliefs. He found that astrology is a sort of creed. A creed that was supreme in Babylonia, that influenced cults of Syria, Egypt, Greece, and Rome. His study revealed relationships between the Far West and the Far East, and how star-worshipping influenced emerging religions and transformed the Greek and Latin world.

With the development of the science of history at the end of nineteenth century, the focus of historians on astrology increased. Cumont claimed:

‘it is an exact science which was superimposed on primitive beliefs, and when classical philology, enlarging it’s horizon, brought fully within its range of observation the development of the sciences in antiquity, it could not set aside a branch of knowledge, illegitimate, I allow, but indissolubly linked not only with astronomy and meteorology, but also with medicine, botany, ethnography, and physics’.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Cumont, Introduction, p xii.] 


Later in the text he demonstrates how old belief became a science: postulates became principles, justified by physical and moral reasons, that these principles were based on experimental data obtained by numerous, long observations. Nicholas Campion explains that one of the historical ways of constructing astrological meanings was empirical.[footnoteRef:3] Even when the celestial event coincides with the mundane, this correlation is noted and data is collected. Thus, one day it will be the basis for a future prediction; the sky is observed, celestial patterns analyzed and interpreted. [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p15.] 


Scholars paid attention to old Greek manuscripts, to known and unknown authors of astrology and their writings. They had to re-read and re-publish these neglected texts and manuscripts from the Alexandrian period to the Renaissance, especially Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, the last edition which was dated, 1581. This study revealed relations between oldest civilisations from Far East to Far West. While studying Alexandrian and Babylonian periods, Cumont noticed omnipresent ‘disturbing’ influence of ‘astral mathematics’, and then declared:

‘This pseudo-science is in reality a creed. Beneath the icy crust of a cold and rigid dogma run the troubled waters of a jumble of worships, derived from an immense antiquity; and as soon as enquiry was directed to the religions of the past, it was attracted to this doctrinal superstition, perhaps the most astonishing that has ever existed’.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Cumont, Introduction, p xii.] 


He didn’t declare that astrology is a religion, but rather a creed. As he describes in the introduction, the starting point was faith in stellar divinities who had an influence on the world. People believed that the sky was animated by regular planetary movement and that they were able to determine future events by observing star revolutions and combinations. And later this belief became a science, ‘after believing people invented reasons for believing’.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Cumont, Introduction, p xiii] 


The star-worshipping and oriental astrology-influenced beliefs of the Greco-Latin world established a celestial cult as the highest form of ancient paganism. To Greeks, it became the Olympian Gods, immortal beings, as created by sculptors, perfect strong and beautiful bodies, that were to be worshipped in order to elevate and delight the human soul. As Cumont said in his lecture on Greeks, Hellenistic religion, profoundly human, was influenced more from the aesthetic side.[footnoteRef:6] To the Romans, it was reflected in their national gods, their worship as an expression of patriotism, regulated by pontifical and civil law. Emile Durkheim, one of the fathers of modern social science, saw religion as the most fundamental basis for society that gives a strong sense of collective consciousness.[footnoteRef:7] In this theory he defined religion “as a system of beliefs and practices in relation to sacred things, things set apart from mundane life, as a system, which unite in one single moral community all those who adhere to them.” Thus, Roman religion influenced by celestial cult was more of a social phenomenon. Babylonians were the first to accept the celestial cult and make it a cosmic religion, based on science, which brought human relationship with the divine into harmony.[footnoteRef:8] Ninian Smart combined the most complex definition of religion: it is a ritual or practice, including “worship, meditation, pilgrimage, sacrifice, sacramental rites and healing activities;” the doctrinal or philosophical; the mythic or narrative; the experiential or emotional; the ethical or legal; the organizational or social; and the material or artistic.[footnoteRef:9] He gives ways of understanding the religion not just as correct or incorrect beliefs but as correct actions and behavior. And the Babylonian religion was more of a ritual and practice, correct action and behavior to live in harmony with the divine will.[footnoteRef:10] It’s seems likely  this is what Cumont means by creed: under the rigid dogmas worship comes  from antiquity, astral mathematics and adoration of the divine deities that were implemented by many religions. [6:  Cumont, ch 2.]  [7:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, (New York: Free Press, 1995), p 8.]  [8:  Cumont, Introduction, p. xiv]  [9:  Ninian Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred: an Anatomy of the World’s Beliefs (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 10-12.]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), 127-129.] 


Somehow old belief and superstitions became a science and discreet postulates became justified principles. If we look at what astrology and astronomy are, we should acknowledge that until 17th century, the words ‘astronomy’ and ‘astrology’ had similar underlying meanings and were interchangeable. Only later did the progress in astronomy establish the heliocentric system of the universe. And since the whole astrological system was based on a geocentric system, scientific progress of 17th century made astrology, as Cumont describes it, a superstition, an erroneous belief. 

We should also notice in what words Cumont describes astrology in his introduction. He is torn between adoration, excitement, fascination, and disgust and disappointed contempt. First shown in epithets like “it is an exact science”, and it had power “to reign, to be supreme, to subdue, to transform” and second is in contras: ‘erroneous belief,’ ‘monstrous of all chimeras,’ ‘this heresy,’ ‘dishonour to the human mind,’ ‘monstrous alliance and a mental disease.’

We should acknowledge that Cumont’s introduction (from his book of lectures on astral religions, religion and history), is quite controversial. It combines some disturbance in the beginning, surprised discovery, hesitation in the middle, and fascination in the end. He sees a great wealth of the subject of his research, yet realises the absurdity of his subject to the ‘learned world’. he has many areas of interest but limits his area of research to how and by what means oriental astrology transformed beliefs of Greco-Latin world.
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