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For my husband – a kind Pisces Sun with a patient Taurus Moon





FOREWORD



Astrology in Art, Astrology as Art

Astrology is, literally, the logos, or the word of the stars. It poses the question, ‘what are the stars saying?’. We could also describe it as the logic of the stars: ‘what are the stars thinking?’, it asks. We don’t know when we human beings began to speak to the stars, but it would have been way back when we became conscious of the simple relationship between the Sun, Moon and the cycles of day and night, the seasons and the mysteries of time. As Ferren Gipson writes in the introduction to her exploration of astrology and art:

‘For millennia, humans have studied the stars in pursuit of better understanding the universe and our place within it. People have looked to the heavens as a way of tracking time, navigating the land and seas, unravelling the origins and reasonings for events and coming to grips with our journey through life. Cultures around the world have developed their own cosmologies and systems for interpreting the objects and patterns in the sky.’

Gipson’s book explores the rich mythologies, symbolism and methods informing Western astrology, a task she accomplishes with a refreshing willingness to see the enduring magic in images of sky, stars and planets.

Astrology itself is often defined as an art, so this richly illustrated book effectively explores the marriage of one art with another.1 The definition of astrology as an art is actually well-known from modern sources. Morris Jastrow, the distinguished linguist and historian of religion, described it as ‘the ancient art or science of divining the fate and future of human beings from indications given by the positions of the stars (sun, moon, and planets).’2 Roger Beck, an authority on the history of classical astrology, described astrology as ‘the art of converting astronomical data… into predictions of outcomes in human affairs.’3 In Beck’s vision, observation, measurement, mathematics and meaning all mesh into one creative and technical enterprise. In Jastrow’s worldview, astrology is an art and a science at one and the same time. Science and art actually belong together quite harmoniously, science being in the traditional sense a body of knowledge, or a discipline with its own rules. Every artist is therefore, necessarily, a scientist, skilled in the crafts essential for the creative process.

Margaret Hone, whose instructional manual The Modern Text Book of Astrology was perhaps the most influential of such books in the English-speaking world of the 1950s–80s, compared astrology to art on the grounds that both are concerned with interpreting human experience – and both bring multiple angles to bear on this task.4 If we follow Hone’s line of thought, the astrologer as artist has to consider, reflect on and provide meaning from the stars, while the artist as painter, sculptor or collage maker renders this same meaning in colour and material form.

Art, etymologically, is also related to our terms ‘artifice’ and ‘artificial’: the artwork, we are reminded, is a deliberate creation and, for most of Western history, has required a high level of skill. A skill has to be learnt and, if it is implemented well, then the viewer is moved and inspired.

Astrology can also be a form of what the first century BCE philosopher Cicero defined as artificial divination, by which he meant that it employs a structure which the diviner creates in order to reach a logical answer to any question.5 The horoscope, the schematic diagram used by astrologers, is just one such structure. The astrologer uses lines and numbers to create meaning, just as the painter employs shapes and colours. But Cicero also allowed for a form of divination he called natural, by which he meant an inspired and spontaneous manifestation of human nature and intuition. The natural diviner pursues truth in the same manner as the artist does when immersed in the creative process.

 Ferren Gipson’s fine selection of astrological imagery spans the spectrum between Cicero’s artificial and natural, joining the structured and the spontaneous. She organises her images between the planets, the zodiac signs and a wide range of mythic themes from sin, salvation and melancholy to resurrection, transcendentalism and divine inspiration. She moves like a museum curator, considering how works hang next to each other, and what story they tell. The works she chooses cross from well-known late medieval and Renaissance classics to less familiar modern pieces, and she introduces for the first time artists who are working currently. Works such as the ‘Anatomical Zodiac Man’ from Les Tres Riche Heures du Duc de Berry (1413–16), Rubens’ The Fall of Phaeton from 1604–5, Dürer’s famous image of the northern sky from 1515, a scientific portrayal of the constellations, and Diego Velazquez’s Mars from 1638 establish the foundation for Gipson’s journey through the heavens. She moves into modern and far less familiar territory with Evelyn de Morgan’s fluid image of a female Moon, Luna (1885) and Ernest Procter’s ambitious mock-classical Zodiac (1925). She includes modernist marvels such as Giacomo Balla’s stunning Mercury Passing Before the Sun (1914), the abstract brilliance of Joan Miró and his 1941 Constellation: Toward the Rainbow, along with the naïve, surreal humour of Andy Warhol and Robert Cummings’ Hopeful Aries (1961) and Romare Bearden’s Black Venus (1968). Gipson also provides a valuable service by introducing new and previously unknown work such as Martin Wong’s Geminian representation of two New York firefighters (1985), Renée Stout’s unsettling and dramatic The Forecast from 2021, and, fresh off the press, David Shrigley’s 2024 quirky Sagittarius.

Any one of the images Gipson reproduces serves as a source of wonder, wisdom and illumination. They are enchanted. Some might be meditated on, as one would a Tibetan image of the Buddhist cosmos. Others delight the visual senses: on a visit to Myanmar in 1987, on which I experienced the astrological marvels of that country, I encountered the concept that we can feed our eyes. Gipson’s images similarly feed our imagination. All are reminders how we understand our universe through pictures. Gipson’s text flows beautifully, introducing each work and its creator in turn. The book is a visual feast, containing a wealth of images to be enjoyed in themselves, on their own terms. But it’s also a valuable resource, a timely reminder of how cosmic currents embedded in classical philosophy and nurtured through medieval culture, the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, are alive and well in modern Western culture. Her work stands testimony to the enduring power of the sky, stars and planets to inspire, illuminate and remind us that we are all, ultimately, stardust.

Nicholas Campion

Sophia Centre for the Study of Cosmology in Culture

University of Wales Trinity Saint David





INTRODUCTION



For millennia, humans have studied the stars in pursuit of better understanding the universe and our place within it. People have looked to the heavens as a way of tracking time, navigating the land and seas, unravelling the origins and reasonings for events and coming to grips with our journey through life. Cultures around the world have developed their own cosmologies and systems for interpreting the objects and patterns in the sky. Some of these astrological traditions – such as those from Indian, Chinese and Western systems – are still practised today, each distinct. This book explores astrology through the lens of art and, towards an aim of presenting a concise introduction to the topic, will focus on artworks relating to the mythologies, symbolism, and methods informing Western astrology. It is important to note that rich visual histories can be found in other traditions as well.

The origins of Western astrology are often traced back to ancient Mesopotamia, particularly Babylon. From there, it is believed to have spread to Egypt and then Greece.1 The Egyptians invented the decans – 36 star groups that rise roughly every 10 days – to track time. These later became the basis for the 10° subdivisions of zodiac signs in Western astrology.2 Greek philosophers such as Pythagoras and Plato believed that the universe could be understood through geometry, and Plato challenged his fellow philosophers to uncover its patterns. In the 4th-century BCE, the mathematician Eudoxus answered that call. He wrote on the motion of celestial bodies and organized the 12 zodiac signs within a model of celestial spheres.3 His ideas spread through Aratus’s Phaenomena (3rd-century BCE), a poem that reworked Eudoxus’s work,4 and later through Hyginus (64 BCE–17 CE), whose astrological text De Astronomia drew on Aratus’s writing.5 The Roman writer Manilius (active 1st-century CE) likewise used didactic poetry to explain complex astrological matters in his text Astronomica, which details the significance of the signs, planets and houses. There is speculation on how influential this text was during the classical period, but it was rediscovered in the 15th century and enjoyed a strong Renaissance revival.6

In the 2nd-century CE, the Greek astronomer and astrologer Ptolemy contributed works that became foundational texts on these subjects for the next ~1,500 years. His books included the astronomical text Almagest, which catalogued 1,022 stars and canonized the 48 major constellations in Western astronomy,7 and Tetrabiblos, which provided detailed information on astrological theory and practice. In the Middle Ages, scholars in the Islamic World made major advances in astrological studies. They translated texts from India, China and Persia, as well as classical writings by figures like Ptolemy, which helped to spread this knowledge to other regions.8 They also refined and developed instruments that allowed for greater accuracy of measuring. For example, the 10th-century astronomer Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi wrote The Book of Fixed Stars, which updated Ptolemy’s star catalogue and laid the groundwork for improving the celestial globe and astrolabe designs.9 Many of the scholars noted above studied both astronomy and astrology, demonstrating the longtime connection between the two fields, which were often intertwined until the age of Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th centuries.

For almost as long as humans have pondered over the stars and their meanings, astrological and cosmological subjects have appeared in art. In an example dating to the Palaeolithic era, the cave paintings of bulls in Lascaux, France (c.15,000 BCE) are thought to depict the Pleiades star cluster, which is part of the wider Taurus constellation.10 The artworks in this book date from around the Middle Ages up to the present, intentionally using examples that engage with varied themes and subtexts. In that way, their stories pick up from where the historical summary outlined above leaves off. This broad selection of artworks offers an art-centred perspective on how astrological symbolism has been used in religious, social and cultural contexts, while also recognizing astrology’s changing status as a field of study over time.

Art historian Aby Warburg was a pioneering advocate for using astrological symbolism to interpret art, especially Renaissance iconography.11 His groundbreaking 1912 lecture on the frescos at Palazzo Schifanoia marked a significant moment for this approach.12 His mentee Fritz Saxl carried this research forward and,13 to a lesser extent, his contemporary Erwin Panofsky referred to astrological symbolism in his work as well. Over time, historians researching Renaissance art have differed in the extent to which they engage with astrology’s relevance in artworks. Some notable research that pursues this theme include books by Jean Seznec, Mary Quinlan-McGrath, Nicholas Campion and Jennifer Zahrt. Some fantastic shorter-form texts can also be found across articles and edited volumes on the period; for example, Catherine E. King’s chapter ‘Mercury as Protector of Artists: From Astrology to Mythology’ in Representing Renaissance Art, c.1500–c.1600 (2007) or Marieke van den Doel’s chapter ‘Botticelli’s “Primavera” Interpreted’ in Ficino and Fantasy (2021).

Texts discussing astrological symbolism in modern and contemporary art are scarcer. For this, examples can be gleaned from broader texts exploring art and the occult, such as Matilde Battistini’s Astrology, Magic, and Alchemy in Art (2004) or Victoria Jenkins’s Visions of the Occult (2022). Astrology in Art builds on earlier scholarship by highlighting artworks across a broad time span and examining how they can be understood in an astrological context. It is not necessary to ‘believe in’ astrology to engage with the images in this way. Whether or not you give credence to astrology, its rich symbolism appears throughout visual culture and I hope readers will enjoy exploring that here.

Some Astrology Basics

Practising astrologers dedicate lifetimes of study to mastering astrology’s complexities, and many amazing scholars have written substantial works on its history and intricacies. This book is not intended to provide a history of Western astrology nor does it aim to teach chart interpretation. For rigorous texts on these matters, readers might look to books by Nicholas Campion, Liz Greene, Robert Hand, Clare Martin, Julia and Derek Parker and Sue Tompkins, among others. It is the aim of this book to contribute to the small corner of research that engages with this subject through the lens of art – hopefully, in a way that feels accessible, informative and visually stimulating. With that said, it will still be useful to outline a few astrology basics here to establish a baseline level of knowledge ahead of the image analyses to follow.

You probably remember from school that the Earth and other planets of our solar system orbit the Sun – this is called a heliocentric model. Western astrology uses a geocentric model that places the Earth at the centre and observes how the Sun, Moon and planets appear to circle around us. The apparent path the Sun takes around the Earth is called the ecliptic and the area ~8° (about eight degrees) above and below that ring is called the zodiac. The ecliptic is divided into 12 sections based on the positions of the constellations for Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius and Pisces.

In modern Western astrology, there are 10 planets, with the Sun and Moon also categorized in this group. However, in ‘The Classical Planets’ section of this book, we will only focus on works representing the seven classical planets, which include the Sun, Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. These celestial bodies are visible to the naked eye and were thus discovered much earlier than the modern planets of Uranus, Neptune and Pluto, which require the aid of a telescope. The sign a planet is in at any given time is determined by the section of the zodiac in which it appears. This is, perhaps, easiest to identify with the Sun, which moves through the signs at the same consistent rate each year; this is why you only need to know someone’s birthday to find their Sun sign. For other planets, it may be necessary to consult a chart that provides details for their position as well as the angles of distance between each planet.


[image: A circular, mythological-style painting shows the twelve zodiac signs swirling around a large full moon. At the centre, a nude woman with long flowing hair poses in front of the moon. Next to her, a centaur archer draws a red bow, aiming an arrow past her. Below them is a black scorpion. To the right, a roaring lion lunges toward the centre, while above it a crab clings to the edge of the circle. Above the moon, two nude children pose in front of a bull, and nearby are a ram, a goat, and a man pouring water from a jug onto a fish. There are small planet-like orbs around the painting.]
The Zodiac, 1925

Ernest Procter (1886–1935)


When interpreting charts, planets are symbolic of the ‘what’ and the sign sheds light on the ‘how’. As a very simple example, if Mercury (the ‘what’) rules communication and Gemini (the ‘how’) can be expressed as humour and intelligence, someone with a Gemini Mercury might be a witty communicator. The angular relationship between planets is called an aspect and adds more information about how the energies of planets might interact. A natal chart gives information on the planets, their signs and aspects; it also places them in sections called houses. The 12 houses give information on different areas of life where a planet’s energy might be expressed.

The above is an extremely simplified introduction to these terms, but hopefully one that will prove useful for the visual explorations to follow. Readers coming fresh to astrology may encounter new terms throughout the book, but definitions are supplied along the way and there is also a short glossary at the back of the book.

What Lies Ahead

This book aims to facilitate a two-way conversation between art and astrology, where we explore images to uncover how they might enrich our understanding of astrology and investigate how the astrological symbolism may enhance our interpretations of relevant artworks. The book is divided into three sections. The first two sections explore the archetypes and classical mythologies linked to the seven classical planets and the 12 signs, each examined through a single artwork. Some artists in this section have explicitly referred to astrology, while others have depicted the classical gods or imagery in a way that is useful for our exploration of planetary symbolism in Western astrology. Each planet and sign includes a brief profile of some of their associations and attributes. Rather than attempting an exhaustive survey of artistic depictions of signs and planets, the entries serve to highlight a range of artists who have engaged with this topic and to draw out some of the astrological archetypes and themes in each work. Finally, the third and largest section surveys works that engage with astrological (and some cosmological) themes across time, beginning with a Gothic architectural example and moving through the early modern era to the present. These artworks were selected because they show many contexts, symbols and uses for astrology, while also demonstrating how society’s views have changed over time.

Overall, the artworks highlighted in this book offer an introduction for those wishing to explore the relationship between art and astrology. Readers may find it useful to read the sections in order to build context along the way but are welcome to
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