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~ T A CERTAIN POINT in an astrologer's experi­ Yet what is it that happens when an astrologer "reads 
ence of reading birth charts, a moment comes when­ the chart"? What exactly is the nature of this inter­
dick/-something happens. Gone are the floundering pretive experience? For many astrologers, the knack for 
and hesitation; no need for the awkward dash to the seeing into the birth chart becomes so familiar as to be 
bookshelf for a reference manual. Things have changed taken for granted. They speak convincingly of transits, 
utterly: the interpreting suddenly flows, as if by magic, progressions, and even karma generated in past lives, 
and everything "falls into place." The delineations seem but ask them to describe their actual experience of 
to emerge gracefully out of the blue rather than stumble obtaining this information-in other words, how they 
through the smoke of an overworked intellect. "Oh read-and they go strangely quiet. It reminds me of 
wow, this really works!" Call it the "Astrologer's High," Saint Augustine's musings on the nature of time: "I 
the first of many such felicitous moments-genuine to know what it is, but when you ask me I don't know 
the core-and no matter how frequently they recur, anymore." 
they should never lose their initial luster. Even the most Understandably, most writings on the subject of as­
seasoned of astrologers ought to feel an abiding sense trology are intended to teach something of this extra­
of wonder, that first-flower-of-spring sense of joy, when­ ordinary language by elucidating its symbolism and 
ever they practice their art. presenting interpretive techniques. The focus is on 

At the very center of astrology is the act of reading what it all means rather than how it comes about. A 
the birth chart. Also known as the horoscope, the birth commendable endeavor, no doubt, but while astrologi­
chart is a mandala-like diagram that plots the relative cal literature as a whole yields considerable insight re­
positions of heavenly bodies as seen from a particular garding the significance of far flung celestial objects 
point in space and time. Astrologers like to say that the such as the asteroid Chiron, it has almost nothing to say 
chart is a map of the heavens at the moment of one's about the ordinary yet nonetheless astounding process 
birth, thus a constellation of symbols that may mark the of interpreting a chart. Why is this the case? Perhaps 
spot where a treasure trove of meaning is found. astrologers become so habituated to the marvel of their 

Since human beings often prefer divination to inde­ art that the actual experience of reading the birth 
cision, it comes as no surprise that most who visit an chart-as experience-fades into the background of 
astrologer are in the midst of some kind of crisis. And a everyday life, essentially becoming invisible. "We are 
crisis, as I once heard it defined by a famous astrologer, estranged from that with which we are most familiar," 
is "a moment in which the past has the least hold on says the philosopher Heraclitus. Left hanging is a most 
the present and the present has a maximum hold on the vital question: What does it mean to "read" in an astro­
future." By peering intO the symbolic skies of an indi­ logical way, as opposed to some other way, say a sci­
vidual's chart, the astrologer, via the imaginative act of entific one? 
reading, observes the turbulent weather of the soul and First of all, we must admit that reading a birth chart 
issues a report. is a rather unusual method compared to the majority of 
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John P. O'Grady's most tecent book, Grave Goods: Essays of 
a Peculiar Nature (University of Utah Press, 2001), which 

included a number of essays first published in the Quest, was 

noted in our May-June ZOOl issue. This essay is from a work 

in progress, which he says is "about divination-actually, 
it's about our culture's current attitude toward divination, 

which- to put it mildly- is rather 'conflicted.''' 

reading we do in our daily lives, which is directed pri­
marily toward information gathering: the newspaper 
tells what is going on in the world, TV Guide announces 
what will be broadcast, traffic signs convey the rules of 
the road, and lRS booklets presumably explain how to 
fill out tax forms. In each of these cases and countless 
others, the words on the page are meant to be taken 
literally. We assume the authors are not employing 
irony or terms that have obvious multiple meanings; 
we certainly don't expect to run into religious or aes­
thetic symbols. "Just the facts, Ma'am." Words in these 
everyday modes are like delivery trucks: once they un­
load their cargo, they are dispatched and we forget 
about them. This commonplace form of reading, where 
language is thought of as a tool to "get the job done," is 
essential for accomplishing the day's business, not only 
in the marketplace but also in the halls of government 
and in the ivory towers of academia. Words here are 
presumed to mean "just what they say." 

Now compare this strictly literal style of reading to 
what happens when we encounter the words of a poem. 
Notice 1 say "encounter," because ~ genuinely poetic 
reading is not about collecting information off the 
dump-trucks of words, but is a deep and transformative 
experience. It's like receiving tidings from a strange 
messenger who has come out of an exotic territory. 
Simply put, poetry alters consciousness. Although the 
words in a poem retain their literal meaning, at the 
same time they have a far more spacious dimension. 
Indeed, it is more precise to say that one "steps into" a 
poem, much as the ancient Roman augurs stepped into 
the templum in order to conduct their divinations. The 
poem, once entered, becomes a kind of sacred space, 
where extraordinary things are bound to happen. As 
soon as the frontier of the poem's surface (its literal 
meaning) is crossed, the reader gains entry to a place 
that is no place, vast in extent, and becomes alert to a 
flashing darkness on a far off horizon. It's a signal that 
registers directly on the heart. 

The poet Rainer Maria Rilke observes that "most 
events are inexpressible, taking place in a realm where 
no word has ever entered." Poems are gateways to this 
realm. If you take care to keep your mind close to your 
heart-as all good readers of poetry must-this non­
verbal aspect of the poetic experience makes perfect 
sense, even if-and here's the paradox-it can't be ex­
pressed in words, not even in the words of the poem 
itself. To add to the bewilderment, the poem's words 
are, when you get right down to it, no different from the 
words in a newspaper: the same ones appear in both 
places, and the same dictionary definitions apply. How 
then account for the difference between a poem and 
what is not a poem? 

In a Dialogue attributed to Plato, Socrates remarks: 
"All poetry, by its nature, is enigmatic, and not every­
one can take it in." An enigma is a puzzling or highly 
obscure form of speech. Now, in a democratic and plain­
speaking culture such as we have in America, enigmat­
ic speech is rather frowned upon-so much so, that 
even when it comes to highly valued religious texts 
that are themselves enigmatic, such as those by the Old 
Testament prophets and John the Evangelist, there is a 
marked tendency in the culture to take such works as 
factual prose. Though "God's Word" is by nature poetic, 
many readers insist upon taking it literally. 

The same misapprehension extends to more secular 
varieties of poetry and indeed to astrological interpre­
tation. That astrology has long been the target of self­
proclaimed debunkers is attributable not to the reasons 
they claim-namely, that it is an irrational indulgence 
or a "pseudo-science"-but to the fact that astrology is 
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more like a form of poetry-employing glyphs rather 
than words-and if practiced successfully, represents a 
style of knowing that is totally other to that of the sci­
entific method, which itself is steeped in literalism. In 
other words, consciousness operating under a different 
set of rules. Little surprise then that the literal-minded 
debunkers are so wrought with anxiety-they fear los­
ing control. 

Now we can see why poetry, not to mention astrolog­
ical interpretation, presents a supreme challenge to so 
many people. "All beautiful things are difficult," is the 
proverbial wisdom. But nowadays we compound our dif­
ficulties, living as we do in a zealously literalist and 
technological culture. We mistake control for beauty 
and seek to dominate nature by engineering our will 
upon it. Free-flowing rivers are dammed into slack 
water, wild forests are replaced with plantations, and 
human bodies are coifed, sculpted, and tummy-tucked 
into a voguish conformity. Even the astrological reading 
has been reduced by some entrepreneurs to a standard­
ized computer printout. 

Our obsession with control extends to language itself: 
we insist that words should behave. Something of this 
attitude is evident in the words of the linguist Roman 
Jakobson, who describes poetry as "organized violence 
committed on ordinary speech." He does not intend it 
as a compliment. Contrast his view with that of the 
great poet Gerard Manly Hopkins, who writes that 
the reader's task is not to decipher or to explain the 
poem, but rather to hold it in memory, where one day it 
might "explode." Or Emily Dickinson's famous defini­
tion of poetry as that which takes off the top of your 
head. Moving past the "violence" of the imagery, the 
poetically inclined reader can see that both Hopkins 
and Dickinson regard poetic experience as nothing less 
than a prison-break from ordinary consciousness. The 
mind is set loose for some free and easy wandering. No 
wonder poetry is looked upon with so much suspicion in 
our culture-it represents a threat. It does no useful 
"work." It attracts the wrong kind of people. In short, it 
breeds trouble. The same things, of course, are said 
about astrology. 

But there is another way of looking at both poetry 
and its sister art, and that is from the inside-the inside 
of the poem or the chart. Poetic experience begins 
with a provocative human gesture, a calling forth from 
present circumstances into the Dark Chasm of eter­
nity. The response comes in the form of an echo. A 
poem is a catastrophe for literalism-catastrophe liter­
ally meaning an "overthrow" or "turning things upside 
down"-a major earthquake or forest fire raging through 
the soul, in which things that had been long visible 

are made invisible, and what had been invisible-let's 
say darkness itself- is now made visible. To describe 
this particular aspect of poetic experience, Ananda 
Coomaraswamy uses the term "aesthetic shock," which 
is a state of "agitation, fear, awe, or delight induced by 
some physically or mentally poignant experience." In 
the old days it was simply called the "Sublime." In any 
case, it's what shakes us to the very core. With this in 
mind, both lovers of poetry and interpreters of astrolog­
ical birth charts should concur with Roberto Calasso's 
claim that "all the powers of the cult of the gods have 
migrated into a single, immobile and solitary act: that 
of reading." 

Yet if poetic experience in whatever form is catas­
trophic for literalism, it also inaugurates a new, albeit 
"darker," phase of human perception. "There are many 
misteries contained in Poetrie," says Sydney in his 
renowned Defense. Interpretation occurs at the inter­
section of three roads: the human condition, the natu­
ral world, and what the ancients called the daimonic. 
It is a magical but dangero.us spot. Historically, it's 
where criminals were hanged, suicides buried, and 
witches alleged to meet. Crossroads were sacred to 
Hecate, that bronze-sandaled, moon-loving daughter 
of Zeus and Demeter-Hecate who was said to have at 
her command all the powers of nature. "Common sense" 
warns against entering such an unseemly wilderness; no 
"sane" person would go there. Perhaps this is why Plato 
equates poetry and madness-the experience of it only 
arises in those shadowy meeting-grounds on the far 
side of the mind. Consider Gary Snyder's description of 
such a place in his short poem titled "How Poetry 
Comes to Me": 

It comes blundering over the 
Boulders at night, it stays 
Frightened outside the 
Range of my campfire 
I go to meet it at the 
Edge of the light 

The backcountry of poetic experience is land untram­
meled by literalism or any other ism. Passage through its 
watersheds is risky. Wildlife abounds, some of it big and 
fierce. Nobody will know you are there. Anything can 
happen,-even the truth. 

Yet, if one declines the risk of experiencing poetry­
which, I'll go so far as to say includes not only reading 
the birth chart but' also feeling passion of any kind­
one is still confronted with one's own being in the 
world, itself a vast and highly enigmatic poem. (Just like 
yourself, you rhythmical knot!) Thales, acknowledged 
by many as the first philosopher in the Western tradi­
tion, conceived of the world as a poiema theou, a "divine 
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making, or poem." This same view was held by poets 
throughout ancient times and transmitted down to 
Shakespeare's day. Even in the early twentieth century 
some poets and artists still spoke in terms of the world­
as-poem. The Irish writer AE, for instance, calls poetry 
the "voice" of the mind of the living earth. Yet, already 
by his time it was a minority view. 

We today have all but lost the capacity for what 
Jacob Boehme in the seventeenth century called the 
"sensual language of nature," a language understood 
by "birds in the air and animals in the forest accord­
ing to their own species." As for the human species, 
it would seem that the ability to experience poetry 
has become something of a vestigial appendage, ap­
pearing in fewer and fewer individuals, who are then 
-regarded by the mainstream as evolutionary throw­
, backs or freaks. 

For the last several decades, students studying poetry 
in colleges and universities have been indoctrinated 
in a method called "close reading." As defined by one 
popular glossary of literary terms, it is "the detailed 
and subtle analysis of the complex interrelations and 
ambiguities (multiple meanings) of the components 
within a work." The key word in this definition is "anal­
ysis." So far as I have been able to observe, analysis for 
the academically trained reader is a license to approach 
the poem much as the old placer miners in California 
approached a hillside of auriferous gravel: they aimed 
their big water-cannon at the landscape and started 
blasting away, wreaking havoc and sluicing the murky 
runoff into boxes where they hoped a few flakes of gold 
might drop out. 

Or to employ a more organic metaphor: the poem, 
like a specimen on the dissecting table, is reduced to 

its component parts in order to explain how it works. 
This approach is strictly intellectual,.some might even 
say scientific, and its goal is to produce a clever exege­
sis. Missing is any attention to emotion, to lived ex­
perience. Just as the butterfly afloat in a world full of 
flowers is far removed from the pinned specimen in the 
cabinet, so the poem in the heart of one experiencing it 
is a far cry from what happens to it in the heads of those 
academic laborers whose business it is to categorize, 
explicate, and historicize literary "texts." Nietzsche is 
right: "We talk so abstractly about poetry because all of 
us are usually bad poets." Astrology has suffered a fate 
of similar kind. 

Most astrologers today speak in terms that make it 
difficult to distinguish their own style of consciousness 
from that of their ungenerous opponents, the literal­
minded debunkers. They seem beholden to a misplaced 
belief in causality. Writes one practitioner in a recent 
issue of The Mountain Astrologer: "But within each of our 
charts, and each of our lives, the heavy-handed influence 
of the Saturn-Pluto opposition has been brought to bear 
on any number of issues.'" In the very next article, we 
find: "The Pentagon is under the direct jurisdiction of 
the strict, uncompromising, uniform-wearing planet 
Saturn." And finally, another writer, same issue: "The 
Sun's upcoming trine to restless Jupiter and its square to 
that fatiguing taskmaster Saturn make you pace around 
the home or office, waiting for the continuous cold or 
humidity to let up." [Italics added in each case.] Even if 
we grant the figures of speech, these astrologers regard 
the planets as causes. Such examples are not difficult to 
find in contemporary astrology; they are, in fact, the 
norm. I don't cite them to refute their predictive accu­
racy or to belittle their authors. Rather, I wish to show 
how deeply ingrained is the malady of literalism in our 
culture. And how odd to find it among astrologers, 
whose very practice is so deeply rooted in poetic ex­
perience! It would appear that there is no escaping the 
urge to read literally and to attribute causality where 
none is warranted. . 

"The stars are not causes," says Plotinus. Or as Hera­
clitus puts it: "The lord whose oracle is at Delphi nei­
ther speaks nor conceals, but gives signs." Meister 
Eckhart issues'a similar admonition against literalism: 
"That person never gets to the underlying truth who 
stops at the enjoyment of its symbol." Literalism is 
the path to idblatry. Of all people, astrologers ought to 
recognize this. Their job in "reading" the birth chart is 
not to parse it for malign and beneficial "influences," 
but to experience it deeply as a poem, and then base 
their interpretations upon that experience. Not only 
would they then be better equipped to counter the crit­
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icisms of their graceless and ill-informed critics, but also 
they would serve as better guardians of the mysteries 
that their vocation demands they reveal. 

When it comes to poetic experience of any kind, we 
very much need to cultivate the ability to read closely­
close, not in the sense of those academic technicians 
from the universities, but close in the sense of being in­
timate. Faced with the poem or the astrological birth 
chart, we don't need to "pull it apart" so much as we 
need to draw it into our heart, where in tum it will lead 
us to that place that is no place, where wisdom abides. 
We must be prepared to admit that some poems-and 
some birth charts-are simply impenetrable to analysis. 
You hear tell of astrologers who, upon first looking at an 
unfamiliar chart, will break into tears, or let out a little 
sigh, or simply shudder. No astrological manual provides 
the gloss for these phenomena. Such emotive responses 
will remain forever "dark" to analysis. Words will never 
explain them. Even so, these "aesthetic shocks" are no 
less meaningful-and who is to say that the unsayable is 
not the most meaningful experience of all? 

Many astrologers in defense of their art cite Carl 
]ung, who theorized that at the very deepest levels of 

the human psyche lie the archetypes of the collective 
unconscious. The archetypes are "primordial images" 
expressed in dreams, myths, poetry, and art of any 
kind. One time he was asked by a student, "So, what 
lies beneath the archetypes?" Jung responded, "Simply 
the world." 

How ironic then that it is sometimes necessary to 
leave the world and make long journeys through those 
dark caverns of the soul- otherwise known as the 
"underworld"-and come out on the other side, only 
to discover we are right back in the very place whence 
we set out. The Zen teaching applies: "Before I studied 
Zen, mountains were just mountains, and water was 
just water. Then I studied a little Zen, and suddenly 
mountains were more than just mountains, and water 
more than just water. But now that I have experienced 
Zen deeply, once again mountains are just mountains, 
and water is just water." The same might be said of 
astrology. 

We read poetically in order to sound the depths of 
experience. At the bottom of every poem-as well as 
every birth chart, dream, and kiss- is simply that most 
venerable of all poems, the world itself. • 


