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FACULTY DAY 2014 
A Stranger in Paradise?  Being an Astrologer in the World 

 
Diane Conway 

 
I’ve called this talk “A Stranger in Paradise?  Being an Astrologer in the World” 
so I thought it was fitting to begin with a musical evocation of paradise and I 
wanted to share with you the final section of Faure’s Requiem entitled In 
Paradisum which is one of my favourite pieces of music.   
 
In case this starts sounding like Desert Island Discs,  when I was approached to 
speak at Faculty Day I was asked if I would like to spend ten minutes or so 
talking about my life as a Diploma Holder and I said, “Oh no, I am really not 
comfortable talking about myself in front of large groups of people”.  So then it 
was suggested that I might prefer to spend half an hour talking about 
something else instead and I really might as well have said “yes” the first time 
as, in some ways, this talk is very personal but, as part of the theme of the day 
is celebrating our Diploma Holders’ journeys, I hope you will forgive me.  
However, as soon as I saw the chart for today1, with the stellium in the eighth 
house in Pisces - Chiron, Mercury, Neptune, conjunct the MC  -  I thought, 
immediately, I must bring in Faure’s Requiem.   
 
Faure’s Requiem, a section of which I have just played for you, was introduced 
to me by my father long ago.  It was one of his favourites, too.  He had a very 
long, degenerative final illness and one Saturday afternoon, I visited him in 
hospital and said: “I think I’ve done it, I’ve finished annotating the recording of 
my consultation and I will be able to submit my Faculty Diploma exam before 
the deadline” and he reached out and squeezed my hand – he wasn’t able to 
speak much any more – and gazed deep into my eyes and I never saw him 
again.  
 
So, I had stepped into the world at his Pluto square Pluto and now, here was 
another transition we shared; he stepped through one door and I another.  I 
passed my Diploma; he never knew that.  He passed away from this world – 
where?  One hopes into paradise-  he deserved to, in my humble opinion at 
least – but he was not sure.  Like many people today - perhaps, secretly, in any 
day - he didn’t know.  We used to talk about it sometimes: “You and your 
mother and your sister-in-law, you believe in reincarnation – I am not sure, I 
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don’t know.”  My sister-in-law wrote in her condolence card: “I trust your 
father is pleasantly surprised” 
 
You question and question but those that remain must deal with loss, and 
carry on, how best you can.  A very dear friend said to me: “Of course you must 
grieve but you have worked so hard, carry on, build something worthwhile in 
his memory”. So I started to teach for the Faculty and to give consultations. I 
was doing what I had dreamed of doing for a long, long time but it felt very 
new, and frightening at times and, all the time, someone with whom I would 
have shared the good news, or asked for advice, or reassurance, was no longer 
there in the way they used to be, though would speak in odd, oblique ways, 
through synchronicities – it was amazing the significant contexts in which his 
initials could crop up, for instance – and through music.   
 
Something significant would happen, good or bad, and I would turn on the 
radio and there it was – there he was speaking, Faure’s Requiem playing In 
Paradisum.  Sometimes, if I wanted a good cry, or if I wanted to speak to us, I 
would play it myself because music evokes memory and, through memory and 
our love of shared things, the past lives on, we remain together and I began to 
learn more about the strange oblique ways in which the dead speak to us, and 
we speak to them. 
 
You question and question and where do you look for answers these days, on 
the internet of course.  Wikipedia tells us “A Requiem or Requiem Mass… is a 
Mass celebrated for the repose of the soul or souls of one or more deceased 
persons” and “Musical settings of …the Requiem Mass are also called 
Requiems”2.   
 
Googling Faure’s Requiem in particular, the combined resources of Wikipedia 
and the Classic FM website tell us that it was created between 1887 and 1901, 
almost certainly as a musical tribute to the composer’s father who died in 
1885.   
 

“As with much of Western classical music, the Requiem owes its roots to 
Christian faith.  Traditionally, at its heart, it is a prayerful lament for the dead.  
Faure’s Requiem was altogether different, though, because here was a 
composer who, unlike many of his contemporaries, had no clear religious 
beliefs.  By contrast, he was very much a doubter, described by his own son 
as “a sceptic.” In place of the sombre nature of many requiems that had gone 
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before, [we are told] Faure’s is noted for its calm, serene and peaceful 
outlook”3.   
 

Faure omits reference to the Day of Judgment and makes a subtle but 
fundamental change to the text of the offertory, changing: “deliver the souls of 
all the faithful departed” to simply: “deliver the souls of the departed”4.  He 
said he saw death as: “a happy deliverance, an aspiration towards happiness 
above, rather than as a painful experience”5.  The full title of the last 
movement can be translated as: “May angels lead you to paradise.” 
 
Yet where, in the modern world, or in any world, but particularly in the 
modern world, is paradise?   
 
Joseph Campbell, who wrote many books on comparative mythology, raises 
this question in Pathways to Bliss saying: 
 

“Many of the images – which in …. [Christianity] are dogmatically affirmed as 
having had historical reality – are very difficult today to interpret in historical 
terms.  For example, the Assumption of the Virgin or the ascension of Jesus 
to heaven both lead us to a problem: where is heaven?  Somewhere up in 
the sky?  Our contemporary cosmology does not permit us to entertain that 
thought very seriously.  We have a collision between these articles of faith 
and the historical and physical sciences, which we have to admit are ruling 
our lives, giving us everything we live by from day to day.  This collision has 
destroyed people’s belief in these symbolic forms; they are rejected as 
untrue.  //Now, since the primary truth is not the historical but the spiritual 
reference of these symbols, the fact that historical evidence refutes these 
myths on the level of objective reality should not relieve us of the symbols.  
These symbols stem from the psyche: they speak from and to the spirit.”6 

 
As astrologers, we are trained to appreciate that symbols speak to different 
people in different ways and we are drawn to things that are symbolically 
appropriate for us.  It is interesting to find, after a couple of clicks, that my 
father, a sceptic, a doubter, found beauty and I believe spiritual consolation in 
a composition made by another doubter who, despite, spending much of his 
working life as a Church organist, was developing and subtly adapting a 
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traditional form and a symbolic framework in which he did not entirely believe.  
A lot of the time we can muddle along in doubt, in not knowing, in avoiding, 
relatively comfortably but then the big transitions come, the eighth house 
moments and we seek a broader framework for our questions. 
 
Joseph Campbell, describes this position in Pathways to Bliss saying that many 
people live by myths that guide them and prove adequate throughout their 
lives – one of the great inherited religious traditions or another – but equally 
many pay lip service to a tradition that is not really speaking to them and, for 
others: “the old instructions just don’t hold, so that when it comes to a life 
crisis, they are of no help”7   He asks, what would sustain you in the face of 
total disaster?   
 

“At such times, the psyche and the ego consciousness are forced to wrestle 
with the two huge mysteries of the nature of the cosmos and death… Your 
ego consciousness will be confronted with these overwhelming mysteries – 
the cosmos, death and your own depth.”8   

 
In times like these, he sees a personal mythology as being of vital importance:  
 

“Mythological images are the images by which the consciousness is put in 
touch with the unconscious.  That’s what they are.  When you don’t have 
your mythological images, or when your consciousness rejects them for 
some reason or other, you are out of touch with your own deepest part.  I 
think that’s the purpose of a mythology that we can live by.  We have to 
find the one that we are in fact living by and know what it is so that we can 
direct our craft with competence.”9 
 

Arguably, as astrologers, we should be well equipped to face crisis, according 
to Joseph Campbell.  We have a mythology we can live by, we have a vivid 
acquaintance with the myths we are living by, with the mythological figures 
that are active in our charts, with the means and the times that these are 
activated by transit and progression, so that we can “direct our craft with 
competence”.  We have a framework with which to wrestle with overwhelming 
mysteries of the cosmos and our own depth – it is a system of 
correspondences, “as above, so below”. We inhabit a universe that 
intercommunicates, in which all parts are interconnected.   We inhabit an 
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Hermetic universe; the source of the dictum “as above, so below” is the 
Hermetic text the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus. 
 
Returning to Joseph Campbell:  “what myth does is to provide a field in which 
you can locate yourself.  That’s the sense of the mandala, the sacred circle, 
whether you are a Tibetan monk or the patient of a Jungian analyst.”  As when, 
as astrologers, we draw up a chart, particularly when we draw up a chart by 
hand: “The symbols are laid out around the circle, and you are to locate 
yourself in the centre”10  
 
He summarises the work of German psychiatrist Kalfried Graf Durckheim: 
 

“We are all manifestations of a mystic power: the power of life, which has 
shaped all life, and which has shaped us in our mother’s womb.  And this kind 
of wisdom lives in us, and it represents the force of this power, this energy, 
pouring into the field of time and space.  But it’s a transcendent energy.  It’s 
an energy that comes from a realm beyond our powers of knowledge.  And 
that energy becomes bound in each of us – in this body – to a certain 
commitment. Now, the mind that thinks, the eyes that see, they can become 
so involved in concepts and local, temporal tasks that we become bound up 
and don’t let this energy flow through.  And then we become sick.  The 
energy is blocked, and we are thrown off centre; this idea is very similar to 
the tenets of traditional Chinese and Indian medicine.  So the psychological 
problem, the way to keep from becoming blocked, is to make yourself – and 
here is the phrase – transparent to the transcendent.  It’s as easy as that.  
//What myth does for you is to point beyond the phenomenal field towards 
the transcendent….  A mythic figure is like the compass that you used to draw 
circles and arcs in school, with one leg in the field of time and the other in the 
eternal”11 

 
As an astrologer, I can find deep connection with Faure’s Requiem reading the 
symbol in my own way, according to my own standpoint, which is different 
from that of Faure, or indeed my father, or the Catholic Church although each, 
in their own way, has found consolation from it.   As I engage with charts, in a 
practical way, if I allow myself to be transparent to the transcendent, I am 
over-lighted by a cosmology that allows the potentialities of heaven and 
guiding angels, whatever one personally takes these symbols to mean.   This 
cosmology is the Ptolemaic Universe.   
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In The Western Way Caitlin and John Matthews describe how: “the Hellenic 
cosmos consist[ed] of the earth, the seven planets, the fixed stars, the zodiac, 
extending in spherical progression, beyond which lay the Empyrean.  Through 
these spheres filtered the power of God by means of the angelic hierarchies.”  
However, for many, this vision of cosmos is now lost: “the moon is a dead 
piece of rock, the planets do not behave as Ptolemy believed, the earth is not 
the centre of the Universe any more than it is the centre of our solar system.  
Yet: “those who travel externally to these heavenly bodies will only find empty 
planets. The real cosmic universe is an interior one”12.   
 
The Ptolemaic cosmology, with the earth in the centre has remained the 
metaphysical inner world model of the macrocosm amongst astrologers and 
the wider hermetic community.  This is not to say the sun-centred cosmology 
of the physical cosmos - post-Copernicus - is rejected.  As far back as 1617, 
Robert Fludd, was alert to the importance of the Ptolemaic system in the way 
that it underpinned the hermetic concept of inner space, yet he was 
scientifically aware of the Copernican system at the same time.  His work was a 
defence of the old world-model.  He retained it because he understood how, if 
the Copernican system was once established in the Hermetic realm of thought, 
it: 
 

“would give rise to a non-spiritual picture of the Cosmos….The Ptolemaic 
cosmology saw the world in relationship to humanity: a system of steps up 
the ladder of the cosmos by which microcosm and macrocosm were reflected 
and interrelated.  Fludd’s book presents us with the old cosmology, not in 
terms of astronomical understanding, but as a valid spiritual philosophy for 
the hermeticist.”13 

 
This is part of our wider tradition yet we have strange and archaic images here 
and it is difficult to know on which level to take the sense of divine 
intelligences who stand: “each according to his sphere, receiving power from 
the order of beings above and passing it to the order below”14  or: 
 

“the Spindle of Necessity which stands for the cosmic system of stars and 
planets rotating about the axis of the universe.  On each whorl of the Spindle 
sits a siren singing a single note.  Pythagoras’ cosmic ship of music is a similar 
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theme: it sails through the heavens emitting … rushing sounds. The Music of 
the Spheres gives us an insight into the cosmic order which is far more than 
mere planetary correspondence.  If we skilfully strike the seven stringed lyre 
of our beings, we resonate with the Music of the Spheres so that microcosm 
and macrocosm sound in harmony.”15   

 
These references to spheres and angels seems to be a symbolic not only of a 
system of transmission of communication but of a ladder: “In Rudolf Steiner’s 
anthroposophy, for example, as a soul descends to earth, it acquires 
characteristics from planetary angels, which it gives up in its passage from life 
to rebirth…”16  
 
How comfortable are we with angels?   
 
As with Faure’s creation of his Requiem, traditional structures are continually 
reworked as we seek to make a personal relationship with them, to make them 
relevant to ourselves and to our age and thereby memories are preserved, 
traditions evolve and we are linked to others by our mutual love of things. 
 
The Faculty is returning to embrace its wider tradition this year by presenting 
to Diploma Holders an extract of William Lilly’s Epistle to the Student in 
Astrology.  Lily’s Epistle was written in 1647 and the particular extract used for 
this purpose was chosen in 1951.  The presentation itself has not been made 
for some years.  Part of the wider Epistle which is not extracted makes 
reference to the fact that the student: “rangest above the heavens by 
contemplation, conceivest the motion and magnitude of the stars …talkest 
with angels.”17 
 
Talking with angels may sound as if it is edging uncomfortably close to 
madness but the idea of engaging in communication with a symbolic model of 
the cosmos may seem less outlandish.  Gary Lachman in his history of 
hermeticism “The Quest for Hermes Trismegistus” makes the observation that:  
 

“Throughout the Hermetic texts we are often told that in order to know God, 
we should observe the cosmos.  “If you wish to see Him”, Hermes tells his son 
Tat in Book V, “consider the sun, the course of the moon, the order of the 
stars”.  This gives a very concrete sense to the idea of “cosmic 
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consciousness”.  By observing the stars and their celestial order, one would 
come to understand the mind behind them, and also stimulate one’s own 
mind to encompass them.”18  

 
In terms of inner space, as we have seen, the nature of the cosmos is called 
into question when we reach crisis and address the big questions – Why?  Why 
me?  What does it mean?  The two huge mysteries of life, the nature of the 
cosmos and of death.  For these mysteries cannot be penetrated empirically so 
we cannot know, we have to accept our a-gnosis.  Those who cannot accept 
this, the seekers of gnosis, seek to find the true relations between man, the 
cosmos and the divine.  The truths they find on their path are directly 
apprehended but difficult to communicate.  Anyone engaging on the process 
of chart interpretation might appreciate the process Lachman describes when 
he speaks of the: 
 

“slow, often frustrating process of … grabbing hold of the insights that come 
“like a rushing river tumbling in flux” and turning them into words, contrary 
to the common idea that such mystical experiences are ineffable.  The point 
of gnosis then, is not only to have the experience, but to communicate it, and 
by doing so, to add to our understanding of ourselves and the cosmos, an 
understanding that Nous, God, or whoever, wants and is engaged in acquiring 
through us.”19  

 
None the less, there is a point at which words fail and we are left to experience 
the Mystery:   
 

“the Supreme Good cannot be spoken of or heard…This being so, many of the 
Hermetic treatises end either in an ecstatic song of praise or a mystical 
silence.  This is the same silence that follows listening to great works of 
music, which seem to stir feelings and emotions which words cannot 
express”.20  

 
 

                                                 
18

 “The Quest for Hermes Trismegistus: From Ancient Egypt to the Modern World” – Gary Lachman (Floris 
Books 2011) p 88 
19

 Ibid pp 46-47 
20

 Ibid p 26 


