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James Hillman’s wriƟ ngs provide an invaluable 
foundaƟ on for understanding the bridge between 
psychology and astrology.  Yet Hillman’s theoreƟ cal 
frame and mythopoeƟ c perspecƟ ve are rarely menƟ oned 
in astrological circles, despite the rich opportunity 
for cross-ferƟ lizaƟ on his work off ers.  This arƟ cle 
explores these ferƟ le possibiliƟ es by introducing the 
four movements of Hillman’s groundbreaking opus Re-
Visioning Psychology1 – 

1. Personifying or Imagining Things, 
2. Pathologizing or Falling Apart, 
3. Psychologizing or Seeing Through, and 
4. Dehumanizing or Soul-making.

At the core of the conversaƟ on between Jungian 
psychology and astrology is the noƟ on of the archetype. 
C. G. Jung saw the archetype as a deep universal 
psychological paƩ ern and he studied the archetypes 
in relaƟ onship to mythology and comparaƟ ve religion.  
From an astrological point of view, these principles that 
we study – the planets/signs/houses – are all archetypal 
factors. 

James Hillman studied at the Jung InsƟ tute in Zürich 
in the 1950s, spent Ɵ me with Jung in the last decade 
of his life and then became the InsƟ tute’s fi rst Director 
of Studies in the 1960s. What Hillman begins to see is 
that in pracƟ ce working with the psyche has a lot to do 
with the imaginaƟ on and it has a lot to do with the way 
we look at things. He takes this idea of archetypes and 
develops what he calls an archetypal psychology, which 
is concerned with the quesƟ on as to how do we actually 
come to see things with these universals in mind? If they 
are always shaping our perspecƟ ves and our imaginaƟ on, 
then what are some of the implicaƟ ons? 

Astrologers can easily relate to this because we’re 
always looking at life through these archetypal principles 
in terms of what’s going on with the planets. What 

Hillman is underscoring in his psychology is what it 
means to approach life through one or another of these 
archetypal paƩ erns--how lived experience is illuminated 
by these deep paƩ erns, which he studied through myth, 
parƟ cularly Greek myth, and that we study through 
the planets, which, of course, also overlap Greek myth. 
Even more importantly, Hillman was concerned with 
how the soul is enriched and how we come into a sense 
of soul when life is imagined through these archetypal 
principles.

Originally wriƩ en and delivered as the Terry Lectures at 
Yale University, Hillman’s Re-Visioning Psychology was 
his magnum opus. It is the point at which he declared a 
need for psychology to make a radical shiŌ , an idea he 
had been leading up to in some other works, but this 
was a turning point. In this book his key concern is how 
to culƟ vate a sense of soul in life.

For Hillman soul is not a thing, rather it is a way of 
seeing, what we could say is seeing with the eye of soul. 
Thus soul is a perspecƟ ve, a quality of percepƟ on. He 
writes, “This perspecƟ ve is refl ecƟ ve…makes meaning 
possible, turns events into experiences, has a special 
relaƟ on to death, is communicated in love (eros) and has 
a religious concern”2.

Soul is a perspecƟ ve that mediates between that which 
is understood and directly experienced, and that which 
is mysterious and ulƟ mately beyond our conscious grasp. 
This middle ground, let’s say between what is conscious 
and unconscious, relies upon symbols and images 
which has always been the language of deeper realiƟ es. 
Thus coming into a more soulful vision of things has 
everything to do with our capacity to work with symbols 
and images, with the ability to imagine. 

In Hillman’s view, soul relies on imaginaƟ on and thus 
what he calls soul-making is the deliberate culƟ vaƟ on 
of that imaginaƟ ve perspecƟ ve. In the broadest sense, 
we’re making soul when we fi nd a good metaphor to 
describe something; we’re making soul when we have Image above:  The Alchemist by Cameron Gray
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insights; we’re making soul when we write a piece of 
poetry. Soul-making is a kind of psychological craŌ ing or 
refl ecƟ on in terms of those images and ideas that help 
us see into the hidden reaches of life. So, of course, it 
involves becoming more conscious. But the thing Hillman 
comes back to again in that regard is that what we are 
most unconscious of in our modern raƟ onal and literal 
outlook are the way these archetypal paƩ erns, also 
known as gods, are infl uencing our perspecƟ ves on, and 
experience of, what happens in life. 

Think about what we do in astrology. With its Ɵ me 
measurements, cyclic computaƟ ons and symbols, 
astrology’s technical side has to be brought to life for 
the person for whom the reading is done. As astrologers 
we’re opening up that soul ground between the client’s 
personal life experience and astrological events. But 
just what goes on in this meaning-making and discovery 
of fi ƫ  ng images and metaphors to translate planetary 
principles and movements into life? How oŌ en do we 
think about what we’re doing? 

For Hillman, therapy’s aim is the culƟ vaƟ on of the 
archetypal imaginaƟ on. What he called a “restoraƟ on 
of the individual to imaginal realiƟ es”.3  I think this is 
also what we’re doing in astrology, for it brings images 
in to connect us back to those parts of our life that have 
gone underground. Soul-making is what occurs when 
these forgoƩ en or unconscious pieces are brought into 
conscious awareness. In this way we can see astrology as 
a form of soul-making.

We culƟ vate the astrological imaginaƟ on, which is also 
the archetypal imaginaƟ on, expanding a person’s way of 
envisioning their relaƟ onship to the hidden, cosmological 
dimension of life. For me, our work as astrologers is to 
expand the client’s psychic capacity so that they have a 
wider and deeper way of being with the events of life 
and the traits of their character, so the way they story 
their lives touches into what Hillman would describe as a 
divine drama.  

Hillman’s understanding of what leads to soul-making 
helps us grasp and understand this criƟ cal aspect of what 
we’re doing in our astrological work. My interest is in 
developing a fi eld of ideas where astrology is conversant 
with the ideas in archetypal psychology – an archetypal 
psychological astrology. The four main movements in 
Hillman’s Re-Visioning Psychology are best understood 
as processes of imaginaƟ on. They are both implicit in the 
nature of the psyche or soul, but also something that can 
be culƟ vated, lived into, and made more conscious.

DEHUMANIZING OR SOUL-MAKING

The term dehumanizing is challenging because it is 
generally understood to mean a deprivaƟ on of human 
qualiƟ es, and it is also used to denote a negaƟ ve 
experience. What Hillman means by dehumanizing is 
essenƟ ally depersonalizing. 

Dehumanizing can be diffi  cult for psychologists because 
they tend to look at the world and what happens in 
personalisƟ c ways, as they’re always bringing it back to 
the person and to subjecƟ vity. Dehumanizing is really 
poinƟ ng towards something more cosmological as the 
basis of mind, that the soul, as Hillman puts it, “has an 
existence beyond life and apart from the human being…
there is much of the psyche that extends beyond the 
nature of man. The soul has inhuman reaches”4.  The 
soul is larger than and goes outside the bounds of this 
life and a purely humanisƟ c framework. 

Hillman believed that this therapeuƟ c orientaƟ on 
needed to be rethought for what it does is make its 
paƟ ents individually responsible and personally guilty 
for the universal archetypes. Archetypal psychology 
aƩ empts to envision emoƟ ons less personally, less 
as resultants of human forces. Rather, our strongest 
emoƟ ons and moƟ vaƟ ons are expressions of Nature. 
This perspecƟ ve understands Nature as having an order 
to it, a structure that also has a cosmological aspect. 
If the Nature fl owing through us has intelligence and 
purpose, then that connects to the religious aspect of 
soul-making.  

The Religious Aspect

Hillman underscores the religious dimension of psychic life 
in a very parƟ cular way. He invokes the essence of religion 
in the way Jung described it, as being about the careful 
consideraƟ on of the forces that impinge upon life. Here 
religion is not at all a creed or an organized movement 
but a very innate way of experiencing and understanding 
life. This was one of Jung’s main points, that you can’t 
understand the human psyche without understanding 
the religious insƟ nct, and Hillman argues that you can’t 
separate this religious mode from being psychological. 

What makes meaning in 
our lives is connecƟ ng the 
small personal details to 
larger frames of reference. 
This is essenƟ ally a 
‘religious mode’ imagining, 
as the larger forces that 
have an eff ect upon us, 
whether we call these 

James Hillman
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spirits, gods or planets, are being acknowledged.  
The religious aƫ  tude also includes awareness of the 
ancestors. PloƟ nus, HypaƟ a, Hermes Trismegistus, Ficino, 
Plato, Blavatsky, Jung, Rudhyar, Hillman, whoever it 
is for you - they personify the soul’s need for spiritual 
ancestors, those who guide and mentor us beyond our 
personal narrowness.

In thinking about this from within astrology, I 
understand this religious aƫ  tude at work when the 
symbolism and charts are understood to be bridges or 
connecƟ ons between the everyday world and that of the 
transpersonal archetypal energies, which carry a sense 
of purpose or sense of a spiritual path, an unfolding and 
deepening of the self. I think this is more than what the 
‘as above so below’ concept communicates. From this 
perspecƟ ve what we astrologers are working with is the 
bit of cosmic nature that is fl owing through us. 

So if we really track this dehumanized and religious 
perspecƟ ve, the value of astrology isn’t about self 
discovery and self improvement, which are subtle forms 
of egocentrism. Rather, soul-making is concerned with 
how we are working on the god’s entry and appearance 
into life. For example, how we relate and work with the 
energy and character of a 12th house Mars, or the needs 
and challenges of Venus square Uranus. What are these 
cosmological images asking of the individual who is 
subject to them? 

The danger we face in astrology, as in psychology, is that 
of reducing the gods to parts of ourselves. We humanize 
the gods. They become personality descripƟ ons, 
issues to work through, get over and transcend - parts 
of ourselves, me, mine. When the planetary gods as 
imagined as “metaphors for modes of experience and 
as numinous persons”5 then we can begin to relate 
with these intelligences with a diff erent aƫ  tude—more 
humbled and more aƩ uned to the sacred. 

No longer held accountable for the doings of the gods, I 
can begin to relate to them, which we will take a closer 
look at next in the topic of personifying. In recognizing 
the autonomy of these powers and that they have their 
needs, and those needs must be fulfi lled, opens a way 

to live in more accord with these parts of the psyche. It 
is not my role to quesƟ on, judge, invent, or perfect the 
Gods or Goddesses. Becoming conscious of what moves 
through me awakens my sense of duty and purpose. 

From an archetypal psychological perspecƟ ve, our 
calling is to dehumanize or soul-make in the sense of 
recognizing soul as something that extends beyond the 
personal imaginaƟ on and thereby remember that we are 
in service to making awareness of the deeper nature that 
lives through us. This would be an astrological pracƟ ce 
that serves Nature. 

Return to the Renaissance

For Hillman archetypal psychology has two historical 
places that are also imaginal places that provide for its 
roots: ancient Greece and the Italian Renaissance.  It 
is in the Renaissance that he idenƟ fi es an expanded 
imaginaƟ on of what it means to be human that also 
brings back a sense of the gods and cosmology. 

“A care for the contents of the intellectual imaginaƟ on”,6 
as Hillman puts it, became the central discipline across 
many fi elds: science, language, medicine, love, rhetoric, 
art. And it was the discovery of the pagan Greco-
Roman myths that gripped the Renaissance imaginaƟ on 
like nothing else. What we fi nd is that “Renaissance 
‘care of soul’ looked less to social context and human 
experiences for its models and insights into soul than to 
the archetypes of the imaginaƟ on disguised in anƟ que 
texts”.7

EmblemaƟ c of this Renaissance of the imaginaƟ on, 
and a powerful example of the way soul making and 
astrology come together can be found in the work of 
Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), the Saturnian melancholic 
genius who translated Plato, PloƟ nus, and the Corpus 
HermeƟ cum from Greek into LaƟ n, and reformulated 
Neoplatonic ideas in his own wriƟ ng. As a Doctor of Soul, 
his concern was healing through relaƟ on to the divine 
principles that the planets of astrology personifi ed.8 

Ficino’s move with the 
symbolism of astrology 
was to locate its “truth 
not in concrete proofs 
but in the infi nite spaces 
of the imaginaƟ on,” 
writes Angela Voss.9 
Infl uenced and 
drawing directly upon 
the wriƟ ngs of the 
Neoplatonic philosopher 
PloƟ nus, Ficino says 
that the symbolic power 
of the stars far surpass 
any other power they 
may have. PloƟ nus set 
the tone for Ficino’s 

The Sun, Edvard Munch
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approach, believing the causal aƫ  tude to be incorrect, 
a misunderstanding and misaligned relaƟ onship to the 
heavens. He wanted to preserve a disƟ ncƟ on between 
the “physical literal existence of the stars and planets 
and the human acƟ vity of symbolizing, seeing them as 
representaƟ ves of archetypal principles on the cosmic 
level”.10

In other words, for Ficino and PloƟ nus the relaƟ onship 
between the heavens and earth, the gods and humans, 
is a symbolic one. We can resonate with the heavens 
through the imaginaƟ on because in the Platonic 
cosmos the imaginaƟ ve faculty of the soul corresponds 
with the world of the planets and stars. The key here 
is more about sympatheƟ c resonance or archetypal 
correspondence. 

Here’s a list of Neoplatonic aƫ  tudes Hillman saw at work 
in the revival of the imaginaƟ on, which strike me as 
relaƟ ng to aƫ  tudes we might culƟ vate in our astrological 
work, if we don’t already do so:

 It “abhorred outwardness, literalisƟ c and naturalisƟ c 
fallacies.” 

 It sought to see though the literal into the 
metaphorical and had a preoccupaƟ on with the 
search for “depth in the lost, the hidden, and the 
buried,” hence the pagan anƟ quiƟ es it was obsessed 
with including texts, images, art, and words.

 It regarded the soul as ever in movement, 
somewhere between spirit and maƩ er.

 It stayed close to melancholy, depression, sadness, 
aberraƟ on and death. “Never denying depression 
or separaƟ ng melancholy from love and love from 
intellecƟ on.”

 It was oŌ en contemptuously negligent of 
contemporary science and theology.

 It recognized the “signal place of imaginaƟ on in 
human consciousness, considering this to be the 
primary acƟ vity of the soul.”

 It referred to Greek and Roman mythic fi gures as 
modes of refl ecƟ on, not as allegories. 

In my own astrological pracƟ ce I fi nd I am uninterested 
in the astronomical issue of the precession of the 
equinoxes; the fi xed stars versus wandering planets. Or 
for that maƩ er the tracking of natural phenomenon like 
earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic erupƟ ons to astrological 
transits. I follow NASA for the beauty of the images 
and not for scienƟ fi c sureƟ es. And I am uninterested in 
empirical studies of astrology. This may earn me the ire 
of some of our colleagues, but in my heart and mind I am 
wholly on the side of PloƟ nus and Ficino.

In sum, when we are moving from the personal to the 
divine, we are in that mode of percepƟ on Hillman called 
dehumanizing, where a shiŌ  of percepƟ on occurs and 
interest and concern moves to the soul rather than 
myself. 

It is our psyche that takes its form (or ways of seeing) 
from the gods, the archetypal powers, deep Nature.  And 
so our work may not be about making ourselves beƩ er, 
more whole or complete but rather to aƩ end to the 
nature that fl ows through us, as symbolized by astrology. 
In Hillman’s words, “Our lives are on loan to the psyche 
for a while.  During this Ɵ me we are its caretakers who 
try to do for it what we can”.11 Or in poeƟ c terms, we 
turn to W. H. Auden, “we are lived by powers we pretend 
to understand.”12 

PERSONIFYING OR IMAGINING THINGS

What the move away from the personalisƟ c opens up 
is the revival and reclamaƟ on of the persons of soul. 
Who are those persons of soul? They are the ancestors, 
spirits, daimons, gods. Personifying is a natural mode 
of imagining wherein life becomes a psychological fi eld 
populated with these soul fi gures, and the events of 
life are imagined as accompanied by one or more of 
these inner, imaginal persons. Something about the 
imaginaƟ on itself that loves to personify, and this is 
something poetry illustrates magnifi cently.

Night’s broken wing
and its wide untorn one

hobble across the paling sky
dropping black feathers down on black trees.

Day is sƟ ll forming itself.
This is the gap,

the Ɵ me between the sagacious, taciturn wolf
and the plain dog who will yap into place

when dawn has fl ared and faded.13

Here Night is a wounded presence, and Day also has its 
own personality. This Ɵ me between the night’s fl ight and 
the day’s emergence is personifi ed as the Ɵ me where an 
animal shape is indiscernible, wolf or dog, a danger or 
companion?

Dreams also illustrate how personifying is a natural 

The Stars of the Heavens, Bob PaƩ erson
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mode of imagining. Each and every night in our dreams 
we witness how the psyche spontaneously personifi es. 
So while it is a natural occurrence, we can also embrace 
personifying, lean into it, culƟ vate it. Something soulful 
happens when we imagine the planets as persons, 
presences, intelligences and not just principles. 

The planets are personifi ed as gods of the Greco-Roman 
pantheon. When we are working with them as fi gures 
that have claims upon us, who have their needs, their 
natural areas of best expression, and their challenges, 
then we are personifying.  In essence this is moving from 
principle to presence.

A Ɵ ny story to illustrate: one of my clients has an 11th 
house Mars-Moon-Chiron conjuncƟ on in Capricorn. This 
Mars-Moon confi guraƟ on appears through mastery of 
emoƟ ons and issues of controlling emoƟ ons, either too 
much or too liƩ le. The presence of Chiron adds another 
aspect that points to sexuality as a mode of healing. 
In our discussion, I described this confi guraƟ on as a 
wounded warrior-king and menƟ oned King Arthur. It 
as an incredible synchronicity, as she watched Camelot 
earlier that morning. As we talked about Arthur she 
began to cry because she has always felt him to be 
one of her animus or inner masculine soul fi gures. This 
opened up a whole new way of her to explore who Mars 
is in her psyche and what he needs. 

This shiŌ  of percepƟ on is a move into the personifying 
mode of imagining. And something profound happens 
in these places. As this Mars story demonstrates, 
part of what happens is that personifying moves us 
into relaƟ onship with the fi gures of the astrological 
imaginaƟ on. Soul is made by developing relaƟ onships 
with the archetypal themes, events and energies of our 
lives which the psyche personifi es because this is how we 
experience such proddings and callings from beyond our 
egoic sense of things. Through these personifi ed fi gures 
we enter into a relaƟ onship with what has become 
unconscious. Hillman writes, “Personifying not only aids 
discriminaƟ ons; it also off ers another avenue of loving, 
of imagining things in a personal form so that we can 
fi nd access to them with our hearts”.14

One of the things that becomes evident is how 
personifying imagines in specifi city. Think about the 
details in your dream fi gures and places, the houses and 
all the rich details the dream reveals. Or dream persons 
and the minute memory we have of the color of their 
skin, their way of looking at you. These details convey all 
the nuances of life, light, mood. 

Akin to this, astrological charts are highly diff erenƟ ated 
symbols of our interior body poliƟ c. The specifi city of 
personifying comes into play with how planets are each 
located in a sign, in a house, in aspect/relaƟ onship with 
other planets. Each layer adds nuance and complexity, 
and gives detail to an animaƟ ng fi gure if we can imagine 

into it. Let alone how we will relate to these symbolic 
fi gures over Ɵ me. But not only does personifying 
diff erenƟ ate the energies, it also invites us to relate to all 
the fi gures. No longer in that habitual mode of the ego 
me, astrology shows us the others that are a part of our 
inner world. 

Earlier I discussed how in the Renaissance the 
imaginaƟ on was understood to be where divine 
meanings were given form and could then be understood 
and integrated into a person’s consciousness. The 
power that allows for this connecƟ on to occur, for the 
Neoplatonist, was eros or desire. Eros was understood as 
the force that moves the soul “ever closer to union with 
its source”.15  Eros unites, draws together by desire for 
closeness or union. Hence, Voss notes, HermeƟ c texts 
emphasize the role of desire or longing of the iniƟ ate 
in the awakening of the soul to its true nature. And the 
etymological root of desire is sidere which means ‘from 
the stars’. 

This link between desire, eros and the stars I think 
suggests that what we desire is given with the stars. 
Our psychological and astrological work is to fi nd the 
roots of our desires and their archetypal background. 
The myths that personify those desires point to their 
larger signifi cance and support movement from the 
personalisƟ c to the transpersonal. Returning a planet or 
sign to mythic images, stories and fi gures, we move from 
a staƟ c idea or principle to a dynamic story and fi gure 
that brings the archetypal paƩ erns to life. And there are 
various versions of myths and various viewpoints within 
myths that we can explore. This mulƟ plicity in myth 
evidences the mulƟ plicity of archetypal confi guraƟ ons.

PloƟ nus said that soul’s “presence will be secured all 
the more readily when an appropriate receptacle is 
elaborated, a place especially capable of receiving 
some porƟ on or phase of it, something reproducing 
it, or represenƟ ng it and serving like a mirror to catch 
an image of it”.16 Astrology is just such a mirror. When 
astrology is imagined and pracƟ ced as a vessel for soul 
it becomes a metaphorical altar for the gods, those 
imaginal fi gures who display the confi guraƟ ons of our 
psyche. In sum, personifying ensouls. It imagines life, 
substance and purpose in the psyche’s experiences as 
depicted in astrological images.  

PATHOLOGIZING OR FALLING APART

Hillman’s use of the term pathologizing means 
something very diff erent from the generalized use 
of pathological which means regarding someone or 
something as psychologically abnormal or unhealthy. 

Hillman’s sub-Ɵ tle for this mode of imagining, falling 
apart, helps us. We have all fallen apart one Ɵ me or 
another. Suff ering belongs to the soul. Therefore, 
suff ering is not an aberrant experience; rather it is 
archetypal, universal, and deeply human. So Hillman is 
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taking this term and spinning it so that we begin to be 
curious about the suff ering, the diffi  culƟ es that come 
with life, rather than immediately respond by trying to 
avoid or fi x them. This spirit of curiosity is captured by 
the poet Rumi in The Guest House.17 

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes

as an unexpected visitor.
Welcome and aƩ end them all!

Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house 

empty of its furniture, 
sƟ ll, treat each guest honorably.

She may be clearing you out
for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice,
meet them at the door laughing,

and invite them in.
Be grateful for whoever comes,

because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.

Welcome diffi  culty.
Learn the alchemy True Human

Beings know:
the moment you accept what troubles

you’ve been given, the door opens.
Welcome diffi  culty as a familiar

comrade. Joke with torment
brought by the Friend.

Sorrows are the rags of old clothes
and jackets that serve to cover, and then are taken off .

That undressing and the beauƟ ful
naked body underneath is the sweetness

that comes aŌ er grief.

These visitaƟ ons are given in each chart: squares, 
opposiƟ ons, conjuncƟ ons, certain planetary 
combinaƟ ons, signs in detriment and fall, retrogrades. 
Can you imagine regarding squares as abnormal, a 
mistake of nature? And Chiron as unhealthy? I think 
this is one of the most astounding things that depth 
psychological astrology does, it rejects nothing of the 
diffi  culƟ es, the suff ering, the seemingly immovable 
complexes that we bear in our lives. There they are, right 
in the chart. 

From this valence, astrological work becomes one way 
by which we are working on recognizing, becoming 
more aware, and developing strategies to working with 
our wounds so to bring about change. Abnormality is 
impossible in this pracƟ ce because all confi guraƟ ons 
belong. Archetypal psychological astrology shows us 
that what has been considered problem confi guraƟ ons 
or personality issues have their archetypal points of 

refl ecƟ on. In other words, challenge and diffi  culty belong 
to the hidden reaches of life. 

Our job then is to invesƟ gate the suff ering, to explore 
how these infl uences show up in our lives and how 
relaƟ ng to them changes our relaƟ onship to it. So at fi rst, 
it’s not about trying to make it go away, but to imagine 
into it diff erently.  Hillman would ask, “What door is 
opened into soul through our wounds?”  This perspecƟ ve 
sees there’s soul involved when something goes wrong. 

For the sake of the parts

One of Jung’s meta-concerns was with becoming more 
conscious. He felt that that was the best candidate for 
the real purpose of life. But how do we become more 
conscious? We don’t become conscious when we’re 
an undiff erenƟ ated, monolithic lump of experience 
and everything is egocentric. We become conscious 
when we discover that there is something else at work 
in us, something that defi es our consciousness. That’s 
what Jung called the unconscious. Hillman’s version 
of becoming conscious is waking up to the great 
polytheisƟ c nature of our lives. 

If a primary imperaƟ ve of life is becoming more 
conscious, the way we do that is by diff erenƟ aƟ ng our 
experience and becoming aware that there are these 
other forces and dynamics within us. That generally 
doesn’t happen unless through experience we come into 
confl ict or a split within ourselves. 

When a person comes for a reading, we’re helping them 
host these parts, these inner divisions that are in confl ict, 
helping them to into mode of imagining that sees their 
life as a mulƟ plicity. This monolithic thing that we call the 
personality or the ego, a person’s general sense of self, 
is actually a kind of gathering of these diff erent energies 
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and forces at work. But we’re not moved into this way of 
imagining things unless something is falling apart, which 
is generally what is happening to people when they 
come to astrology.  People come to astrology when they 
fall apart in order to relate beƩ er to the parts. 

Jung developed the noƟ on of the psychological complex 
early in his career. A complex is a themaƟ c grouping 
of psychological contents: memories and emoƟ onal 
responses that usually originate in childhood; hence the 
common terms mother and father complex. Complexes 
are normal, creaƟ ve and have a purpose. What’s 
interesƟ ng however is that Jung eventually came to 
understand that archetypal or universal themes lay deep 
within our personal complexes. This is one of the doors 
that opens when considering the astrological tradiƟ on. 

The important piece for us astrologers is that our 
complexes, those knoƩ y and oŌ enƟ mes diffi  cult and 
charged psychic/emoƟ onal pieces of our lives, have a 
purpose. The psychological aƫ  tude to problems that 
Jung encouraged was to fi nd within them the seed of 
new potenƟ al or growth and not simply focus on the 
cause. Rather than seeing our symptoms as accidents or 
our problems as wrong, these diffi  culƟ es are the royal 
road into soul—and as Hillman points out, we neglect 
their importance in soul-making. 

Soul-making begins with wounding. The gods force 
themselves symptomaƟ cally into our lives. Wounding is 
how we grow into a larger sense of who we are. So what 
happens when we regard astrology and the deep well of 
its wisdom as a place where falling apart is honored as a 
primary way of soul-making? 

Pathologizing as a sensibility is evident in Liz Greene’s 
approach to Saturn in her classic New Look at an Old 
Devil.18  Symbolizing a psychic process as well as a 
quality of kind of experience, Saturn is representaƟ ve 
of pain, restricƟ on and discipline. She symbolizes the 
psychic process by which an individual may uƟ lize the 
experiences of pain, restricƟ on and discipline as a means 
for greater consciousness and fulfi llment. Saturn, the 
Dweller at the Threshold, is the keeper of the keys to the 
gate and it is through him alone, Greene writes, that we 
may achieve eventual freedom through understanding. 
This way of seeing Saturn is to value him and the work 
and goals he has set out as being in service to the 
craŌ ing of a deep inner authority.  In other words, 
there’s value in what is diffi  cult. 

There are three forms of denial in pathologizing that 
Hillman treats. Let’s take a very brief look at each one. 

Nominalism: this is where the healing is thought 
to reside in the labeling of symptoms and suff erers 
of those symptoms. It focuses on classifying the 
complaints of the soul and having no concern with 
the nature, reasons or meaning of the suff ering. In 
psychology this occurs with the excessive investment 

in diagnosis, as if coming up with a label more or less 
takes care of the problem. The astrological version 
of this would be for example naming the transit 
and passing over the person’s history, experience, 
subjecƟ vity of the principles associated with that 
planet.

Nihilism: an existenƟ al doing away of the suff ering by 
an anarchic denial that is a reacƟ on to nominalism 
and its classifi caƟ ons. This is kind of counterintuiƟ ve 
in astrology because the whole point is to fi ll the void 
of existenƟ al reality, but I think fatalism is a subtle 
form of nihilism--‘It’s wriƩ en in the stars’ (natal Pluto 
in the 4th house means one will always be dealing 
with the pain of family trauma or Saturn transiƟ ng 
my 7th means I will not fi nd meaningful relaƟ onships 
during this period so I won’t even try to connect with 
others) and so one takes a passive aƫ  tude, taking no 
responsibility in making choices. 

Transcendence: instead of going into the suff ering 
in a soulful way you raƟ onalize it away with 
some sort of spiritual explanaƟ on. When our 
astrological imaginaƟ on falls into a ‘nothing but’ or 
literal perspecƟ ve then it’s as if we’re not helping 
ourselves or our client into genuinely suff ering a 
more conscious posiƟ on, we’re simply giving them 
a spiritual explanaƟ on for their suff ering. How many 
Ɵ mes do we hear (and mumble to ourselves): “When 
will this transit be over?” or “I keep waiƟ ng for 

Melancholy, William Blake
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Jupiter to bring me something, how come nothing’s 
happening?” My Neptune/Moon always has me 
fall for the wrong person. I can’t communicate 
well because I have Saturn in the third house. In 
other words, this is a kind of spiritual bypass, a 
metaphysical raƟ onalizaƟ on of something rather than 
living in the genuine tension and diffi  culty of it, and 
suff ering into a deeper, more complete awareness. 
As Hillman puts it, “Pathologizing must be met by 
imaginal thinking”.19 Our problems call out for fresh 
metaphors, a shiŌ  in seeing in order to move from 
the old perspecƟ ve so to see them anew. 

Hillman’s point here is that the deepest things in life 
don’t have a resoluƟ on but they are full of images. 
We all hear these ideas about the way suff ering is part 
of the soul, but our default posiƟ on is very oŌ en that 
suff ering means there’s something wrong that has to be 
fi xed, transcended, medically treated because it really 
doesn’t belong to the existenƟ al fabric of being. So how 
does astrology help us hold an understanding that our 
suff erings, wounds, issues belong to the existenƟ al fabric 
of our being?  Astrology’s images provide us an imagisƟ c 
container.  

PSYCHOLOGIZING OR SEEING THROUGH

All of this brings us to the fi nal theme. Like 
dehumanizing, psychologizing or seeing through is a 
natural fi t for astrology. In the opening pages of this 
chapter Hillman writes that seeing through happens 
whenever you look at something that is in one set of 
terms and you translate it into another set of terms. 
I think this is why people love astrology and to have 
their charts read, because the soul loves to go from the 
obvious to the less obvious, from the immediate to the 
hidden. This movement is something the soul loves. 

Divinatory symbolic pracƟ ces like the tarot and I 
Ching are pathways we take in order to see through 
to something. And what we’re really trying to see 
through to is from the literal to the metaphorical and 
from the personal to the archetypal. So what we’re 
aiming for is something that not only is fi ƫ  ng for that 
archetypal level, such as something mythical, spiritual, 
or astrological, but the archetypal means something 
qualitaƟ ve. 

The presence of an archetypal piece of life always comes 
with emoƟ on. Archetypes have an emoƟ onal possessive 
eff ect which is why they are personifi ed as gods. It is 
something that also has a feeling of universality that 
belongs to the fundamentals of the human condiƟ on. 
From this frame, the astrological quest becomes one in 
which we are asking: how do I help a person connect the 
personal to the universal in a meaningful way, a felt way, 
an imaginaƟ ve way? There are three ideas I want to look 
at in terms of how and where this happens in astrological 
pracƟ ce. 

Images that are Alive

Myth is primordial, visceral and full of imaginaƟ ve power 
and on some level we feel and know that it tells a truth. 
Myths acknowledge the powers that live through us, 
that compel, fascinate, haunt us. Myths also place us 
in larger imaginaƟ ve containers where we parƟ cipate 
in something deeper and more vast than our personal 
story, and that is part of why myth is healing. If you 
are feeling like you need a hit of this, watch Joseph 
Campbell’s “The Power of Myth” series and listen to 
the way he translates ordinary facets of life into mythic 
dramas. 

We love myths and their vital, animated, wild images 
that bespeak the archetypal realiƟ es in which the soul 
parƟ cipates. It is in this vein that Hillman says, “Let us 
reimagine psychodynamics as mythic tales rather than 
as physical processes; as the rise and fall of dramaƟ c 
themes, as genealogies, as voyages and contests and 
respites, as intervenƟ ons of Gods.”20 

See, the translaƟ on of a literal problem into another 
set of literal terms is not helpful. Someone’s diffi  culty 
with love and conƟ nual falling for the wrong person 
explained as Neptune square Venus doesn’t touch the 
soul. It gives the mind other language, but off ers no 
soul-food if the image isn’t opened up. The parallel is the 
psychologist with the diagnosƟ c handbook who thinks 
that in diagnosing something they’ve gone deeper into 
the problem. 

If we’re really working the terrain we have to conƟ nually 
translate the abstract language of astrology into images 
that are alive that a person can connect to. The fi ƫ  ng 
images of astrology come out of the specifi c context of 
the reading, for the work is fi shing for the right image. So 
from the astrological concept of Neptune square Venus 
we move into images. 
Perhaps it’s abducƟ on 
by a mermaid or 
merman, or Ariadne’s 
abandonment by 
Theseus, or a Selkie 
calling out to her 
family unable to 
return to them 

Joseph Campbell, 
The Power of Myth
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without her sealskin. The boƩ om-line is whether the 
move you make opens or closes the situaƟ on. If you 
leave them with more openings so to imagine into their 
situaƟ on, then we’ve done some soul work. If I’ve leŌ  
them with a nice neat package, then I’ve not done the 
work. 

Planets off er symbolic perspecƟ ves   

The most elementary understanding of planets is that 
they are symbols, but Hillman might say that planets 
off er symbolic perspecƟ ves. This would be looking at a 
person’s experience through the symbolic perspecƟ ve 
of this or that planet.  In this way we return experiences 
to the planet’s needs, the god’s needs in our lives. 
Having a rough Ɵ me with Pluto transit to Mars? How 
do we explore the situaƟ on through Mars? What does 
one’s Mars need? How is that occurring, being enacted, 
explored in the person’s life? 

So what we’re proposing here is the idea that planets 
are conduits of imagining rather than points of arrival 
or principles of order. Recall the story of my client 
and King Arthur. We’re not working to see through to 
an explanaƟ on or a boƩ om line; rather, we’re seeing 
through to a more soulful way of holding something. 

Imaginal Persons

Seeing through the narraƟ ve experience into the 
archetypal astrological dynamics at play is to move from 
asking ‘how’ or ‘why’ to ‘who’ and ‘what’. Who is here? 
Who is making claims on me now? What in terms of the 
essence of the situaƟ on is taking place here? Half the 
work is asking the right quesƟ on so as to discern what 
needs to be considered, whether transits to birth chart 
or progressions. SomeƟ mes we’re helping the client 
know what to focus on. 

Back to personifying: Astrology serves Nature when 
we recognize that the tools of astrology have their 
own “enlivening spirits”. Not just the planetary gods 
and asteroids as personifi ed archetypal forces - the 
houses are places of life; the signs are qualiƟ es of being 
and expression; aspects are kinds of relaƟ onships, 
interacƟ ons and processes. Each house has a spirit, or 
perhaps 2 or 3 depending on one’s chart. Listen to how 
Liz Greene phrases this, “When a house is tenanted by 
a planet in the birth chart, this sphere of life becomes a 
templum inhabited by a deity”.21 

Whenever we ask, “what does this god want of me”, 
astrological gods/mythic fi gures become modes of 
refl ecƟ on, ways of entering and exploring the issue at 
hand, the phase of life we are in. I think Saturn’s transits 
through the houses is one of the most potent and direct 
ways to shiŌ  into this mode of imagining. This is because 
the work he asks us to wed ourselves to is so concretely 
evident, and requires doing (earth/maƩ er) rather than 
thinking. It is a doing that needs to be dedicated to soul 

work, having to do with development, maturity and our 
relaƟ on to the very core of who and what we are. But 
those spheres of life do not preclude acƟ on. For Saturn 
invites the quesƟ on: what off ering do I need to make? 
What do I need to do? 

I am also very interested in how we imagine ourselves 
in our pracƟ ce.  How do you imagine yourself when 
you are working with your own or someone else’s 
chart, seeing through life experiences to the underlying 
themes, dynamics and archetypal paƩ erns? Are you a 
detecƟ ve, a researcher, a healer? What’s going on in 
your imaginaƟ on about what you are doing? Who is it 
working through you? What archetypal fi gure animates 
your work?  

Finis

James Hillman’s wriƟ ngs provide an invaluable 
foundaƟ on for understanding the bridge between 
archetypal psychology and astrology. I’ve endeavored 
to show how his way of speaking about these innate 
movements of the psyche open us up to imagining into 
our art and craŌ  in fresh ways. 

These four imaginal moves are not disƟ nct boxes, 
they overlap, metamorphise and shape-shiŌ . This 
is in keeping with the nature of the psyche which 
does not seem to be interested in clear defi niƟ ons or 
classifi caƟ ons. As the novelist Elena Ferrante notes, 
“linear explanaƟ ons are almost always lies.” We know 

The Reunion of the Soul and Body, William Blake
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that the psyche needs deep principles upon which to 
orient to life, which is what myth and the archetypal 
paƩ erns within them, has always provided. This is one 
of the primary ways I understand the psychological 
potency of astrology, and what leads me to want to pull 
these perspecƟ ves together in what I call an archetypal 
psychological astrology. 

Astrology is effi  cacious in working with the soul’s 
troubles because it brings images, Gods, journeys and 
cycles to the fore. In other words, it brings a symbolic 
sensibility. It reveals ancient, and transpersonal depth 
in our lives, it connects us to the ancestors, both 
imaginal and historical. As a way of engaging with what 
is presenƟ ng itself in life, astrology makes possible 
insight and revelaƟ on. This too is effi  cacious because 
the culƟ vaƟ on of the imaginaƟ on makes soul. This is 
something I conƟ nue to experience in my studies and 
pracƟ ce - that astrology is a soul pracƟ ce that culƟ vates 
the imaginaƟ on. 

Safron Rossi
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