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When Connecticut minister Ezra Stiles pondered the fate of magic and
the occultin 1773, he found them in a state of terminal decay: “The System is
broken up, he wrote, the Vessel of Sorcery shipwreck, and only some shattered
planks and pieces disjoined floating and scattered on the Ocean of . . . human
Activity and Bustle.”' Many observers shared Stiles’ sentiments. A number of
Stiles’ contemporaries thought magic a product of the nonage of civilization,
properly discarded as humanity progressed to higher levels. In his Brief Retrospect
of the Eighteenth Century (1830), New York minister Samuel Miller argued
that during the Renaissance, “Magic, Alchemy, and Judicial Astrology were
fashionable pursuits, and were interwoven with almost every object of study.”
But now, Miller claimed, those “play-things of ancient folly” were “justly
ridiculed and exploded.”

Nor was the perception of the decline of the occult limited to its detractors.
Almanac makers, the most prominent public defenders of astrology in
eighteenth-century America, voiced similar complaints about the declining
interest in the occult. Nathaniel Ames, the most popular New England almanac
author in the decades leading to the Revolution, lamented as early as 1729
that “the sublime Sons of Art [adepts in the occult] . . . spring up so thinly,
scarce one in a hundred.” There were other indications of diminishing levels
of astrological knowledge. In 1753 Ames felt obliged to provide a key to
astronomical symbols, explaining that they were “not understood by my
younger readers.” Almanac makers like Ames adapted their texts to declining
astronomical literacy, and often simplified the treatment of astrology.?

Though astrological learning was ebbing, contemporary observers agreed
that magical practices were far from extinct. Even the harshest critics of the
occult acknowledged that it retained a core of support among the common
people. A New York physician writing in 1801 thought that astrology was
“unfashionable” and “foolish,” and singled out for special criticism the
“miserable relic” of occult belief that persisted among rural farmers. Ezra Stiles
followed his observation on the deteriorated state of the occult by noting that
magic “subsists among some Almanack Makers and Fortune Tellers.” And
whatever their worries about their audience, almanac makers such as Ames
continued to traffic profitably in astrology in the pages of their annual
publications.*

What then was the state of magic in eighteenth-century America? Were
the reports of its decline, as some have suggested, considerably exaggerated?®
How can one get beyond anecdotal evidence to obtain a more complete and
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considered judgment of its status? In recent years debate on these questions
has intensified. Keith Thomas’ Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971), the
source from which most recent English-language scholarship on early modern
magic flows, argues that magic declined steeply in England after the Restoration.
Herbert Leventhal’s In the Shadow of the Enlightenment: Occultism and
Renaissance Science in Eighteenth-Century America (1976), extends the thesis
of occult declension to eighteenth-century America.* However, since Jon Butler’s
influential 1979 article “Magic, Astrology, and the Early American Religious
Heritage 1600-1760,” most scholarship on magic in eighteenth-century
America has emphasized its continuing vigor rather than its infirmity. Recent
scholars of the occult in late colonial America, including Butler, Carolyn
Merchant, Richard Godbeer, and John Brooke, argue that popular magic,
untouched by the currents of the enlightenment, continued to flourish
throughout the eighteenth century.’

These scholars emphasize the continuity between magical practice in the
eighteenth century and that of earlier times. Butler and Godbeer criticize
Thomas for generalizing from the ample evidence of the decay of magic among
elites to argue for the waning of occultism in English society as a whole. Over
the past twenty years scholars have uncovered much new evidence on the
abundance of popular magical practices in the eighteenth century. There has
been extensive new documentation of the role of cunning men and women
(fortune tellers), alleged witches, treasure hunters, dream interpreters, and folk
healers. Richard Godbeer typifies recent scholarship when he writes that while
educated New Englanders learned to speak and think in the language of the
High Enlightenment, most ordinary folk were uneffected by new intellectual
currents and “continued to see the world as an enchanted place, filled with
occult forces.”™ Jon Butler labels the bifurcation of learned and popular attitudes
toward the occult as the “folklorization of magic.” Butler writes that magic
survived among the “largely illiterate and poor segments” of European and
American society while often disappearing from “elite and literate segments of
society.” The “folklorization thesis” certainly is congruent with much of the
available evidence. Surely magic and the occult had little intellectual chic.
Nathaniel Low echoed a familiar theme among almanac makers when he wrote
in 1762 that “all who write fashionably at this Day, condemn [astrology] . . .
as nothing but a meer whim, and all who pretend to knowledge of it, are
derided and set as nought as nothings but a parcel of Fantasticks that are with
their insipid Delusions endeavoring to impose on the Publick.” Thus, Low
claimed he intended his almanac only for “those Poor and Iliterate (that are
not so biased against the art as the Multitude are).” It is intriguing that Low
casts the division not between the learned and the popular classes, but between
the “multitude” who have rejected astrology, and those few poor and illiterate
stragglers who have not.'
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But in many respects the sharp cultural divide posited in the “folklorization
thesis” is quite problematic. It requires popular folk magic to remain, so to
speak, “hermetically” sealed from the influence of the broader culture of
Enlightenment over the course of the eighteenth century.'"" But rather than
increasingly being isolated, it was increasingly hard to distinguish the purveyors
of the culture of popular magic from the disseminators of the Enlightenment.
Consider once again Nathaniel Low’s 1762 almanac. After criticizing the learned
for their rejection of magic, he went on to note that while his almanac used
the best rules of experienced astrologers, “however the Weather is uncertain.”
He refused to take responsibility for the accuracy of his predictions, claiming
only that he had passively employed the established rules for weather astrology.
His loyal readers, Low announced, followed his prognostications at their own
risk. Was Low a supporter or detractor of magic? Low’s skin-deep allegiance to
occultism was typical of many defenders of magic in eighteenth-century
America. Much of the evidence for occult survival reveals on closer examination
doubts and confusions about magical practices.'?

The coming of the ideals of the Enlightenment led to a disenchantment
of magic and occultism in eighteenth-century America. There were many paths
toward the disenchantment. For some, the disenchantment was an aspect of
the High Enlightenment, and led to an outright rejection of magic and the
occult in all its forms. But for many others, like Nathaniel Low, the
disenchantment had more equivocal results. Many remained attached to some
forms of magic, while at the same time proclaiming their allegiance to the
principles of the Enlightenment. Some tried to reconcile these apparent
contradictions; some did not. But in different ways and to varying extents, the
disenchantment influenced almost all persons of European background in early
America. Like the “Great Awakening,” the disenchantment was one of the
central cultural events of eighteenth-century America. If its public
manifestations were subtler, the changes it wrought were in many ways as
epochal.

As used by Max Weber, who introduced the notion of disenchantment to
the literature of sociology, most notably in his essay “Science as a Vocation,”
the “disenchantment of the world” (Entzauberung der Welt) was one of the
chief characteristics of modern life.”® One of the main consequences of the
“disenchantment” for Weber was the decay of a socially shared sense of the
supernatural and the magical. The disenchantment resulted in the diminution
of the social strength of the magic and the occult, even when such private
beliefs remained widespread. It is, as Weber wrote, the “retreat from public
life” of the older supernatural values that is the main measure of the
disenchantment. In its wake, conceptions of magic became, as Roy Wallis and
Steve Bruce argue, increasingly “individualized, fragmented, and privatized,”
and occult belief became more particularized and sectarian.™
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The hold of occultism on popular culture grew increasingly tenuous after
1700. The efforts to effect a “reformation of manners” in New England and
elsewhere, in part by marginalizing the occult, slowly began to bear fruit.”® In
the eighteenth century, the common culture of magic had to survive in the
face of the indifference and, more often, the open hostility, of almost every
important institution in American society. Keith Thomas, echoing Emile
Durkheim, has written that in seventeenth and eighteenth-century England,
“magic had no Church, no communion symbolizing the unity of believers.”
Neither had it an empire, a nation, a mercantile partnership, a political faction,
a newspaper, nor a classroom. As a whole, the practice of magic was increasingly
peripheral to the broader developments in American culture.'

The two most important educational institutions in colonial society, the
meeting house and the schoolhouse, both substantially expanded their reach
in the eighteenth century, and both imparted a strongly anti-magical and anti-
occult message. The progress of natural theology among Latitudinarian-minded
Anglicans and the proto-Unitarian New England “Old Lights” favored a divine
economy in which God governed best by governing least, by refraining by the
display of any supernatural providential intervention in the course of nature.
On the other hand, the aggressive assertion of the sovereignty of God by
evangelical Christians accepted supernaturalism, but increasingly saw any extra-
Christian magic (such as astrology) as an affront to divine power. Traditional
magic—hermetic, occult, and largely operating outside of Christian sanction—
had no place within either the secularized universe of the High Enlightenment
or the Christocentric cosmos of the evangelicals. '

Magic was also without a secure haven in the literacy and educational
culture of eighteenth-century America. By the end of the century, male literacy
rates in New England approached ninety percent, while those in the middle
and southern states lagged only somewhat behind. Church adherence rates
likewise had steadily increased over the course of the century.'” Samuel Miller
in 1803 described eighteenth-century America as a place of an “unprecedented
diffusion of learning,” when “elements of literature and science descended
from the higher classes of society . . . to the middle, and in some instances, the
lower orders of men.”*® David Hall has written of the precarious nature of
verbal culture in a literate society in which “oral knowledge is always touched
by print.” The traditional culture of magic in eighteenth-century America was
verbal, and its remaining adherents increasingly partook of a new, dynamic,
and resolutely anti-occult intellectual world."”

For Weber and others, the long term consequence of the disenchantment
was the “rationalization of modern life.” In the eighteenth century the
disenchantment did not so much give birth to modern rationality as to a
teeming intellectual and cultural confusion and eclecticism, in which an
extraordinarily wide range of views on the occult and magic had simultaneous
currency.
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One of the best places to witness the changing popular reception of the
occult and magic is within the pages of the early American almanac.” For one
thing, as a staple of the colonial press from its beginnings in Massachusetts in
1639, almanacs form a particularly abundant print source. By 1750 over fifty
separate almanacs appeared in the colonies annually. By 1800 the number of
different almanacs printed annually exceeded 125. Eighteenth-century almanacs
had average annual print runs of four to five thousand copies. As early as
1707, a Philadelphia almanac maker wrote of a rival who was printing 5,000
annual copies of his almanac. The pseudonymous “Frank Freeman” considered
arun of 3,600 for a 1767 New York almanac a “small impression.” The almanacs
of Isaiah Thomas had print runs of 3,300 to 4,000 in the early 1780s. On the
high end, Robert Bailey Thomas annually sold well over 20,000 copies of the
Earmer’s Almanac in the 1820s, while Nathaniel Ames’ almanacs had an annual
circulation of between 50,000 and 60,000 at the height of their popularity in
the 1750s and 1760s. If we take a fairly conservative estimate of 4,000 copies
per edition, by 1800 there were half a million almanacs printed annually, a
figure that approaches one per household.”

Because of the widespread circulation of almanacs, their readership
extended to the peripheries of the literate. As early as 1683, Cotton Mather
wrote that the almanac came “into almost as many hands as the best of books
[the Bible].” Later almanac authors echoed this observation. One critic of
almanacs ruefully noted that almanacs “more generally spread around the
country than perhaps any other kinds of books.” Remote rural communities
at times appointed one person to go to the nearest bookseller and purchase
sufficient almanacs for everyone in the town. No genre of print in eighteenth-
century America had as wide or general circulation as the almanac.?

The almanac was a vernacular genre which provided information on a
range of topics, from farming and road conditions, currency exchange rates,
the tides, and the positions of the planets, as well as the future states of the
weather. The almanac was also a vehicle of education. The first published
account in the colonies of the Copernican hypothesis appeared in an American
almanac. From Benjamin Franklin to David Rittenhouse a sizable number of
scientists used the almanac as a means of scientific popularization.”

But as Jon Butler noted, the almanac was also the main print source for
disseminating occultism in early America. Surely astrology and lunar lore, the
most universally accepted of all of the traditional magical arts, had no sturdier
institutional redoubt. The astrological features in the standard almanac were
numerous, starting with the centerpiece of all almanacs, the astrological and
astronomical calendar, known as the ephemeris. Almanac makers used long-
standing astrological rules to fashion weather predictions. Discussions of
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farming and husbandry often touched on astrological themes, as did many of
the essays on scientific issues penned by almanac makers. Perhaps the best-
known artifact of astrology in the almanac was the Man of Signs, primarily
used as a key to lunar-astral bloodletting (the bleeding of animals) and gelding.
The apparent contradiction between the two primary functions of the
alamanac—as a forum for occultism, and a source of scientific information—
would become more obvious, or at least more noticed, over time.?

The almanac provides one of the most useful methods of going beyond
isolated examples of occult survival and decline to achieve some general- measure
of the status of the occult in early America as a whole. Perhaps the strongest
general evidence for the disenchantment is that as almanac circulation increased
in the late eighteenth century, the books’ occult contents steadily decreased.
At the very least this indicates that audiences continued to purchase and respond
favorably to almanacs that were largely free of occultism. The impact of the
disenchantment on readers of almanacs was slow and cumulative. By providing
repeated examples of how to either reinterpret or entirely discard old magical
beliefs, almanacs offered a model for readers on how to adapt to the
Enlightenment.

A comparison of two contrasting approaches to astrology—those of John
Foster in 1680 and Jared Eliot in 1761—demonstrates the effect of the’
disenchantment on American almanacs. As the first printer in Boston (all
previous Massachusetts imprints were published at Harvard College), Foster
is a significant figure in the history of Massachusetts publishing. Though Foster
was a Harvard graduate, Foster’s almanacs were more popular in character
than the ones that had appeared at the college since 1639. Foster was a
transitional figure who observed the Puritan strictures against printing weather
predictions in almanacs. But he did bend the anti-astrological conventions of
early Massachusetts printing to the extent of including in his 1680 almanac
the first guide to weather astrology published in North America, the “Natures
and Operations of the Seven Planets with the Names given them by
Astronomers.” Foster described the planets not as physical entities, but as
packages of essential qualities, using the four elements and humors, the first
principles of Renaissance astrology and Aristotelian physics. For Foster, Saturn
was cold and dry, while Jupiter was hot and moist. Mars was “hot and dry in
excess, causing extream heat in Summer, and warm air in Winter, likewise
Storms of Rain, Hail, Thunder, Lightning.” Foster built his astrology around
a series of dyads, such as “hot/dry” and “cold/wet.” In occult thinking of this
sort, as Brian Vickers has argued, “nature is significant not in itself but as a
system of signs pointing to other categories” possessing transcendent
metaphysical significance.”

Some seventy-five years later Jared Eliot, a pioneer of scientific agriculture,
defended astrology in a manner vastly different from Foster. Eliot, 2 Connecticut
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minister, graduated from Yale College in 1706, and received a Master of Arts
degree from Harvard in 1709. Thereafter he was a physician, as well as minister
of a Congregational church in Killingworth, Connecticut. Eliot’s work on
scientific agriculture reflected the efforts of the Royal Society of London to
improve agricultural and industrial production by the introduction of new
technologies and a new “experiential” method that carefully tested the efficacy
of the new techniques.?

Eliot, like many influenced by the Baconian emphasis on practical
knowledge, considered the possibility that traditional farming practices,
including those pertaining to the influence of the moon, had some underlying
validity. In this vein, Eliot’s 1761 treatise, Essays on Field Husbandry, contained
a discussion of whether the old practice of cutting brush when the moon was
in the constellation Leo was an effective means of preventing it from growing
back. Later almanac makers frequently reprinted Eliot’s positive evaluation of
lunar influence on agriculture.”

Yet there is a defensiveness in Eliot not present in Foster. Any support for
astrology, Eliot acknowledged, carried with it the “Imputation of Ignorance
and Superstition.” As a result, Eliot’s account of astrology begins with an
emphasis on the human-derived nature of the divisions of the zodiac. The
division of the sky into constellations is not “the work of nature, but of Art,
contrived by Astronomers for Convenience,” and as such does not represent
any actual partition in the heavens. Eliot thereby expressed a clear rejection of
the occult conviction that underlying natural metaphors (such as the
constellations) have a physical reality. Nonetheless he found, to his satisfaction,
that the old astrological rules worked. Like many eighteenth-century defenders
of astrology, Eliot sought the prestige of Newton’s explanation of the lunar
pull on the tides to support the folk wisdom. “It is well known,” he argued,
“that the Moon’s Attraction hath great Influence on all Fluids,” presumably
including those in bushes and shrubs. The center of his defense was the practical
and empirically collected evidence in favor of the lunar influence, painstakingly
gathered from repeated testings, a process Eliot and others of his time called
“experience.”

The distinction between Foster and Eliot is the difference between astrology
understood as an occult doctrine mixed with an Aristotelian cosmology, and
astrology viewed through the lens of Baconian and Newtonian science. To
explain astrology Foster invoked the grand cosmic symbolism of the four
elements and analogically transferred the properties of the planets and the
elements to the weather. The same planet also enhanced the hot/dry choleric
temperament or humor in individuals, and governed fates from personal love
life to the national destiny. A single astrological relationship shaped all of the
happenstances of life.”
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In Eliot, Aristolian cosmology was nowhere to be found. Gone as well was
the common linkage between all of the occult sciences. His interest in astrology
was limited to a very specific instance of planetary influence, that of the moon
on undergrowth. Whether Eliot was right or not had no bearing on, say, the
validity of alchemy or supernatural providences. Eliot’s test did not even
corroborate the usefulness of the lunar correlation he discusses for other
purposes more closely resembling his, such as lunar-based weather forecasting
or animal husbandry. Most importantly, where Foster offers no justification
for weather astrology beyond the symbolism itself, Eliot rests his ¢ase on the
empirical testing of evidence. If Foster’s conception of astrology was primarily
symbolic Eliot’s was predominantly instrumental, with little or no symbolic
content.

The relative importance of the symbolic and non-symbolic components
of early modern magic has been a matter of considerable debate. For Keith
Thomas in Religion and the Decline of Magic the bewildering abundance of
early modern magical practices lacked “philosophic underpinnings” and formed
“a collection of miscellaneous recipes, not a comprehensive body of doctrine.”
Anthropologist Hildred Geertz argued instead that early modern magic was
essentially symbolic in character. All early modern magic, to a greater or lesser
extent, she argues, partakes of a symbolic framework that imparts a “culturally
unique image of the way in which the world works,” a template that provides
a key for decoding the relationships between people and the objects of nature.*

There is an ongoing tension between the symbolic and instrumental
dimensions of early modern magic. Magical acts are never purely symbolic or
practical. As Richard Kieckhefer astutely observes, “to assume that magic either
has power to coerce external forces or else has nothing but subjective efficacy
is to create a false disjunction.” But the balance between the symbolic and
practical components of magic change over time. Learned magic tends to be
highly symbolic, while popular magic is often pragmatic and result-oriented.
Learned enlightened anti-magic took its aim squarely at the symbolic contents
of traditional occultism, and often championed “popular magic” shorn of its
symbolic dimensions. Over the course of the eighteenth century learned anti-
occult explanations of the efficacy of magic steadily filtered into popular
discourse.”!

Another way to state this is that those who defended magic in print in
eighteenth-century America increasingly viewed it as a form of recipe
knowledge, rather then as a form of occult symbolism. Recipe knowledge is
derived from specific formulas, which establishes a distinct casual link between
a set of antecedent conditions and a consequence, in the form “x, theny.” (A
typical example of astral recipe knowledge in eighteenth-century almanacs is
this advice from the 1799 Farmers Almanac. “January 6. At this quarter of the
moon cut fire-wood, to prevent its snapping.”) When viewed as recipe
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knowledge, magic is a collection of related, but distinct and practical rules,
without a superintending purpose or connection.*?
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The advance of the disenchantment in early American almanacs occurred
in two overlapping phases between 1650 and 1800. In the first phase, 1650 to
1730, occult astrology continued to appear in almanacs, but was increasingly
subject to a caustic scrutiny. There was a rising sense of the inadequacy of the
occult as a predictive science. While early almanac makers challenged the occul,
rarely did they reject it outright. Thus, the almanacs often give the impression
of inconsistency, with little attempt to reconcile seemingly incompatible occult
and anti-occult discourses. In the second phase, occult interpretations of
astrology were rejected, and astrology was defended solely on a naturalistic
basis.»

Almanac makers were extremely well placed to respond to the diverse
currents of natural and scientific thought in the late seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Academic, popular, craft, and folk influences all converged in the
early modern print shop. The almanac was the perfect vehicle for the ambitious
autodidact to voice his opinions. Those who used almanac publishing as a
platform to recognition and success included John Tulley, Daniel Leeds,
Nathaniel Ames, Robert Bailey Thomas, and, most famously, Benjamin
Franklin. It was a craft for young men. Daniel Leeds and Nathaniel Mather
began publishing their almanacs at 16, Daniel George at 17, and Nathaniel
Ames at 18. Benjamin Franklin and Robert Bailey Thomas were old men of
26 at the time that their first almanacs appeared.>

Franklin’s early education (and self-education) provides a clue into the
jumble of intellectual influences that shaped many almanac makers. While
still in Boston Franklin assimilated a number of religious, philosophical, and
scientific influences, transforming the sermons of Cotton Mather in his early
“Silence Dogood” letters into a religion of busyness and good works. Religious
authors ranging from the “catholick” congregational ministers in Massachusetts,
or the radical freethinking authors such as Earl of Shaftesbury and Anthony
Collins influenced the 1725 Dissertation on Liberty and Necessity, all inspired
Franklin with conceptions of the universe that emphasized its beauty, unity,
and reasonableness, and its accessibility without relevation.®

The Junto Club, the group of young artisans who banded together in
1727, provide another clue into Franklin’s early development. The alternative
name of the society, the Club of the Leather Aprons, hints at their connections
to freemasonry. (Franklin later became an active freemason.) If occult and
hermetic traditions had played a crucial role in the shaping of freemasonry,
the crystallization of freemasonic ideology in early America had far more to do
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with early enlightenment notions of universal benevolence and Newtonian
science. Like the almanac, eighteenth-century freemasonry was originally buil
on occult foundations. But these origins were increasingly forgotten as both
the almanac and the freemasons became key disseminators of enlightened
principles. Almanac-makers, like others caught in the contending fashions of
the time, often found themselves tugged in opposite directions by the occult
and anti-magical currents in the broader culture. In his Autobiography, Benjamin
Franklin wrote of William Parsons, one of the members of the Junto, a club of
young self-improvers, as one “bred a Shoemaker, but loving Reading, had
acquird a considerable Share of Mathematics, which he first studied with a
View to Astrology that he afterwards laught at.” There were many almanac
makers—humble of background and mathematically adept—who faced similar
choices.?

The very process of disenchantment, with its intensified a sense of the
growing estrangement between occult and non-occult ways of thinking, often
fostered searches for intellectually respectable if short-lived syntheses between
the two increasingly distinct world views. It was a time of syncretistic thinking,
in which many tried to embrace the Newtonian universe on the one hand and
aspects of hermeticism on the other. Isaac Newton himself is the best example
of this. The vacillations between the “Newtonian” and the occult world views
were not the product of backwater parochialism, but were an essential
component in the dissemination of the early enlightenment itself. While
Newton dallied with hermeticism, occultism and older Aristotelian ways of
thought left their marks on the intellectual leaders of colonial America, such
as Increase and Cotton Mather, or Charles Morton, a contemporary professor
at Harvard College. And the humbler class of persons who comprised the
ranks of the almanac makers and readers in eighteenth-century America
grappled with the same problems as well.

Samuel Clough, a Boston almanac maker from 1700 to 1708, provides a
good example of the vacillating style of the early eighteenth-century almanac.
Clough’s intellectual insecurity was no doubt compounded by uncertainty
about his social status, a common problem for “self-made” men. He wrote in
his 1700 almanac that he was neither a “professor or practitioner” of
mathematics. When his calculations were criticized, he replied with asperity
that some “will be pleased with nothing that will come from one not brought
up to Learning, as it ‘twere impossible that any such should ever achieve by
their own Ingenuity.” Clough also appeared to be uncertain about the status
of weather astrology. In 1699, recognizing that “the People have been us'd to it
in Almanacks of late,” Clough included weather predictions, but also included
a warning. “The very Rules that the foretelling of the weather is grounded
upon are not to be trusted or depended upon.” Seven years later he took an
opposite tack, writing, “the predictions of the weather from the Motions &
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Aspects of the heavenly bodies, has been despised by many, as a Science built
on Sand, and therefore I think my self obliged to say a word or two in defense
of it.”®

Few almanac makers were without some ambivalence toward traditional
occultism. Daniel Leeds, a Philadelphia almanac maker from 1687 to 1713,
was among the most active and public disseminators of occult thinking in
early America. Leeds had considerable occult learning, and in his almanacs
quoted the Hermetic corpus of writings, Renaissance occultists, and
seventeenth-century English astrologers such as William Lilly. But Leeds also
consistently expressed doubts concerning occult astrology. In hiss 1693 almanac,
for example, after a fairly detailed account of astrological principles, he added
two fairly standard deflations of occult astrology offered by almanac makers,
namely, that predictions “miss as often as they hit” and that if there was such
“Weather [so]me where, though not here, and you will oblige me another
Year.”¥

This was not the first time Leeds had criticized astrology. In 1688, in a
curious volume entitled The Temple of Wisdom in the Little World, he published,
among others, the work of the German theosophist and occultist Jacob Boehme.
This publication led to Leeds expulsion from the Quaker movement. However,
this compilation also contains the earliest extended critique of astrology and
the occult published in America. After the selection from Boehme, Leeds added
a personal postscript, which said of occult knowledge that “there is nothing
more pernicious, nothing more destructive to the well-being of men, or to the
Salvation of our Souls.” As for astrology, he pointed out that predictions based
on its principles frequently failed to come to pass, and, conversely, that many
great events occur which are not presaged in the stars. It is impossible, argued
Leeds, for the “rules of Art . . . to give any Certain Judgement of their Effects.”
His attitude toward astrology was that it was valid in the abstract, but
unworkable in particular instances: “There is none that practice it, who rightly
understand it, the Rules being partly founded upon a false and uncertain
ground.” He ended his attack on occultism with some sharp commentary on
almanacs:

Let them whose Brains are sick of the Disease
Be Slaves unto an Ephemerides.®

Another almanac maker in eighteenth-century Philadelphia who went
through several phases in his attitude toward occult astrology was Jacob Taylor,
whose almanacs appeared on and off between 1702 and 1746. In his youth,
he was a member of a circle of occult adepts which likely included Daniel
Leeds. As he grew older, however, his “fancy for Astrology was grown very
cold,” and within a few years he came to reject his former associates as “Sons
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of Vanity and Ignorance.” He complained that the members of the occult
circle could neither “write plain English or spell Common Words.” Only Taylor’s
earliest almanacs show indications of a strong attachment to occult teachings.
By 1711 he had developed an intermediate position, opposed to the excesses
of both “blind superstition” and “mad skepticism.” Fifteen years later he was
firmly in the camp of the skeptics. Taylor challenged a central tenet of occultism,
the belief that nothing is accidental, and the related notion that all signs have
portentous significance. He told the tale of a candle sent aloft on a kite, a
mysterious burning flame, interpreted by a group of pompous savants as a
sign of the final conflagration, the downfall of Islam, and a portentous comet.
The moral was that:

Coxcombs prate

Of Planets, Signs, they know not what
And yearly vend their empty Jargon
More base than lowest Note of Organ . . .
Our Stargazers (Have at ‘em!)

Who scarce know how to split an Atom;
Nor can the mighty Sons of art

Take the Dimensions of a Fart.!

Taylor’s campaign against the occult culminated in his final almanac in
1746, a heavy-handed diatribe against astrology, the “Brat of Babylon . . . this
filthy Superstition of Heathens.” Taylor offers a number of arguments against
astrology (as well as a4 hominen attacks on astrologers) concluding that it has
been “exploded as mortal Poison to Truth and useful knowledge.”*?

Yet Taylor did not repudiate the idea that planets could exert an influence
on the earth and its inhabitants. He based his argument, like most eighteenth-
century defenders of astrology, on analogies to the tidal effects of the moon.
Neither did Taylor discount the notion that fortune-tellers or cunning men
could foretell the future or exhibit strange abilities. But he denied they used
occult powers; “they pretend to know by their Art (but there is no such art).”
Taylor explained their ability through their contact with angels. As for “modern
Sadducees, or palliated Atheists, who laugh at the Notion of Spirits,” Taylor
regarded “their derision no more than the grinning of Apes.” Taylor’s
commitment to a radical disenchantment entailed neither a rejection of the
outward effects of astrological influence on earthly affairs nor a retreat from
his fervent piety. Indeed Taylor’s opposition to occultism led to an intensification
of his religious belief, since only the power of God—or his angelic messengers—
could be the source of all that was marvelous in the universe. In Taylor, currents
of the radical enlightenment and Whitefieldian evangelicalism came together,
as his notion of divine omnipotence permitted no sources of supernatural
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power outside of God himself.%?

Like his Pennsylvania peers, Massachusetts almanac-maker John Tulley
had complex and ultimately unresolved attitudes toward the occult. Tulley’s
almanacs, which appeared from 1687 to 1702 were the first in Massachusetts
(and therefore the first in British North America) to include weather
predictions.* Though relatively little is known about Tulley, like Leeds and
Taylor he seems to have been both well-versed in the occult while retaining his
skepticism. Tulley was a non-Puritan, who came to New England after the
Great Migration, settling in Saybrook, Connecticut. This was in the heart of
Connecticut’s “sectarian coast,” a hotbed of heterodox occultism. Instructed
by local persons of learning in astronomy and mathematics, and presumably
astrology as well, his almanacs developed a reputation in Puritan New England
for impiety and astrological advocacy. Though he was indeed an adherent of
astrology in his almanacs, he leavened his accounts of astrology with profound
doubts about the reliability of occult predictions. In 1688 Tulley noted rather
cautiously that “what is hinted about the weather is guessed at from the Signs,
Planets, and their aspects, ancient writers have often been deceived about the
Weather, and therefore I do desire a charitable censure concerning [them.]”
Elsewhere in the same almanac he timidly offered that “all predictions do to
this belong/That Either they are right, or they are wrong,” and mocked the
predictions of “Ass-trologers.”*

Tulley’s most extravagant astrological prediction came in 1694 when he
offered a somewhat premature prognostication of the death of Louis XIV,
going beyond the somewhat tolerated terrain of weather astrology. The next
year another New England almanac-maker, Christian Lodowick, attacked Tulley
for the “Soul bewitching Vanity of Star-Prophecy.” (Despite Lodowick’s cogent
objections to weather astrology, he also included weather predictions in his
almanac.) In response to Lodowick, Tulley employed the usual excuses of
almanac makers, blaming the errant prediction on his printer, and emphasizing
the inaccuracy of traditional astrological rules. He asked readers to keep in
mind that all predictions can be off by a few days or a few hundred miles
without seriously marring their accuracy. Finally, Tulley acknowledged that
God can supersede all astrological weather prediction.*

The ambiguous presentation of the occult in early almanacs is perhaps
most evident in the treatment of the Man of Signs, or the “anatomy,” as it
sometimes was called. As a guide to astrological medicine, it related the internal
organs of the body to specific constellations. According to various estimates,
the Man of Signs appeared in about three-quarters of the almanacs published
around 1760, then declined to about one-third by the end of the century.
Often accompanying the Man of Signs was disparaging commentary indicating
that its presence was solely due to the interest in astrology of less educated
readers. For example, Samuel Clough’s 1703 almanac proclaimed:
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The Anatomy must still be in

Else Th’ Almanac’s not worth a pin
For Country-Men regard the Sign
As though “Twere Oracle Divine.”

Many have read such commentaries as an indication that skeptical almanac
makers were including occult material against their better judgment.”® While
there was no doubt some truth behind these protestations, this is at best only
a partial explanation for difference shown by almanac makers. The underlying
recipes for the Man of Signs, the positions of the Moon in the Zodiac, appeared
in almost every almanac well into the nineteenth century, even in almanacs
that failed to print the Man of Signs itself. (Robert Bailey Thomas’ Farmer’s
Almanacs rarely printed the Man of Signs, but regularly contained a column
on the “moon’s position” that listed the parts of the body most susceptible to
lunar influence.) Moreover, the relationships contained in the Man of Signs
rematned constant, and consisted of ancient astral lore well known in Roman
times. There really was little reason to print it annually.®

What the Man of Signs’ detractors objected to was not the accompanying
information about the moon’s influence on the body, but the illustration itself.
The standard representation of the Man of Signs was of a man with the
constellations pointing to parts of his body. This drawing, which had a history
dating back to the Middle Ages, depicted the occult relationship between the
microcosm of the body and the macrocosm of the heavens. By the eighteenth
century the underlying occultism of the image of the Man of Signs had become
an embarrassment. It invoked an entire symbolic framework for interpreting
the universe that was increasingly the subject of ridicule. (This may be one
reason for the association of the Man of Signs with bumpkinish rusticity.)
Rather than taking the occult world view at face value, it was easier to either
not print the illustration, or print it with a mocking commentary. In either
case the message was clear—trust the practical recipes, but not the related
occult symbolism.* .

As a whole, early almanac makers who employed the occult treated itas a
lesser form of knowledge, indeterminate in its operations, uncertain in its
results. This was a short step from treating the occult as a form of fiction. The
notion of the occult as fictional, a lie binding author and audience, culminated
in the Poor Richard almanacs of Benjamin Franklin. Franklin modeled Poor
Richard on Joseph Addison’s and Jonathan Swift’s pseudo-astrologer, Isaac
Bickerstaff. Many early works of fiction, such as Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe,
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels or some of Franklin’s own hoaxes, displayed a carefully
crafted verisimilitude, playing with the epistemological expectations of readers
to find true accounts in textual narratives. With Poor Richard, Franklin again
questioned the boundaries between the factual and the fictional. He took the
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almanac, a very practical and utilitarian genre, and reveled in its unreality and
fictional nature. Franklin undermined the occult through an ironic affirmation
of its pretensions to knowledge.”’

In his depiction of Poor Richard, Franklin generally contrasted the
impractical fictions of the ne’er-do-well astrologer with the earnest truths about
diligence and hard work displayed elsewhere in the almanac. The Poor Richard
persona borrowed many of the characteristic rhetorical devices of Franklin’s
fellow almanac makers—a tendency to quarrel with his rivals, a certain
superciliousness in tone, lamentations about the fallen state of astrology—
and extended them to the point of ridiculousness. In 1753, for instance, Poor
Richard complacently stated of his weather prognostications “that there’s not
a single One of them . . . but when comes to pass puncrually and precisely on
the very Day, in some place or other on this little diminutive Globe of ours.”
In 1738 Poor Richard’s Wife Bridget, concerned about the lack of sufficient
good weather in the almanac, brought editorial intrusion to new levels when
she “scatterd here and there, where I could find some room, some fzir, pleasant
& sunshiny & C., for the Good-Women to dry their Clothes in.”*

At his slyest, Franklin criticized other almanac makers for doing what he
himself did so well-—providing a mixed message about the validity of astrology.
In the course of Franklin’s famous running joke about the alleged death of his
rival Titan Leeds (the son of Daniel Leeds), Poor Richard criticized Leeds for
his negative comments on astrology. Like his father, Titan Leeds combined
sympathetic comments on astrology with anti-occult jests. Franklin wrote in
1736, “"Tis plain to every one that reads his two last Almanacks (for 1734 and
35) that they are not written with the Life his Performances use [sic] to be
written with . . . nothing smart in them but [Samuel Butler’s] Hudibrass Verses

against Astrology at the Heads of the Months in the last, which no Astrologer
but a dead one would have inserted.”?
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By the middle decades of the eighteenth century, it is difficult to find any
almanac maker who openly defended occult astrology. Even those most closely
tied to the traditions of occultism questioned their own inclusion of such
material in their publications. Joseph Stafford, a Connecticut physician,
fortune-teller (and sometime fortune-hunter), and dedicated occultist, wrote
almanacs between 1737 and 1744. Only once did Stafford attempt to explain
the principles behind astrology in his publications. He wrote in 1739 “both
Scriptures . . . and large Experience,” (that is, empirical verification)
demonstrated the validity of astrology. Stafford concluded by conceding that
“God does many times act quite contrary to them [the rules of astrology] in
the Government of the world,” an acknowledgment of the superiority of both
the divine and natural realms to the working of the occult.>*
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Similarly, Nathaniel Bowen, a Massachusetts almanac maker of the 1720s
and 1730s who was quite familiar with the astrological literature of the previous
century, took pains to separate himself from occult interpretations of astrology.
In his 1727 almanac he defended weather astrology, but also conceded that
there was no certain knowledge of the future. All astrological knowledge,
concluded Bowen, came from empirically obtained “dear-bought Experience.”
He contrasted his conjectural version of astrology with the spurious certitude
of occult astrologers. Bowen suggested that the latter were in league with the
devil and proposed—probably not with total seriousness—that hanging occult
astrologers for witchcraft would be a fitting punishment.>

Five years later, in his final almanac, Bowen laid down his pen with the
complaint that “the Contempt with which a writer of Almanacs is looked on,
and the Danger he is in, of being accounted a Conjurer, should seem sufficient
to deter any man from publishing anything of this kind.” Whatever the true
views of Bowen and Stafford on the occult, both men felt it necessary to
empbhasize the anti-occult basis of their astrology in public statements. Public
dissembling was quite common among believers in the occult in the early
modern period. Michael Winship argues that Cotton Mather likely disguised
his continuing allegiance to supernaturalism after the mid-1690s in an effort
to make his work seem more in tune with the scientific currents of the era.
The pressure on people with public reputations of any sort to reject occultism
was great. Ridicule and the accompanying loss of social respectability was one
of the great weapons of the Enlightenment.*

By the middle of the century, the justification of weather astrology, as a
natural and anti-occult science was increasingly common among almanac
makers. This second wave of the disenchantment in almanacs crested during
the second half of the eighteenth century. The most notable and influential
effort along these lines was that of Nathaniel Ames, of Dedham, Massachusetts.
Ames who published an annual almanac from 1727 to 1764, and was probably
the most successful almanac maker in eighteenth-century America, selling
upwards of 50,000 copies annually at the height of his popularity.’’

Ames had an extensive knowledge of occult astrology. He frequently cited
the works of seventeenth-century astrologers such as William Lilly and Henry
Coley. In 1730 he reprinted a poem by Coley on the “mystique tye” between
the heavens and the earth. Ames was not afraid to use judicial astrology (the
astrology of personal fate), and he defended it late into his career. In one
almanac he even explained the coming of the Great Awakening as a consequence
of the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn. Despite his background, Ames became
a dedicated opponent of occultism, unwavering in his commitment to the
reconciliation of astrology with the New Science.’® He published the Man of
Signs only twice, very early in his career, and with disparaging commentary.
He promised to “use no Charms, nor filthy Conjurations/But sublime
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Geometric Demonstration” in his almanac. Aristotelian physics has no place
in Ames’ almanacs. The boundlessness of the Newtonian universe fascinated
him. He saw the planets as solid, habitable, and quite distant globes, and was
intrigued by the possibility of life on other planets. Ames even speculated on
the likely physiques and mental processes of Venusians and Martians.”

Ames provided several non-occult explanations for astrology. He rejected
the idea that occult powers were qualitatively distinct from the regular forces
of nature. Magicians and so-called witches, Ames argued, were generally persons
of advanced knowledge whose ability to manipulate nature through rational
means awed the vulgar. Ames maintained that the planets influenced all
terrestrial substances (the air, plants and animals, the human body) on the
basis of a force analogous to lunar gravitation’s pull on the tides. He attributed
to the moon, often the least important planetary body in classical astrology,
the most important heavenly influence on the weather, thereby discarding
much of the traditional structure of astrology. Though he rejected the occult,
he argued that popular weather lore provided a basis to reconstruct astrology.
In a rather back-handed tribute to vernacular weather acumen, Ames
maintained that “The Full Moon faces the World with so grand and serious a
Look, that even Shepherds, and Plowmen, old Women &c., are not Ignorant
of its Effects.”®

This interest in popular lunar lore on the part of Ames and others reached
its apogee with Herschel’s Moon Table, a near-ubiquitous feature of American
almanacs and magazines from 1800 to 1850. It purported to be the work of
the eminent British astronomer Sir William Herschel, the discoverer of Uranus.
In reality it was a codification of traditions that predicted the weather from
the position of the moon. With the imprimatur of a famous scientist, and a
concise tabular form, the table epitomized the transformation of occult astrology
into rational recipe knowledge."!

For Ames, true astrology had existed in antiquity. Over the centuries, the
art had become corrupted with occult accretions. Ames’ astrology attempted
to return Urania (the muse of astronomy) to her original condition, prior to
her seizure by a “Barbarous Crew” whose “savage Rapes deflowerd her blooming
Honour.” This defilement reduced astrology to the level of witchcraft. By
spurning the occult, and paying careful attention to the verification of weather
prognostics through “Experience,” Ames hoped to return astrology to its former
standing as an empirical science.”? This involved paying close attention to
time-honored weather prognostics:

The long livd Patriarchs as their Flocks they Fed
Observd the Wandering Glories Over-Head
Tracd all their Laws of Motion and from thence
By sage Experience learnd their Influence.®?
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But Ames’ attempted synthesis of astrology with Newtonian physics did
not prove long-lasting. What one generation sees as a prudent compromise
between old and new, the next is likely to reject as outmoded and insufficiently
rigorous. The various attempts to recast astrology as an empirical science had
litde lasting impact. Though one could reduce astrology to rational recipe
knowledge, it was another matter to prove to the satisfaction of objective
observers that the correlations between astronomical formations and
meteorological occurrences had a demonstrable link. The underlying rationale
of astrology resides in the conviction of a transcendent connection between
the planets, the weather, and human welfare. The systematic keeping of
meteorological records confirmed none of the specific claims made for lunar
or planetary influence on the weather. By 1820, even popular agricultural
publications rejected the notion of the lunar influence on the weather and the
growth of plants.*

By the late eighteenth century an increasing number of almanac makers
rejected astrology outright.®® The person who exemplified this trend was Robert
Bailey Thomas, the author of the Farmer’s Almanac from its inception in 1793
until his death in 1846. If Ames tried to provide new ways to demonstrate the
validity of older beliefs such as astrology, Thomas argued that the new and
thoroughly non-astrological understanding of nature had its roots in older
theories of approaching nature. Starting with his first almanac, Thomas helped
perfect the image of the sagacious New England farmer, mistrustful of book
learning and abstractions, who grounded his wisdom in hard-earned empirical
verification of recipe knowledge. Though Thomas rejected astrology as such,
he used the remnants of such thinking, especially the belief in regular patterns
in the weather and the agricultural year, to create a generalized notion of weather
wisdom and practical farming, based on close observation of the annual weather
cycle. For Ames popular weather recipes were conflated with astrology. Thomas
went one step further, largely replacing astrology with meteorological folklore.%

What was strikingly absent from the Farmer’s Almanac was any debate or
discussion of astrology. The Farmer’s Almanac was about farming and scientific
agriculture, directed at people with their feet on the ground, and not at those
with their heads in the stars. For Thomas, astrology was unimportant, at best
the source of a few useful recipes. Though the weather predictions in the Farmer’
Almanac had an obvious source in older notions of lunar cycles, Thomas almost
never discussed this in print. Thomas” almanacs represent the triumph of the
popular disenchantment, presenting a version of forward-looking New England
folk culture that was rational, scientific, and free of entanglements with astrology
or the occult.

By the late eighteenth century almanac makers were directly commenting
on the decline of occultism among their readers. A Philadelphia almanac in
1793 claimed that “the influence of the Constellations on the human body . . .
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is now much considered. Even Aunt Deborah, though she yet bas her notions,
forgets to look for the sign when her advice is asked about bleeding.” For some
the disenchantment led to a split between intellect and sentiment, a lingering
attachment to magic by people who otherwise rejected occultism. Dudley
Leavitt reported in his 1812 almanac that many people who rejected astrology
as whimsical or conjectural still somewhat guiltily consulted the almanac to
ascertain the positions of the moon. The effect of the almanac on popular
culture was a slow and cumulative destabilization of the traditional role of
magic and the occult.®

At the same time, the highly rationalistic version of the traditional New
England magic culture in Robert Bailey Thomas' Farmers Almanac did not
represent the full range of vernacular attitudes toward magic and the occult in
early nineteenth-century America. But then, no single approach did. Occultism
played a smaller role in the vernacular culture than it had a century and a half
earlier. For instance, Maine midwife Martha Ballard, a contemporary of Robert
Bailey Thomas, was a practitioner of folk medicine and was certainly familiar
with the older traditions of magic and the occult. While Ballard made use of
astrology, like Thomas, this was only one element—and not a particularly
important one at that—of her understanding of nature and medicine. As her
biographer notes, Ballard’s medical practice lacked a single central theoretical
framework. Her miscellaneous medical world view was a collection of
heterogeneous recipes, culled from many oral and printed sources. Much like
Thomas, Ballard saw traditional magic as a potential source of formulae, and
little more.®

Other occult sciences, especially physiognomy, developed new
disenchanted forms. At the same that popular compilations of magic lore such
as the Book of Knowledge continued to print the traditional astrological drawing
of the relation of facial features to the planets, physiognomy acquired a new
respectability.” Samuel Miller in The Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century was,
as we have seen, resolute in its opposition to occultism, but he saw much
potential in non-occult physiognomy. Miller hoped that once the “unnatural
connection” of physiognomy to the occult was ended, the science would provide
a “power little short of complete intuition into the hearts, intentions, and
intuitions of men.””' As Max Weber long ago pointed out, the disenchantment
often involved the rationalization of irrational beliefs. Throughout the
nineteenth century, rationalized physiognomy and its close pseudo-scientific
relative, phrenology, had a large and loyal following. The belief in the underlying
power of magic—the effort to gain power over nature and human activities
through secret knowledge—long outlived the decay of occultism.”

The disenchantment won no final victory. Indeed, the belief and practice
of magic remain an important part of American culture to the present day. If
weather astrology has largely faded from print, in the less obviously falsifiable
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form of predictions on personal fate and romantic involvements, astrology
retains a wide audience, as any glance at a daily newspaper will confirm. The
disenchantment of the eighteenth century was not the end of a process, but
was the beginning of the continuing confrontation, adjustment, and
redefinition of the boundaries between magic and the culture of scientific
rationality.”
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