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In Elizabethan England, astrology had many adherents. In fact, the stark contrast between astrology 

(mysticism) and astronomy (science) that we draw today did not yet exist. In England during Shakespeare's 

time, there were two types of astrology: natural astrology, which was generally what we think of as 

astronomy today (observing and tracking celestial bodies, calculating how to predict their motions, etc.), and 

judicial astrology, which was basically what we mean when we use the term astrology today (using the 

position and motion of the planets to predict the lives of men).  

Shakespeare's works contain both astrological and astronomical references. Our focus, however, is on science, 

on the references that celebrate and illustrate the natural phenomena of the sky (whether day or night).  

Celestial Inspiration 

• A supernova (the explosion of a massive star at the end of its life) appears in the sky as a brilliant 

star, showing up suddenly where a star may not have been visible before and yet lasting briefly, just 

weeks or months. One occurred in 1572 when Shakespeare was just eight years old. There is research 

that suggests Shakespeare had seen this ‘blazing starre’ as a child and had it in mind when writing 

the opening scene of tonight’s play: 

Barnardo: 

Last night of all, 
When yond same star that’s westward from the pole,  
Had made his course t’illume that part of heaven  
Where now it burns, Marcellus and myself,  
The bell then beating one - 
(Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 1) 

On a late November evening when the opening of Hamlet is set, there would be no bright star 

between Polaris, the pole star, and the western horizon in Denmark. Some who study Shakespeare 

believe the 1572 supernova was the inspiration for the star referred to in these lines.  

Jupiter 

• Although many of the astronomical references throughout Shakespeare's works align to the Earth-

centered view of the world of Ptolemy... 

Cleopatra: 
O sun, 
Burn the great sphere thou movest in! 
Darkling stand 
The varying shore o’ the world. 
(Antony and Cleopatra, Act 4, Scene 15) 

...there is at least one passage in the Bard's words that may represent a nod to the discovery by 

Galileo (born in 1564 as was Shakespeare) that other worlds besides Earth have moons, which 

heralded the transition to a Sun-centered view of the universe proposed by Nicolaus Copernicus (a 

view later replaced by our current understanding of the universe in which there is no "center of 

everything"): 
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As Posthumus lies in a prison cell dreaming, stage direction describes four ghosts, members of his 

family, "circling Posthumus round as he lies sleeping". Feeling Posthumus' anguish, the ghosts appeal 

to the Roman god Jupiter to come to his aid... 

Brothers: 
Help, Jupiter, or we appeal, and from thy justice fly.  
Jupiter descends in thunder and lightning, sitting upon an eagle.  
He throws a thunderbolt, the ghosts fall on their knees.   
(Cymbeline, Act 5, Scene 4) 

This is unusual in that while Jupiter is often appealed to in other of Shakespeare's plays, this is his 

only appearance. Could his appearance with the four ghosts be a reference to Galileo's discovery 

through his telescope of Jupiter having four1 moons? Three different scholars independently published 

work in 2003-2005 suggesting it could be.  

The Moon 

• Galileo wrote extensively on the nature of the ocean's tides, though there were errors in his theory 

eventually corrected by Sir Isaac Newton. However, Galileo was not the first to suggest a 

relationship between the Moon and the tides; it was mentioned in Ptolemy's Tetrabiblos, about 14 

centuries before Galileo and Shakespeare were born. Shakespeare demonstrates an understanding of 

the phenomena in these words: 

Prince Hal: 
...for the fortune of us that are the moon's men doth ebb and flow like the sea, being governed, as  
the sea is, by the moon.  
(Henry IV, Part 1, Act 1, Scene 2) 

Saturn 

• When we held a similar viewing event in 2019 there was a conjunction of Jupiter and the Moon, 

that is, from the Dallas area over the course of the evening Jupiter appeared in the sky very near the 

Moon. Tonight, Jupiter, the Moon and Saturn will all be visible though not close enough to each 

other to count as a conjunction. However, there is a reference to a conjunction of two planets in the 

works of Shakespeare: 

Prince Henry: 
Saturn and Venus this year in conjunction!  
What says th' almanac to that? 
(Henry IV, Part 2, Act 2, Scene 4) 

  

 
1 We now count 80 Jovian moons. 
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Miscellanea 

• Although the following reference to the sun moving can be interpreted as Earth-centered, the 

understanding of stars as sources of heat is reflected in this passage from tonight’s play:  

Polonius: 
Doubt thou the Stars are fire;  
Doubt that at the sun doth move;  
Doubt truth to be a list;  
But never doubt I live. 
(Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2) 

• A recent discovery that one of Shakespeare's First Folios (published 1623, seven years after his death) 

could have been the personal copy of another literary giant who followed Shakespeare, John Milton, 

is even more intriguing given that Milton spent time in Italy as a young man and, while there, met 

Galileo. Milton was a huge admirer of Shakespeare, having published the poem On Shakespeare in 

1630. In Milton's Paradise Lost, he makes specific reference to Galileo and his telescope:  

Divine the sov’ran Architect had fram’d. 
From hence, no cloud, or, to obstruct his sight, 
Starr interpos’d, however small he sees,  
Not unconform to other shining Globes, 
Earth and the Gard’n of God, with Cedars crownd 260  
Above all Hills. As when by night the Glass 
Of GALILEO, less assur’d, observes 
Imagind Lands and Regions in the Moon: 
Or Pilot from amidst the CYCLADES 
DELOS or SAMOS first appeering kenns 265 
A cloudy spot. Down thither prone in flight 
He speeds, and through the vast Ethereal Skie 
Sailes between worlds & worlds, with steddie wing  
(Paradise Lost) 

Although Milton never met Shakespeare, it's fascinating to see the connection through him between 

the Bard and the Astronomer. 

• The Scottish Play is particularly rich in references to the supernatural, to evil, to magic, and witches. 

This may have been an homage to the writings on witchcraft of the new king, King James VI. 

However, there are still glimpses of science. In Macbeth, this passage reflects an understanding that 

one half of the earth is illuminated by the sun at a time: 

Macbeth: 
Now o’er the one-half world 
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse 
The curtained sleep. 
(Macbeth, Act 2, Scene 1)  
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• As a demonstration of the breadth of astronomical references throughout the works of Shakespeare, 

here are some other interesting examples: 

o Reference to both solar and lunar eclipses: 

Roses have thorns, and silver fountains mud.  
Clouds and eclipses stain both moon and sun,  
and loathsome canker lives in sweetest bud.  
All men make faults, and even I in this. 
(Sonnet 35) 

o In Shakespeare’s day, solar and lunar eclipses were seen as bad omens. If only they had the 

understanding we have today and the technical ability to observe and gaze in wonder at a 

total solar eclipse! 

Earl of Gloucester: 
These late eclipses in the sun and moon pretend no good to us. 
(King Lear, Act 1, Scene2)  

o Then, as now, comets are seldom seen and are a wondrous sight. 

King Henry IV: 
By being seldom seen, I could not stir 
But like a comet I was wondered at. 
(Henry IV, Part 1, Scene 3) 

o Another reference likening rulers to comets:  

Calphurnia: 
When beggars die there are no comets seen;  
The heavens themselves blaze forth the deaths of princes.  
(Julius Ceasar, Act 2, Scene 2) 

o A reflection of understanding that Polaris, the Northern Star, is perceived as unmoving, 

constant:  

Julius Ceasar: 
I am as constant as the northern star,  
Of whose true-fixed and resting quality  
There is no fellow in the firmament. 
(Julius Ceasar, Act 3, Scene 1) 

o Another reference to the constancy of Polaris:  

Second Gentleman: 
The wind-shak'd surge, with high and monstrous main,  
Seems to cast water on the burning Bear,  
And quench the guards of the ever-fixed pole. 
(Othello, Act 2, Scene1)  
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o Another example of an understanding that the Moon causes tides:  

Titania: 
Therefore the moon, the governess of floods,  
Pale in her anger washes all the air,  
That rheumatic diseases do abound;  
And through this distemperature we see  
The seasons alter: hoary-headed frosts  
Fall in the fresh lap of the crimson rose. 
(A Midsummer Night's Dream, Act 2, Scene 1)  

o Although the nature of the Moon was still a mystery at the time Othello was written (about 

1603), with Galileo having not yet pointed his telescope at the Moon and discovered it has 

mountains and craters, the fact that it is at times nearer and farther from Earth in its orbit 

was already understood.  

Othello: 
It is the very error of the Moon;  
She comes more nearer earth than she was want,  
And makes men mad. 
(Othello, Act 5, Scene 2) 

o Reference to the changing face of the Moon during its cycle: 

Juliet: 
O, swear not by the moon, the fickle moon, the inconstant moon,  
That monthly changes in her circle orb,  
Lest that thy love prove likewise variable. 
(Romeo and Juliet, Act 2, Scene 2) 

o This is perhaps a sign that Shakespeare understood the folly of astrology, here denigrating the 

practices ("fools by heavenly compulsion"):  

Edmund: 
...we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and stars, as if we were villains on 
necessity, fools by heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and treachery, by spherical 
dominance; 
(King Lear, Act 1, Scene 2)  

o A reference to studies of the sky, and of teaching the names of the Sun and the Stars:  

Caliban: 
...and teach me how  
To name the bigger light, and how the less,  
That burn by day and night... 
(The Tempest, Act 1, Scene 2) 
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o On the categorization and ordering of celestial objects: 

Ulysses: 
The heavens themselves, the planets, and this center 
Observe degree, priority, and place,  
Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,  
Office, and custom, in all line of order. 
(Troilus and Cressida, Act 1, Scene 3) 

o Here, an indirect reference to gravity. Isaac Newton didn't publish his theory of gravity until 

1687, about 85 years after Shakespeare wrote Troilus and Cressida. However, gravity was a 

subject of much research and debate during the Renaissance (as early as the 14th century).  

Cressida: 
But strong the base and building of my love 
Is as the very center of the earth, 
Drawing all things to it.  
(Troilus and Cressida, Act 4, Scene 2) 

• Just as the advances in science appear to have filtered through into some of Shakespeare's work, he 

has had an influence on modern planetary science in terms of nomenclature, the naming of things. 

William Herschel discovered the first two moons of Uranus in 1787. His son, John, was later 

responsible for naming the first four moons of Uranus, both the two discovered by his father which 

he named Oberon and Titania from Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream and the next two 

discovered by William Lassell which he named Ariel and Umbriel from Alexander Pope's The Rape of 

the Lock. Of course, there is also an Ariel in The Tempest, the character of Prospero's sprite. Today, 

the International Astronomical Union standard is to name new moons of Uranus after characters of 

Shakespeare's plays or Pope's The Rape of the Lock. Of Uranus' twenty-seven moons, three are 

named for Pope's poem but the names of the rest come from the words of the Bard.   
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