Pluto – Transits and Transformations
Pluto, the Lord of the Underworld, will invariably show up on everyone’s doorstep at some stage of life.  One of these visits will no doubt alter the course of your life forever.  Some people call it “being hit with the reality stick”.  The playwright, Neil Simon, said:  “If you can go through life without experiencing pain you probably haven't been born yet.”   So it is a likely assumption that most of us have a story to tell that will run along the lines of being knocked for a six, realising your world has just been turned upside down and a sense of panic because you just can’t find your way home.

The Underworld or inner world is that area of our psyche where we believe we have put to bed any event or any reaction or any hurt that we don’t want to or we simply can’t resolve.  We make ourselves as comfortable as possible in the outer world to ignore the inner world.  As a society we tend to repress grief and loss, unresolved painful episodes from the past or scandalous family secrets that would bring our name into disrepute.  That which is repressed is then the domain of Pluto.  In fact most of us spend an enormous amount of energy storing up wealth of all types to guarantee we can buy our way out of any unpleasantness life may throw our way.  Experience has shown that no matter how well we think we have immunised ourselves against pain, some event in life always gets in under the radar and we are left with chaos, drama, trauma, grief or betrayal.

No wonder then when we meet Pluto, especially for the first time, we are completely taken by surprise.  Hades, the ancient Greek word for the underworld actually meant “unseen” or “invisible”.  That which is hidden, will be exposed.
It may seem like Pluto is suddenly in your face demanding action on some long forgotten buried event, but Pluto does have an early warning system.  He tends to whisper his messages through irksome “gut feelings”, niggling little doubts, worrisome musings of the mind.  It’s a bit like that annoying mosquito that keeps buzzing in your ear.  And then one day we can no longer ignore the warnings and we are plunged into some form of disaster.
The ancient Greek myth of Persephone gives us a prime example of how Pluto can take us unaware. Persephone was the daughter of Zeus, the chief deity and Demeter the goddess of the harvest.  She was a beautiful maiden, admired by all especially the male gods who each wanted her for himself.  But Persephone was ignorant of these attentions.  She enjoyed the protection of her father and mother and went through life blissfully ignorant of how the other half lived.  One fine, sunny day as she was out picking flowers in the fields the earth suddenly opened up and swallowed her.  Hades (Pluto) had come to claim her for himself.  He dragged her through the depths of the earth into his realm.  Here he had his way with her.  Persephone was left defiled, distraught, abandoned, shocked and in grief.  She had no way of knowing where she was or how she was going to get back home.  She wondered if her mother realised she was missing.  She called out for help but no one was listening.  She despaired.  All around her was darkness and what appeared to be ogres dancing around and laughing at her distress.  Night after night she cried for her mother and yet no one came.  Had she indeed been forsaken?
Zeus had seen what had happened to his daughter.  He organised for Hermes (messenger to the gods) to make the journey into the depths to negotiate Persephone’s release.  Hades (Pluto) reluctantly agreed to let her return to the “light” but as a parting gift gave her a pomegranate which she ate and as a result she was henceforth bound to the underworld forever.  A treaty was struck with Demeter and Zeus that Persephone could go home for half of the year and the other half she would have to spend with Hades.  The myth goes on to say that over time Persephone became accustomed to the underworld and learned its ways.  She is remembered in Greek Mythology as the goddess of the underworld.

Myths indeed but lets look at how Pluto can even now, still break open the earth and abduct us into his depths.  Just like Persephone I was oblivious to the pain and destruction that was about to be unleashed in my life.  It was July 1996, two weeks after my 42nd birthday and 23 years after I had married the man I adored.  It was a Saturday morning and my then husband got up out of bed and announced he needed to be on his own.  He felt trapped.  He felt confused.  He wanted out.  I sat on the bed totally numb as he pulled the suitcase down and started to pack his clothes.  I could hardly talk.  Within minutes he was gone.  He had walked past our children’s bedrooms giving some sort of explanation as to why their mother was now lying on the bed wailing and screaming like a banshee.  Pluto had abducted me into his dominion and just like Persephone I was distraught, abandoned, shocked and in grief.  I had no idea what to do, where to go, how to even exist.  I found myself walking around aimlessly for hours on end.  I couldn’t think.  I couldn’t see the future – I had no future.  My heart had been ripped from my body.  And again like Persephone I lay in bed night after night and cried in anguish but there was no one who could help me.
Oh yes those annoying mosquitos had been buzzing around my ear alright.  Pluto had been sending plenty of “gut feel” irksome communiqués. Things had not been going well for my husband.  He had been retrenched, once again.  This time he had found it just that much harder to find another job.  It was taking its toll on his self esteem.  He was becoming withdrawn, argumentative and what I found the hardest of all, secretive.  A week or so after he left the stories starting coming to light of internet based chat room relationships that turned into real life affairs that then turned into elicit promises of fun, new beginnings without all the trappings of family commitment.  Hermes may have been able to negotiate a way out for Persephone but this girl was going to have to work her own way out of the pit of despair.  
Three months after my husband left, my second daughter moved in with friends.  Another empty room in a large family home.  I organised for that home to be sold and moved with my son into a small two bedroom unit.  He was to stay with me for a few more months before he too moved on.  Within the space of 18 months I had gone from being a wife and mother, living in an affluent suburb with plenty of everything that life could offer, to a lost and single woman fending for herself on a meagre wage in a strange and lonely world.
It was not until another six months had passed that I found and started an astrology course.  My story came to light in one of the early classes.   The teacher called it a Pluto Transit.  And indeed she was right.  I was later to learn that Pluto had been crossing over my midheaven (angle of the chart that denotes the beginning of the 10th house cusp and relates to the area of life that defines how you are identified in the public arena.  This transit changed my identification from wife and mother to single woman, from married woman to divorcee).  Indeed Pluto had crossed over a number of my personal planets prior to the above example, and yes there were upheavals, there were life changing events, but none as shattering as the events of 1996/97. 
After reflection I realised Hermes had indeed rescued my soul.  He had used the medium of astrology to give me an understanding of what had happened. It didn’t change the facts but the understanding was empowering.   

It is often said of Pluto that he is best represented by the process of death, transformation and rebirth.  Any mother will tell you that the joy of giving birth to her child far surpasses the pain of labour.  No, the mother does not forget the pain, just as no one who has been through a life changing Pluto transit will forget the trauma, but without doubt the end result far exceeds the suffering.

To come to the point where we can reap Pluto’s rewards though, we must be prepared to radically change our way of thinking.  Dana Gerhardt, an American astrologer, says “that dysfunctional mindset must be shattered if we’re to grow” and Albert Einstein says “we can’t solve our problems using the same mind that created them”.
Let me illustrate that idea with another myth.  The Sumerians had a goddess of the heavens called Inanna.  She was radiant, sensual and joy filled. She had a sister, Ereshkigal, who is the goddess of the Underworld.  Ereshkigal was filled with rage, jealousy and spite. Inanna had heard that her sister’s husband had died and wished to attend his funeral and be with her sister.  Inanna was not exactly excited about the visit.  She had no knowledge of her sister’s domain but she felt compelled to go.  Her sister was suspicious of her visit.  She deemed that her sister should be treated as every other soul that enters the underworld.  She instructed the gatekeepers at each of the seven gates to the Underworld that Inanna must leave another piece of clothing with them before passing through.  By the time she arrived at sister’s throne she is naked.  Instead of an expected warm greeting, Ereshkigal greeted her with a dark and poisonous stare “how dare you come into my realm?”
  
Humility is one of Pluto’s trademarks.  We are stripped of our false sense of self, stripped of both the outer and the inner regalia that we have wrapped ourselves in.  For us to be touched by someone or something greater than ourselves we need to be cast low.  The pain associated with Pluto transits cannot be blamed on the energy force we attribute to this now planetoid.  The pain lies in our resistance to giving up the trappings of that false sense of comfort and security we have shrouded ourselves in.  
And as if being stripped completely bare is not enough Ereshkigal has Inanna killed and her body hung on a hook, just like a piece of meat stewing in its decay.  Death is part of any Pluto transit.  For there to be a rebirth of something new there has to be a death.  It’s like the saying “one door needs to be closed before another door can be opened”.
The clue to surviving Pluto transits can also be found in the Inanna myth.  Before Inanna left for the Underworld she instructed her maidservant Ninshubar to come and find her if she hadn’t returned in three days.  When Inanna hadn’t returned in the allocated time frame, Ninshubar became worried.  She sought the help of Inanna’s father and grandfather who said there was nothing they could do.  She went on to seek out her maternal grandfather, Enki.  He fashioned two tiny figures from the dirt which was under his fingernails.  He called the figures the “mourners”.  He instructed the mourners in the ways of the underworld and sent them out to go and collect his granddaughter.  Being as tiny as they were they passed unnoticed by the gatekeepers and eventually found themselves before the fearsome Ereshkigal who was at the time in the throes of childbirth.  Ereshkigal cried out in her pain.  Now the goddess that was usually the one handing out the pain was in pain herself.  “Woe to me” she cried.  The mourners remembered what they had been taught by Enki and mirrored back her pain and sorrow.  They did this by agreeing that hers was a dreadful lot.  They cried out with her, “Woe to Ereshkigal” Ereshkigal was amazed.  Normally her subjects shunned her (just as we turn our heads from pain and sorrow and hide our afflictions) but here were two tiny creatures ready to stand by and support her in her time of need.  Ereshkigal was grateful to the mourners for their support and promised them whatever they wanted.  They asked for Inanna to be restored to the outer world.

Likewise if we are able to accept our suffering, to give ourselves permission to mourn and grieve our losses, to feel our pain rather than send it into the hidden recesses of our mind, to admit to those dark and depressive parts of our personality, then we give ourselves a chance to find redemption in the midst of our pain and suffering.  If we can successfully surrender to the situations we find ourselves in we too can return to the outer world with renewed life and hope just like Inanna.   Surrender is the key.  
One of the meanings of the name Pluto is “wealth” or “rich man”.   The Underworld may on the one hand be the holding ground for all that we have repressed but Howard Sasportas reminds us that it is also full of untapped potential.  Our unconscious self is the keeper of hidden buried treasure.  By nature humankind seeks wholeness.  So on the one hand we seek to uncover those hidden forces that drive us in ways we sometimes feel we have no control over and at other times we surprise ourselves with what comes out of our mouths or what feats of daring and endurance we display in order to overcome adversity.  Pluto is known for its ability to empower.  Pluto transits can therefore be times when we are called upon to own up to our own power.  This can be a frightening thing in itself.  Power has all sorts of connotations.  We are only too well aware of those, not only on the world scene, but even within our own backyard, who abuse power. But to deny our own power is to again repress a real part of ourselves.  Under this name, Pluto transits call on us to realise our power, to overcome our fears and prejudices towards power and to step out and beyond our infantile fears of staying small and insignificant so we can take on our true role in life whatever that may be for us.
Pluto not only affects the individual, he also characterises generations.  Because of his extreme elliptical path, Pluto can stay in certain zodiacal signs for up to thirty years or more therefore leaving his mark on whole clans.  One of these generations was aptly named the “baby boomers” called thus because of Pluto’s movement through the sign of Leo between 1937 and 1958 and so incorporating the war years and those immediately after.  The baby boomers have rightly or wrongly been dubbed “the me generation” as never before has there been a group of people so intent on keeping the spotlight firmly on themselves.  This group of people led the revolution away from families and tradition (that was set up by their predecessors while Pluto toured through the home based Cancer) and onto a search for self.  Self therapy and self realisation are concepts that came into being whilst this crowd ruled.   During the years 1957 to 1972 Pluto moved through Virgo and we had a group called Generation X.  As young adults this group was responsible for bringing about naturopathy, the return of herbal medicines, new age thinking around diet and exercise.  Gymnasiums became the meeting place for this health conscious group. Generation Y was formed as Pluto ‘flew’ through the sign of Libra from 1971 to 1984.  This was an almost express stopover.  This generation has transformed the whole idea of marriage.  As these youngsters headed into commitment territory they took one look and ran.  They are the ones who lived through their parent’s divorces and decided marriage was not for them.  Pluto went on to stay in Scorpio from 1983 to 1995 and during this time we had the return of the Goths – everything was black. This generation is responsible for bringing explicit violence (and in some cases sexual violence) to our cinema screens.  It is also the generation that has been overseas fighting the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq where we have first hand examples of “underground” warfare and enemies hiding in “caves” (both plutonic themes in themselves).  And again this is the generation that is responsible for the mass killings at the USA colleges and universities.  Revenge deaths hatched from their own brand of violence through the media and the internet. Just recently Pluto finished his travels through Sagittarius 1995 to 2008.  This was seen as a time of transformation or maybe reformation of religion.  During this time we have seen sex scandals rock most Christian churches.  We also saw the rise of religious fanaticism in the Middle East.  From December 2009 onwards Pluto will take up residence in Capricorn moving on into Aquarius in 2024.  What this might mean remains to be seen but history may give us the clue.  The last time we experienced a transit of Pluto through the sign of Capricorn was back at the time of the Industrial Revolution.  James Watt’s invention of the steam engine (1769) is often marked as the beginning of an age of manufacture.  What started with the steam engine ended up with massive industrial factories demanding more and more coal, and eventually oil, to keep the machine monsters churning.  We may have to pay a huge price for our excessive consumption of the earth’s resources.  Climate change is high on the agenda as we meet Pluto in a sign that demands we look responsibly at the way we use our wealth.
Each generation will, in its own time, meet Pluto by transit.  Pluto’s waxing square (when Pluto comes into a geometrical ninety degree angle to its original point) hits each of the generations at a different age due to the extreme elliptical path already mentioned.  For the current generation it first comes into play around the ages of thirty five or thirty six.  At this time we come face to face with the Pluto themes of death, transformation and rebirth.  Individuals are confronted with immortality.  From the depths come feelings of despair for some and a sense of urgency for others for what still needs to be accomplished in life.  Many face death in the physical sense of a dearly loved one, be it a parent or a grandparent or even a friend taken in the prime of their life.  This could be a catalyst that sends some into a state of reflection with a possible resultant effect that sees a number of these folk take up a new direction in life.
Our Generation Y or Pluto in Libra tribe are about to experience this particular transit.  Those born particularly between November and December 1971 and September 1972 to September 1973 will face their own descent into the underworld both individually and as a group.  As was mentioned above, Generation Y is a group of adults who watched as their parent’s marriages headed for the divorce courts.  They were born at the time the contraceptive pill became available on the national health and when the Family Law Act came into being which meant couples now only had to prove irretrievable breakdown as grounds for divorce.  Therefore these children were exposed to a backlash which meant sexual and relationship freedom for their parents.  No doubt this coloured their perceptions of marriage and for the most part this generation has not bothered with it at all.  Many in this group have been balancing relationships with career choices.  Many have been caught in the mortgage trap.  Many have put off having children either because they are unable to find suitable life partners or because they cannot find the time in their hectic lifestyle choices.  As they come up to this important rite of passage many are finding that they have left it too late to have what their older brothers and sisters have had for a number of years now – a family.
When Pluto squares itself we are faced maybe for the first time with the consequences of what we have denied ourselves.  What has been hidden in the dark recesses of our psyches while we choose freedom to pursue careers and relationships?  This could be a time of real disharmony for a generation that prided itself on being able to balance career, relationships, study and social lives all at once.  It may be a time when these folk will be confronted with the truth of their decisions.  What may also be a driving force for this confrontation is the idea that at this milestone in life we face for the first time real physical death.  For some it may mean the death of a parent or a beloved grandparent.  The idea that not all things go on forever may well stop this group “dead in their tracks” so to speak.  Many at this point find that earlier life choices have not worked out in their favour.  Deep soul searching is often the consequence.  A visit to the underworld is also entirely possible.
In conclusion may I leave you with Aeschylus, a Greek Playwright who lived from 525 – 456BC, who wrote the following:

And even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.


May you too be filled with Pluto’s wisdom and truth. 
� Howard Sasportas, The Gods of Change, Arkana Contemporary Astrology, Penguin Books, London 1989
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