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Christeen Skinner (00:07):
There are some huge, huge waves coming in this next three or four years and the stuff for 25, 26, I think it's responsible now to say, "Look, this pandemic is awful, it's ugly, it's terrible, whatever, but this is a rehearsal for something bigger."
Laurent John (00:29):
Sometimes in the bar downstairs after work, I'll hear about something one of the artists is working on and I'll do a little bit of a double take. This episode definitely started out with one of those moments. Welcome to The Process. My name is Laurent John, and I'm the Studios Coordinator here at Somerset House.
Laurent John (00:50):
In this series, we follow artists as they explore one idea emerging from a work in progress to see where it ends up. In this episode, we join one of our Studios residents, Gary Zhexi Zhang. Gary has a great knack of making you think about global systems in a new way. He takes the sort of structures you might take for granted like the global economy or the legal system and holds them up to the light revealing how strange they are on closer inspection. Here with characteristic precision, he unpacks an area he's been researching recently, the world of financial astrology.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (01:45):
I tend to think of finance as a form of magic. It's maybe one of the few infrastructures where belief can become reality. It feels a lot like worldly manifestation. So much debate in finance is around basically self-fulfilling prophecies. And so in that sense, finance is kind of about manifestation.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (02:23):
My name's Gary Zhexi Zhang, I'm an artist and a researcher. I'm often interested in looking at unstable systems of knowledge. And recently something I've been really interested in is the field of financial astrology, which is basically just about making financial predictions based on the position of the cosmos. And it's kind of fascinating to me because it brings together two world that you don't usually think about together. One, this rigorous, rationalistic and very cold infrastructure of global finance. And on the other hand, something much more mystical and more holistic belief system micro astrology. But then if you look back historically, they're actually quite closely intertwined.
Philip Grant (03:07):
When you look into how financial astrology works, it's not entirely different. The form of reasoning, the style of reasoning is not entirely different from stars of reasoning used in stock markets.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (03:17):
The financial astrologists I've met primarily work as business analysts and business consultants. And so what they might do is take the birth chart as you would for a person, the day and the hour that they're born gives you something as information about the aspects of the stars in relation to the person starting a business.
Christeen Skinner (03:41):
Maybe they want to know what might happen with Microsoft or Apple. You would start off with the initial charts for those. So you have those clients. You've got others that have got Bitcoinitis at the moment. And you've got other people who say politically things seem to have been really different in the last 10 years, is there a planetary explanation?
Gary Zhexi Zhang (04:02):
Something that got me interested in this initially was really the weirdness of the history of finance and economics.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (04:15):
So astrology is about using a map of the cosmos and how it moves to tell something about the future to understand events. At the same time, finance is also about controlling time. In the early days of finance, especially in Britain and France in 17th, 18th centuries, you could bet on about anything. People would run lotteries and you could bet on when the Pope was going to die. A lot of it had to do with death. So when you go back into history of astrology, you also find that the early astrologers, whether it's in Mesopotamian society and the ancient Greeks, they are essentially these kind of court philosophers. They're also kind of like elite business analysts in a way,
Gary Zhexi Zhang (05:07):
For example, in the ancient Greeks, you have this nice story about the philosopher Thales is asked "If you're so wise, why aren't you rich?" So he's supposed to have looked to the stars, made some claims on the weather of the upcoming olive harvest and then based on the prediction of pretty good harvest, then taken out an option on all of the local olive presses. So once the harvest came, there was a huge abundance of olives and then Thales had reserved all of the presses and could basically extort all of his community and proved that he was going to get rich.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (05:47):
The man on the streets knows that finance is in many ways mystical or at least to something that only a certain small oligarchical elite can make claims to understand and control. And perhaps with this kind of huge influx recently over the pandemic of people who have been trading without that much knowledge, financial astrologers seem to have come up on all sorts of media on Twitter and especially on TikTok amongst a younger generation.
Speaker 5 (06:17):
From the end of October until around the 4th, the 3rd to the 4th of November, which is the Scorpio new moon, I am very bullish. I am cautious then around the Scorpio new moon, the 3rd to the 4th.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (06:27):
Whereas the ones who work very as a career, as business consultants using astrology, it seems like it's still relatively taboo. But the couple of financial astrologers I've met seems to have plenty of clients and the practice itself has quite a long history, at least into the 20th century. There's some pretty famous ones who were said to have forecast the Wall Street Crash of 1928/9.
Christeen Skinner (06:54):
Yeah, I think I know who I am. I'm Christeen Skinner and I'm what is known as a financial astrologer.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (07:03):
So Christeen Skinner is an astrologer who's based in the city of London. She's also worked in the field for a number of years, starting out originally as an astrologer and slowly coming to make her name as someone who works with the financial analysts.
Christeen Skinner (07:17):
And all that really means is that I'm a planet cyclist. I'm a future caster using cycles of the planet.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (07:26):
I met her briefly a year ago, but I've been really wanting to know more about how she actually applies her trade, like how the relationships with her clients play out, what kinds of things she looks at and also where her successes and failures have been.
Christeen Skinner (07:47):
I think, first of all, I need to differentiate myself from what people perceive an astrologer to be because there's a difference between the astrologers that you might have thought of in the 20th century and who they are today and really that's become with the advent of the computer. If going back, if you'll go back 50 years, you had a little book with the tables which told you where the planets were at midday every day, and you could construct a chart from that. And then came along, thank God, Amstrad and people and we could actually, and NASA, of course, that was telling exactly where planets were at any given moment so we were able to construct better charts. There's excellent software now available.
Christeen Skinner (08:32):
The other essential tool is to have access to financial software. Those are the essential tools. Then it's down to, what does the client want? Who might be asking very specific information about a company. Maybe they want to know what might happen with Microsoft or Apple. You would start off with the initial charts for those. So you have those clients. You've got others that have got Bitcoinitis at the moment. And you've got other people who say politically things seem to have been really different in the last 10 years, is there a planetary explanation and what's coming next? Oh, and by the way, did you notice the pandemic coming? And what did you say about that and when will it finish? What I do has to be tailored to them.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (09:20):
So what do you think people are looking for when they come to you? What are they driven by? Is it about dealing with fear and uncertainty or is it something more exploratory?
Christeen Skinner (09:30):
No, I don't think it's driven by fear at all. Certainly the clients I work with who have access to the best brains they possibly could in a variety of spheres, they are not hanging on my every word that's for sure, but they certainly want my input. Before the pandemic, we used to have monthly meetings where we had somebody there who was a historian, a statistician, an economist, and me and an artist and we would have a topic and they would say, "Right, we're all going to discuss that." So yeah, I would say that the clients, they want extra approaches. And if you've got a track record, which I've got, of having shown a trend or even an event, then they're going to come back for more.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (10:19):
Can you tell us a bit about your track record?
Christeen Skinner (10:22):
Well, I would say that I made my name way back in 1987. A few of us had said we were concerned about October of that year. There was a bit of a tricky fool moon amongst other things. And we had the hurricane and the stock market crash then. More accurately, we got the November of 1989, which was an extraordinary formation in the sky, which none of us had lived through before. We had Saturn and Neptune at one end of the sky and Jupiter at the other. So you go back and think, well, what could it mean? I decided that it was an economic earthquake from the east and I worked it out that I thought it was going to be at 11 o'clock at night. Well, it was actually the fall of the Berlin Wall. And I think my description of it being an economic earthquake from the east was correct, but I didn't forecast the Berlin Wall coming down.
Christeen Skinner (11:16):
And I think all of us who were working in that, what they call mundane astrology at that time, that's world events, we all got it because you could see it, you would expect to see that coming but just wonder what would it translate as? Did you remember the millennium bug? And I'm thinking, don't worry about the millennium bug, its what's coming just after it, it is about four or five months later there is another fierce combination and that was the dot com crash. So yes, and then there was, when I wrote the first book, I said I thought there was going to be a banking collapse in 2007, 2008. And the book bombed because in 2004 that was unthinkable. That was ludicrous. And then of course it was the pandemic, which again was just so unutterably sad. That looks like a pandemic, but it's just words on a page. You don't realise what the impact was and you can have a really bad response to your own forecast.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (12:26):
And what about what's coming up? Can you say something about what you see on the horizon?
Christeen Skinner (12:31):
There are some huge, huge waves coming in this next three or four years and the stuff for 25, 26, I think it's responsible now to say, "Look, this pandemic is awful, it's ugly, it's terrible, whatever, but this is a rehearsal for something bigger." Please, can we get our act together? Because if I'm right, and please God, I'm wrong, then the stuff in February 2026 could wipe out an awful lot more people. If we know that, as we can see what that thing is, can we not take steps now to do something about it?
Gary Zhexi Zhang (13:10):
Talking to Christeen got me wondering, what do you do with this knowledge? She's not the only forecaster I've spoken to recently who thinks that the middle of the next decade is going to be seriously dramatic in some way. Just like a financial analyst, her clients have a lot of money on the line and they keep coming back to her. And at the same time, financial strategy also seems to suggest something about how full of human uncertainty and frailty this big infrastructure of the financial world is. And I wonder what that feels like on the trading floor or in the macho environment of fund management.
Philip Grant (13:47):
Okay. Oh, that would be very polite. Won't be like the Today program.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (13:53):
So Philip Grant is an anthropologist who used to work in the city in an equity fund office and I came across him first when I read a piece he wrote on eflux about links between modern finance and the occult. As you're working in the industry, would you say that you came across any kind of magical forms of thinking?
Philip Grant (14:13):
Okay, so I'm going to avoid the term magical thinking for a time being, but yes and no. There are sort of three issues here I guess. One is that the world fund managers come from and live in, what you call magical thinking or the occult or astrology, these things are, you know, regarded unscientific from hundreds of years ago, complete nonsense, gibberish, whatever you like. Like no one's going to sit down in a fund management office and say, "Let's look at the stars." So no one's going to admit to this. So that's one issue.
Philip Grant (14:52):
And the second issue is the work of justification, which is linked. Stock market investing has developed in 20th century and particularly after World War II, increasingly based on statistical analysis, financial economics, economics purports to be a scientific discipline of rigour and process and analysis. All these things are supposed to be the opposite of magic and astrology in the occult. But of course, actually there's a strong parallel between them. And as an anthropologist, I would view magic as not gibberish or nonsense, but as a way of a technique for dealing with uncertainty.
Philip Grant (15:35):
The world is by definition uncertain. The future is by definition uncertain and famously stock markets are uncertain. You don't know what the price movements are going to do. all that kind of rigorous scientific financial economics is there to be able to make confident predictions. The trouble is if it were that good, then all fund managers would make money and they would consistently beat the market and actually they don't, and it's statistically almost impossible to consistently beat the market. So in a way, what they do is not too dissimilar from the way anthropologists think about magic.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (16:11):
Right. And with that in mind, I'm really interested in some of the forecasting techniques that are used in finance to try and predict the markets, which some of them if you look at them, they're not that dissimilar to elements of astrology. I'm thinking of chartism or chart work, or what's called technical analysis in times in the city. Can you explain a bit about how this works?
Philip Grant (16:32):
Basically what it is for those who don't know, you take a share price or you take a stock index and you put it on a graph and you see it, you try to find a pattern and then you can draw lines and you can say, "Well, look here." So let's take the S&P 500 index, the main US stock market index. It's gone up, it's gone up. And then there's a sort of peak and it comes down and it goes up again. And then look, that second peak is at the same level as the first one. And so that means, it's a double peak, so you can use that to predict. We did it all the time, but it can never be the heart of your investment case.
Philip Grant (17:14):
What we would do is like, we talk about this like, shall we buy this one? Is it good? And someone would say, "Well, what about the chart?" And someone would bring it up on their screen. It's like look, you know, and draw a couple of lines. And none of us had any training in this. And so we'd look and say, "Look, yeah, the chart looks good. It looks like it's going to go up again." And then someone will say, "Well, you never know anyway." So it would never be this heart of the investment decision, but people like to use it. Because again, I think it's a technique, which is a bit like a magical technique to say we don't know what the future is, but here are some reasons, here's a technique for saying what it's quite likely to be. But when you look into how financial astrology works, it's not entirely different, some of the claims. They also have charts. They've done back testing, they have statistical analysis. They use the same kind of language.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (18:05):
It was really interesting to hear Philip speak about the similarities between the two worlds and the day to day techniques that they used. I want to know if Christeen saw any similarities in her work and the work that's happening on the trading floor.
Christeen Skinner (18:20):
As I understand it, they are simply looking at patterns. That's where it's at. They have, as I would see it, fairly fixed ideas about what they consider to be short term, medium term, long term. My idea of short term and theirs are very different. Long term for one of them might be a month's trading. For me, it's thousands of years, so we don't always work on the same time patterns. Where are we similar? Both of us want to be masters of time. Many of them are really hooked into Fibonacci and there are tremendous similarities between Fibonacci and planetary harmonics. Technical analysts are more than willing to look at something that's a little different.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (19:16):
So do people really rely on technical analysts in the financial world, or are they seen as a bit fringe and a bit suspect in their techniques?
Philip Grant (19:24):
I think it's a sort of like ever present background, like fund managers like to look at the charts. It's kind of fun to look at that and think, "Okay, there's some sort of secret we have here. We can read this pattern." Especially if that kind of already confirms some investment you've already made. That's like, yeah, yeah, look at us. We're clever. It's sort of esoteric knowledge. And that's why I was drawing on a argument by an anthropologist called Alfred Gail who worked very a conventionally in the Trobriand Islands off Papau New Guinea and analysed Trobriand Island as canoes and talked about magic and the spells that were used to enchant these books. And the point was not that, oh, this is also nonsense that we rational Westerners have moved on from. It's like, no, these are very rational techniques for dealing with uncertainty.
Philip Grant (20:14):
And there are specialists who can manipulate these. And fund managers or technical analysts are the same, the technique itself creates a enchantment because only specialists have access to this. And it's very hard. How do you make one of these beautiful canoes? How do you read these incantations? Only the specialists know how to do it. And so people who are looking at it don't and they're like, "How do you do that?" It's like, wow, must be magic at work. And that has an effect on the spectator. And I think you find the same thing in financial markets and with technical analysts, it's a technique. And you start drawing lines and talking about stochastics and fancy terms and there's a kind of knowledge there that other people don't have. Again, I think that's the case with astrology.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (21:01):
Yeah. It's almost like a contradiction. It's like in one way there is a power, a rhetorical power to make something very unknowable seem very much real and rigorous. On the other hand, that power is shrouded in something fundamentally esoteric. And if you like, gate kept from the wider community.
Philip Grant (21:22):
Yeah. So forecasting, it's no accident that you cast a spell, you cast a horoscope and you forecast, like it's the very roots of the term are in occult practices. At the same time, it doesn't mean they're not skeptical. For instance, I remember very vividly this very old client service manager. So like someone who'd been in the city of London for decades who trained before it was highly professionalised and he sort of looked over my should and like, "What are you doing?" And I was like, "Well, here's the chart." He's like, "Oh yeah." And he said, "I suppose these are self-fulfilling prophecies sometimes." So basically his idea was like, there's no science to this, but if lots of people out there in the market are looking at same chart and thinking, "Oh, this is going to go up so we're going to buy," Well, lots of people buying something at the same causes the price to go up.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (22:14):
So this is something I've been really interested in is whether these speculative systems, whether it's in finance or astrology basically become self-fulfilling prophecies. So it doesn't matter if they're real or not. You're making a prediction of the future, you're acting on it. And if enough people do the same thing, then it has a real effect. You produce the world that you wanted to predict in the first place. And one place this has been really apparent is in cryptocurrencies. So with something as volatile as Ethereum or Bitcoin, you've got a lot of people buying into not only the idea of a new asset or a new currency, but also the prospect of a whole new social technical world. And so it's not that surprising that lots of financial astrologers have been popping up in the cryptocurrency space. And you have younger astrologers, for example, appearing on TikTok.
Christeen Skinner (23:07):
It's really scary and I can genuinely tell you that I'm really wrestling with this because from a really professional point of view, who would want to do any Bitcoin forecasting? You've only got 10 years worth of data. That's absolutely not enough. It's absolutely not enough. You're on much safer ground when you're working with the Dow or the S&P or even, God forbid, General Electric or something. Something that's been around for a long time, you can back test, you can get it right.
Christeen Skinner (23:40):
Bitcoin is an absolute pain because everybody knows when it came out, so everybody assumes that you can take its initial chart and you're going to be able to forecast it. What you haven't got is where. Where did the trade happen? Was it Gainesville in Florida? Was it Sydney, Australia? Was it London? Or, since we have no idea where it was, should we let's forget about doing an earth centred chart, let's start with a heliocentric one. Let's use that. And let's see if that is something that we can decode a little easier. So what is this about? We've got a huge move away from the kind of money that we've known.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (24:30):
I was wondering whether you think that it can also kind of go the other way, whether finance can be a space in which we can kind of is being used perhaps to shape reality is into being. In particular thinking here about the various claims that you've been researching as well made in cryptocurrency.
Philip Grant (24:52):
Totally. So the sort of reality, unreality idea, one of the origins of this distinction is during the financial crisis and ever since, this idea that finance isn't real, this is not the real economy, which is people making things, producing things to be sold. It's virtual, it's unreal and the unreal or the virtual economy has taken over the real one. And that's very dangerous. And there are critics who say, "We need to get back to real economy." And yeah, I think crypto is an interesting area because it exemplifies much of what we've been talking about and almost in like a kind of purer form. For instance, you want to analyse Bitcoin. The only thing that drives its price is people buying and selling it.
Philip Grant (25:37):
So that's perfect for the technical analysis. And so I think technical analysis has a much bigger role if you want to invest/speculate in Bitcoin. And so, yeah, it's interesting world. You can say it's all smoke and mirrors. It's not real. Doesn't mean there's nothing there. That's why it's so troubling because we still grow up with this idea that like what is physical and tangible and visible is real. And coins or bank notes are what money really is and have trouble getting around their head that banks create money and was if it never has any physical embodiment beyond numbers on a screen when you check your bank account.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (26:14):
Yeah, it feels like the kind of material reality that one has been defaulting to for a long time really is disintegrating.
Christeen Skinner (26:24):
I think we're in the middle of the most massive cosmic download, which I think you could probably say was similar maybe to the industrial revolution, but I think it's far more than that. And I think a lot of what's happening now is almost too much for us.
Gary Zhexi Zhang (26:43):
Talking to Philip and Christeen has been really interesting in just helping to understand how these realities and these big social infrastructures are ultimately made out of the people who believe in them. And it's interesting that all of this interests around astrology, as well as cryptocurrencies and together in financial astrology is coming up at this time when our collective narrative about reality, the kind of consensus world is really starting to fragment. And it's hard to tell whether the proliferation of new currencies and new microcultures and cults is going to send us hurtling into a whole new system, or whether we're going to wake up one day after this turbulence in the same old reality. Either way, I think I'm going to pack my bags for 2026.
Laurent John (27:40):
Hmm. That has left me with so much to think about, as Gary always does. Astrology, star signs, Tarot, these magical ways of ordering the world do seem to be very present at the moment, but I've never really thought about that in relation to the markets or global finance. Then I'm a Capricorn, so maybe that's no surprise.
Laurent John (28:21):
Thanks very much to Gary Zhexi Zhang, Christeen Skinner and Philip Grant. The Process is produced by Alannah Chance, presented by me, Laurent John, and exec produced by Eleanor Scott for Somerset House. The theme music is by Ka Baird, with additional music by Harry Murdoch.
Laurent John (28:41):
Next episode, we'll be talking to Mauritian born artist Shiraz Bayjoo about his new commission for the We Are History exhibition, which explores ideas of decolonisation and the language of resistance in the Indian Ocean.
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