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HPCA7003 Assignment 1: A critical review of three primary source documents.
Word Count: 2086.

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts the treatment of the planet Mercury in three primary source documents. The documents chosen are Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos ed. and trans. by  F.E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940); Alan Oken,  Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, (New York, NY: Bantam Books, Inc., 1981), and  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’ in Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas, The Inner Planets, (York Beach, M: Samuel Weiser, Inc., 1993).  Ptolemy and Oken have written in a structured teaching style where Mercury is analysed using different topics.[footnoteRef:1] Whereas the Sasportas document is a transcript of a seminar, and  includes interesting stories about his  life, his students and clients. Questions addressed to Sasportas from the audience are included, producing a very entertaining treatment of Mercury.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, ed. and trans., F. E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, MA: 
   Harvard University Press, 1940), p. v;  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology,  (New York, NY:
   Bantam Books, Inc., 1981), p. vii – x.]  [2:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’ in Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas, The Inner Planets,  (Yorke Beach, M: 
  Samuel Weiser, Inc., 1993), p. viii.] 


The documents are from two different time periods.  Tetrabiblos was written by Claudius Ptolemy who is thought to have lived around 100-178 CE near Alexandria in Egypt.[footnoteRef:3]  He was known for his expertise in astronomy, geography and astrology.[footnoteRef:4] Tetrabiblos was written in Greek, and Ptolemy is also the author of the Almagest, but little is known of his life.[footnoteRef:5]  The other two documents are from the late twentieth century. Howard Sasportas was an astrologer, and teacher and died in 1992.[footnoteRef:6]  He was the cofounder of the Centre for Psychological Astrology along with Liz Greene in 1983. The book The Inner Planets is the fourth of a four volume publication of  seminars presented by Sasportas  and Greene.[footnoteRef:7]  Alan Oken is an American astrologer, author, and an accomplished linguist having lectured  around the world in five languages. He has lectured on psychological astrology, metaphysics and the mysteries of the soul.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  F.E. Robbins, ‘Introduction’ in Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, ed. and trans., F. E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library,
   (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940), p. vii.]  [4:  F. E. Robbins, ‘Introduction’ in Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  p. viii.]  [5:  F. E. Robbins, ‘Introduction’ in Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. ix.]  [6:  Charles Harvey, ‘Preface’ in Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas, The Inner Planets, (Yorke Beach, M: Samuel 
   Weiser, Inc., 1993), p. xii.]  [7:  Charles Harvey, ‘Preface’ in The Inner Planets, p.viii. ]  [8:  The Australian Institute for the Development of Consciousness, Astrology.ca Blog, 2006, 
   http://astrologyca.blogspot.com/2006/01australian-institute-for-development.html  [accessed February 15,
   2020].] 


In comparing and contrasting the documents written  by Ptolemy, Oken and Sasportas, three points will be considered: firstly, each document has suggested similar occupations related to a  well-placed Mercury in a horoscope; secondly,  the documents differ in that Ptolemy has discussed the four humours and their connections to astrology, in contrast Oken has discussed twentieth century astronomy, while Sasportas has discussed psychology and the power of the mind; thirdly,  Sasportas and Oken have analysed  the god Mercury and mythology, while in contrast Ptolemy has provided examples of  Mercury’s impact on the natural world.

Mercury and astrology
Astrology has been described as an ancient science, but  Patrick Curry has defined astrology as ‘the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has been generated’.[footnoteRef:9] Mercury the planet is one of the heavenly bodies used in astrology. Mercury orbits closest to the Sun in our solar system, and  its diameter is about one third of the Earth’s diameter.[footnoteRef:10] Mercury was a major god in Roman mythology, and shares similar characteristics with the Greek god Hermes. Both Oken and Sasportas discussed the many equivalent archetypes found in other cultures such as Thoth in Egypt, the Lord of Holy Words, and the Norse god Odin.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology,  (London: Routledge, 2003), p. x;  Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’, 
    in The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, ed. by Kelly Boyd ,
    2 Vols, (London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1999), Vol. 1, pp. 55-7, p. 55, 
    https://www.academia.edu/31716398/19_short_articles_in_Kelly_Boyd_ed._Encyclopedia_of_
    Historians_and_Historical_Writing_Chicago_Fitzroy_Dearborn_1999_._Choice_Outstanding_
    Academic_Title. ]  [10:  Roger A. Freedman, Robert M. Geller and William J. Kaufman III, Universe, tenth ed., (New York:
    W. H. Freeman and Company, 2014), p. 279.]  [11:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’, p. 4; Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, p. 189.] 



Occupations and Mercury in aspect 
All three authors have proposed similar occupations associated with a well-placed Mercury in a horoscope.  Oken suggested occupations which involved ‘speaking, writing, and education’ were related to Mercury, for example clerks, secretaries, and accountants.[footnoteRef:12] Also, he argued  no planet would express itself purely by its sign position,  and there were various modifying factors  such as aspects that needed to be considered.[footnoteRef:13] Ptolemy suggested occupations such as bankers, teachers or involvement in business were related to Mercury.[footnoteRef:14] In addition, if there was an aspect between Mercury and Saturn the person may take on a position of managing property or people.[footnoteRef:15] Likewise, Sasportas stated  a strong Mercury would be good for writing and teaching, and  people with this placement were born deal-makers, and made good traders.[footnoteRef:16]  Sasportas suggested  an aspect with Saturn provided the possibility of making a career out of this talent such as being a journalist or writer.[footnoteRef:17]  Henceforth, the aspect to Saturn enhanced Mercury and could provide career advancement. [12:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, p. 191.]  [13:  Alan Oken,  Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology, p. 300.]  [14:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  IV.4, p. 383.]  [15:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.4,  p. 383.]  [16:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’ p. 12 and  p. 60.]  [17:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’, p. 60.] 


Mark Riley commented that Ptolemy had taken a theoretical approach whereby Ptolemy stated principles he would have considered to be ‘universally true’ to provide  meanings, but did  not analyse an actual horoscope to support these theories, unlike his younger  contemporary Vettius Valens in Anthologies.[footnoteRef:18]  Nevertheless, the detail provided by Ptolemy was very informative, and neither Ptolemy or Sasportas provided example horoscopes to explain their interpretation of  Mercury. All three authors provided similar examples of  occupations connected with Mercury which involved writing, teaching, and occupations in business. [18:  Mark Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues’,  Transactions of the
    American Philological Association (1974-2014), 117 (1987), p. 248.] 

The humours and four qualities of life
Differences in the documents are evident in that  Ptolemy  has discussed the significance of the four humours,  whereas Oken  has discussed twentieth century astronomy,  and Sasportas has analysed the psychological possibilities of Mercury. Early in Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy explained some of the basic principles of  the humoural theory of disease as subscribed to by his predecessors Aristotle and Hippocrates.[footnoteRef:19]  Aristotle had suggested the fundamental qualities of life were: hot, cold, dry, and wet, and binary combinations of these qualities  produced the four elements: earth, air, fire, and water; for example hot and cold produced the element air. [footnoteRef:20]  Hippocrates applied the idea of  humours to the human body, and  theorised the body was composed of  black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  P. M. Dunn, ‘Aristotle (384-322 BC): philosopher and scientist of ancient Greece’, Arch Dis Child Fetal
    Neonatal Ed, 91 (2006), p. 76; Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 35.]  [20:  P. M. Dunn, ‘Aristotle’ p. 76;  Colin Blakemore  and Sheila Jennett, The Oxford Companion to the Body, 
    (Online edition: Oxford University Press, 2003),  p. 25, doi: 10.1093/acref/9780198524038.001.0001, 
    [accessed  February 23, 2020].]  [21:  P. M. Dunn, ‘Aristotle’, p. 76.] 


Ptolemy used the fundamental qualities hot, cold, dry, and wet in his descriptions of the planets, and Mercury along with the Sun, unlike the other planets and the Moon, could take on all of  these qualities.[footnoteRef:22]   Mercury had a stimulating nature, and when  in aspect to ‘cold’ Saturn this  would increase the cold, which  Ptolemy suggested would ‘prolong the evil effects’.[footnoteRef:23] Tamsyn Barton has argued Ptolemy used medicine ‘as a model to justify astrology’, and that Ptolemy claimed the Egyptians who were experts in astrology had also integrated medicine with astrological interpretation.[footnoteRef:24]  The humoural theory of disease was eventually overturned in the sixteenth century CE, and Peter Dunn has suggested the fame and authority of Aristotle was the reason this theory persisted for so long, even though it was not correct.[footnoteRef:25] Dunn noted  Aristotle would not have accepted this ‘blind obedience to authority’.[footnoteRef:26] Mark Riley has argued Ptolemy accepted the work of his predecessors, and worked with what seemed to be correct rather than redo the observations. Consequently Ptolemy also accepted the geocentric model of the universe as theorised by his predecessors.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I. 4-5,  p. 39.]  [23:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  II. 8, p. 187 and  III. 12, 329.]  [24:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology, (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 186.]  [25:  P. M. Dunn, ‘Aristotle’, p. 76.]  [26:  P. M. Dunn, ‘Aristotle’ , p. 76.; Professor Peter Dunn, University of Bristol, Bristol Medical School,
    http://www.bristol.ac.uk/clinical-sciences/people/peter-m-dunn/overview.html, [accessed February 1, 2020].]  [27:  Mark T. Riley, ‘Ptolemy’s Use of His Predecessors’ Data’, Transactions of the American Philological 
    Association (1974-2014), 125 (1995),  p. 222.] 


Oken provided astronomical information about Mercury, for example, the order of the planets, Mercury’s position  in the sky, the geography, temperature, and atmosphere.  In addition, Oken  discussed  Mercury’s  maximum elongation of 28 degrees  from the Sun, and why Mercury could never be seen in the night sky as it was only visible just after sunset or just before sunrise due to its  close proximity to the Sun.[footnoteRef:28] Mercury the god travelled quickly, and so too the planet,  taking only 88 Earth days to orbit the Sun.[footnoteRef:29] Most of the astronomical information discussed by Oken was not known to Ptolemy. [28:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Astrology, p. 188. ]  [29:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Astrology, p. 187-189.] 


Sasportas discussed Mercury from a psychological viewpoint. The placement of Mercury in zodiacal signs indicated ‘something about the way our minds work, how we think, learn, perceive’.[footnoteRef:30] Sasportas argued through the power of the mind a person could change their life, ‘such was the power of the mental plane’.[footnoteRef:31] Mercury’s sign placement indicated how  an individual  perceived their environment, and through understanding astrology they could improve their life.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’ p. 31.]  [31:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’, p. 1-4.]  [32:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’, p. 31.] 


Mythology
Differences are found between the three documents in the treatment of Mercury the god and of mythology. Unlike Sasportas and Oken, Ptolemy did not mention mythology. Sasportas explained there were ‘many faces and manifestations’ of Mercury, and the myths about the god Mercury served to ‘illustrate and amplify how the Mercurial principle manifests astrologically and psychologically’.[footnoteRef:33] Astrologer Margaret Hone writing in the mid twentieth century held a similar view that ‘much can be learnt of the nature of each planet by thinking of the nature of the god named after it in the old myths, which were the stories of the planets’.[footnoteRef:34] Sasportas argued if you understand the myths, you can understand Mercury’s influence in the horoscope. [33:  Howard Sasportas ‘Mercury’,  p. 5.]  [34:  Margaret E. Hone, The Modern Text Book of Astrology,  (Romford: L. N. Fowler & Co. Ltd., 1978), p. 26.] 


Sasportas analysed the myths of the Greek god Hermes, the Roman equivalent of Mercury, and discussed how Hermes was restless and bored as soon as he was born, and left his cradle to seek adventure.[footnoteRef:35]  According to Sasportas the placement of Mercury in a horoscope  is where a person is prone to be restless, and needs variety and change.[footnoteRef:36]  Hermes was a traveller and had a reputation for being a liar and a thief.[footnoteRef:37]  Relying on mythology, Sasportas   argued Mercury in the horoscope indicated communication and travel, and where we may ‘slightly bend the truth to suit ourselves’.[footnoteRef:38] By analysing the mythology of Hermes,  Sasportas believed you could gain insight into the mind and psychology of the god, and then relate those characteristics to the placement of Mercury in a  horoscope  to assist with astrological interpretation. [35:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’, p. 5.]  [36:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’,  p. 5.]  [37:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’,  p. 5.]  [38:  Howard Sasportas, ‘Mercury’ p. 5 and p. 17.] 


Unlike Sasportas, Oken did  not tell the mythological stories of Mercury, however he has used the characteristics ascribed to Mercury the god to explain how Mercury works in the horoscope. Oken suggested the  god Mercury was gifted in writing, speaking, and commerce, and therefore the position of Mercury in the natal horoscope  indicated ‘intellectual and inventive abilities’ along with ‘strong powers of persuasion’.[footnoteRef:39] In addition, Oken suggested if Mercury was ‘too strong’ in the horoscope, there was a tendency towards ‘restlessness, inconsistency, and superficiality’.[footnoteRef:40]   Without relying on the myths about Mercury, Oken like Sasportas has used the characteristics of the god Mercury in association with the planet for astrological interpretation. [39:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology’ p. 190.]  [40:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology’, p. 190.] 


In the treatment of Mercury, Ptolemy did not discuss the gods of Olympus as did Sasportas and Oken, but in contrast explained Mercury as part of the natural world and through astronomy. Ptolemy suggested that  in the natural world  Mercury had influence on the air, because ‘he is very dry and swift on account of his nearness to the Sun’ and suggested the speed of his revolution was able to cause thunder, lightning, hurricanes and earthquakes.[footnoteRef:41] However, Ptolemy also provided characteristics of Mercury that were similar to Oken and Sasportas such as, ‘thoughtful and learned’, and if Mercury was strong when making predictions it could indicate ‘theft’ and ‘unsuccessful voyaging’.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  II.8, p.  187.]  [42:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  III.  13, p. 361 and  II.8,  p. 187.] 


The translator of Tetrabiblos, F. E. Robbins, has noted Ptolemy did not base his astrology on ‘mythology or fancy’.[footnoteRef:43] Rather, Ptolemy’s overall approach to astrology was based on technique; for example, rulerships, aspects between planets, or location of planets in eastern or western quadrants of the chart.[footnoteRef:44] Nicholas Campion has suggested that  in Hellenistic astrology the mythological characteristics of the gods only contributed  to astrological meanings in ‘general terms’, as they had no part in ‘the construction of the rules of astrological interpretation’[footnoteRef:45] Apart from Manilius, astrological authors around the time of Ptolemy did not discuss the gods and goddesses of Olympus.[footnoteRef:46]  Although Ptolemy did not refer to mythology, he has attributed to Mercury the planet the same characteristics associated with  Mercury the god as described by Sasportas and Oken.  It is evident  the  descriptions of Mercury the planet used by Sasportas, Oken and Ptolemy are deeply embedded in astrology, with or without the inclusion of mythological stories. [43:  F. E. Robbins, ‘Footnote’ in Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,  ed. and trans. F. E.Robbins, Loeb Classical Library, 
    (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940), p. 395.]  [44:  F. E. Robbins, ‘Footnote’ in Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos,   p. 395.]  [45:  Nicholas Campion,  A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient World, (London: Bloomsbury
    Publishing, Plc., 2015), p. 217.]  [46:  Nicholas Campion,  A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1,  p. 217.] 


Conclusion
This essay compared and contrasted the treatment of Mercury in three documents by Claudius Ptolemy, Alan Oken,  and  Howard Sasportas.  Mercury was discussed using three points of comparison. Firstly, each document suggested similar occupations in relation to Mercury. Secondly, the documents differed in that Ptolemy related the humoural theory of disease to astrology, while Oken discussed astronomy, and Sasportas analysed Mercury in relation to the power of the mind. Thirdly, Sasportas and Oken analysed the god Mercury in mythology, and Ptolemy indicated how Mercury impacted on the natural world.


Riley and Barton commented that Ptolemy used the data and theories of his predecessors such as humours and geocentric model of the universe, and since it was rare for Ptolemy’s  contemporaries to write about the gods and goddess,  it is understandable  that mythology is not mentioned in  Tetrabiblos. Margaret Hone stated the myths were the ‘stories of the planets’ and if this is so,  it explains why Ptolemy, Oken, and Sasportas have all used similar descriptions of  Mercury such as restlessness, writer, and thief, despite their fundamentally different treatments of Mercury.  Oken and Sasportas have the benefit of  2000 years of hindsight to recognise the importance of the myths, and how the character of the gods is closely aligned to the observed influence of the planets. As Patrick Curry has noted, astrology is a practice based on a long tradition.
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