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Donna Young - HPCA7003 – Essay 1
A Critical Comparison of Mercury in three primary source documents
2089 words

This paper will compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological use of Mercury in the following three sources: Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, F.E. Robbins (ed., trans.), Loeb Classical Library 435 (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2001), William Lilly, Christian Astrology, 3rd ed. (London: Regulus Publishing, [1647] 2004), and Hand, Robert, Horoscope Symbols, (Altglen, PA: Whitford Press, 1981). These three authors were chosen as representatives of times in history and the current day that astrology enjoyed popularity. 
Introduction
Claudius Ptolemy of Alexandria (c. 100-178 CE) was an Egyptian astrologer who wrote the Tetrabiblos likely mid-second century (based on recorded dates in Almagest). He is considered one of the main contributors to astrology in the second century, although James Holden writes in A History of Horoscopic Astrology that he was not well known in his time. The first reference to Ptolemy appears to come from Porphyry (c. 232 – 304). Ptolemy’s books are all dedicated to Syrus, and Holden proposes that he was working under his patronage and that the books were considered as the property of that family for several generations and not released to the public until the end of the third century. [footnoteRef:1] Jim Tester, in A History of Western Astrology, suggests that Ptolemy was not a practicing astrologer, but rather, a stoic philosopher and scientist. Drawing on his understanding of astronomy, Ptolemy gathered all of the existing astrological sources and attempted to make rational sense of what he found.[footnoteRef:2] F.E. Robbins, translator of the Tetrabiblos, while acknowledging Ptolemy’s scientific bent, believes him to have taken ‘an Aristotelian position philosophically’.[footnoteRef:3] Regardless of which way he leaned philosophically, he is acknowledged as having a brilliant mind, with patronage being the possible end result. If factual, the patronage from Syrus would have allowed him to work on these compilations of existing knowledge without the need to support himself by seeing clients. Ptolemy’s introduction in Book I begins with ‘Of the means of prediction through astronomy, O Syrus, two are the most important and valid’ adding credence to this suggestion. [footnoteRef:4]   [1:  James Herschel Holden, James,  A History of Horoscopic Astrology, (Tempe, AZ: AFA, 1996), pp. 42-43.]  [2:  Jim Tester, A History of Western Astrology. Woodbridge, (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1987), pp. 70-71.]  [3:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblios, Trans. F.E. Robbins. (Loeb Classical Library 435 Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. ix.]  [4:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 3.] 

William Lilly (1602 – 1681) was one of the most well known early modern astrologers. He wrote Christian Astrology in 1647 at the age of 45.[footnoteRef:5] Nicholas Campion in A History of Western Astrology Vol II describes Lilly’s philosophy as neo-platonist.[footnoteRef:6] Lilly was influenced by Ptolemy, noting that in re-reading the astrology books from his personal library, he found that Valentine Naibod was ‘the profoundest author I ever met and the sharpest expositor of Ptolemy that hath yet appeared.’[footnoteRef:7] Although Lilly was a man of means through inheritance, he saw many clients, was well versed in medical and horary astrology, and began writing with a stated desire ‘to benefit posterity and my country.’[footnoteRef:8] Christian Astrology was important to the future of western astrology as it was the first English language astrology textbook.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  Lilly, William, Lilly's History of His Life and Times, From the Year 1602 to 1681, Ed. Elias Ashmole, (London: Project Gutenberg, [1715] 2005, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/15835/15835-h/15835-h.htm> [accessed February 20, 2020], p. 131.]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p. 155.]  [7:  Lilly, History of His Life and Times, p. 89.]  [8:  Lilly, History of His Life and Times, p. 130.]  [9:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II, p. 151.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rob Hand (1942 - ) is a popular American astrologer who, according to his website www.arhatmedia.com, began studying with his father in 1960 at 17, learning about cycles as they relate to financial markets. By 1972 he was a full-time astrologer and wrote Horoscope Symbols in 1981 at the age of 39 with the intention that it would be the introductory chapters to a book on horoscope synthesis. It ended up being of enough volume that it was published on its own. As the name suggests, there is an emphasis on the symbolism found in astrology. He believed that ‘the primary value of astrology is as a symbolic description of the human psyche’ and wrote Horoscope Symbols to appeal to the ‘knowledgeable beginner’.[footnoteRef:10] Horoscope Symbols and much of Hand’s early works have a psychological orientation. [10:  Robert Hand, Horoscope Symbols (Atglen, PA: Whitford Press, 1981), pp. 11-12.] 

In the 1800+ year time period between the writing of Tetrabiblos and Horoscope Symbols much has changed in the approach to astrology. This look at how the planet Mercury was handled by these three authors will provide a sample of the change from traditional stoic philosopher to modern psychological astrologer.
Mercury and Essential Dignity
In the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy gave Mercury rulership in Virgo and Gemini, and exaltation in Virgo. Mercury ruled the air trine (triplicity) in a nocturnal chart.[footnoteRef:11] He acknowledged the Egyptian terms as the most generally accepted but argued that the order lacked consistency.[footnoteRef:12] Ptolemy referenced a damaged ancient manuscript that he gleaned information from that provided him a more satisfactory scheme. Mercury was given the terms of Aries 15-21, Taurus 9-15, Gemini 1-7, Cancer 14-20, Leo 7-13, Virgo 1-7, Libra 14-18, Scorpio 22-27, Sagittarius 15-20, Capricorn 7-12, Aquarius, 7-12, and Pisces 15-20.  These he labelled as the ‘Terms according to Ptolemy.’[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 87.]  [12:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 91.]  [13:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 107.] 

In Christian Astrology, Lilly refers only to Ptolemy’s table of essential dignities, but for reasons unclear to me, the terms are in some part inconsistent with what is recorded in the Tetrabiblos. The terms for Mercury are identical apart from Libra, which he has listed as 20-24 versus 14-18 recorded by Ptolemy.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Lilly, Christian Astrology, pp. 76-77.] 

Horoscope Symbols doesn’t include a full table of essential dignities, but Hand does list rulership, detriment, exaltation and fall. These are consistent with Ptolemy, but he has also included the more recently discovered planets Uranus, Neptune and Pluto in all of these categories. Hand admitted that he, at the time of writing, paid little attention to the use of dignities and thought that Ptolemy had organized the system to fit his logic instead of the logic coming first.[footnoteRef:15] Although he doesn’t include them in his table, he goes on to say that he believes that assigning the rulership of Virgo to the asteroids Ceres, Vesta, Juno and Pallas, or Ceres and Vesta at minimum, is consistent with the pattern of rulerships that includes the outer planets.  [15:  Hand, Horoscope Symbols, pp. 200-205.] 

The Nature of Mercury
Ptolemy, the scientist, used two main identifications to describe planets: male/female and moist/dry. Of all the planets, Mercury is the one considered common as ‘he produces the dry and the moist alike’[footnoteRef:16]. If he rises before the Sun as a morning star, he is masculine and of the diurnal sect, and if he rises later, visible as an evening star, he is feminine and of the nocturnal sect. Both the Sun and Mercury were thought to be both beneficent and maleficent, ‘to have both powers, because they have a common nature, and to join their influences with those of the other planets, with whichever of them they are associated.’[footnoteRef:17] Even in rulership, his nature takes on that of the planets he is connected to. Ptolemy stated that if Mercury is connected to benefic planets, he is associated with ingenuity and ‘is the cause of events taking place which concern the priestly code, the worship of the gods, the royal revenues, and of change in customs and laws, from time to time.’[footnoteRef:18] If in aspect to the malefic planets, he ‘causes robbery, theft, piracy, and assault, and furthermore, brings about unsuccessful voyaging.’[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 41.]  [17:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 39.]  [18:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 187.]  [19:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 187.] 

Like Ptolemy, Lilly determines Mercury’s gender depending on whether he is joined to a masculine or feminine planet. On his own he ‘is cold and dry, and therefore Melancholy; with the good he is good, with the evil Planets ill.’[footnoteRef:20] The careers are ‘philosophers, mathematicians, astrologians, merchants, secretaries, scriveners, diviners, attorneys’ and others along this vein, but also indicating that they are also ‘sometimes thieves’.[footnoteRef:21]  As a horary and medical astrologer, Lilly describes the appearance of a Mercurial person, as well as the illnesses, colours, herbs and plants that relate to ‘the tongue, brain, lungs or memory’, animals, birds, fish, places, minerals, stones and countries that are ruled by Mercury. The winds and weather associated with Mercury are violent, stormy, and unpredictable.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Lilly, Christian Astrology, p. 77.]  [21:  Lilly, Christian Astrology, p. 78. ]  [22:  Lilly, Christian Astrology, p. 79.] 

Hand sees Mercury as a modulator – ‘turning energy into information’ and transforming the ‘raw energy of the Sun into the more particularized energies of the other planets.’ [footnoteRef:23] He connects Mercury to the ‘logical and reasoning capabilities, and to all forms of communication’ providing us with memory, and the ability to translate the signs we see into language and art.[footnoteRef:24] In Horoscope Symbols Hand connects Mercury to the nervous system, our intelligence, day to day travel, and attention to detail.  [23:  Hand, Horoscope Symbols (Atglen, PA: Whitford Press, 1981), p. 39.]  [24:  Hand, Horoscope Symbols, p. 54.] 

Mercury and the Soul
Ptolemy singled out the condition of Mercury and the sign that contained Mercury as an indication of ‘reason and the mind’ that would reveal the quality of the soul.[footnoteRef:25] If Mercury had domination of the soul and was in a good position, the individual would be gifted with their mind and successful in their endeavors. If not well placed, the mind and character was weakened, and the individual would be ‘unsteady in judgement and inclined to evil deeds.’[footnoteRef:26] Ptolemy gave age divisions for man as they related to the planets: to Mercury he gave the ten year period between four and 14 where intelligence is formed and the soul is awakened.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 333.]  [26:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, pp. 359-361.]  [27:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, p. 443.] 

Lilly describes a person with a well dignified Mercury as intelligent and eloquent, studious, inclined to travel, inclined towards divination and highly capable of obtaining wealth. If not well dignified, he is boastful, dishonest, gossiping, ‘an ass or very idiot’, a braggart and potentially a thief. [footnoteRef:28]   [28:  Lilly, Christian Astrology, p. 78.] 

‘Mercury signifies the power to overcome the gap that exists between separate entities’ writes Hand. [footnoteRef:29] We mature out of infancy, learn to speak and communicate with others, learn to walk and navigate in the world as we become more conscious of our surroundings and of our selves. He writes that Mercury is an underplayed planet in astrology, but that it is ‘one of the highest symbols of all’ because it ‘is associated with the Logos or Word, the aspect of divinity in which the will of God is translated into the particular forms and structures of the created universe.’[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Hand, Arhat Media) p. 54]  [30:  Hand, Horoscope Symbols, p. 58] 

Conclusion
Though Ptolemy and Lilly wrote their books some 1500 years apart, and the gap between Lilly and Hand was a mere 334 years, there is more similarity in the work of the former pair. The resources available to these three authors would have accelerated by leaps and bounds: Ptolemy was compiling information from salvaged scraps of material, Lilly had access to printed books from multiple authors including Ptolemy, and Hand would have had an abundant supply of resources available to him. Hand’s supposition that Ptolemy was attempting to make sense of a scheme that he didn’t have a full understanding of is entirely possible, though given that Lilly (and others) were successful in their predictions based on the work of Ptolemy, that statement is questionable.  Despite some disagreement regarding the essential dignities, this system has, for the most part, remained intact, as has the basic conception of Mercury being connected to the intellect and our ability to communicate. Ptolemy and Lilly addressed more of the negative traits of Mercury, which Hand didn’t touch upon. Hand attempts to take the reader beyond the fundamental principles offered by Ptolemy and Lilly, and perhaps others of the time. His philosophical and psychological teachings are evident as he introduces Mercurial ideas of human consciousness and stresses the importance of the symbolism around us. Since writing Horoscope Symbols Hand has become one of the foremost astrologers interpreting ancient astrology texts, the study of which is not reflected in this book.  
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