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A Critical Comparison of Mercury in Three Primary Source Documents

Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological use of Mercury in the following three sources: Cladius Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos,[footnoteRef:1] Abū Maʿšar’s The Great Introduction to Astrology,[footnoteRef:2] and Alice Sparkly Kat’s Postcolonial Astrology.[footnoteRef:3] Through the analysis of Mercury, the essay explores the planet’s attributes, the application of its qualities in context, and the implications for understanding the syncretism of astrology. [1:  Robbins, Frank Egleston, Tetrabiblos by Claudius Ptolemy, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (1940)]  [2:  Yamamoto, Keiji, and Charles Burnett, The Great Introduction to Astrology by Abū Maʿšar (2 vols.). Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill (2019)  https://doi-org.proxy.brynmawr.edu/10.1163/9789004381230 [19 Mar. 2019] ]  [3:  Sparkly Kat, ‘Alice, Postcolonial Astrology: Reading the Planets through Capital, Power, and Labor, North Atlantic Books, Huichin, unceded Ohlone land aka Berkeley, California (2021)] 


Context and summary of source texts

Context of Tetrabiblos
Claudius Ptolemy was born in Egypt,[footnoteRef:4] and lived near Alexandria between roughly 100 and 178 CE. [footnoteRef:5] He is ‘one of the most significant figures in the history of science’[footnoteRef:6] and wrote on optics,[footnoteRef:7] astronomy, geography, harmonics, and astrology.[footnoteRef:8] There is little documented about his life[footnoteRef:9] and philosophical training,[footnoteRef:10] but scholars suggest that in the 2nd century, nearly ‘every one’ believed in astrology, which was ‘defended by the powerful Stoic sect.’[footnoteRef:11] Ptolemy’s work shows he was familiar with his predecessors’ writings and ‘drew freely and openly from them.’[footnoteRef:12] His work blends Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoic, and Epicurean concepts, among others.[footnoteRef:13]  [4:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p v]  [5:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p vi]  [6:  Feke, Jacqueline. Ptolemy's Philosophy: Mathematics as a Way of Life, Princeton: Princeton University Press (2018) <https://doi-org.proxy.brynmawr.edu/10.1515/9780691184036> p 1]  [7:  Feke, Ptolemy's Philosophy: Mathematics as a Way of Life, p 1]  [8:  Riley, Mark, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues,’ Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-), vol. 117 (1987) pp. 235–56. <https://doi.org/10.2307/283969> [Accessed 14 Oct. 2024] p 236]  [9:  Feke, p 2]  [10:  Feke, p 2]  [11:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p x]  [12:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p vii]  [13:  Feke, p 3] 

Tetrabiblos is a systematic outline of Ptolemy’s theory of astrology, likely written later in his life.[footnoteRef:14] It is considered a formative text in Western astrology – ‘virtually the Bible of astrology,’ Mark Riley contends.[footnoteRef:15] In Book I, Ptolemy defends astrology as a science. In the subsequent books, he elaborates each aspect of astrology’s influence, at a broad, cultural level as well as a smaller, individual scale. As important as Tetrabiblos is to the tradition of astrology, it does not appear to be written for astrologers, but rather for scholars. It excludes many ‘concerns of the typical astrologer,’ including Elections and Lots.[footnoteRef:16] Riley argues that Ptolemy’s ‘attempt to establish a scientific foundation for astrology’[footnoteRef:17] is unique, and the respect shown to his work is due to this ‘synthesis of astrology and science.’[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p viii]  [15:  Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and his Colleagues,’ p235]  [16:  Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and his Colleagues,’ p254]  [17:  Riley, Mark, ‘Science and Tradition in the ‘Tetrabiblos,”’ Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 132, no. 1, 1988, pp. 67–84. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3143825> [Accessed 7 Nov. 2024.] p 67]  [18:  Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and his Colleagues,’ p 255] 


Treatment of Mercury in Tetrabiblos
Ptolemy’s references to Mercury in Tetrabiblos are many, and span the text. The following represents a brief summary of qualities he attributes to Mercury: 1) dryness; 2) changeability; 3) speech and language; 4) exchange; 5) theft and deceit; 6) youthfulness; and 7) intelligence, study, and astrology.
Ptolemy describes Mercury as quickly changing in quality due to its position in the cosmos; Mercury is ‘very dry and swift on account of his nearness to the sun’ and speed, and is ‘apt to arouse irregular, fierce, and changeable winds.’[footnoteRef:19] Mercury is ‘variegated,’ rather than having one single color.[footnoteRef:20] With respect to the part of the body each planet or luminary rules, ‘Mercury [is lord] of speech and thought, the tongue.’[footnoteRef:21] Regarding exchange, ‘Mercury through eloquence and trade’ can bring wealth.[footnoteRef:22] It is also related to theft, as Mercury ‘causes robbery, theft, piracy.’[footnoteRef:23] [19:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos II. 8 p 187-189]  [20:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos II. 8 p 193]  [21:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos III. 12 p 321]  [22:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos IV. 2  p 375]  [23:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos II. 8 p 187] 

Ptolemy relates youthfulness to Mercury, ‘to whom falls…childhood,’ ages 4-14.[footnoteRef:24] During this phase an individual develops ‘the intellect and logical part of the soul,’ and the ‘rudiments of learning.’[footnoteRef:25] Thus, intelligence, too, is Mercurial. Ptolemy writes that Mercury is ‘keen and very practical, ingenious.’[footnoteRef:26] This influence extends to astrology itself, as highlighted in Ptolemy’s section on the world’s regions; ‘Babylonia, Mesopotamia, and Assyria are familiar to Virgo and Mercury, and so…the observation of the five planets are special traits of these people.’[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos IV. 10 p 443]  [25:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos IV. 10 p 443]  [26:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos II. 8 p187]  [27:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos II. 3 p143] 

To Ptolemy, Mercury has a close relationship with the soul. Regarding the soul, those qualities ‘which concern the reason and the mind’ are understood by Mercury’s condition.[footnoteRef:28] The soul is distinguished from the body, which is more material and fixed earlier in life, whereas the soul shows its characteristics ‘only afterwards and little by little.’[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos III. 12-13 p 333 ]  [29:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos III. 10-11 p307] 


Context of The Great Introduction to Astrology
Abū Maʿšar al-Balḫī[footnoteRef:30] (787-886 CE) is recognized as the ‘greatest and most prolific’ astrologer of the Middle ages.’[footnoteRef:31] Maʿšar was born in Balḫ, in the Persian province of Ḫurāsān (current Afghanistan), spent his life in Baghdad, and died in Iraq.[footnoteRef:32] As a scholar, he ‘retained his allegiance to Persian cause.’[footnoteRef:33] After 47 years as a dedicated Islamic traditionalist,[footnoteRef:34] he was ‘enticed’[footnoteRef:35] into studying arithmetic and geometry by scholar al-Kindī, which led him to astrology.[footnoteRef:36] [30:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 1 ]  [31:  Burnett, Charles, ‘Agency and Effect in the Astrology of Abū Maʿshar of Balkh (Albumasar),’ Oriens, vol. 47, no. 3/4 (2019) pp. 348–64. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26837465> [Accessed 14 Oct. 2024.] p 348]  [32:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 1]  [33:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 1]  [34:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 1]  [35:  Adamson, P, ‘Abū Maʿšar, Al-Kindī and the Philosophical Defense of Astrology,’ Recherches de Théologie et Philosophie Médiévales, vol. 69, no. 2 (2002) pp. 245–70 < http://www.jstor.org/stable/26170097> [Accessed 14 Oct. 2024.] p 245]  [36:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 1-2] 

Most of Maʿšar’s published work is on astrology, organized in three main texts,[footnoteRef:37] including The Great Introduction to Astrology, written between October 1st of 848 and September 30th of 849.[footnoteRef:38] His work represents part of a vast ‘translation movement’ in the 9th and 10th century Islamicate world.[footnoteRef:39] Maʿšar considered himself a ‘revealer of a common heritage of ancient wisdom,’ and indeed his work draws on ancient Greek, Middle Persian, Egyptian, and Indian astrological traditions.[footnoteRef:40] Maʿšar ‘could be regarded as the first astrologer to fully integrate Greek and Persian traditions of astrology,’ Burnett and Yamamoto argue.[footnoteRef:41] His work had significant influence on later Arabic and Latin astrologers[footnoteRef:42] and ‘became well known in the West.’[footnoteRef:43] Astrology, at the time, was a contested science; it ‘received greatest support’ from Aristotelean philosophy, but traditionalists ‘openly objected to astrology.’[footnoteRef:44] Islamicate astrology and occultism was ‘an elite pursuit’[footnoteRef:45] with ‘rigorous, well-policed epistemological standards,’ so Maʿšar likely wrote for an audience of peer, elite scholars.[footnoteRef:46]  [37:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 2]  [38:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 7]  [39:  Mavroudi, Maria, ‘Translations from Greek into Latin and Arabic during the Middle Ages: Searching for the Classical Tradition,’ Speculum, vol. 90, no. 1, 2015, pp. 28–59. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43577272 [Accessed 14 Nov. 2024] p 34]  [40:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 3-4]  [41:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 4]  [42:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 4-5]  [43:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 6]  [44:  Saliba, George ‘The Role of the Astrologer in Medieval Islamic Society,’ in Magic and Divination in Early Islam edited by Emilie Savage-Smith pp341 Aldershot, Great Britain: Ashgate (2004) p 51]  [45:  Melvin-Koushki, Matthew, ‘Introduction: De-Orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism,’ Arabica, vol. 64, no. 3/4, 2017, pp. 287–95. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26569035> [Accessed 14 Nov. 2024]” p288]  [46:  Melvin-Koushki, ‘Introduction: De-Orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism,’ p289] 

The Great Introduction to Astrology is a comprehensive work confirming ‘with rational arguments the validity of astrology and the effects of the stars.’[footnoteRef:47] Maʿšar opens Part I with a scientific defense of astrology, responding to common critiques against it, and a discussion of its benefits, followed by detailing of the planets, signs, and related aspects in Part II-VIII. Throughout, he adopts a cross-cultural approach, citing and contrasting a wide range of astrological traditions. [47:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 8] 


Treatment of Mercury in The Great Introduction to Astrology
Maʿšar’s The Great Introduction to Astrology includes extensive reference to Mercury, and the following represent a distillation of key Mercurial attributes. Maʿšar identifies qualities of: 1) dryness; 2) changeability; 3) youthfulness; 4) language; 5) lying and deceit; 6) exchange; and 7) intelligence and astrology.
On a physical level, Mercury has ‘moderate dryness and coldness.’ [footnoteRef:48] It is characterized by ‘much fickleness,’ frequent retrogresses, [footnoteRef:49] and quick changes. Mercury ‘indicates youth, younger brothers,’ [footnoteRef:50] and beginnings.’[footnoteRef:51] Language is associated with Mercury, including ‘eloquence, speaking, prophetic traditions and reports,’ as well as ‘wittiness of speech, quickness in it and explanation of it… writing, poetry.’ [footnoteRef:52] Mercury relates to exchange, ‘markets, commerce, buying and selling, receiving and giving.’[footnoteRef:53] [48:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815]  [49:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 689-691]  [50:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815]  [51:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 693-695]  [52:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815]  [53:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815] 

Lying and deceit, including ‘slander…untruth, forged books, and coming to know hidden secrets’ as well as ‘deceit, stealing…cunning, swindling, slyness, malice’ are Mercury’s influence.[footnoteRef:54] Finally, Maʿšar attributes to Mercury intelligence and astrology, including in the areas of ‘common sense,’ [footnoteRef:55] ‘knowledge, belief, good teaching, intelligence,’ and ‘prognostication, calculation, surveying, the geometry of celestial and terrestrial things; the science of the stars, divination, inference from external signs.’[footnoteRef:56]  [54:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815]  [55:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 855]  [56:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 813-815] 

Maʿšar addresses the topic of the soul, which allows for the ‘natural connection’ between the lower and higher worlds – the stars and people.[footnoteRef:57] His explanations of form and cause are largely Aristotelean,[footnoteRef:58] but also affirm that God ‘gave to the stars natural indications and movements.’[footnoteRef:59] Mercury itself ‘indicates the rational soul.’[footnoteRef:60] Maʿšar explains that stars, too, have rational souls ‘which links them to man,’ and that humans’ ability to choose ‘arises from the confrontation of his rational soul with his animal soul,’ which the stars determine.[footnoteRef:61] So for Maʿšar, Mercury connects with the rational soul, the rational soul connects the stars with the human realm, and the Creator gives the stars movement. [57:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 10]  [58:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 11]  [59:  Burnett and Yamamoto look at chapter 4.6]  [60:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 693-695]  [61:  Burnett and Yamamoto p 13-14] 


Context of Postcolonial Astrology 
Alice Sparkly Kat is a contemporary astrologer living in Philadelphia, PA.[footnoteRef:62] They were born in Zhengzhou, China, moved to the US as a child,[footnoteRef:63] and started their astrology practice in 2015.[footnoteRef:64] They have published four books on astrology,[footnoteRef:65] and lead astrological consultations and workshops.[footnoteRef:66] They  ‘use astrology as a speculative language’ for imagination beyond the West’s dominant stories.[footnoteRef:67] [62:  ‘Aligning Your Planets: An Astrological Journal for Self-Reflection, Growth, and Balance,’ Alice Sparkly Kat, <https://www.alicesparklykat.com/aligningyourplanets/> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [63:  ‘Alice Sparkly Kat,’ Tour de Moon (2021) <https://tourdemoon.com/alice-sparkly-kat> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [64:  ‘About,’ Alice Sparkly Kat, <https://www.alicesparklykat.com/about/> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [65:  ‘About Postcolonial Astrology,’ Alice Sparkly Kat <https://www.alicesparklykat.com/postcolonialastrology/> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [66:  ‘Consultations,’ Alice Sparkly Kat <https://www.alicesparklykat.com/book/> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [67:  Sparkly Kat, Postcolonial Astrology, ‘About the Author’ page] 

Postcolonial Astrology was published in 2021.[footnoteRef:68] In the book, Sparkly Kat examines the etymology of the luminaries and five planets of Hellenistic astrology, as well as their relevance to power, labor, or capital in the modern world. Sparkly Kat writes for a present-day audience of peers. As Sparkly Kat notes on their website, younger generations today ‘continue to build fluency in’ astrology.[footnoteRef:69] Their work responds to how in the US and other Western cultures, ‘acceptance of astrology’s claims is widespread,’ as Nick Campion observes.[footnoteRef:70] But astrology is more than a ‘fad,’ they assert; it is ‘an intersectional, political and magical language with a cross-cultural history.’[footnoteRef:71] At the end of the book, the state directly: ‘the point of Postcolonial Astrology is not to make a case for the inclusion of non-Western identities or cultures into Western astrology,’ but rather to engage in a ‘struggle for that imagination’ utilizing astrology as a storytelling tool.[footnoteRef:72] [68:  ‘Postcolonial Astrology’ Penguin Random House (2024) <https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/659315/postcolonial-astrology-by-alice-sparkly-kat/> [Accessed 14 Oct 2024]]  [69:  ‘About Postcolonial Astrology,’ Alice Sparkly Kat ]  [70:  Campion, Nick, Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge (2012).]  [71:  ‘About Postcolonial Astrology,’ Alice Sparkly Kat]  [72:  Sparkly Kat, p 287] 


Treatment of Mercury in Postcolonial Astrology
In Postcolonial Astrology, Sparkly Kat bases their discussion of Mercury on myths from Western astrological tradition, and analyzes these stories through a broad range of secondary source critical theorists to discern the planets’ relevance to current issue of capital, labor and power. The primary characteristics of Mercury they identify are: 1) lying and trickster qualities; 2) youthful innocence; 3) technology; 5) exchange, theft and extraction; 6) astrology, (occult) knowledge, and Hermeticism; and 7) language.
Sparkly Kat opens the exploration of Mercury by recounting Homer’s Hymn to Hermes in which Hermes (Mercury) kills a turtle to make a lyre, then steals cattle and lies about it.[footnoteRef:73] Mercury represents someone who lies and ‘does mischievous things’ but is not punished because as a ‘“feeble child…born yesterday,”’ his youthful innocence protects him.[footnoteRef:74] He is an ‘inventor,’ but also kills.[footnoteRef:75] Mercury can ‘divine the future’ and ‘go to the Underworld’ of occult knowledge and wealth.[footnoteRef:76] Astrology is ‘said to be the domain of Mercury,’[footnoteRef:77] reflecting how astrology developed in classical Greco-Roman culture through extracting Egyptian and Persian exotified astrological ‘occult’ philosophies, Sparkly Kat explains.[footnoteRef:78] Lastly, Sparkly Kat addresses that ‘Mercury is strongly associated with language,’ explaining that ‘languages demarcate...boundaries between the known and the unknown.’[footnoteRef:79] [73:  Sparkly Kat, p 206]  [74:  Sparkly Kat, p 206]  [75:  Sparkly Kat, p 208]  [76:  Sparkly Kat, p 207]  [77:  Sparkly Kat, p 208]  [78:  Sparkly Kat, p 211]  [79:  Sparkly Kat, p 284] 

Sparkly Kat does not include discussion of the soul in Postcolonial Astrology. They examine adjacent topics, such as the concept of human/inhuman, and how Mercury ‘likes to make boundaries between the human and the inhuman,’ and topics of representation, but not the soul.[footnoteRef:80]    [80:  Sparkly Kat, p 278] 


Comparing and contrasting the treatment of Mercury 

Similarities 
The qualities that all three astrologers attribute to Mercury are largely consistent. Comparing the Mercurial themes elaborated above, Ptolemy, Maʿšar, and Sparkly Kat all associate Mercury with 1) language and speech, 2) youthfulness 3) exchange or trade 4) deceit and theft and 5) intelligence and knowledge, including in the realm of astrology. In addition to these attributes that all three astrologers’ associate with Mercury, there are other overlaps between two authors. Maʿšar and Sparkly Kat both include lying among Mercurial influences, while Ptolemy and Maʿšar both include dryness and changeability. Overall, given there are nearly 2,000 years between the publications, not to mention vast geographic distances, the degree of overlap between Mercury’s associated qualities is notable.

Differences 
When contrasting the texts’ treatment of Mercury, two distinctions emerge: the astrologers’ primary sources are different, and their application of these qualities-in-context are different. With respect to sources, Sparkly Kat does not defend as a science with natural source. They use astrology as a storytelling tool.[footnoteRef:81] Therefore, their primary sources are Greco-Roman myth about Mercury, and they especially analyze the Hymn to Hermes.[footnoteRef:82]  [81:  Sparkly Kat, p 286]  [82:  Sparkly Kat, p 286] 

 In contrast, Maʿšar and Ptolemy both claim that the base for discerning planetary qualities is natural observation. Ptolemy writes of degrees and starting-places, ‘natures, powers, and familiarities take their cause’ from the equinoxes and solstices ‘and from no other source.’[footnoteRef:83] He treats astrology, ‘as a strictly theoretical science,’ Riley explains, focused on ‘interconnections between celestial and terrestrial patterns.’[footnoteRef:84] Similarly, Maʿšar dismisses astrologers whose sources are not natural and physical. He excludes astrologers’ ‘folly and fairy tales’ because ‘these men were ignorant of the conditions of the planets and natural things.’[footnoteRef:85] In both cases, Maʿšar and Ptolemy identify natural, physical phenomena as the only valid source for understanding planetary powers and attributes.  [83:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos I. 22-23 p 109-111]  [84:  Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and his Colleagues,’ p236]  [85:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 447] 

The second contrast is the astrologers’ application of Mercury’s qualities in context. While Maʿšar and Ptolemy emphasize astrology’s natural causes, they also, somewhat contradictorily, assign non-natural, non-physical attributes to Mercury. Riley notes that the ‘traditional attributes’ Ptolemy assigned to Mercury and other planets ‘are not part of the “physics” of Book 1.’[footnoteRef:86] In Book II of Tetrabiblos, which looks at ‘the popular character’  of nations,[footnoteRef:87] significations associated with Mercury are: ‘sociability, justice, letters, philosophy, scholarship, mathematics, astronomy, crookedness, intelligence, success, religion.’[footnoteRef:88] These Mercurial qualities extend beyond physical observations into the ‘mythical, pictorial,’[footnoteRef:89] and symbolic based on name, shape, or other associated attributes.[footnoteRef:90]  Ptolemy contextualizes Mercury’s natural cause using ‘attributes…found in his sources’ which were ‘so imbedded in traditional astrology’ that they could not be ignored.[footnoteRef:91] Maʿšar’s work follows a similar pattern, drawing on both natural and symbolic associations. He writes that Mercury ‘has a short cord, being near the Sun, and frequently retrogresses…and becomes invisible’[footnoteRef:92] – a physical quality – and also that Mercury gives ‘rational speech, common sense, and knowledge’ – a more symbolic or mythical quality.[footnoteRef:93] The two astrologers extend Mercury’s physical significations to other nonphysical qualities, when applying Mercury in context. [86:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 80]  [87:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 74]  [88:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 77]  [89:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 68]  [90:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 78]  [91:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 68-69]  [92:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 689]  [93:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 855] 

Sparkly Kat, on the other hand, applies critical theory to Mercury’s attributes, analyzing what Mercury represents within Western society’s features of capital, labor, and power. They argue that ‘Western astrology must be contextualized within the history and invention of the west in order to be understood,’ and undertake that effort for contextualization.[footnoteRef:94] For instance, Sparkly Kat examines how Mercury uses youthfulness, ‘crying out like a baby’ to maintain innocence in spite of his evident theft.[footnoteRef:95] Mercury is never blamed; this is reflected in theft at a cultural level as well. Sparkly Kat draws the parallel that ‘colonialism, like Mercury, is extractive,’ without bearing blame.[footnoteRef:96]  [94:  Sparkly Kat, p 392]  [95:  Sparkly Kat, p 206-207]  [96:  Sparkly Kat, p 220 ] 

Through this topic of Mercury’s youthfulness, the author’s differing applications of Mercury’s qualities in context becomes evident. Maʿšar extends Mercury physical characteristic – its fast movement as a planet – to non-physical attributes, writing, ‘the ascendant indicates beginnings, youth, and motion,’ and so ‘Mercury rejoices in the ascendant.’[footnoteRef:97] Ptolemy writes that Mercury, ruling childhood during which time it ‘begins to…implant certain seeds and rudiments of learning, and to bring to light individual …character.’[footnoteRef:98] Whereas Sparkly Kat uses Mercury’s attributes to analyze socio-political dimensions of the Western world, Ptolemy applies Mercury to describe the phase of childhood, and Maʿšar to link the ascendent with Mercury’s youthfulness and fast motion. Overall, the examination of Mercury’s qualities in context shows that Sparkly Kat uses critical theory to apply its attributes to Western modernism, whereas Maʿšar and Ptolemy extend the same qualities to elaborate traditionally associated mythical attributes of Mercury. [97:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 693-695]  [98:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos IV. 10, p 443] 


Implications for Understanding Astrology’s Syncretic Tradition 

These distinct applications of the same Mercurial attributes reflect astrology’s syncretic history. Though syncretism is not explicitly described in Ptolemy’s text, his era ‘is distinguished by the eclectic practice of philosophy,’ merging and appropriating Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoic, Epicurean, and Skeptic ideas, Feke explains.[footnoteRef:99] Ptolemy ‘drew freely and openly’ from existing writings, [footnoteRef:100] and stands out in his contributions to synthesizing of astrology and science. [footnoteRef:101] The very fabric of his Hellenistic philosophical context was layered, and Tetrabiblos demonstrates Ptolemy’s skill at systematizing the eclectic material.[footnoteRef:102] As shown above, he includes both natural and traditional, mythical attributes for Mercury, such as acknowledging ‘they [astrologers] have also attached other descriptions to the signs, derived from their shapes’ – ‘“four-footed…commanding,” “fecund.”’[footnoteRef:103] As Riley highlights, ‘it is perfectly clear from all astrological literature that the stars had traditional attributes and effects which owed little to their supposed physical nature,’ and Ptolemy’s work takes on the influence of this broader astrological influence.[footnoteRef:104] His inclusion of these traditional attributes reveals a layering of knowledges and associations within astrology.  [99:  Feke, p 3 ]  [100:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p vii]  [101:  Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and his Colleagues,’ p255]  [102:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos, p vii]  [103:  Robbins, Tetrabiblos I. 12, p 71]  [104:  Riley, ‘Science and Tradition in the “Tetrabiblos,”’ p 77] 

 In The Great Introduction to Astrology, Maʿšar more explicitly integrates astrological traditions. Burnett and Yamamoto emphasize the ‘syncretic nature of his writings.’[footnoteRef:105] Consistent with the translation movement and scholarship of his time, Maʿšar weaves together materials from Ancient Greek, Egyptian,[footnoteRef:106] Middle Persian, and Indian astrology.[footnoteRef:107] Maʿšar evaluates and synthesizes his predecessors’ scholarship, in some cases crediting their scholarship and in others criticizing them for ‘not understanding nature correctly,’ as in the case of Ptolemy.[footnoteRef:108] The result if this immense integration of materials is that ultimately Maʿšar and makes his own distinct contribution to reconciling science with theology in the Islamicate context.[footnoteRef:109]   [105:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 3 ]  [106:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 495]  [107:  Burnett and Yamamoto, p 3]  [108:  Burnett, ‘Agency and Effect in the Astrology of Abū Maʿshar of Balkh (Albumasar),’ p 350]  [109:  Adamson, p 250] 

Sparkly Kat’s work also addresses syncretism within Western astrology. They explore how Greek astrologers both drew on and exotified other knowledges: ‘for Greco Roman thinkers, Egyptian and Persian sources were always magical but never institutional, always sacred but never authoritative.’[footnoteRef:110] Just as Mercury in the Hymn to Hermes is ‘able to transgress into hidden realms without being completely captures,’ so too the ‘Esotericists, modeling themselves after Mercury and calling themselves Hermetics,’ felt called to ‘pilgrimage to the homeland of the occult – Egypt’ and use this ‘religion-culture’ to elevate their own sincerity and spiritual purity.’[footnoteRef:111] Sparkly Kat examines how Mercury’s qualities represent a merging of cultures, but one based in extraction, exotification, and misattributed authorization. [110:  Sparkly Kat, p 211]  [111:  Sparkly Kat, p 211] 

All three astrologers’ applications of Mercury in context reveal the syncretism of astrological tradition, but different aspects of cultural and philosophical melding surface in each of their work. This points to further potential for exploration, in examining and reconciling the different versions of syncretism that surface in Ptolemy, Maʿšar and Sparkly Kat’s applications of Mercury.  

Conclusion

By comparing and contrasting the treatment of Mercury in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, Maʿšar’s The Great Introduction to Astrology, and Sparkly Kat’s Postcolonial Astrology, what begins to emerge are similarities in Mercury’s attributes, and variations in the planet’s contextual application. The authors’ primary sources, and elaboration of Mercury’s qualities in context differ. Therefore, while the texts all represent a degree of shared tradition, and a merging of cultures and philosophies, the version of astrological syncretism emphasized by each differs.  
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