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A Critical Comparison of the astrological meaning of Mercury in three primary source documents

This essay will compare and contrast the treatment of the astrological uses and meanings of the planet Mercury in the following three sources: Claudius Ptolemy’s (ca. 100-178 CE) second century CE Greek text, Tetrabiblos, Abū Maʿšar’s (787-886 CE) eighth century CE Arabic text, The Great Introduction, and Liz Greene’s and Howard Sasportas’ (1948-1992) twentieth century book The Inner Planets.[footnoteRef:1] The choice of sources allows for the examination a very long historical range, and a variety of cultural backgrounds in order to consider the longevity and spread of the ideas involved in Western astrology. [1:  Ptolemy and Frank Egleston Robbins, Tetrabiblos, The Loeb classical library, (Harvard university press, 1940). Maʻshar Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation (Leiden ; Boston: Brill,, 2019). Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality, Seminars in psychological astrology, (York Beach, Me.: S. Weiser, 1993).] 


The works of Claudius Ptolemy have been foundational in the development of both astronomy and astrology in the Western tradition as his books were widely copied and distributed amongst scholars. Very little is known about his personal life, though it is known that his work was greatly admired and studied. In his introduction to The Tetrabiblos, Frank Robbins reports that his work on astrology, the Tetrabiblos had ‘almost the authority of a bible among the astrological writers of a thousand years or more’.[footnoteRef:2] Ptolemy wrote in Greek and was probably living in or near to Alexandria in Egypt, described by Violet Moller as ‘the intellectual heart of the ancient world’.[footnoteRef:3] This cultural milieu gave him access to a rich mixture of ideas and influences, and perhaps some intellectual status. In his treatment of the significance of the planet Mercury in astrology, as with the other features of astrology, Ptolemy referred to ‘the ancients’ as the source of astrological knowledge.[footnoteRef:4] His stated aim in writing The Tetrabiblos was to ‘give an account’ of astrology, which he termed the ‘second and less self-sufficient’ of the ‘means of prediction through astronomy’ (the first being astronomy, as he set out in his Almagest).[footnoteRef:5] Ptolemy made no reference to any planetary deities, as his aim was to explain the nature and functioning of the planets such as Mercury in causal terms due to the inherent nature of the cosmos, appealing to the commonplace observations of qualities such as heat and moisture to account for the effects and influences of astrological factors. As James Brockbank pointed out, his was ‘probably the first attempt to rationalise planetary meanings’.[footnoteRef:6] This would appear to be in part prompted by criticisms of astrology as he spent some pages explaining and justifying the fallibility of astrology. [2:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.xii.]  [3:  Violet Moller, "The map of knowledge : how classical ideas were lost and found : a history in seven cities," (2020).p.15.]  [4:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.35.]  [5:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.3.]  [6:  James Brockbank, "Planetary Signification from the Second Century until the Present Day," Culture and Cosmos 7, Autumn/Winter, no. 237-62 (2003).p.37.] 


The critical attitude that Ptolemy found necessary to refute in The Tetrabiblos did not disappear, and by the fifth century astrology faded into the background in the West. The emerging world of Islam however adopted a more tolerant approach, producing scholars who preserved and studied the works of classical authors such as Ptolemy, drew on Indian and Persian culture as well as the Greek, and gave rise to what Nicholas Campion termed the ‘Islamic Golden Age’.[footnoteRef:7] One of the earliest scholars in this movement was Abū Maʿšar, who wrote in Arabic. Like Ptolemy, he lived at the heart of a time and place of great intellectual vigour and vibrancy, in newly founded Baghdad, which Moller described as being ‘at the peak of its golden age, unrivalled anywhere in the world for its…scholarship’.[footnoteRef:8] Also like Ptolemy, he claimed to draw on ancient learning from Babylon and Egypt, though there is evidence of influence from both Indian and Persian sources as well. David Pingree, in his introduction to the translation of The Great Introduction used in this essay pointed out that Abū Maʿšar ‘could be regarded as the first astrologer to fully integrate Greek and Persian traditions of astrology’.[footnoteRef:9] His work also became an important authority, and was described by Charles Burnett as being ‘immensely influential, not only in Arabic, but also in the Latin culture of Christendom’.[footnoteRef:10]  He acknowledged Ptolemy’s work on astronomy, The Almagest, and apparently knew The Tetrabiblos,  though he wasn’t sure it was also by Ptolemy, writing that ‘It is sometimes said that the one who wrote the book of astrology also wrote the book of the Almagest’.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and cosmology in the world's religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012).p.174.]  [8:  Moller, "The map of knowledge : how classical ideas were lost and found : a history in seven cities.".p.49.]  [9:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.4.]  [10:  Charles Burnett, "The Certitude of Astrology: The Scientific Methodology of al-Qabīṣī and abū Maʿshar," Early Science and Medicine 7, no. 3 (2002).p.212.]  [11:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.347.] 


The great longevity of the use and study of astrology is reflected in the work of Howard Sasportas and Liz Greene in the twentieth century. However, their work also embodies a significant development in the subject, building on the foundational ideas of Gustav Jung (1875-1961) in the field of depth psychology. The development also arose from the work of Alan Leo (1860-1917), who Greene described as bringing ‘astrology into the modern era as a tool for insight into character rather than a method of prediction’.[footnoteRef:12] This was perhaps not entirely fair, as both Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar paid attention to the make-up of an individual’s character and were clear about the fallible nature of prediction. However psychological astrology did place a much more intense focus on the inner world of the individual rather than the prediction of events, and the source used in this essay was a transcript of a seminar, where Sasportas worked with students to ‘bring out the inner life of the planetary gods’.[footnoteRef:13] Like Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar, psychological astrologers such as Howard Sasportas have been very influential, being described by Charles Harvey in his preface to The Inner Planets as a key figure in ‘the reemergence of astrology as a major formative force in Western culture’.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Liz Greene, Jung's Studies in Astrology : Prophecy, Magic, and the Qualities of Time, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2018).p.39.]  [13:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.viii.]  [14:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.vii.] 


Astrological nature of Mercury
Long lists of significations associated with the planets were provided by other astrologers, such as Ptolemy’s contemporary, Vettius Valens (120 - c175), but these were simply lists, with no explanation as to their source or their rationale. Ptolemy also provided very similar lists of associations for Mercury, explaining that

Those who are born under him [are made] wise, shrewd, thoughtful, learned, inventive, experienced, good calculators, inquirers into nature, speculative, gifted, emulous, beneficent, prudent, good at conjecture, mathematicians, partakers in mysteries, successful in attaining their ends. In the opposite position he makes them utter rascals, precipitate, forgetful, impetuous, lightminded, fickle, prone to change their minds, foolish rogues, witless, sinful, liars, undiscriminating, unstable, undependable, avaricious, unjust, and, in general, unsteady in judgment and inclined to evil deeds.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.359.] 


However, Ptolemy’s aim was not to give an exhaustive account of the nature of Mercury but rather to explain the logical outcome of the cosmic structure he described. He was at pains to explain a rationale for his significations, associating Mercury with changeableness due to its position in the order of distance from the earth (as he understood it) being between the hot and drying Sun, and the moist and cooling Moon. He wrote that ‘Mercury in general is found .. alike to be drying ... and again humidifying … and to change quickly from one to the other’.[footnoteRef:16] This entirely accords with the nature of Mercury described by others such as Valens but differs in describing a structural logic to the cosmos to explain how the qualities arise. As Joanna Komorowska wrote, [16:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.39.] 


Claudius Ptolemy will attempt a major re-formulation of astrology, a reconstruction intended …to establish astrology as a science in its own right, i.e. to locate it with reference to the Aristotelian paradigm of demonstrative – and true – sciences.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Joanna Komorowska, "Philosophy Among Astrologers," Culture & Cosmos 11, no. 1 and 2 (2007).p.73.] 


In his treatment of the astrological significance of the planet Mercury, Abū Maʿšar, took issue with Ptolemy’s account of its nature being composed of dryness from the Sun and moisture from the Moon, stating that the moisture from the earth cannot reach the Moon as it is too far away, thus appearing to draw on improvements in the science of astronomy.[footnoteRef:18] Nevertheless, he went on to discuss the ‘dryness’ and ‘coldness’ of Mercury, basing his associations for the planet on these physical qualities, in the same manner as Ptolemy.[footnoteRef:19] However by the twentieth century, the development of depth psychology had turned the focus of astrology in the West inward, and no attention was paid to the physical qualities of the planets: in any case, modern astronomy had by then radically altered our understanding and knowledge of them as physical bodies. In the psychological astrology pioneered and taught by Sasportas, who co-founded The Centre for Psychological Astrology with Greene, the emphasis was firmly placed on the description of the astrological factors, such as the planet Mercury, as universal archetypes existing in the collective unconscious and forming the inner psychological world of us all. Sasportas described the inner planets, including Mercury, as ‘the building blocks of our personal reality’.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.349.]  [19:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.423.]  [20:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.xx.] 


For all the work of Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar to describe the nature of the planet Mercury based on a rational, logical and systematic cosmology, it is striking that one of the earliest associations of the planet Mercury was with the Babylonian god Nabu, who was also known as the scribe to the gods.[footnoteRef:21] The qualities and associations ascribed to the planet by Ptolemy, Abū Maʿšar and Sasportas, such as intelligence, cunning and cleverness are entirely consistent with this early religious root, consistent with Sasportas’ claim that Mercury represents a universal archetype.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  David Pingree, From astral omens to astrology : from Babylon to Bīkāner, Serie orientale Roma, (Roma: Istituto italiano per l'Africa et l'Oriente : Distributed by Herder, International Book Centre, 1997).p.27.]  [22:  Stephen Bertman, Handbook to life in ancient Mesopotamia (New York ; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).p.22.] 


Adaptability of Mercury
Despite differences in rationale, all three sources examined in this essay describe very similar qualities to the nature of Mercury, including that of its adaptability and changeableness. Abū Maʿšar was critical of previous astrologers for assigning variability to the nature of Mercury because its colour in the sky varied. Nevertheless, he also indicated that Mercury’s nature was adaptable, and that ‘In each sign and with each planet it is like the nature of that sign and planet’.[footnoteRef:23] This attribute accords with Ptolemy who described Mercury as being ‘in nature like whatever of the other planets may be associated with him’, and this quality is also described by Sasportas in his Guidelines for Interpreting Mercury, writing that ‘Mercury is highly influenced and coloured by the nature of any planet aspecting it’.[footnoteRef:24] All three sources agree on this point. [23:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.389.]  [24:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.33.] 


Psychology
An important difference between the earlier works of Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar from the thinking of Sasportas is the emphasis placed on the need to ‘work’ on ourselves in order to ‘individuate’, to use Jung’s term. This was described by Greene as ‘the inner process through which an individual can achieve full integration of his or her unique, inherent personality’, and is a concept not found in the earlier astrological works.[footnoteRef:25] It implies the possibility of self-improvement, by becoming better at self-understanding: for example Sasportas indicated that by better understanding how to express the full nature of our own Mercury, we would be better able to ‘hear another person’, and find an ‘authentic way to fulfil your intrinsic potentialities’.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Greene, Jung's Studies in Astrology : Prophecy, Magic, and the Qualities of Time.p.29.]  [26:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.xvii. Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.6.] 


Sasportas also pointed out that psychological pressures, as in one’s upbringing, could alter the way the planet Mercury actually manifested in life. He described a person with Mercury in Gemini, which by long-standing astrological theories going back to Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar would be expected to result in an inquisitive, talkative individual, being in a ‘mental straitjacket’ due to negative early experiences which caused ‘psychic congestion’.[footnoteRef:27] This example demonstrates the way Sasportas focussed on the inner psychological state and development of the individual in a way Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar would perhaps not have recognised, although they discussed the astrological state of what they termed ‘the soul’ which could be another way of saying a similar thing. The astrological process is not so different: both Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar pointed out that Mercury by nature is able to take on the nature of any planets in aspect to it, and Sasportas also made this point in his example, which was illustrating the case of a man with Mercury conjunct (together with) Saturn, which is a planet associated with limitation and restriction. The ‘mental straitjacket’ was therefore caused by Saturn’s influence on the impressionable Mercury. This was summarised by Sasportas as ‘Mercury represents the archetype that can be any of the other archetypes’ and explained this by reference to the mythical story about Hermes in which he made a sacrifice to all the twelve gods, symbolically showing his ability to work with all of them.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.37.]  [28:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.8.] 


Mythology and Science
Another striking difference between the approaches of both Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar with the psychological approach of Sasportas lies in the emphasis placed on the mythical stories associated with the Greek gods, whose names are used to identify the planets. These stories were not mentioned at all in the earlier texts, and Campion pointed out that the planets were not directly matched with the Greek pantheon of gods until The Epinomis was written in the fifth century BCE, and even then, not all were named.[footnoteRef:29] By contrast Sasportas made extensive use of the myths to illustrate the nature of the planet Mercury. For example, in relating how Hermes (ie Mercury) invented the first lyre, he described this as showing ‘Mercury the craftsperson, someone who is ingenious, skilful or adept with his hands’.[footnoteRef:30] As Harvey wrote in his preface to The Inner Planets, Sasportas taught that ‘the ancient planetary and mundane gods are still alive and well and working in each one of us’.[footnoteRef:31]  [29:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology (London; New York: Continuum, 2008).p.153.]  [30:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.6.]  [31:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.xi.] 


Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar made no reference to planetary gods or the stories associated with them, since both aimed to set the science of astrology on a causal and physical Aristotelian basis. They both closely associated the study of astrology with the study of astronomy, as two aspects of the same science, or knowledge: Abū Maʿšar described the 

two species of the science, which are wonderful to contemplate and great in significance. The first is called ‘the science of the universe…… The second species is the science of astrology.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.53. Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.55.] 


Both Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar wrote important works on astronomy and mathematics, as the two subjects were considered to two sides of the same science and important to a philosophical understanding of the cosmos, as well as being potentially useful to people in the form of astrology. By the time Sasportas was teaching astrology however, this link had been greatly weakened, if not severed, and instead he made the connection with the science of depth psychology. Sasportas was interested in the dynamic arising from the duality of the conscious and the unconscious psyche, following Dane Rudhyar’s theory that the features of one’s birth chart ‘are actually “celestial instructions” on how you can most naturally unfold your life-plan’.[footnoteRef:33] He built on the work of astronomy so as to calculate the birth chart, but only in order to inform the work of understanding the interior drama of an individual, represented by the astrological symbols of the ‘ancient planetary gods’.[footnoteRef:34] There is perhaps an echo here of a defensive position being taken by astrologers against criticism, as has been evident since the time of Ptolemy, feeling the need to strengthen their claim to respectability by being associated with a somewhat more acceptable science. [33:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.6.]  [34:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.xi.] 


Gender
Abū Maʿšar, like Ptolemy, divided the planets into benefics (fortunate) and malefics (unfortunate), male and female, diurnal and nocturnal. When it came to more specific significations of the planets, Abū Maʿšar followed Ptolemy in deriving them from the nature of the planet. Thus, for Mercury, Abū Maʿšar wrote that 

As for Mercury, dryness is most dominant over it and dryness is related to heat. Mercury is masculine. Because its nature is not heat, it indicates youths who do not attain puberty’.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.427.] 


Ptolemy also based his assessment of the gender of the planets on their make-up in terms of heat and cold, dryness and moisture, and since he considered Mercury to partake of both dryness and moisture, he wrote that Mercury was ‘common to both genders’.[footnoteRef:36] The underlying rationale was the same. While agreeing with Ptolemy about Mercury’s potentially ambiguous gender, Sasportas explained this both in terms of the myths associated with Mercury, and with the psychological processes involved in navigating the genders. He wrote that  [36:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.41.] 


Some people with Mercury or Mercury-ruled signs strongly emphasised in their charts are psychological bisexuals. They may or may not act it out physically, but they sometimes are confused about their sexual identity.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.26.] 


Neither Ptolemy nor Abū Maʿšar related the gender of the planet to the psychological gender of an individual. Their treatment of it was concerned with an understanding of the nature of the planet itself, to give a full account of it rather than giving instruction in interpretation. Additionally, both pointed out that a planet’s position in the sky would affect its gender, Ptolemy stating that morning stars, rising before the sun, are masculine, and evening stars, setting after the sun, are feminine, which made planetary gender highly variable in any case.[footnoteRef:38] This was a consideration not mentioned by Sasportas. [38:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.41.] 


Benefic and Malefic
Mercury’s essential neutrality was also evident in the way the sources examined in this essay treated the question of its relationship with good or bad fortune. Ptolemy explained the benefic (fortunate) or malefic (unfortunate) natures of the planets as resulting from their constitutions in terms of four humours; hot, moist, dry and cold. He described Mercury, along with the Sun, as having ‘both powers, because they .. join their influences with those of the other planets’.[footnoteRef:39] While agreeing with Ptolemy that Mercury is easily influenced and could be either benefic or malefic in its effects, stating that ‘In each sign and with each planet it is like the nature of that sign and planet’, Abū Maʿšar considered the planet to be benefic when free of other influences.[footnoteRef:40] He disagreed with the rationale however. Instead, he attributed the fact that Mercury’s relative weakness in bringing either good or bad fortune was due to its position in solar system, and the height of its orbit, and its distance from the sun. These factors were not mentioned at all by Sasportas, though it must be remembered that his text was derived from a teaching seminar and was not intended to be a full explanation of the rationale behind the astrology he described. Sasportas’ focus was on inner psychological processes, rather than external fate, and so he wrote that a problem, such as a constrained Mercury leading to difficulty in self-expression, ‘could be a stepping stone or catalyst for your developing positive qualities which you might not develop if you didn't have the problem’.[footnoteRef:41] Fortune or misfortune were therefore both of value, contributing to the process of individuation, and capable of being transcended through greater self-knowledge. [39:  Ptolemy and Robbins, Tetrabiblos.p.39.]  [40:  Abū et al., Abu Ma'sar, the Great introduction to astrology : the Arabic original and English translation.p.389.]  [41:  Greene and Sasportas, The inner planets : building blocks of personal reality.p.24.] 


From Ptolemy to Abū Maʿšar was some seven hundred years, and from Abū Maʿšar to Sasportas a further span of over a thousand years, and despite their differences, they all found the nature of Mercury as used in astrology to be recognisably similar; adaptable, variable in fortune, neutral in gender, and easily influenced by other astrological factors. Differences between Ptolemy and Abū Maʿšar consisted mainly of detail, agreed attributes of Mercury being ascribed to slightly different causes. Fundamental differences arose mainly in the twentieth century source: the revived interest in the mythological stories of the gods and use of astrology to illuminate inner psychological processes rather than physical external fate standing in marked contrast to the earlier approach. 
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