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A Critical Review of three primary source documents
Word count: 2095
This essay is a critical review of two sculptures and a painted vase representing Mercury. These three primary sources will be described and they will be compared and contrasted in different aspects. Firstly the material and the original use of the art objects will be analysed, then the iconographic elements and the symbolical meaning of each will be compared. Finally, the connection of these representations and their meaning with astrology will be studied.

The first to be presented is a sculpture dedicated to Nabu (Fig. 1) by Adad-Nirari III and Sammuramat. It belongs to the Neo Assyrian period, dated from 810 BC – 800 BC. The sculpture was found in a Temple of Nabu in Nimrud, North Iraq, nowadays it is in the British Museum in London.

The second representation is from Hermes (Fig. 2) and it is in a Greek vase from the classical period, dated from 480-470 BC. It belongs now to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. The painting is attributed to Tithonos Painter.

The last primary source is a representation of Mercury (Fig. 3) sculpted in stone in the allegoric work Commerce and Agriculture (trans. Manarte)
 by the Portuguese sculptor Bento Cândido da Silva. It was created to decorate one portal of a local market from the city of Oporto, in the beginning of the twentieth century, and it is still in its original place.
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Figure 1 – Nabu, 810 BC – 800 BC, limestone, 182.88 cm, British Museum, London.
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Figure 2 – Attributed to Tithonos painter, Terracotta Lekythos, 480 BC – 470 BC, terracotta, 34 cm height, The Metropolian Museum of Art, NY.
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Figure 3 – Bento Cândido da Silva, Commerce and Agriculture, 1914-1917, stone, Mercado do Bolhão, Porto.

Considering the material support of these three representations, the ones from Nabu and Mercury are sculpted in stone
 and the illustration of Hermes is painted in a vase of terracotta
. The Nabu sculpture is almost 183 centimetres
 height, nearly human size, and although there is no reference of the size of the representation of Mercury, according to the size of the building (Fig. 4), it might be human size or bigger. Compared with these two monumental sculptures the representation of Hermes is much smaller, less than 34 centimetres
 which is the height of the vase where it is painted. So, regarding only these three examples, the representation of this deity would occur in different mediums and sizes.
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Figure 4. South facade of the market building. The sculpture of Mercury is placed above the entrance.

There is no reference of the author of the Nabu sculpture and for the painting representing Hermes it is attributed to Tithonos Painter.
 For the sculpture of Mercury it is written that it was done by the Portuguese sculpture Bento Cândido da Silva.
 Regarding these three art objects, as more ancient they are more difficult it seems to know the author of the work. From the three examples only the art work where Mercury is represented is still in its original place, the two ancient art works are currently hold by a museum.

The statue of Nabu was found at Calah in the Nabu temple along with another three statues in dedication of the god Nabu, two of them, including the one used in this essay, have a cuneiform inscription around the skirt. According to Albert Kirk Grayson they were dedicated to Nabu by the governor of Calah Bel-tarsi-ilumma ‘and it is to be presumed that the statues represent him and were erect in the Nabu temple to show him worshiping that god’.
 This sculpture might not be an actual representation of the god Nabu, but from another entity worshiping the god, as it can be read in the description of this object by the British Museum that ‘unjustified inference has been drawn that this figure represented Nabu, but it clearly represents an attendant of the kind.
 Although this statue might not be a representation of Nabu it is dedicated to the god according to the inscription in its skirt. Right in the beginning it is written, according to the translation given by Grayson, ‘to the god Nabu, heroic (and) exalted, son of Esagil’.
 Daniel David Luckenbill also wrote a translation of this inscription, and even though it is not exactly coincident with the translation of Grayson this attribution to Nabu is corroborated as Luckenbill translated ‘To Nabu, the powerful, the exalted child of Esagila’.
 Even without being a representation of the god it is dedicated to him and it was done to worship Nabu.

Hermes is represented in a terracotta vase which is called lekythos. Gisela Richer referred that this type of vase was used in the Greek world ‘for oil and unguents and as an offering for the dead’. Richter also pointed three possible particular functions for the lekythos, one is linked to the athletes since the ‘word lekythos was used in Athens to signify the athele’s oil bottle’.
 It is also connected with offerings to the dead carrying unguents in the lekythos, but it could only mean a general oil jug.  There is no evidence for what usages this particular lekyhtos with the representation of Hermes was manufactured but it might be said that this object originally had a practical function in the daily life of the Greek.

The representation of Mercury belongs to a set of sculptures that is above the south entrance of a traditional market of food. The set is called Commerce and Agriculture where commerce is represented by Mercury and agriculture by Flora.
 This is an allegoric representation of what happens inside the building where the foods grown in agriculture are traded in the market. This work of art is a decorating piece of the main entrance and it is a symbol of the whole place but also of what is lived inside it. These three representations allude to the same entity but each one was created for a different use, the Assyrian sculpture as a form of worshiping, the Greek vase to be used as an oil container and the modern sculpture as a decorative symbol.

Assuming that the statue dedicated to Nabu is not actually a representation of the deity there are no iconographic elements in the art object directly link to the god Nabu. However in the description of the British Museum it is referred that the sculpture is in a submissive posture, which supports the idea that the sculpture represents some entity worshiping Nabu.
 Nonetheless, there is some information about the god Nabu in the inscription in the skirt. Following the translation of Grayson it is written in the inscription that Nabu is ‘skilled in the arts, trustee of all heaven and underworld, expert in everything, wise, the one who can write (…), learned in the scribal art’.
 Morris Jastrow also wrote that ‘besides being the god of wisdom and intelligence, Nabu is a patron of agriculture, who causes the grain to sprout forth’.

According to the Greek Myhtology, as David Leeming presented it in his book, Hermes was a Greek god ‘who was said to have invented such wonders as the lyre, the alphabet, numbers, and astronomy’.
 Leeming also wrote that Hermes would be his father’s messenger and that is ichnographically represented through his traveller hat, winged sandals and caduceus. Hermes was also the god who assisted the travellers but also the god who could penetrate Hades ‘leading the dead there’.
 The connection of Hermes and Hades could be a lead to propose that this particular lekythos could have been used to carry unguents to the dead but no written proof about that was found. The representation in the Greek vase shows a moving figure, since Hermes looks like moving to the left, with the winged sandals and carrying the caduceus. Between the iconographic elements point by Leeming in this representation it is missing the traveller hat. 

Mercury was a Roman deity who, as Leeming wrote, ‘was identified with the Greek god Hermes’.
 Leeming referred that Julius Caesar told that Mercury ‘was the most worshipped god of Gaul.’
 The god Mercury was linked with communication, arts, crafts, commerce and journeys. The sculpture of mercury, in the main entrance of the market, also carries a caduceus, winged sandals and also a hat with wings. The attributes given to these three deities are very similar, though they came from different cultures and are called by different names. Nabu, Hermes and Mercury might be separate entities with its own history and culture but in all these three cultures there is a god that has the same symbolical meaning. In this case it is a deity that is wise, the one that can write, a messenger and traveller, known in the field of the arts and commerce, and the one associated with the dead. The iconographic elements in the representation of Hermes and Mercury are also very similar as they both have winged sandals and the caduceus. However, artistic differences exist since, for example, the caduceus of Hermes it is much simpler than the caduceus of Mercury, sculpted two millenniums later.

In all these three cultures there was place for astrology and these three deities were associated with the planet mercury. For the Assyrian period, as Nick Campion wrote, ‘mercury was usually identified as the planet of Nabu’.
 According to Morris, in astronomical reports, ‘Nabu was the god of writing and the patron of science’ and this is also referred by Campion who wrote that Nabu was the scribe of the gods with ‘the important task of writing the destinies, announcing divine intentions to the diviners and astrologers’.
 Following Campion also Hermes was associated with the planet mercury and ‘Nabu, the Babylonian scribe, was an obvious fit for Hermes, the Messenger of the Greek pantheon’.
 In the roman period the Greek names were translated to Latin and the star of Hermes became Mercury
, which is the name that it is still used in occidental astrology. These three gods have the same meaning and passed through each culture with a different name.
Taking in consideration the classical concepts in astrology from Ptolemy (ca. 100 – 178 CE) when he wrote about the planet mercury Ptolemy stated that mercury is both drying and absorptive of moisture since he is ‘never far (…) from the heat of the sun’ but at the same time ‘he [mercury] is next above the sphere of the moon’.
 This duality, to be able to change rapidly from dryness to moisture, was associated by Ptolemy to ‘the speed of his motion’.
 This sense of movement has some resonance on the symbolism of the entities associated with the planet has the messenger god. It has a special association with the figure of Hermes which was draw as he was moving quickly to the left. When referring to the qualities that the planet mercury could give to a soul, Ptolemy refers, amongst others, ‘wisdom, thoughtful, inventive, good calculators, gifted, mathematicians’.
 These qualities are the same that are attributed to the three deities studied and show the connection between them and the meanings given to the planet mercury. Although Ptolemy appears later than two of the representations presented his work shows the connections within the astrological though between the planet mercury and the deities studied in this essay.

To conclude, there is a common entity in the three cultures presented in this essay which is associated with the planet mercury. Although each culture gave to the god a different name, Nabu, Hermes and Mercury, all three have a similar symbolism and meaning as the god of wisdom, the scribe and messenger of the gods. It is shown that different materials were used to create these representations, like stone and painted terracotta, and each one had a different function. The author of the more ancient representation is unknown on contrary of the other two, and the more recent art piece is the only that it is still in its original place. The sculpture from the Neo Assyrian period is not a representation of the god Nabu so it does not show any iconographic elements used on that period related to the deity. Both the painting of Hermes and the sculpture of Mercury were created with similar attributes as the winged sandals and the caduceus. In the end it is shown that these three gods, from different cultures and time periods, are astrologically linked to the planet mercury. Moreover between them there is a connection of meaning that is passed from one culture to another as they have the same qualities and are represented with the same symbols, what differs might be only the name.
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