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Compare and contrast the treatment of Mercury in at least three primary sources.
This essay compares and contrasts the treatment of Mercury in three primary sources. These sources are: Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus[footnoteRef:1] (67-79 AD, Pompeii, The British Museum Images), C. S. Lewis’s 1935 poem The Planets[footnoteRef:2], and Mercury[footnoteRef:3] by Abdullah El-halaby. [1:  Nicolas Monteix, “Shrine, Bar of Lucius Vetutius in Pompeii,” The British Museum Images, May 20, 2008. https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01101087001&itemw=4&itemf=0002&itemstep=1&itemx=1]  [2:  Clive Staples Lewis, “The Plants,” in Poems, (London: Fount, 2011), 21-22, lines 14-27.]  [3:  Abdullah El-Halaby, “Mercury,”. YouTube Video, 6:17, January 19, 2018, https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=iU-0lfIeNBo] 

The aim is to examine the depiction of Mercury under the themes of gender & function through the three selected primary sources in a range of media (image, poetry, and video), across three different eras (ancient, in the 20th century and in the 21st century), and from different cultural perspectives (ancient Rome, 20th Century Britain, and 21st Arab world). 
It is evident from examining these three primary sources that the cultural and/ or religious context through which the Mercury is examined, is a significant factor in determining the end product. One of the key themes is that of the gender of Mercury which is predominately depicted as male, with some variation in the modern context. The function of Mercury in each of the three selected primary sources varies from deity to a planet with anthropomorphic properties depending on the context of the source.
The approach to this essay is to provide context to each primary source, examine the representation of Mercury in each of the primary sources, and then to identify any similarities and highlight any contradictions between how Mercury is depicted in each source, relative to the cultural context of the work. 
According to Cox and Cohen[footnoteRef:4] , from a physical perspective, Mercury is the closest planet to the sun in our solar system, and completes its journey around the sun in 88 earth days, thus making it the planet with the fastest orbit in our solar system. It is this feature that is shared with the astrological and religious meaning ascribed to Mercury, where the planet can attain anthropomorphic and/ or divine status as the messenger of Gods or seen independently as a deity.  [4:  Brian, Cox., Andrew Cohen, “Wonders of the Solar System” (London: Harper Collins, 2013), 84-8] 

Primary Source One: Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus[footnoteRef:5]: [5:  Nicolas Monteix, “Shrine, Bar of Lucius Vetutius in Pompeii,” The British Museum Images, May 20, 2008. https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01101087001&itemw=4&itemf=0002&itemstep=1&itemx=1] 

Excavations have revealed several thermopolia within the ruins of the ancient city of Pompeii. According to Angela Giuffrida[footnoteRef:6], these were used as fast food outlets were used by poor residents that didn’t own cooking utensils. This service was provided by proprietors of such establishments in exchange for coins or other goods deemed in line with what the poor were able to afford.   [6:  Angela Giuffrida, “Pompeii ‘fast food’ bar unearthed in ancient city after 2,000 years,”. The Guardian, March 27, 2019.] 

In keeping with what was customary at the time, homes and businesses would have been fitted with shrines that represented the deities revered by citizens of Pompeii. These shrines would depict the deities in their Hellenistic forms, and according to Ling[footnoteRef:7] would enable the people of the time to cultivate images of their deities in accordance with “their personal preferences and upon the needs of the time”.   [7:  Roger Ling. “Pompeii-History, Life, and Afterlife” (Great Britain: The History Press, 2005), 107] 

For a business, it would make sense therefore to include Mercury the god of commerce and prosperity within the customised shrines. This concept is reflected in figure 1, as Mercury is shown in his Hellenistic form as the god Hermes, fitted with his caduceus and purse, and he is looking to his right, in close proximity to the edge of the shrine, and is seen as offering his purse and its contents to those that may be gazing upon his image.  The approach used to depict Mercury in this piece is one of Mercury as the deity. In this depiction the focus on Mercury as the bringer of prosperity, there is no indication here that Mercury is associated with anything else. 
By extension of its association with Mercury and Hermes, according to Ling[footnoteRef:8] the caduceus is also a recognised symbol of commerce and negotiation, and this is the symbol used today in astrological shorthand to depict Mercury in “Glyph” form.  [8:  Roger Ling. “Pompeii-History, Life, and Afterlife” (Great Britain: The History Press, 2005), 98-102] 

From an aesthetic perspective, Mercury in this shrine is depicted as a youthful man, and this is aligned from a gender perspective to his depiction by Lewis[footnoteRef:9], however slightly different to his depiction by El-Halaby[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Clive Staples Lewis, “The Plants,” in Poems, (London: Fount, 2011), 21-22, lines 14-27.]  [10: Abdullah El-Halaby, “Mercury,”. YouTube Video, 6:17, January 19, 2018, https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=iU-0lfIeNBo ] 

According to El-Halaby, Mercury has an overall male essence, however Mercury is considered “male if he resides in a male sign in a birth chart and female if he resides in a female sign[footnoteRef:11]” (trans. Bohrayba). El-Halaby’s willingness to consider Mercury’s gender fluidity, since he is a 21st century astrologer, may be in line with the current global, but gradual acceptance of the concept of gender as being fluid, and not fixed, as discussed in the article by Sarah Marsh and a host of Guardian readers/ contributors from all over the globe in their article titled: The gender-fluid generation: young people on being male, female or non-binary.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  ببرج مؤنث يعتبر عطارد مؤنث و ببرج مذكر يعتبر عطارد مذكر ]  [12:  Sarah Marsh, and Guardian Readers. “The gender-fluid generation: young people on being male, female or non-binary”. The Guardian, March 23, 2016.
 ] 


[image: Thermopolium With Doliass Pompeii]
Figure 1: Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus, Pompeii. (67-79 AD). Detail: the genius in the middle, flanked by gods with Mercury (left) and Bacchus (right). Photograph: Nicolas Monteix.






Primary Source Two: The Planets by C. S. Lewis
In contextualising the collective works of C. S. Lewis, it is evident that he was fascinated with cosmology. Amongst his notable works was “Out of the Silent and Planet”[footnoteRef:13] and the “Chronicles of Narnia”[footnoteRef:14] where in the former, the characters featured in the story, all visit the planets of Venus and Mars, and in the latter, all of the characters featured look up to the skies at one time or another, throughout the books.  [13:  Clive Staples Lewis, “Out of the Silent Planet”, (Great Britain: John Lane, 1938).]  [14:  Clive Saples Lewis, “The Chronicles of Narnia”, (Geoffrey Bles: London, 1950).  ] 

A key feature of the representation of the heavens in Lewis’s work is that he doesn’t focus on the scientific or physical version of the universe, he does however use the principles that medieval Europeans used to depict the heavens. 
The work by Lewis considered for this essay is his poem “The Planets”, published originally in 1935. Since the language of the poem is in English, it is assumed that it was aimed primarily to an English speaking audience. The poem from a structural perspective has no stanzas, and each of the planets mentioned are written in capital which may be read as the attribute of power that Lewis associates with each planet. 
In his description of Mercury, Lewis says:
MERCURY marches;–madcap rover,
Patron of pilf’rers. Pert quicksilver
His gaze begets, goblin mineral,
Merry multitude of meeting selves,
Same but sundered. From the soul’s darkness,
With wreathed wand, words he marshals,
Guides and gathers them–gay bellwether
Of flocking fancies. His flint has struck
The spark of speech from spirit’s tinder,
Lord of language! He leads forever
The spangle and splendour, sport that mingles
Sound with senses, in subtle pattern,
Words in wedlock, and wedding also
Of thing with thought. 
Mercury in this poem is depicted anthropomorphically whilst retaining “his” status as a planet. Whilst not depicted as a deity as in the Shrine[footnoteRef:15], Mercury does retain much of the symbolism of Mercury associated with “Mercury the deity” such as being the “Lord of Language”, and being fast in his movement, by being described as “quick silver”, however, this attribute may be borrowed from the physical properties of the planet Mercury. In this sense, there is a similarity between this approach to describing Mercury with El-Halaby’s description.  [15:  Nicolas Monteix, “Shrine, Bar of Lucius Vetutius in Pompeii,” The British Museum Images, May 20, 2008. https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01101087001&itemw=4&itemf=0002&itemstep=1&itemx=1
] 

This close alignment with the use of the astrological meaning of Mercury in this poem may be further deduced from Lewis’s own introduction[footnoteRef:16] to the poem where he states that: [16:  Clive Staples Lewis, “The Plants,” in Poems, (London: Fount, 2011), 20.] 

“….the characters of the planets, as conceived by medieval astrology, seem to me to have a permanent value as spiritual symbols…”
In the context of gender, Mercury is depicted through the use of male pronouns, and in this is similar to the description used by El-Halaby, and is consistent with the visual representation of Mercury as a male deity in the Shrine[footnoteRef:17].  [17:  Nicolas Monteix, “Shrine, Bar of Lucius Vetutius in Pompeii,” The British Museum Images, May 20, 2008. https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01101087001&itemw=4&itemf=0002&itemstep=1&itemx=1
] 

Primary Source three: Mercury by Abdullah El-Halaby (Original in Arabic, and transcripts appendix 1 & 2): 
Abdullah El-Halaby is a current practising Syrian Arab astrologer whom uses YouTube as his main channel to share his astrological knowledge in the Arabic language. From a cultural and religious setting, El-Halaby is both a Muslim and caters for a Muslim majority audience which comprises of Arabic speakers from across the Arab world and beyond. His style of delivery uses a combination of classical Arabic interspersed with Arabic in the Syrian dialect. As one of the most popular Arabic Dialects, it is likely that this widens the appeal of El-Halaby’s online video and audio recordings. 
El-Halaby’s approach to depicting Mercury in his video entitled:     
"[footnoteRef:18]عطارد" [18:  Abdullah El-Halaby, “Mercury,”. YouTube Video, 6:17, January 19, 2018, https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=iU-0lfIeNBo
] 

“which is the Arabic name for Mercury” is through the use the metaphor, with Mercury depicted as “the young man, lacking in life experience, with an incomplete personality, causing him to learn and 
borrow qualities from other planets”[footnoteRef:19] (trans. Bohrayba)  [19:  "الشاب الذي يفتقر الي الخبرة والشخصية المكتملة و بالتالي فهو يستعير خواص الكواكب الاخرى" 
] 

In his work, El-halaby depicts all of the planets as human characters. In this respect this is similar to the approach taken by Lewis to describe the planets in an anthropomorphic manner, however he does go a step further by suggesting that the planets are bringers of things. El-halaby asserts that “Mercury can bestow the gift of fortune and prosperity if he makes the right connections with other planets, conversely he can bring despair and gloom should he make bad connections with other planets”[footnoteRef:20] (trans Bohrayba) [20:  "عطارد من احكامه الشي الجميل فيه اذا كانت اتصالاته سعيدة يعطي حظوظ و اذا كانت اتصالاته نحيسه ينحس هذا الفرد”
] 

In this respect, El-Halaby begins to venture into the territory of Mercury being a deity through bestowing gifts and bringing sorrow, and in doing so his depiction begins to resemble the depiction of Mercury in the Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus[footnoteRef:21], where Mercury is presented as a deity.  [21:  Nicolas Monteix, “Shrine, Bar of Lucius Vetutius in Pompeii,” The British Museum Images, May 20, 2008. https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01101087001&itemw=4&itemf=0002&itemstep=1&itemx=1
] 

However, El-Halaby stops short of bestowing divine status on Mercury. It is likely that the cultural and religious context where El-Halaby operates, have an influence on his choice of approach. In taking into account the current climate in Syria and the geo political turbulence in the Middle East as a whole, it may be that depicting Mercury as a person is the safer and more appropriate option. 
As the dominant religion in the Arab world, Islam takes a clear stance on deviating from Islamic monotheism or attributing any divine qualities to anything other than Allah may be faced with robust retribution. 
Believing in a monotheistic deity is one of the pillars of the Islamic faith, and therefore, as discussed by Abd el-Ati[footnoteRef:22] it would be “unacceptable to attribute divine qualities on anyone other than Allah”. [22:  Hammudah Abd el-Ati, Islam in focus, (Amana Publications, 2002). 76] 

In this respect, El-Halaby is consistent with Lewis and the creator(s) of the Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus[footnoteRef:23], in that with all them their depiction of Mercury is consistent with the context of their cultures, religious beliefs and aligned with the events of their respective times.  [23:  Shrine. Bar of Lucius Vetutius Placidus] 

In conclusion, all three primary sources selected highlight that the depiction of Mercury can vary and this variation is reflective of the cultural and religious context in which the representation is created. Whilst the gender of Mercury in the two older sources was that of male, the more modern source agreed that Mercury was male in essence, however had the option to transition and morph to accommodate either gender where appropriate. The way in which Mercury is depicted in a variety of media has continued to evolve, to reflect the cultural and religious context of the people that create these depictions, and this is likely to continue going forward. 
Niema Bohrayba
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