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Krystyna Cap – HPCA7017 – Essay 1
March 17, 2022


‘A Critical Comparison of Mercury in Three Primary Source Documents’
Word Count: 3133

This essay compares and contrasts the planet Mercury in Claudius Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos,[footnoteRef:1] the third and ninth treatises of Guido Bonatti’s Book of Astronomy[footnoteRef:2] and Alan Leo’s How to Judge a Nativity.[footnoteRef:3] This essay begins by establishing the Ptolemaic foundation upon which Bonatti and Leo drew, examining the core significations that Ptolemy ascribed to Mercury and the extent to which astronomical principles were used to modify its expression in a nativity. Focusing on the themes of the mind and the soul, this essay will also discuss how shifting philosophical and cosmological beliefs, as well as the incorporation of other astrological traditions, modified what these authors considered to be core Mercurial significations.   [1:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by F. E. Robbins (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980).]  [2:  Guido Bonatti, Bonatti on Basic Astrology – Guido Bonatti’s Book of Astronomy Treatises 1-3: Theory, Signs, Planets, Houses Configurations, ed. & trans. by Benjamin N. Dykes (Minneapolis: Cazimi Press, 2010), and Guido Bonatti, Bonatti on Nativities – Guido Bonatti’s Book of Astronomy Treatise 9: On Nativities, ed. & trans. by Benjamin N. Dykes (Minneapolis: Cazimi Press, 2010). ]  [3:  Alan Leo, How to Judge a Nativity: Part II. The Synthesising of the Horoscope, 2nd ed. (London: Women’s Printing Society, Limited, 1909). ] 


Claudius Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos

Claudius Ptolemy (c.100-c.178 CE) was a Greek astronomer, mathematician, music theorist and geographer active in second-century Alexandria. According to Nicholas Campion, Ptolemy’s primary astrological work, Tetrabiblos, is considered ‘of immense importance’[footnoteRef:4] to the history of Western astrology and its influence is evidenced in the later texts under examination, both of which refer to Ptolemy by name.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I - The Ancient World (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2008), p. 208.]  [5:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1107; Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 45.] 

Ptolemy indicated that he intended to investigate the ‘prediction through astronomy’ in a ‘philosophical way’.[footnoteRef:6] Although the absence of certain predictive techniques in Tetrabiblos has led Mark Riley to argue that Ptolemy viewed astrology as a ‘strictly theoretical science’,[footnoteRef:7] Ptolemy himself wrote that he intended to provide ‘detailed instruction on the subject’.[footnoteRef:8] This may suggest that he viewed his own work as both a theoretical and practical text for contemporary astrologers and, in so doing, is thought to have taken a ‘secular’ approach to astrology, devoid of magical, ‘mythological or religious overtones’.[footnoteRef:9] This may have been intentional, appeasing astrology’s detractors by ‘straddling the line between Plato and Aristotle’.[footnoteRef:10]  [6:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.1. ]  [7:  Mark Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues’, Transactions of the American Philological Association 117, 1987, 235-256 (p. 236) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/283969> [accessed 10 February 2022].]  [8:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.1.]  [9:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I, p. 209; James Brockbank, ‘Planetary Signification from the Second Century until the Present Day’, Culture and Cosmos, 7.2 (Autumn/Winter 2003), 37-62 (p. 40).]  [10:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I, p. 209.] 

Ptolemy’s use of planetary elements following ‘the naturalistic tradition represented by Pliny’[footnoteRef:11] offers a basis for understanding how Mercury behaves in a nativity. All planets are either hot or cold, or wet or dry. Mercury is thought to be unique owing to its position between the sun, moon and earth where it takes on the qualities of being both ‘drying and absorptive of moisture’.[footnoteRef:12] This alternating condition contributes not only to Mercury’s gender, which Ptolemy considers ‘common’, but also to Mercury’s functioning in a nativity.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I, p. 210.]  [12:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.4.]  [13:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.6.] 

Mercury’s changeability—another signification taken up by later authors—is evidenced by the fact that it, like the sun, ‘[joins its] influences with those of the other planets’.[footnoteRef:14] For Ptolemy, Mercury’s natural significations include action, speech and professions relating to ‘scribes, men of business, calculators, teachers, merchants, bankers, soothsayers, astrologers, sacrificers and…those who perform their functions by means of documents, interpretation, and giving and taking’.[footnoteRef:15] These are all modified when other planets are connected to Mercury: for example, Saturn produces property managers while Jupiter yields law-makers, orators and sophists.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.5. ]  [15:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.4.]  [16:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.4.] 

Mercury’s adaptive nature becomes an enduring signification that both Bonatti and Leo take up, demonstrating how the native’s mind and overall temperament is further modified when joined to planets considered to be either malefic or benefic in influence. By contrast, Ptolemy also emphasizes heliacal phase—Mercury’s rising before or after the sun—which can alter the native’s ability to have children,[footnoteRef:17] their appearance[footnoteRef:18] and overall vitality.[footnoteRef:19] In the area of intellect, zodiacal signs further modify the way the rational mind is directed.[footnoteRef:20] These factors underscore an important connection that Ptolemy makes between Mercury’s expressions in a nativity, the nature of celestial movements and the influences of other planets, each possessing their own correspondences and therefore effects on Mercury.  [17:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.6.]  [18:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.11. ]  [19:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.9.]  [20:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.13.] 

Ptolemy also presents a relationship between Mercury’s connection to the mind and the quality of the native’s soul; this is a theme that both Bonatti and Leo later take up, pointing to another potentially enduring Mercurial quality. To understand the soul, Ptolemy indicates that Mercury must be examined alongside the moon: Mercury contains the part of ‘reason’ whereas the moon represents the ‘sensory and irrational part’,[footnoteRef:21] embodying Plato’s three-fold division of the soul as ‘rational, emotional and “cupidinous”’.[footnoteRef:22] Even here, Mercury’s delineation depends upon its zodiacal sign placement, the planets to which it is joined[footnoteRef:23] and its heliacal phase.[footnoteRef:24] The latter can contribute to excesses or deficiencies of dryness, which, in turn, impart various illnesses of the soul.[footnoteRef:25] It is worth noting that Mercury’s heliacal phase and associated qualities survive, even into the work of Alan Leo, possibly evidencing a lineage preserving of the physical and temperamental attributes as derived from Ptolemy’s initial description of them. [21:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.13.]  [22:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I, p. 214. ]  [23:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.13.]  [24:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.13. ]  [25:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, IV.9.] 

Mercury’s connection to the mind and soul is a common theme in the texts under examination. While Bonatti’s treatment of Mercury is more closely aligned to Ptolemy’s, the principles and significations introduced in Tetrabiblos appear to form an enduring basis for delineating many of Mercury’s core significations.

Guido Bonatti’s Book of Astrology

Guido Bonatti (c. 1210-c. 1295 CE), a practicing astrologer in thirteenth-century Europe, was heir to the ‘intellectual revolution’ of the previous century. A revival of classical Greek texts,[footnoteRef:26] coupled with the introduction of Islamic scholarship, has led scholars like Campion to posit that astrology was now offering ‘a practical means of managing humanity’s relationship with the eternal’.[footnoteRef:27] This intellectual lineage is evidenced in Bonatti’s many attributions throughout the Book of Astronomy, crediting Ptolemy alongside Abū Ma’shar ‘Umar, Abu ‘Ali, al-Kindī and other Islamic astrologers.[footnoteRef:28]   [26:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II - The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2009), p. 30.]  [27:  Campion, A History of Astrology, Volume 2, p. 53. ]  [28:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1107.] 

For Bonatti and his contemporaries, the Catholic Church was critical of astrology as challenging God’s ‘unlimited authority’.[footnoteRef:29] Campion writes that, even when Aristotelian mechanics provided a scheme in which God was ‘still nominally in charge’,[footnoteRef:30] questions around faith took on specific importance. Astrologers like Bonatti even leveraged astrology to investigate the extent to which faith could be determined in a birth chart,[footnoteRef:31] likely attempting to respond to claims that astrology was incompatible with Christian teachings.  [29:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 2, p. 51. ]  [30:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 2, p. 45. ]  [31:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 2, p. 45.] 

In addition to providing a defense of astrology, the treatises comprising the Book of Astronomy offer guidance on interpreting zodiacal signs, planets and houses—what Bonatti terms the ‘division of the orb of signs into twelve signs’.[footnoteRef:32] Addressing the reader in the second person—perhaps suggesting that Bonatti may have been partially writing for practicing astrologers—Treatise 3 – Planets offers a short treatment of Mercury, inventorying the planet’s significations, while Treatise 9 – On Nativities details how planets behave by sign, house placement and in connection to other planets. In contrast to Ptolemy who made little mention of houses, Bonatti outlines the permutations of planets and the aspects they form with others in considerable detail.  [32:  Bonatti, Book of Astronomy, Treatise 2 – Signs and Houses, p. 46.] 

Like Ptolemy, Bonatti indicated that Mercury—a ‘commingled, masculine, diurnal planet’—takes on the significations, qualities and gender of the planets to which it is joined.[footnoteRef:33] The emphasis that Ptolemy placed on Mercury’s attributes of hot, cold, wet or dry are absent in Bonatti’s treatment, replaced by an expanded range of Mercurial significations. While intellect is at the fore, Bonatti introduced several significations not found in Tetrabiblos, which could be derived from the other astrologers he cites. These new significations included the relationship the native has with his siblings, wives and girlfriends, the acquisition of wealth and even the quality of the native’s life during youth.[footnoteRef:34] Although Mercury’s professional delineations appear to owe much to the Islamic astrologers whom Bonatti explicitly named, many of the significations resemble those encountered in Tetrabiblos, including ‘knowledge of doing business’, augury, writing and experience with ‘arithmetical science’.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Bonatti, On Basic Astrology, pp. 173, 175.]  [34:  Bonatti, On Basic Astrology, p. 174.]  [35:  Bonatti, On Basic Astrology, pp. 174-175.] 

While Treatise 9 – On Nativities introduces a host of interpretive terms potentially drawn from Islamic astrologers, the Ptolemaic emphasis on connecting planetary significations to astronomical phenomena remains prevalent. Conditions such as Mercury’s debilitation through proximity to the sun and retrogradation hark back to Tetrabiblos’ emphasis on astronomical principles. For instance, Bonatti writes that both Mercury and Venus, when under the sun’s beams but direct in the nativity of someone born during the day, make natives ‘pure, intelligent, gentle; but [they] will not have a perfect memory; avoiding and fleeing labor; and [they] will be an inquirer into secret things’.[footnoteRef:36] These significations echo Ptolemy around ascribing different qualities to Mercury depending on whether it is direct, retrograde, or rising before or after the sun.  [36:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1177.] 

Many more of Mercury’s significations—speech, mercantile topics and scientific inclination—share much in common with Ptolemy, however, it is Bonatti’s emphasis on Mercury as an indicator of faith that is worth highlighting for its departure from the more ‘secular’ correspondences seen in Tetrabiblos. Bonatti wrote: 

And Mercury signifies a valuation of, and thinking about, the love of God, insofar as it is from his own conscience, even if he is otherwise wanton in illicit things; and he will have a good belief, and will spend time devoutly in temples and other oracles of the churches; and he will be of good faith and in Catholic opinion’.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Bonatti, On Basic Astrology, p. 174.] 


Bonatti appears to be tying astrology and religion together, perhaps attempting to demonstrate their compatibility. Further connections between Mercury and faith relate to the Ninth House—a place Bonatti ascribed to religion—where the quality of ‘the native’s faith and the depth of his knowledge’ depend upon Mercury’s disposition in a nativity.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1321.] 

Like Ptolemy, Bonatti connected the moon and Mercury to the soul, indicating that their condition by house and other principles of planetary rulership ‘make the native’s soul great [or generous], open…prosperous and faring well’.[footnoteRef:39] Similar modifications altering the quality of the soul based on the planets that Mercury aspects, whether benefic or malefic, present nearly identical conditions to Ptolemy, explaining the temperaments Mercury expresses when favourably disposed in a nativity. These conditions make Mercury more apt to demonstrate good intellect, memory and capacity for learning.[footnoteRef:40]  [39:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1178.]  [40:  Bonatti, On Nativities, p. 1192.] 

While Bonatti’s significations share much in common with Ptolemy’s both in terms of astronomical principles and in ascribing Mercury partial rulership over the native’s soul, a distinction may be in the degree to which Mercury becomes a significator for faith and religion. When compared with Alan Leo, for whom faith was tied more to spiritual consciousness, the near absence of astronomical principles represents a significant break in the Ptolemaic lineage that Bonatti appeared to follow.

Alan Leo’s How to Judge a Nativity

Alan Leo (1860-1917) was influential in reviving astrology in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A British ‘craft astrologer’ and occultist, Leo’s intellectual interests in Eastern wisdom traditions and Theosophy led him to reject previous astrological traditions that focused on event prediction.[footnoteRef:41] Influenced by Eastern Theosophy, which believed in ‘the endless repetition of time that is fundamental to Hindu religion’,[footnoteRef:42] Leo concluded that astrology ‘[made] no sense outside of the moral framework provided by the doctrines of karma and reincarnation’.[footnoteRef:43] These Eastern roots, while important for understanding Leo’s approach to astrology, also offer a basis upon which comparisons may be drawn between shared Greek and Indian philosophies. [41:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II, pp. 231-233; Geoffrey Cornelius, The Moment of Astrology: Origins in Divination (Bornemouth, England: The Wessex Astrologer, 2003), p. 167.]  [42:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p. 194.]  [43:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, pp. 194, 197.] 

In How to Judge a Nativity, Leo referenced his intended audience, aiming that his work be ‘understood by all, whether amateurs, professionals or advanced students of Astrology’.[footnoteRef:44] In contrast to previous generations of astrologers, Campion notes that, for Leo, the sun became ‘the most important single feature in astrological interpretation’.[footnoteRef:45] This signals a shift in traditional interpretive techniques, which had largely remained unchanged since Ptolemy.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. v.]  [45:  Alan Leo, The Art of Synthesis (London: Modern Astrology, 1936) [1st edn. How to Judge a Nativity, pt. 2, 1904], pp. 30-31, cited in Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II, p. 232. ]  [46:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 2, p. 233.] 

Although the sun may have held elevated importance, Leo also indicated that ‘Mercury is in a sense the most important planet in every nativity, being the mediator or messenger of the Gods’.[footnoteRef:47] In contrast to the moon, representing the animal soul and the sun, representing individuality, Mercury is the human soul and forms ‘the eternal and immortal mirror upon which our various states of consciousness are reflected’.[footnoteRef:48] This interpretation of the soul is reminiscent of Ptolemy’s Platonic and Aristotelian influences, the former of which distinguished between the soul’s appetitive, spirited and intellectual components and the latter of which employed a two-fold conception of matter and form.[footnoteRef:49] In a passage discussing the mythology of Hermes’ caduceus, Leo drew on additional Aristotelian threads, distinguishing between the ‘“life” and “form” side of the ego’s expression [and] the rod in the centre symbolizing the one eternal changeless Self’.[footnoteRef:50] Further linkages to Platonic thought, though potentially tenuous, appear in Mercury representing the ‘Buddhic consciousness, The Initiate or Adept; universal understanding and universal sympathy’.[footnoteRef:51] It may be difficult to argue that this last reference is explicitly Platonic, however it raises questions around whether a connection could be made to a sympathetic, ensouled cosmos—a belief held in common between certain ancient Greek and Indian philosophical traditions.[footnoteRef:52] [47:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 5. Emphasis mine.]  [48:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 3. ]  [49:  John F. Finamore, ‘Aristotle’s Criticisms of Plato’s Tripartite Soul,’ Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement, 117, 2013, 3-13 (p. 7) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44215159> [accessed 7 March 2022].]  [50:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 35.]  [51:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, pp. 168-169]  [52:  Jessica Frazier, ‘The “World Soul” in India: Complex Causality and Artful Emergence in Śakti Vedānta,’ in World Soul: A History, ed. James Wilberding (Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 105 < DOI:10.1093/ oso/9780190913441.003.0006>] 

Intellect as a core Mercurial signification endured in Leo’s work and was greatly emphasised. Describing the effects of family life, education and environment—all of which ‘have much effect in refining or coarsening, widening or narrowing, the mind’—Leo believed that Mercury’s relationship to other planets ‘[gave] the general colouring for the whole life’.[footnoteRef:53] The environmental influence on intellect recalls statements Ptolemy made on the nature of the soul, writing that, ‘the child at birth and his bodily form take on many additional attributes which he did not have before’.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 45.]  [54:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.1.] 

Although Leo may have broken with his predecessors and, notably, abandoned astronomical principles in his interpretations of the planets, a legacy of Ptolemaic thinking may be found in the delineation techniques that see Mercury’s power ‘combining with the other planets, and taking upon itself many of their qualities’.[footnoteRef:55] This is a point that Leo attributed to ‘the ancient scheme of lords of signs handed down by Ptolemy’ which blend the core Mercurial signification of intellect with the signs and planets ‘in closest and strongest aspect’.[footnoteRef:56] Brief passages on the rising and setting of Mercury indicate modifications to the native’s physical appearance[footnoteRef:57] and the quality of the mind,[footnoteRef:58] but the brevity of these statements seem insufficient to claim a strong linkage to the astronomical principles present in Ptolemy’s and Bonatti’s works.  [55:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 42. ]  [56:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, pp. 45-46.]  [57:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 44. ]  [58:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 168. ] 

Leo concluded with certain Mercurial significations that share much in common with Ptolemy and Bonatti. Speech is chief among these, supplemented by additional professions—clerks and accountants—and a passage that both Tetrabiblos and the Book of Astronomy share on the native’s physical attributes when governed by Mercury.[footnoteRef:59] Although there are commonalities between Leo’s interpretations of Mercury and that of his predecessors, these may be insufficient in tracing an unbroken Ptolemaic lineage. Rather, what may be more accurate, particularly in the context of Mercury, is a recognition of certain planetary qualities and characteristics as unchanging, while other treatments of the planet have been adapted to the prevailing philosophies and cosmologies of their authors.  [59:  Leo, How to Judge a Nativity, p. 44; Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, III.11; Bonatti, On Basic Astrology, p. 178.] 


Conclusion
It is difficult to discount Ptolemy’s influence on the works of Bonatti and Leo. In the case of Mercury, core significations, such as intellect, speech, business acumen and a penchant for learning endure, however, other key planetary significations changed over time, and appear to have been influenced by the prevailing intellectual and philosophical concerns of the authors. Further, astronomical principles are the most obvious departures from the Ptolemaic foundation by the time that Leo was writing. While Bonatti placed considerable emphasis on Mercury’s movements in the sky, Leo largely abandoned this as a significant influence, appearing to privilege Mercury’s aspects to other planets instead. Nonetheless, in all three texts, Mercury as a significator of the mind and soul becomes an important commonality and the point where divergent philosophical and cosmological approaches reveal much about each authors’ influences.
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