GENERAL

how did mercury get its name

Published: September 3, 2026 | Index ID: #-

Mercury is a word that carries a rich tapestry of history, mythology, and science. Whether you're looking at the swift
planet that orbits the Sun, the liquid metal once called quicksilver, or the messenger god of Roman lore, the name
“Mercury” weaves through cultures and centuries. In this article we trace the journey of the name, exploring how
ancient civilizations, alchemists, astronomers, and modern scientists converged on the same term. By the end,
you'll understand why the planet and the element share a name, how the name evolved across languages, and the
legacy it continues to hold today.

The Roman God Mercury: Origin and Attributes

Before the planet or the metal could be named, the name “Mercury” already existed in the annals of Roman
mythology. The Romans adopted the Greek god Hermes and gave him their own name, Mercury, after the Latin
word merx, meaning “trade” or “merchandise.” This connection reflected Hermes'’ role as the god of commerce,
travelers, and thieves. He was also known for his swift sandals, which allowed him to move rapidly between worlds
—a trait that would later inspire the naming of the fastest orbiting planet and the liquid metal that flows with ease.

Attributes of the Roman Mercury

« Messenger of the Gods — Mercury was the divine courier, delivering messages between the divine and mortal
realms.

e Patron of Commerce and Trade — His association with merchants made him a protective deity for traders.

e Guide for Travelers and Pilgrims — Pilgrims invoked him for safe passage.

¢ Protector of Thieves and Tricksters — His cunning nature made him a patron for those who relied on wit.

Greek Hermes: The Predecessor of Mercury

Greek mythology introduced Hermes, the son of Zeus and Maia, who would later be Romanized as Mercury.
Hermes was celebrated for his cleverness, speed, and the ability to move freely between the mortal and divine
realms. He carried the caduceus, a staff entwined with serpents, symbolizing negotiation, commerce, and, in some
interpretations, the dual nature of medicine and alchemy. The transition from Hermes to Mercury was not just a
linguistic shift but also a cultural adaptation, as the Romans sought to align their pantheon with Greek deities while
emphasizing local values such as trade.

Hermes’ Influence on Later Naming Practices

1. Hermes’ speed became a metaphor for quicksilver’s fluidity.
2. His role as a messenger mirrored the planet’s rapid orbit around the Sun.
3. The caduceus later influenced the medical symbol used worldwide.

The Planet Mercury: From Ancient Observations to Modern Naming

For millennia, the planet Mercury was visible to naked eye observers. The Babylonians, Egyptians, and Greeks all
noted its erratic motion across the sky, often calling it the “wandering star.” The planet’s rapid orbit—just 88 Earth
days—earned it the name associated with a swift messenger. The Romans, influenced by their mythological
counterpart, christened the planet Mercury in the 2nd century BCE. This naming was formalized by the
International Astronomical Union (IAU) in the 20th century, ensuring consistency across scientific literature.



Key Milestones in Planetary Naming
« Babylonian Era (c. 600 BCE) — The planet was known as Samru, meaning “the wandering one.”
e Greek Period (c. 400 BCE) — Named Hermes in honor of the messenger god.
¢ Roman Adoption (c. 200 BCE) — Renamed Mercurius to align with Roman mythology.
¢ |AU Standardization (1958) — Officially recognized “Mercury” as the planet’s name in all languages.

The Element Mercury: From Alchemical Traditions to Scientific Naming

The liquid metal we now call mercury has a long history of use in alchemy, medicine, and industry. Ancient
alchemists referred to it as hydrargyrum—a Greek term meaning “water-silver.” The element’s quicksilver-like
behavior made it a natural fit for the name of the Roman messenger god. The transition from hydrargyrumto
“mercury” began in medieval Europe, where Latin texts used the name in reference to the metal’'s swift flow and
luminous appearance. The name eventually entered the English language in the 15th century, becoming the
standard term used by chemists and the public alike.

Alchemical Influences on Mercury’s Naming

1. Alchemists viewed mercury as the “prima materia”, the fundamental substance from which all metals were
derived.

2. Its liquid state at room temperature made it a symbol for change and transformation.

3. The element’s high reflectivity was associated with the god’s bright, metallic nature.

Ancient Naming Traditions Across Cultures

While the Romans and Greeks popularized the name Mercury, other cultures had their own terms for both the

planet and the metal. In ancient China, the planet was known as J Jeew§{%4qf), meaning “the bright one,” and the metal

was called J Jaew¥s well, reflecting its luminous quality. The Japanese referred to the planet as J -‘{¥i-}) and the metal

as J -Fi-}). These parallel names show a shared recognition of the planet’s brilliance and the metal’s reflective surface.

Comparative Table of Naming Across Cultures



Culture Planet Name Element Name

Roman Mercurius Mercury

Greek Hermes Hydrargyrum

Chinese J TeewY’ tE¢ be J TeewY’ £E¢ be

Japanese J M (1) J M (1)

Arabic Al-Mahshar (bvDdVGcF'c ¢ Al-Mahshar (bvDdVGcF'c ¢

Alchemists and Early Chemists: Bridging Myth and Science

Alchemists in medieval Europe were fascinated by mercury’s properties. They believed that the metal was a key
component in the quest for the Philosopher's Stone—a mythical substance capable of turning base metals into
gold. The term “quicksilver” emerged as a colloquial name, emphasizing the element’s liquid state and swift
movement. By the 17th century, the renowned chemist Robert Boyle began to describe mercury in more systematic
terms, eventually leading to its formal classification as a chemical element in the periodic table.

Key Figures in Mercury’s Scientific History

« Robert Boyle (1627 1691) — Pioneered experimental chemistry and studied mercury’s properties.
e Alessandro Volta (1745 1827) — Developed the first battery, using mercury electrodes.
¢ Henry Cavendish (1731 1810) — Identified hydrogen and studied mercury’s role in atmospheric chemistry.

Modern Naming Conventions: IAU and IUPAC Standards

Today, the International Astronomical Union (IAU) governs the naming of celestial bodies, while the International
Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC) oversees chemical nomenclature. The IAU’s 1958 decision to name
the planet Mercury after the Roman messenger god remains the standard in scientific literature, ensuring
consistency across languages. Similarly, IUPAC’s 1920s codification of the element’s symbol Hg (from the Latin hydr
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