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How Did Mercury Get Its
Name? Unraveling the
Story of the Swift Planet

Among the countless celestial bodies that dot our
night sky, few provoke as much curiosity as the
small, elusive planet closest to the Sun. Ever since
ancient first noticed its
appearance at dawn and dusk, they wondered what
to call this fast-moving world. The question of how
did Mercury get its name is not simply a matter of

observers fleeting

historical trivia—it takes us on a journey through
ancient mythology, linguistics, and the development
of early astronomy. In this article, we will explore
the fascinating story behind the naming of Mercury,
from the gods of Rome to the observations of
Babylon, and why its title remains one of the most
fitting in the solar system.

The Planet and Its
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The Roman God Mercury:

Before we dive into the name itself, it helps to
understand the planet’s most striking trait: its
incredible speed. Mercury orbits the Sun in just 88
Earth days, making it the fastest planet in our solar
system. From Earth, it never strays far from the
Sun’s glare, appearing as a bright morning or
evening star for only a few weeks at a time. This
rapid motion and elusive nature made it stand out to
ancient skywatchers, who were already naming the
brighter planets after their most important deities.
The question of how did Mercury get its name is
therefore inseparable from the planet’s dynamic
behavior.

To answer how did Mercury get its name, we

must first look to Roman mythology. The planet was
named after Mercury (Latin: Mercurius), the swift-
footed messenger god. Mercury was the son of
Jupiter (the king of the gods) and the nymph Maia.
He was known for his speed, cunning, eloquence,
and ability to travel between the mortal and divine
realms. In Roman religion, Mercury was also the
patron of travelers, merchants, thieves, and even
poetry—anything

requiring movement,

communication, or exchange.
Why a Swift God for a Swift Planet

The connection is straightforward: just as the god
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Mercury darted across the heavens with winged
sandals, the planet Mercury races through the sky
faster than any other. Roman astronomers, heavily
influenced by Greek learning, observed that this
planet completed its circuit around the zodiac in
less time than its neighbors. They logically chose
the name of their speediest deity. So when we ask
how did Mercury get its name, the answer begins
with a powerful metaphor: the planet’s motion
mirrored the god’s legendary swiftness.

Linguistic Roots: From
Merx to Mercurius

The name Mercurius itself has interesting linguistic
ties. It is widely believed to derive from the Latin
word merx, meaning “merchandise” or “goods,”
and the related verb mercari, meaning “to trade.”

Merchants in ancient Rome prayed to Mercury for
profitable transactions, and his name naturally
became associated with commerce, markets, and
movement of goods. This commercial connotation
may seem secondary, but it enriches the question of
how did Mercury get its name by adding a layer
of function: the planet’s quick movement between
visibility and invisibility was likened to a messenger
or trader traveling between places.

In many languages, the name continues to reflect
this origin. For instance, the English word
“merchant” shares the same Latin root. Meanwhile,
the French call the planet Mercure, the Italian
Mercurio, and the Spanish Mercurio—all direct
descendants of the Roman god’s name.
Understanding how did Mercury get its name also
reveals how deeply Roman culture and language
influenced European nomenclature.
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Long before the Romans, the Greeks had already

named the same planet. They called it Hermes
(Epunic), after their own messenger god. Hermes
was nearly identical in role to the later Roman
Mercury: swift, clever, guide of souls, and patron of
travelers and thieves. The Greeks associated the
fast-moving planet with Hermes because of its
speed and its brief appearances near the horizon. In
fact, the Greek name for the planet, Stilbon
(meaning “gleaming” or “shining”), was sometimes
used as an epithet, but Hermes became the
standard.

When the Romans adopted Greek astronomy and

myth, they simply replaced Hermes with Mercury.
The connection was so seamless that the planetary
name survived the fall of the Roman Empire and
entered medieval and Renaissance astronomy. So
part of the answer to how did Mercury get its
name is that it inherited a tradition already

established by the Greeks, only Romanized.

The naming of Mercury did not originate with the
Romans or even the Greeks. The Babylonians,
around the second millennium BCE, were
meticulous sky watchers. They recorded the planet’s
movements and called it Nabu, after their god of
writing, wisdom, and the scribal arts. Nabu, like
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associated with communication and speed. This
shows a recurring pattern across cultures: the
planet’s rapid motion inspired names tied to swift
deities or messengers.

Similarly, the Egyptians associated the planet with
their god Horus at times, though this link is less
direct. In Hindu astronomy, Mercury is called
Budha, the son of the moon and god of commerce
and intelligence—again reflecting trade and quick
thinking. These cross-cultural parallels strengthen
the narrative of how did Mercury get its name by
highlighting a universal human impulse: to name the
unfamiliar after familiar symbols of speed and
eloquence.

Settle on Mercury
Specifically?

By the time of the Roman Republic, the known
planets were five: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter,
and Saturn. The Romans systematically named them
after their chief pantheon of gods. But why assign
Mercury to this particular planet rather than, say, to
Mars? The answer lies again in the planet’s unique
orbit. Mercury never appears far from the Sun; it is
either a morning star or an evening star, visible only
for a short period before sunrise or after sunset. To
Roman eyes, this made the planet seem like a
courier rushing between the realms of day and
night, just as Mercury traveled between Olympus
and Earth. The planet’s name thus encapsulates both
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significance. Fully answering how did Mercury get
its name requires acknowledging this perfect fit.

The Naming of Other
Planets: Context Matters

Understanding how did Mercury get its name is
easier when we look at the naming of its neighbors.
For instance:

e Venus (Greek: Aphrodite) — the brightest
planet, named after the goddess of love and
beauty.

e Mars (Greek: Ares) — the red planet, named
after the god of war because of its blood-like
color.

o Jupiter (Greek: Zeus) — the largest planet,
named after the king of the gods.

e Saturn (Greek: Cronus) — the farthest

known planet in antiquity, named after the
father of Jupiter.

In this context, the planet Mercury fits into a system
where each celestial body’s name reflects a
perceived attribute. The Romans used their
mythology to organize the cosmos, and Mercury
earned its title through its speed, elusiveness, and
association with commerce and travel. The
consistent pattern helps us see how did Mercury
get its name as part of a larger cultural project of

mapping the heavens onto earthly stories.

Alternative Names for
Mercury in History

Although “Mercury” eventually became the
standard in the Western world, the planet has had
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many names. The ancient Greeks sometimes called
it Apollo when it appeared in the morning and
Hermes when it appeared in the evening, believing
them to be two different bodies until Pythagoras
suggested they were one. The Chinese named it
Shui Xing (2), the “Water Star,” as part of their
five-element system. The Maya called it Chak EK’,
meaning “Great Star,” and associated it with their
deity of the morning and evening. These diverse
names show that how did Mercury get its name
depends heavily on the culture, but the common
thread of swiftness and communication persists.

Modern Acceptance of the Name

During the Renaissance, as European astronomy
rekindled, the
established. The International Astronomical Union

classical names were firmly

the planet. Its astronomical symbol, &, is a stylized
version of Mercury’s caduceus (the staff entwined
with serpents, representing trade and medicine).
This symbol also hints at the god’s helm and winged
sandals. So the name Mercury is not just an ancient
relic—it is an actively used designation in modern
science, space missions, and education. The
question of how did Mercury get its name
ultimately leads to a unified answer rooted in
classical tradition.

Conclusion

The story of how did Mercury get its name is a
tale of human observation and storytelling. From
the Babylonians honoring Nabu, to the Greeks
naming it Hermes, and the Romans finalizing it as
Mercury, each culture saw the planet’s swift motion
i f=speed-communications

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Laila & Page ¢ Wisdom is the reward for listening. ¢ Page 7



and commerce. The name is a perfect reflection of
the planet’s nature—small, fast, and elusive, darting
across the sky like a messenger between worlds.
Today, when we look up at that bright point near
the Sun, we are using a name that carries thousands

of years of history, astronomy, and myth. And now,
whenever you ponder how did Mercury get its
name, you can remember the winged god, the
merchants of Rome, and the timeless human drive
to connect the cosmos with our own stories.



