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In ancient Roman religion and mythology, the god of merchants, trade, and
commercial gain was Mercury. The Romans associated him with the Greek god
Hermes, and he came to take on Hermes’ characteristics and myths. Like Hermes,
Mercury became the messenger of the gods, a trickster, the patron of travelers and
thieves, and the conductor of the dead to the underworld. The Romans, however,
stressed Mercury’s role in commerce more. His name comes from a word meaning
‘merchandise. In art, Mercury was sometimes shown holding a money bag, but more
often he was represented, like Hermes, wearing a winged hat and sandals and carrying
amessenger’s staff called a caduceus. The planet Mercury is named for the god.

Mercury was the son of the goddess Maia and Jupiter, the chief Roman god (just as
Hermes was the son of Maia and Zeus, the chief Greek god). The worship of Mercury
was introduced into Rome in early times. A temple to him was built on the Aventine
Hill in Rome and dedicated in 495 sc. A festival was held there for both Mercury and
Maia every May 15.
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Did You Know?

One of Hermes' children was
Pan, a pipe-playing god of
fertility.
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In ancient Greek religion and mythology, Hermes was the messenger of the gods and
one of the 12 chief gods who lived on Mount Olympus. He had numerous roles, many
of which were associated with the crossing of boundaries, with gain, or with trickery.
One of his duties was to conduct the dead to the underworld. He was also the god of
dreams, doorways, and roads and the protector of travelers. Pillars topped with his
image were used as boundary markers along roadways. Hermes was also a god of
fertility and the protector of cattle and sheep, which were valuable commodities. He
was the god of eloquence, good fortune, and trade as well as of cunning, fraud, and
theft. His counterpart in Roman mythology was Mercury.

Hermes was the son of Zeus and Maia, daughter of Atlas. He was said to have been a
subtle schemer right from the start. When he was only a few hours old, he escaped
from his cradle and went out in search of adventures. He stretched cords across a
tortoise shell, inventing the lyre, a stringed musical instrument.

‘That evening Hermes stole 50 cows from a herd of Apollo, who was his older half-
brother. To hide the deed, Hermes used many clever tricks, such as making the cows
walk backward so their tracks would point the wrong way. He then returned to his
cradle in order to look like a helpless infant. When Apollo discovered what had
happened, Hermes charmed him by playing on the Iyre, and Apollo allowed him to go
unpunished in exchange for the instrument. Apollo then gave Hermes a golden staff,





