Mercury in the Middle:

Sermo Between the Divine and the Discursive
With renewed interest in the Augenblicksgötter of Roman culture, scholars have argued that Pistoclerus’ enumeration of a veritable host of such gods at Plaut. Bacc. 114-5—namely, Amor, Voluptas, Venus, Venustas, Gaudium, Iocus, Ludus, Sermo, and Suavisaviatio—has important implications for our understanding of religious representation at Rome. For example, while agreeing with James McCosh (1896, 102) that these are in part “only comic jokes”, Denis Feeney (1998, 88-92) has suggested how such local deifications of abstract concepts can be interpreted as “one of the specialized ways of conceptualizing and harnessing the power of divinity that was available to state, group, individual, and artist” within a system that “did not rigidly impose demarcations between words, qualities, and instantiations”. Similarly, Anna Clark (2007, 21-25) maintains that the boundary between divine qualities and the mundane concepts that correspond to those divinities was “highly fluid”, so that “once the quality was a god, there was no point at either end of that spectrum at which both divinity and concept were not in play”.

In this paper, I focus on the characterization of one member of Pistoclerus’ pantheon—sermo—to further explicate the picture of divine representation in Roman culture. I intend to collapse altogether the distinction between word, concept, and divinity by demonstrating not only that there is an inherent indeterminacy to this category but also that this indeterminacy permits reciprocal symbolic movement between the linguistic and religious spheres. Specifically, I claim that sermo entails a spectrum of meanings that emerge effectively as a kind of semiotic feedback loop, in which the word (and concept) of sermo manifests a dimension of divine reality as well as linguistic meanings that depend on specific representations of Roman religious belief. First, I argue that while by the time of Cicero sermo had acquired a range of senses from “language” to “diction” to “word”, in a more archaic period this term denoted a god of speech (in line with Perfigli 2004): an analysis of the root *swer-  and the suffix -mō, -mōnis  (cf. Díaz y Díaz, 1960) reveals the concept was in fact of a divinity of conversation. I then argue that through both an etymological and functional identification with the Greek Hermes, (the god (of)) sermo became associated with Mercury, the god quintessentially medius and in particular of speech “in the middle” (i.e., conversation): cf. Serv. ad Aen. 2.296; Macr. Sat. 1.12.20; Porph. ad Hor. Carm. 1.10.3. Finally, I show that the meanings of certain idiomatic constructions with sermo systematically correspond to Roman representations of Mercury, not only as “the mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, doubleness and duplicity, contradiction and paradox” (Hyde 1998, 7), but also as the god of thwarted speech (cf. Bettini 2000, 17-19).
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