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Introduction: Alchemy and the Rise of the


Modern Mysteries


by Andrew J. Welburn


One thing has become, over the last few years in particular, ever more clear. For whether they are historians of science, or healers of the human psyche, or seekers of esoteric knowledge, all the researchers alike have had to acknowledge that alchemy is very far from having yielded up all its secrets.


Indeed in all these circles its fascination continues to grow, as new research reveals, for example, its relevance to some of the greatest pioneers of modern thought, such as Isaac Newton and the brilliant chemist Robert Boyle. Both these august figures have subsequently been laid claim to by mainstream science as its champions in what can now be seen as its rewriting of history, trying to present them as rationalist culture-heroes and materialist founding fathers. As more and more research has been done, however, the real complexities of the story could no longer be kept concealed, and a fascinating picture unfolds once more as it now emerges that these twin geniuses of the early Royal Society had really envisaged that their mathematical and physical discoveries should go hand in hand with a spiritual and esoteric science. Both of them devoted long hours to intense alchemical research. Boyle corresponded at length with the members of an international alchemical society, and believed himself to be drawing ever closer to discovering the ultimate arcanum. Moreover, their involvement cannot any longer be dismissed as a personal peculiarity, which we ought to leave behind among the shadows of their time. For it has become evident that this spiritual and occult side of their investigations often furnished them with the crucial concepts for their physical science. Newton most likely hit on his idea of gravity (contrary to the popular myth, it is unlikely that it hit him in the form of the apple from the tree) by meditating on mystical and apocalyptic symbols of universal order. Boyle’s devastating critique of the chemistry of his day, we now know, was meant to clear the way for introducing the ideas of those ‘adepts’ in chemical wisdom with whom he believed himself to be in touch.1


In other ways too alchemy has invisibly become a part of the modern world. For example, the idea of great imaginative theatre, with powerfully depicted characters in interaction, first developed by Shakespeare and (in comedy) by Ben Jonson, is not only fundamentally indebted to alchemy on the level of references and allusions by the pioneers to the alchemy prevalent in their day. It owes to it something more essential, perhaps even the basic ‘experimental’ idea of letting different natures loose upon one another in an enclosed ‘viewing place’ (the ‘chemical theatre’ of the alembic), so as to let them change and be changed.2 Earlier, medieval theatre had worked quite differently, reflecting the more fixed nature of society by retelling well-known tales, frequently with a didactic or religious emphasis, and in any case where the story was well known, e.g. from the Bible. Therefore it reinforced what people already knew, rather than keeping them on the edge of their seats wondering how a situation was going to turn out, and who would have to adapt.


The wider sense we have nowadays of human interactions as challenging, open-ended and full of potential, inviting us to find out as much about ourselves as about the other person, is in some large part an inheritance of the Shakespearean theatre, with what we now know to be its heady alchemy. The overwhelming tragic power of a King Lear is certainly the spectacle of modern, ‘unaccommodated’ humanity facing the terror and potential of an uncertain world in the storm, but the model for it is the creative violence of chemical reaction, of elemental transmutation. It is only a further reflection of this when modern depth-psychology rediscovers in the dynamic of character-formation the transformational processes of alchemy, realizing anew that we are philosophical stones needing to be urged into life, or that we cannot be thought of as existing enclosed and complete: we require the making-whole-through-the-other, the marriage of the king and queen, the mysterium coniunctionis.3 In all these ways, even where they are no longer acknowledged by our culture, the deeper implications behind modern life are drawn frequently and often most profoundly from the cosmic and holistic vision of alchemical thought.


It would be a modern but very un-Shakespearian tragedy, therefore, if the underlying vision of the alchemical unity of life and cosmos were to be lost – even while we admit how much it has taught us. It would be to miss the very point of that alchemical unity to preserve the psychological analysis, or the awareness of alchemy’s role in the history of science, and yet to keep all the separate roles clinically apart; this would be like the dissection which, as Goethe’s positivist devil Mephisto gleefully remarks, can reveal everything about a living creature (except the unifying force of its spiritual life!). It is perhaps Rudolf Steiner’s greatest contribution to the issue that he can explain not only the spiritual truth that lay behind the inspired ideas of alchemy, leading up to a Newton and a Boyle, but how it is also a part of the whole development of our consciousness up to the present – and into the future. It is quite inadequate, from his point of view, to see alchemy as a past stage of science, when people could still accept the role of the spirit – a ‘paradisal’ state which, as Jung seems to suppose, we may yearn nostalgically to regain, at least internally, psychologically. Rather than being held up in this nostalgic way, alchemy and the psychic ‘individuation’ process of the modern soul are for Steiner twin aspects of the same historic, evolutionary development. They are an intrinsic part, in fact, of the quest for knowledge concerning the workings of external substance and matter which led to modern science and to modern consciousness. And the whole process, for him, is far from over. The true story of alchemy is only starting to be told even by the new historians of the Newtonian scientific revolution. The true story of alchemy, though in a thoroughly scientific sense, is that of the rise of the modern Mysteries.


The alchemical quest begins, according to Steiner, with the end of the ancient world and its integrated vision of the cosmos. In ancient civilization humanity still lived to a great extent in accord with the natural cycles – in fact they derived a deep spiritual satisfaction from the sense of harmonizing with their rhythms. Thus they felt God or the gods in everything; matter and spirit were one. But already in pre-Christian times human evolution was bringing a change in consciousness, as individuals started to develop a more separate sense of identity or personal destiny. The new consciousness offered a source of self-fulfilment to a kind of person who took more risks, made his own decisions and commitments. But its cost was the sense of oneness with the spirit in the cosmos. In modern times we have gone further and further down the road of individualistic consciousness, and experienced the alienation that goes with it.


If this were the whole picture, there would indeed remain nothing but nostalgia for our lost relationship to the cosmic whole. And many on both sides of the question try to tell us that this is the only picture we can have: the humanist that there is no going back on our independence because on it depends everything we have made of ourselves, our modern civilization, scientific thought, etc.; the psychologist that we have violated our natural relationship with the world, and so are caught in an insoluble contradiction. Christianity, according to Jung, fails to resolve the dilemma because it has not been able to penetrate the whole of the psyche, our unconscious, unreformed part.4


But for Steiner our present form of consciousness, or relationship to the world, is not an absolute break or violation in this way. It is a process that feeds back into the world, as we have discovered to be the case through the ecological crisis; when changing our relationship to the world, we have not left the world unchanged but altered its whole balance. We are part of an evolving, ever-changing relationship from which we cannot, in reality, ever divorce ourselves. The purely ‘objective’, ‘outsider’ consciousness sometimes claimed by science cannot really exist. Thus our connection with the rhythms of nature, for instance, has not actually been obliterated, to become the object of impossible nostalgia – it has simply shifted to other levels of interaction. The way we think about and manipulate nature clearly affects its entire rhythmic processes, as we insert ourselves into them in a completely different way. It need not be a negative situation – indeed it should be a creative one. Nor should it wrongly put the demands of knowledge and of religion (spirituality) at loggerheads. For from Steiner’s point of view, when Christianity came to give spiritual significance to the seeking, developing individual, it also opened the way for a new quest to define our relationship to the cosmic forces, which had been radically transformed. The message of individual salvation was the outer, ‘exoteric’ content of Christianity; the other side of the relationship was expressed ‘esoterically’ in the rise of the modern Mysteries, bringing into consciousness our relationship to the creative forces around and beyond us. Of these Mysteries, the alchemical quest is a highly significant part.


In place of the either/or of the conventional scientific view, alchemy puts that very reciprocality, the interaction of subject and object, which the ecological crisis in our relationship to nature has shown to be ‘scientifically’ necessary. In his later presentations, Steiner returned in particular to the alchemical triad of sulphur, mercury and salt, which expresses this dynamic polarity and inner equilibrium.5


On the inner level, it embodies our ability to balance the forces of involvement (expansion into, merging with: called alchemically sulphur) and definition (contraction, crystallization: called alchemically salt). Psychologically, the balancing, whole-making power between them (called alchemically mercury) is experienced as our true ego. But just as important is the cognitive significance of the triad as a model, overall, of the way we can insert ourselves consciously into the balance of nature. Instead of dragging us back to a dependence upon nature’s rhythms, alchemy consciously understood in this way gives us creative freedom. Steiner’s view of alchemy’s trajectory into modern thought surely also makes much better sense of the professed Christian views and symbolism of the alchemical tradition as a whole – even while he shares many of the insights of Jung into the Janus-faced nature of the spiritual situation that has come about. The answer is certainly not to lament the failure of Christianity, but rather to see that the ‘esoteric’, Mystery-dimension implicit in Christianity is an essential aspect of the role Christianity is called upon to play in the contemporary world.


In developing those spiritual-scientific ideas or ‘anthroposophy’, therefore, whose relevance to our modern predicament is only becoming more clear as the new millennium begins, Rudolf Steiner was able to draw upon the concepts of alchemical thought without being in any way ‘backward looking’ or unscientific. Indeed we have seen that he was being true to the deeper perceptions of those who had pioneered the scientific revolution itself, such as Newton and Robert Boyle, and, one might also say, to the latest ‘anthropic’ implications which have emerged within modern cosmology. These have reminded us that we can never be mere onlookers, that the first thing we know about the universe is that it is such as to produce ourselves as knowers.6 The alchemical principle of seeking in the human knower (the microcosm) the key to the forces in the universe (the macrocosm) is thus by no means out of date. The spiritual implications of it are at the heart of the renewed Mysteries, in the shape of the spiritual-scientific alchemy which would deal with the inner side of our modern experience of nature. In the lectures chosen to end this little introductory volume, Rudolf Steiner turns to that spiritual dimension above all. Alchemy has always been known in its higher manifestations as a way to contact the deeper levels of reality, described as the superhuman ‘spirits’ or guiding archangels of the universe. The principle of human freedom expressed in the modern Mysteries is in no way compromised by putting us in touch with these deeper ‘intelligences’. The image of the archangel Michael fighting the dragon is itself a symbol of the attainment of inner freedom. As such it was central to Rudolf Steiner’s thinking over much of his career, but especially so in his later years when he spoke increasingly about the importance of the ‘Michael Mystery’. This Mystery belongs particularly to certain times in human development, of which our own age is one. The freedom of the individual seeker for knowledge finds in it a special meaning, connected with mankind’s role in the balance of cosmic evolution. It is the deeper significance of the individualism of human development. Having broken free, we are able to enter in a different way into relationship with the ruling cosmic powers. For this we need the knowledge of the modern Mysteries, and alchemy is finally seen in Rudolf Steiner’s presentation as a step towards the cosmic understanding we will need for our future role. It is the path of inner freedom, and inner transformation – as it becomes cosmic reality it is also the way of Michael.
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