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Cautions and Contraindications


This book and its remedies are intended to supplement, not replace, medical advice. If you know, or suspect, that you have a health problem, this should be examined and treated by a trained health professional.


Wild plants can cause allergic reactions. If you have known plant allergies, avoid all plants within that botanical family. Even if you have no known allergies, test remedies before use to check for sensitivities.


Apply a few drops on the tongue for internal remedies to test for an allergic reaction. Perform a patch test for external remedies by applying a small amount to the skin 24 hours before use. If any reaction occurs, do not use the remedy. When you take your first real dose, take the minimum amount initially and build up gradually if required.


If you are pregnant, lactating, trying to conceive or taking any medications, seek the advice of a trained health professional before taking any herbal remedies. Herbal medicines can react and interfere with pharmaceutical drugs, even common medicines such as the contraceptive pill and antidepressants.


The very young and very old should treat herbs with caution, and children under the age of two should not take herbal medicines unless under professional guidance. The remedies and dosages in this book are designed for adult usage. Some of the common contraindications are listed in this book, but it is by no means an exhaustive list.


The author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, that is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.
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the rose of venus


The orbital path of Venus around the Sun, from the perspective of Earth, forming a five-petalled rose over an eight-year period.








Introduction


Alchemy is an ancient art of enquiry and transmutation working in symbiosis with the universal laws of nature. The laboratory of the alchemist is sacred, and, as with indigenous technologies, its practice is in communion with the spirits of nature and the elemental and cosmic forces guiding them. Alchemy is a system of relationships – of connection and correspondence, and of cause and effect – that considers the whole embrace of our experience.


The axiom ‘As above, so below, as within, so without’ describes the macro-microcosmic vision that is central to alchemical philosophy – that all universal phenomena correspond and relate to one another. It is through experiencing this oneness of being that we might diffuse the myth of separation and restore our fractured relationship to our planet.


A rose does not exist in isolation. From seed to bloom, it is in conversation with the elements that make up its physical reality, from the dance of the planets and the cycle of the seasons, to the Sun that feeds it light and the Moon that sets its rhythms. Just as we are influenced by the movements of the planets and stars above, so are plants guided in their development and expression. These correspondences are mirrored in the geometry cast by the orbit of the planets and the growth patterns of plants.


Alchemical philosophy is concerned with the anima mundi – the world soul that exists within all living beings. Its practice is to work with the existence of this soul within matter, and to transform matter into its original exalted form, integrating the spirit of the heavens into the physical realm. It is the sacred marriage of spirit and soul giving birth to spiritualized matter – the transmutation of the lead weight of our experience into celestial gold.


During the Age of Enlightenment and rise of Cartesian dualism, soul was separated from matter, and spirit from practice. The Gaian realms of elemental forces, nature spirits and more-than-human intelligence were externalized and disembodied from the whole. Earth was to be weighed, measured and contained. Symbiotic exchange was replaced with a system of rational abstract entities, of objectification and reductionism, and a shift was made from a three-dimensional to a two-dimensional lens where nature became the Other, something to be harnessed and tamed, setting the precedent for the Industrial Revolution and the colonization of natural resources in pursuit of unregulated growth. Truth was only sought through extraction and isolation. Alchemy became corrupted with the manipulation and exploitation of nature for personal gain, and people sought its wisdom solely in pursuit of gold. These lower alchemists were called ‘puffers’, toiling away at their bellows, deaf to the voice of spirit. And because of this, their efforts were futile. The true nature of alchemy became enshrouded in complex symbolism only available to discerning initiates, and was forced into the occult as chemistry was born.


Our disconnection from nature has become institutionalized and culturally ingrained. Nature is exploited, appropriated and measured, and person–plant relations are filed under myth and folklore. However, as nature is us, we are it. And the yearning for that resonance to return is a desire for wholeness that exists within each of us. This book is a calling to reclaim our true nature and fertilize the soils of our individual and collective future. It is an invitation to reposition ourselves away from the anthropocentric perspective and become entangled with other beings, forming co-creative partnerships with the more-than-human and shifting the lens from resource to relationship. Through embodied philosophy and practice, we might connect back to ourselves, to our roots and to the wild, and in doing so, to our intuitive and feeling selves as we begin to listen from the intelligence of the heart. In reuniting our inner and outer worlds, we enter into a coherent state of being, where we are open to receiving this wisdom. Plants are our true ancestors, credited for our evolution and continued existence. These masters of adaption and survival can be our greatest teachers, if we only learn to listen.






How to Use This Book


Wild Alchemy is written for anyone who wants to cultivate a relationship with the environment, nature, the cosmos and themselves. You may be a herbalist wanting to integrate astrology into your practice; an astrologer wanting to explore herbalism; a forager or gardener wanting to work with the cycles and rhythms of the planets; or simply a lover of the wild who wants to bring the magic of plants into your daily life through remedy-making. In essence, we are all born alchemists, and this is just an opportunity to awaken the wisdom within.


This book is intended to introduce you to the concepts of botany, wildcrafting, cultivation and traditional herbal remedies through the lens of astrology and alchemy. The plants listed in this book primarily exist in the wild and can be sourced directly, and are predominantly native to the Northern Hemisphere, although some more exotic plants and culinary herbs and spices, such as ginger, turmeric and saffron, have also been included. Advocating for diversity in plants and believing that there is no such thing as a ‘weed’, I have included some plants that are undervalued or overlooked. Pineappleweed is an example of this – resilient and determined, it can be found pushing through the cracks in the pavement.


There are many ways in which we can receive the benefits of a plant, from the physical (ingestion of food and medicine, or topical applications of creams, oil infusions and high-frequency essential oils) to the vibrational (direct perception and meditation, and flower essences which rely on the memory of water to hold the vibrational signature of the plant). In alchemical preparations, we always consider the vibrational aspect of a remedy and how these subtle elements can influence different aspects of healing. It is not just the physical body that plants can heal; they can also be used to treat emotional conditions, such as grief or sadness, and mental issues such as anxiety or poor memory. Flower essences are a key ally, as they act upon the emotional and mental body, opening up pathways to deeper healing. Plants are used for many magical purposes, such as in spells and rituals, in incense and amulets.


Our journey along the transformational path begins with the principles of Alchemical Cosmology and Philosophy in chapter 1, and the role of astrology within it. We will learn about how all alchemical processes are rooted in the internal transformation of the alchemist. We will bring this wisdom into the wild in chapter 2 with Plant Communication, Wildcrafting and Botany, and establish methods of identification, harvesting and cultivating plant allyships through effective conversation. Here, you can refer to the section on Wildcrafting (see here) for ethical foraging practices. In chapter 3, The Alchemy of Plants, Planets and People, we will investigate the sensory perception of plant chemistry, and what morphology and habitat reveals about a plant. We will navigate the relevance of timing, such as when to plant and harvest in relation to the cycles of the Moon, planetary days of the week and seasonality. We will also explore cultivation and the traditional physic (medicine) garden. In Astro-anatomy, we will look at elemental pathology and the role of the planets and the zodiac when it comes to influencing plants and people. Lastly, we will look at how all of this functions in the anatomy and physiology of the body.


At the core of the book is chapter 4, The Alchemical Herbal, which covers the plants and remedies that correspond to the elements, planets and signs of the zodiac. This system looks at plants through a specifically elemental and astrological lens, but can also be used as a traditional A–Z by referring to the Index. You may also look up a particular plant, planet, zodiac sign, ailment or remedy in the Index and jump straight to your point of interest.


With this knowledge we go into chapter 5, The Laboratory, where we will learn how to set up our alchemical space and how to process and prepare plants. We’ll also explore different methods of extraction and types of alchemical preparations, remedies and formulas. At the end of the book, you’ll also find suggestions for further reading, and a glossary of terms.


Some of the content and practices in this book are complex and might appear overwhelming at first, but just start with what you feel most comfortable with or most compelled by. If you have no prior knowledge, begin with the elements (see here), as these are the building blocks of everything in existence and provide the foundation for understanding astrology. Then, explore body systems and elemental pathology (see here–here) to see how the elements function in the body.


If you are new to astrology, begin with the cycles of the Moon, viewing the Moon at night to see the waxing and waning of its shape. On the new moon, make an intention for this cycle to come to fruition at the full moon – such as completing a creative or emotional task, like resolving an issue – and make notes of how you feel as the Moon moves through its phases. You might also want to look up your astrological chart based on your place and time of birth. Find out which of the zodiac signs your sun, moon and ascendant fall in, and consider how this relates to you. You can then incorporate this into your lunar practice by looking up the signs that the Moon moves through throughout the month as it passes through the zodiac, which changes every couple of days. Pay particular attention to when the Moon is in the same sign as it was when you were born.


If you are new to plants or herbalism, go for a walk in your local area and begin to notice the plants that grow there. Engage all your senses and notice any changes as the days go by; you may wish to document these, whether photographically, by drawing or by creating a herbarium (see here). You can follow the Plant Communication guide here to establish and build relationships with the plants.


You can immediately begin to work with any plant in this book energetically, either by following one of the visualizations or meditations (see here–here) or by turning to a random page in The Alchemical Herbal; pick a plant, close your eyes and bring it into your field of awareness by holding its name or image in your mind, then receive it into your heart.


a NOTE on remedy-making


The remedies in this book are largely based on a system of ratios. This supports a balanced approach to wildcrafting that allows you to fulfil the demands of a recipe, while also providing you with the formula for responsible harvesting, so that you can work out the remedy based on the amount of plant that has been picked and then engineer your remedy accordingly. The Laboratory chapter offers essential information that you can refer to when creating some of the remedies.


a NOTE of caution


Many herbs have a long tradition of safe and common usage. However, it is still possible for these plants to produce allergic reactions in some people, and particular care should be taken with wild plants that the body isn’t accustomed to. General cautions are highlighted in the remedies, while key poisonous plants are referred to in the guidance on safe wildcrafting (see here) and further information on allergies is listed in the Plant Directory (see here).
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Dog rose (Rosa canina).
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chapter i


alchemical cosmology and philosophy





Alchemical Cosmology


In alchemical cosmology, the primordial creative void from which everything arises and passes into existence is known as prima materia, ‘first matter’. It is the unity consciousness responsible for all of creation. In order to know itself, it separates into duality as celestial niter (the masculine, yang, upward, animating force), from which the first volatile and dynamic elements of air and fire are born, and then into celestial salt (the fundamental feminine form, yin, downward), from which the fixed, receptive elements of water and earth are produced. These are the universal principles of duality and correspondence – Sun and Moon, yin and yang, anima and animus, masculine and feminine, king and queen, spirit and soul. The fifth element, known as aether or quintessence, is the invisible vital force that gives life to the universe. It is an eternal light pulsing through all forms and beings, and the celestial monochord that gives harmony to the music of the spheres.
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The primary elements of earth, air, fire and water are further condensed and recombined into the tria prima, or ‘three essentials’, which are a primal trinity consisting of salt, mercury and sulphur.
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Prima Materia


All life is seeded from this cosmic hinterland, beyond time and space, perceived by the alchemists as the unity consciousness or supramental mind known as One Mind. It is the source responsible for all of creation and from which is formed the anima mundi (world soul). The prima materia is perceived as the chaos state, and yet it is pure and infinite in potential, as all possibilities exist within it. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe once called architecture condensed light, and this is a way of perceiving physical reality: as light condensed into form. Out of the quantum field, waves collapse into particles and energy condenses, forming a vibrational interference pattern that crystallizes into physical form, as stars become fixed into leaves and flowers, flesh and bone.


In De Anima (On the Soul), Aristotle discusses this process of distillation into the physical realm as entelecheia (or ‘entelechy’), meaning that which brings into reality what is otherwise merely potential. He distinguished matter as the elements of which an entity is composed, and form as the soul or vital formative force that makes a living organism and gives it function and purpose. In Alchemy and Psychology Carl Jung defines prima materia as the world soul captive within a grand cosmic egg (or ‘Orphic Egg’). This is depicted with a serpent (named Ananke) wrapped around it. In the laboratory, this is the crucible, and it is the purpose of the alchemical process to liberate the soul from the matter it is contained within.
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Yggdrasil, the Mundane Tree, Baxter’s Patent Oil Printing, from a plate included in the English translation of the Prose Edda Northern Antiquities by Oluf Olufsen Bagge (1847).


From the prima materia emerges a life that strives towards order, and towards a predestined condition based on the life force and boundary conditions guiding it, such as genetics. There is a self-organizing, fractal behaviour at play in this process of realization – from waves to particles, subatomic to atomic, atoms to molecules, to cells and systems. The body is an example of this, with trillions of cells harmonizing in a highly complex symphony of synchronization.


The union of heaven and earth, of the macrocosm and the microcosm, is symbolized by the axis mundi –the world axis or centre of the world, often depicted as a world tree, or the tree of life. The concept of the world tree exists in many cultures, with the branches connecting the trunk of the earth to the celestial skies, and the roots reaching to the underworld. In Norse mythology, it is the mythical Yggdrasil, containing the nine realms of the cosmos.


In alchemical practice as we will see here, the first process is death, as only then can the soul be released. It is necessary for the soul to return to the prima materia in order to tap into its infinite potential and be restructured as something greater than itself. This continual cycle of birth, death and renewal and the transmigration of souls (reincarnation or palingenesis) is depicted in the ouroboros, an ancient symbol of a serpent eating its own tail. The practice of alchemy is a conduit of perfection. It is to work in unison with nature, to assist, to support and to quicken its desires. In alchemical terms, adaptation and evolution must happen on the spiritual, energetic plane in order to occur on the physical plane of reality.


‘The cosmos is within us. We are made of star-stuff. We are a way for the universe to know itself.’


Carl Sagan


TRIA PRIMA


In creation, mercury (the spirit) carries the soul (sulphur) into the body (salt). The body (matter) integrates both the soul (passion, desire) and the spirit (imagination, intellect), and embodies them into form, as energy condensed into thought forms into material reality. Mercury is the vital mediating force that integrates all the elements of the tria prima, because in its role of spirit it unites soul and matter. Mercury is likened to living light: the quantum shapeshifter that is both the masculine volatile waveform and the fixed feminine of particles. Spirit and soul are entwined in a dance which is fluid and dynamic. Note that in some later alchemical texts, this relationship was redefined, and mercury became the soul and sulphur the spirit.





The Great Work


The practical application of the wisdom of these universal forces in the transmutation and spiritualization of matter is described in The Great Work, or Magnum Opus. It is the process of harnessing the prima materia through the elemental forces in order to produce the Philosopher’s Stone, the immortal elixir capable of giving life and immortality. It can be interpreted as both a physical and metaphysical practice. While Western alchemy originated from Egypt through the Greco-Roman empires, and before that the Chaldean, Phoenician and Babylonian civilisations, Eastern alchemy emerged independently from China, Tibet and India.


The Egyptian god Tehuti (Thoth), known as the ‘Master of Masters’ or the ‘Scribe of the Gods’, transcribed the universal order according to divine beings through the sacred arts, and taught humankind about the ways of the universe through writing, art, astrology, mathematics, music and sacred geometry. Thoth was traditionally represented with the head of an ibis and wearing a crescent moon. He became known to the Greeks as Hermes Trismegistus (‘Thrice-Greatest Hermes’) after Hermes Mercurius, the winged-messenger god, mediator between matter and soul, and Mercury, the trickster god of communication, trade and travel in Roman mythology. Healer and psychopomp, he was the guardian of souls. The established philosophical system based on the teachings of Hermes Trismegistus was considered to be the embodiment of the Universal mind, and is known as Hermeticism.


Hermeticism is rooted in an understanding of the interplay of universal elements and celestial objects, such as the luminaries (Sun and Moon), the planets of our solar system and the constellations of the zodiac. It engages with the mineral, plant, animal and fungi kingdoms, and invokes universal laws to transform them into medicine and magic. Any process requires a degree of purification of the alchemist on a physical, psychological and mental level. It is as much about the transformation of a substance as it is of the soul.


Hermes Trismegistus existed across time and space as the mediator between the as above of the spirit world and the as below of the material world. In Greco-Roman imagery, he carries the caduceus, a staff with two intertwining serpents which has come to represent medicine in modern symbolism. Some occult texts described the caduceus coil as an auric device that could alter the electromagnetic field of any living thing. It represents the masculine and feminine forces entwined, yin and yang, and the salt and the sulphur mediated by mercury, and bears a striking resemblance to the double helix.


[image: image]


A putto pours a phial into a dragon’s mouth, pumping a bellows with his other hand; this represents the fixing of volatile matter in the alchemical process. Watercolour painting by E. A. Ibbs, 1900–1909, part of Splendor Solis.





The Emerald Tablet


The Emerald Tablet – also known as the Smaragdine Tablet – is a treatise on the mysteries of the universe. It describes the secret workings of nature and a universal pattern that is the blueprint for transformation across all planes of existence. It is thought to have been created by Thoth during what the ancient Egyptians called ‘Zep Tepi’, or ‘First Time’, around 12,000 years ago, when divine beings described as ‘visitors from the firmament’ came to Earth. Before the Great Flood, Thoth protected his teachings in one gold and one emerald pillar containing scrolls and a green crystalline tablet, then known as the ‘Pillars of the Gods of the Dawning Light’, and later as the ‘Two Pillars of Hermes’. These are thought to have been discovered thousands of years later by the pharaoh Amenhotep IV (who later changed his name to Akhenaten, meaning ‘he who serves the Sun’), who reformed his kingdom in light of their teachings, with the Operation of the Sun as the central creative force of the universe, but they were lost again when he was exiled as a heretic.




tabula smaragdina


Translation by Islamic alchemist, Jâbir ibn H·ayyân (Geber):


Truth! Certainty! That in which there is no doubt!


That which is above is from that which is below, and that which is below is from that which is above, working the miracles of one.


As all things were from one.


Its father is the Sun and its mother the Moon.


The Earth carried it in her belly, and the wind nourished it in her belly, as earth which shall become fire. Feed the Earth from that which is subtle, with the greatest power.


It ascends from the Earth to the heaven and becomes ruler over that which is above and that which is below.





Alexander the Great once again unearthed the scrolls, which inspired the building of Alexandria, with the Emerald Tablet at its heart – and, for the first time, in public view. It was translated into Greek and studied by priests, academics and mystics. One of Alexandria’s Hermeticists, Zosimus of Panopolis, determined the tablet to be a path towards spiritual evolution for the purification and perfection of the soul.


The seven fundamental Hermetic principles of the Emerald Tablet were interpreted in The Kybalion (1908) written mysteriously by ‘Three Initiates’:


1. Mentalism: The ALL is the MIND; the Universe is mental.


2. Correspondence: As above, so below; as below, so above.


3. Vibration: Nothing rests; everything moves; everything vibrates.


4. Polarity: Everything is Dual; everything has poles; everything has its pair of opposites.


5. Rhythm: Everything flows, out and in; everything has its tides; all things rise and fall.


6. Cause and Effect: Every Cause has its Effect; every Effect has its Cause; everything happens according to Law.


7. Gender: Gender is in everything; everything has its Masculine and Feminine Principles; Gender manifests on all planes.


It should be noted that gender in alchemical philosophy does not refer to gender as we know it in modern times. This is an archetypal and symbolic concept that represents energies or qualities that exist within all of us.





Internal Alchemy


Heal Thyself


The path of the alchemist is also an inward journey of the transformation of the soul, shining light into the shadows and purifying the self of lower vibrational states. The psyche is represented by the alchemical vas (vessel) or crucible, which holds all opposing forces within. The psycho-spiritual alchemical journey begins with a process of letting go and culminates in the distillation and refinement of character that is able to function in a coherent state. It is the marriage of the conscious and unconscious mind, which Jung referred to in depth psychology as ‘individuation’. There is so much noise in our modern world that creates dissonance, and when we take that, or our thoughts, into our practice or the natural world, we are vibrating at a chaotic frequency that is out of harmony with our environment. When we are in a coherent state, we resonate with our environment on the same frequency or wavelength to receive and exchange information. The crucible is like a chrysalis, holding all potential as it unfolds and transforms.


A path of initiation, alchemy requires the marriage of the intuitive, emotional lunar self, with the rational, thinking solar self into a cosmic-stellar self that speaks with the direct perception that the Egyptians called the ‘intelligence of the heart’. Spiritual alchemy is either a practice in itself or it is the prerequisite to practical alchemy – any experiment in the laboratory requires the transformation of the inner crucible of the alchemist. Just as there is danger in quickening the flames in the laboratory, transformation of the psyche should also not be forced. Alchemy is concerned with a return to source, to the essence of our soul. If we want to enact change in the physical world, we also need to work on the spiritual or energetic planes. We must enact the changes we wish to see in the world within ourselves first. Visualize a prism: pure light (spirit or pure awareness) enters it, and is then refracted into the electromagnetic spectrum as a rainbow (physical reality). The quality and condition of the prism (us) determines the outcome.


The ultimate transmutation of the mind is through the dissolution of fixed thinking into a fluid motion where there is no space for rigid thinking, doctrine or polarization, opening up space for new paradigms and opportunities. We enter into a state of intuitive flux, guided by the rhythm and flow of cause and effect, holding us accountable for our actions and demanding that we consider the greater picture and the impact that each of our actions will have on the collective. The principle of polarity in alchemy teaches the reconciliation of seemingly opposed forces and that the tension between opposites is only a matter of degree. The nature of a force is the same: the crest and trough of the same wave are on a gradient scale. Light and dark, hot and cold, love and hate – at what point does one stop and the other end? The alchemical marriage symbolizes awakened consciousness through the reconciliation of opposing forces.


[image: image]


Alchemical symbols on ‘The Hand of Philosophy’, from 1667.



solve Et Coagula



Alchemical preparations, known as spagyrics in Latin, for ‘purify by resolution’, has its origins in the Greek spao (‘to draw out’ or ‘tear apart’) and ageiro (‘to assemble’). Alchemy is a vibrational science which states that energy is transformed by altering the manifestation of a mass. This is achieved by deconstructing the existing state, separating its parts (solve) into its basic primary elements, to release the spirit and soul from the body, and releasing the pure vital energy stored within. Then, with this creative force, they are put back together again (coagula) into a new, exalted state. This need to erode and decay is a maturation process that evolves the material to its highest virtue. To build awareness of these subtle states, the path of the alchemist is first to cultivate our inner expansion and intuition – a psycho-spiritual practice of elevating the base elements of their experience to a noble state – and then to transform the leaden qualities that weigh down and limit life into the golden ones that lift up and expand our field of awareness. With this in mind, we can review the alchemical processes as a journey through the inner landscape of the alchemist.


‘The opus magnum had two aims: the rescue of the human soul, and the salvation of the cosmos.’


Carl Sagan


The Seven Operations / Seven Rays


Encoded within the Emerald Tablet, the alchemists extracted a formula for the practical applications of its seven principles, known as the ‘Seven Operations’ or ‘Seven Rays’, which were at once a physical and metaphysical process. Described here are the basic laboratory steps, along with the psycho-spiritual counterparts from a Jungian perspective to support inner growth.


1. Calcination: Heating a substance with fire to reduce to ashes (death of individual ego and collective super ego, lifting out of depression, bringing order out of chaos, burning off the dross).


2. Dissolution: Dissolving of ashes in water (dissolution of outdated belief systems, prejudices and rigidity of thinking, letting go).


3. Separation: Filtration of solution (the divided self, separation from reality in order to meet oneself objectively).


4. Conjunction: Reconstitution of elements of separation (union of opposites, sacred marriage, integration of archetypes, thinking and feeling unite).


5. Fermentation: Putrefaction of conjunction (dark night of the soul, meeting of shadow aspects, inspiration enters and a new level of consciousness filters through).


6. Distillation: Boiling and condensing of fermented solution (emergence of the transpersonal self and true nature).


7. Coagulation: Precipitation of distillation, releasing the ultima materia or supercelestial arcanum known as the Philosopher’s Stone, from which the elixir vitae (elixir of life and immortality) can be formed (integration of transpersonal self into embodied experience).





Alchemical Practice


During the alchemical process of the Seven Operations or Seven Rays (see here), there are four primary phases: Nigredo (black, earth element), Albedo (white, air element), Citrinitas (yellow, water element) and Rubedo (red, fire element). During the Renaissance, the Citrinitas phase was absorbed into the Rubedo, creating a three-phase system. Dragons were considered to be carriers and protectors of the vital force and represented the uncontrollable desires and chaos potential of the universe that exist within each of us. Each operation was assigned a particular dragon archetype, and each phase required an exchange with the dragon forces held within the alchemist. Nigredo is facing the dragon, shining light on the shadow within. Albedo is surrendering to the dragon, with acceptance and an energy of letting go. Rubedo calls for unleashing the dragon though integration of new energies, transformation and transcendental power.


The Nigredo or blackening stage occurs during the first two stages of the alchemical process: calcination and dissolution. Transformation begins with letting go of the old, reduced to ashes through the fire of calcination. This serves to burn away crude impurities, leaving the most ethereal form so that it is only the fundamental essence that enters into the following stages. Calcination is the necessary death required for resurrection, like the phoenix that will eventually rise from the ashes. Its element is fire and its role is purification through the destruction of contaminants. Physically, this occurs through the digestive fire that assists in catabolic and metabolic processes and the elimination of toxins. This may mean mortal death, or it can be psycho-spiritual, through the destruction of limiting belief patterns, ego and hubris. This stage is symbolized by a black crow or raven, which represents a withdrawal from the external, sensory world into the inner world of the alchemist.
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