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      THE INITIATORY PATH IN 
FAIRY TALES
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      “Etymology, mythology, and esoteric thought converge in a fascinating journey through the worlds of tall tales we tell in jest, yarns we spin for laughs, and fairy tales we weave to put the kids to bed. Indeed, Roger’s book shows that what we think of as a ‘hidden’ path to enlightenment is in fact written into the very fabric of our daily lives, in every story we tell ourselves. What we are shown is that these tales of fancy have within them the kernel of truths humanity has known for thousands of years. The book knits together a compelling genealogy that links our stories, our hopes, and our dreams. A compelling read for the novice and initiate alike.”

      JESSE BRANSFORD, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR 

OF ART AND ART EDUCATION, 
NYU STEINHARDT

      ”Bernard Roger was a close friend of surrealist leader André Breton, the esoteric painter Jorge Camacho, and of Eugène Canseliet, the disciple of Fulcanelli, the most important alchemist of the twentieth century. Roger, familiar with the mysteries of alchemy and Freemasonry, is obviously one of the most qualified to help us penetrate the heart of the Western Tradition. His book takes us to the threshold of the labyrinth and unveils the secrets of Mother Goose, an avatar of the sun, freshly emerged from her primordial egg, and a messenger between the Earth and the Other World.”

      PATRICK LEPETIT,

AUTHOR OF THE ESOTERIC SECRETS OF SURREALISM

    

  
    
      Bernard Roger, Mother Goose, and the Language of the Birds

      
        Know ye that we have given many names to it, which
are all true—an example of which, for those that possess
understanding, is to be traced in corn that is being ground.
For after grinding it is called by another name, and after it
has been passed through the sieve, and the various substances
have been separated one from another, each of these has its
own name, and yet fundamentally there is but one name, to
wit, corn, from which many names are distinguished.
      

      
        THE TURBA PHILOSOPHORUM
      

      The enigmatic Fulcanelli notes that the stories told by Mother Goose
“are hermetic narratives in which esoteric truth is combined with the
marvelous and legendary décor of [...] the Golden Age.”

      This “golden age,” the time when all animals had the power to communicate 
together, is also, as Bernard Roger indicates, identical to the first days of 
human existence, when humanity took the first step on its own path of 
initiation. Knowledge of this primal language, more commonly known as the language of the birds, is essential for understanding the hidden meanings within alchemical texts (just as it is also indispensable for interpreting the symbology of any initiatory path such as Freemasonry). This language is characterized by word games, puns, and homonyms that are used to simultaneously designate different actions and objects. This designated action or object, Roger notes, “can simultaneously belong to planes of existence that are supposedly quite distant from each other.” Fairy tales, whose own origins the author demonstrates can be traced back to these “first days,” also contain “signs, clues, and counsels related to the operative phases of the Great Work and to the stages of the path of initiation.” His etymological investigations are the veritable descent Pierre Mabille speaks of in his book The Mirror of the Marvelous, which makes it possible to regain “the primitive ground that borders the central fire [...] or where the first incandescent desire found its form.”

      Bernard Roger has been a trustworthy guide for the children of Hermes for over fifty years, and his considerable expertise in this field allows him to identify these “signs, clues, and counsels” as they appear in a body of lore where they may be least expected. In this book he highlights these clues in the classic folk tales he has selected from the collections assembled by the brothers Grimm and Emmanuel Cosquin, among others, by the use of quote marks and italics. The quoted material generally identifies terms known by the initiates as symbolic phrases that identify the alchemical path. The italicized material underscores analogous terminology used within the stories, which likewise identifies alchemical keys and coded phrases for those on the initiatic path.

      Introduced to alchemy when a member of the surrealist group in Paris in the 1950s, Roger became friends with René Alleau, who at that time was giving lectures on alchemy at the Geographical Society on Boulevard Saint Germain. These lectures were consistently attended by the surrealists. Alleau in return began to join the group at their meetings and became a regular contributor to Médium, the surrealist journal of that time.

      The ties forged between Alleau and Roger proved significant as both men were instrumental in bringing modern translations of classic alchemical texts to a much broader audience. Until 1960, students of “the art of music” (a term used by initiates to conceal from clerical ears their pursuit of arts forbidden by the church) would have to diligently hunt for these texts in the dusty collections of old libraries. Their ready availability today can be partially traced back to the efforts of Bernard Roger, who translated important texts by Basil Valentine, Lambspring, and Francesco Satinelli, texts that his mentor, Alleau, arranged to have published in his capacity as director of the Hermetic Library series published by Éditions Denoël. Roger also began writing texts for exhibition catalogs and other publications by his fellow surrealists, especially for Cuban painter Jorge Camacho, who credits Roger as the key influence for his own lifelong practice as both a speculative and operative alchemist. Roger’s writings include several books on alchemical symbolism such as Hibou Philosophique [The Philosophical Owl], Mythe d’Isis et d’Osiris [The Myth of Isis and Osiris], and La cathédrale de Séville, ou le Bestiaire Hermétique [The Cathedral of Seville, or the Hermetic Bestiary]. Bernard Roger is also the author of a magnificent study Paris et l’Alchimie [Paris and Alchemy], published in 1981, and À la découverte de l’Alchimie [Toward Discovering Alchemy], published in 1988.

      One of Bernard Roger’s first interventions as a member of the surrealist group was creating the blueprints for a marvelous movie theater for a special edition of the journal L’Age du Cinéma. Drawing on his training as an architect (he studied under the brilliant Aguste Perret), he drafted the design for a cinema that would—like Rimbaud’s famous drawing room—sit at the bottom of a lake. Such a cinema would be the ideal venue for showing the filmed versions of the fairy tales whose secrets he has so ably revealed in this book.

      JON E. GRAHAM,

TRANSLATOR

      Jon E. Graham has translated more than forty books from French, including the award-winning Books on Fire by Lucien Polastron, Demons and Spirits of the Land by Claude Lecouteux, and Immaculate Conception by André Breton and Paul Eluard. His translation of Jean-Luc Steinmetz’s Arthur Rimbaud: Presence of an Enigma was selected by the Los Angeles Times as one of the ten best translations of 2000. As a graphic artist, his works have been displayed in galleries in New York, Philadelphia, San Diego, Seattle, Vancouver, Paris, Prague, Stockholm, and the National Art Museum of Portugal in Lisbon. His illustrations have appeared in various books and magazines. He is the acquisitions editor for Inner Traditions International, a position he has held since 1996.

    

  
    
      PREFACE

      Not a moment of daily life goes by without the possibility of seeing dreamlike images behind our conscious thoughts. Reverie would be the most common example, while the “journey” taken by the shaman could perhaps represent the extreme case. Beneath our most logical discourses, the “mouth of shadow” is speaking nonstop from unknown cellars.

      The lives of so-called primitive peoples long took place in mental regions where the beings of the day and beings of the night spoke to each other. But even today there are circumstances in which modern “Westerners” find it possible to go beyond the normal waking state without having to cross through the portal of paradoxical sleep.

      This is notably the case with poetic creation. But everyone can personally experience it if he or she knows how to lend an ear to certain old tales that, transcending the images on which our common culture is based, pierce the wall of contemporary assumptions and reveal their role as vehicles for an amazing ability to make both sides of the mirror visible simultaneously.

      Is this ability due to some ancient, imperious yen for emancipation that was responsible for the emergence of what would evolve into the human mind out of the ebb and flow of nature? Could it have been engendered by a light that shot out from what was “the beginning of time” for humanity?

      Hearing the tales that arise out of this light makes visible colors and intensities that vary according to the listener’s sensitivity and cultural orientation. It is as if they were filtered through panes of glass arranged in such a way as to cast on each individual the gleams to which he or she were most sensitive.

      The following study has no other ambition than to suggest, with the help of some examples, the possible existence of a certain lighting angle.

      But this does not mean that the teachings in these tales cannot be heard—albeit in a whisper—and will be overlooked.

      In one of these tales, a very haughty maiden always succeeds in finding, when looking out the magic windows of the highest tower of her palace, the hiding places of each of her suitors, even when they conceal themselves in the darkest and most secret spots of this vast world. And once she finds them, this same maiden takes great pleasure in always seeing that her unfortunate wooer is deprived of his head. The last prince, though, who was shrewder than his competitors, hid himself in her hair above the nape of her neck. Staying there, he proved impossible to find and caused her great distress. He was the one she wed.

      The exegesis of a story, true as it can be within the arcana of its own domain, will never be more than a suitor whose head may one day be lopped off, forever ephemeral in contrast to the profound and silent impregnation with which these “tales of a bygone age”—the lifeblood of civilizations—enrich our unknown inner depths.
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      THE TALES

       

      
        Mademoiselle,
      

      
        People will not think it odd that a child took pleasure in writing the tales in this collection, but they will be surprised at his boldness in dedicating them to you.
      

      
        Nevertheless Mademoiselle—however great the distance between the simplicity of these narratives and the intelligence of your mind—if these tales are closely examined, it will be seen that I am not as blameworthy as I might at first appear. They all contain a very sensible code of morality, which is discovered to a greater or lesser extent, in accordance with the penetration of their readers.
        
          
          1
        
      

      This epigraph is from the epistle that opens the 1697 edition of Charles Perrault’s Stories or Tales of Times Past (Histoires ou contes du temps passé), which was dedicated to Elizabeth-Charlotte d’Orléans and written under the name of his son, Pierre Darmancour. However, the engraving on the book’s frontispiece suggests another title. It is written in capital letters on a plate held by four nails to a door opening onto a room lit by both candlelight and the flame cast by a large fireplace. It reads CONTES DE MA MÉRE L’OYE (Tales of My Mother the Goose). Seated before the door, her head level with the keyhole, an old woman is spinning wool and telling stories to three children, two boys and a girl. A cat is blissfully warming itself in front of the hearth.

      It would be hard to find a more concise and more illuminating definition of these traditional tales than the one whose key Perrault gives here secretly in a few words. Who in that time—the century when France was at its height of power—would have believed that stories that had been heard and heard over and over again by everyone, from the most insignificant peasant to the heir of the greatest lord, from the mouth of his wet nurse or grandmother, or even during communal gatherings, would have been “invented” by the child of a contemporary? This was not Perrault’s intention. Wouldn’t the “child” to whom he attributed his collection rather bring to mind a certain level of consciousness that would vouchsafe a glimpse of panoramas customarily hidden from so-called adult perception?

      “They all contain a very sensible code of morality,” Darmancour allegedly writes, “which is discovered to a greater or lesser extent, in accordance with the penetration of their readers.” It is hard to believe that Perrault is speaking here of the superficial and conventional “morals” he places at the end of each of his tales. Wouldn’t he instead be trying to evoke the plurality of meaning they reveal and the multiple domains toward which they extend their perspectives and whose secret woods they enter?

      It is one of these domains that we are going to try to visit, without overlooking the fact that many other directions, some of which have already been taken, would be equally rewarding.

      
        TALES AND LEGENDS

        It is customary to label as legend the story of a fabulous “fact” attached to either a place—a nation, forest, lake, tree, spring, or stone—or historical figure. This fact is often dated and rooted with the memory of a clearly defined social group. The nature of legend is “historical” and sedentary.

        The tale, to the contrary, is a free traveler. Its origin is impossible to pin down, and its ubiquity has enthralled more than one folklorist. It is not rare for a specific theme to be found almost everywhere across the globe. In the “Observations” that follow each of the tales in his Contes populaires de Lorraine (Folk Tales of Lorraine), Emmanuel Cosquin shows how he found the theme of Jean de l’ours (Bear John) or its principal elements in most of the nations of Europe, in India, and “in the four corners of Asia.”2Cinderella and Donkey Skin, in guises as varied as the nations and villages in which they can be found, enchanted the evenings of the entire Old World. Episodes from The Green Bird or The White Cat can be found as far afield as Algeria, and old stories reminiscent of those found in Europe have been collected from the mouths of Native Americans with no demonstrable proof of any transmission between continents. There is nothing that can pin the origin of a tale down to this or that specific region of the world, although each region has always conferred its spirit and color to the story.

        Nor is there anything to date its origin. The famous “once upon a time” immediately introduces the reader into a space where no chronology applies, a perpetually renewing mythical time. “Once upon a time . . . these words,” René-Lucien Rousseau writes, “belong to a magic rite that transports us outside space into the timeless realm of the tales, a sanctified world in which everything is possible.”3

        Storytellers often used phrases of varying length to place their audience into the most receptive state for listening. Paul Delarue transcribed an actual dialogue established between the storyteller and his audience preparing to listen to the tale of Jean le Teigneux (Crusty John) in upper Brittany:

        Tric! Trac! Clog! Serving Spoon! Shoe from Dieppe!

        Walk with them! Walk today; walk tomorrow, for by walking you will go a long way. When I knock on the door, everyone opens. . . . The more I say, the more I lie, no one pays me a penny for telling them the truth. . . . Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, there was a man and a woman.4

        Just as with the three knocks that in French theater signal the curtain is about to be raised on an adventure that is not everyday life, these icebreaking phrases before the story open the minds of the audience to worlds in which everyday logic gives way to the simple pleasure of listening.

      

      
        THE ORIGIN OF THE TALES

        Since the nineteenth century there has been a greater interest in discovering the origin of these tales whose themes have circulated among various people for time beyond reckoning. During the time of the Grimm Brothers, it was believed that the tales contained remnants of the myths of the Aryas, that ancient folk who allegedly lived in the highest plateau of central Asia and from whom the Aryans descended. These Aryas were considered to be the ancestors of the people of India and the bulk of those living in Europe. When scattering throughout Europe, the Aryas spread the themes of their now forgotten mythology, which found a new home in folk tales.

        Cosquin destroyed that hypothesis by noting the existence of identical themes in the tales of the majority of the non-Aryan peoples scattered throughout the European continent.5 His research following the texts back through history led him to the Mongol tribes north of India. However, it is still legitimate to wonder from where the Mongols had drawn the themes of their stories and why these themes were universally adopted over the centuries by such a diversity of cultures and mentalities. Without seeking to give new life to the often-fanciful nineteenth-century theories of “mythical interpretations” that Cosquin condemned so helpfully,6 we are led to acknowledge as the origin of folk tales an omnipresent inspiration unaffected by place, time, and even cultural environment. Rather than looking in this or that country or civiliza-tion, whether “civilized” or “primitive,” we should probably be seeking these origins in the domain of certain images, images that Carl Gustave Jung called primordial “in so far as they are peculiar to whole species, and if they ever ‘originated’ their origin must have coincided at least with the beginning of the species.”7

        “Fairy tales,” writes Marie-Louise von Franz, “are poetic creations of the folk storyteller who draws his inspiration from the well of all the poets: the collective unconscious.”8

        To designate the corpus of traditional tales, each language coined expressions peculiar to itself. Examination of some of these (among those given in French) seems capable of providing valuable clues for what direction to take in order to come close to the sources of their inspiration.

      

      
        HOW DID TALES OF WONDER GET THEIR NAME?

        The origin of the French noun conte (tale) has some surprising elements. It can be found in the eleventh-century Song of Roland, where it means “calculation,” and at the end of the twelfth century in the work of Jean Bodel, where it means “narrative.” Rendre conte, like the contemporary rendre compte,*1 once meant paying off a debt as well as telling a story. Conte, from the Latin computo, I reckon, did not take its current form for the meaning of “calculate,” compte, until the thirteenth century, which it did to distinguish it from conte in the sense of “story.” In short, both conte and compte were derived from a Latin word meaning “to calculate.” A comparable situation exists in Spanish, where cuenta is an “account” and cuento a “story.” What could be the relationship between an operation of pure discursive logic like a calculation and a fairy tale? The Latin etymology of the word can help us find an answer. The verb computo is formed from puto, which, depending on the context can mean “I clean,” “I make clear,” “I evaluate,” “I appraise,” “I think,” “I imagine,” “I suppose,” or “I believe,” and is combined with the prefix com, equivalent to the preposition cum, which carries the idea of a spatial, temporal, or causal support.

        With his famous cogito ergo sum,*2 the philosopher, mathematician, and writer René Descartes expressed his conviction of finding the proof of his own individual existence in the movement of his thoughts. Cogito can in fact be translated literally as “I shake with (myself),” in other words as “I shake thoughts inside myself,” thoughts that are in discussion, if not more precisely in conflict with each other.

        Computo does not include this idea of contentious agitation, no more than it presumes “doubt.” The numbers on which an “account” is based do not converse among themselves any more than sensations, feelings, or mystical or imaginary experiences do. In this sense an “account/ tale” is always true because like the “account/tally,” it is based on innate primordial convictions within the person, convictions without which the notions of thought or the individual have no meaning. Like numbers, the themes around which the tales handed down through the generations revolve were born with humanity, or perhaps it is thanks to them that humanity came into existence. Like numbers, these themes form part of the foundations on which humanity relied to emerge from the animal kingdom.

        The same kinship existing between compte and conte can be found in the old English tall, which has the meanings of words, as well as the German zählen, “to count,” and erzâhlen, “recount.” But for what we commonly call a fairy tale, the Germans use the noun Märchen. This word was once spelled Mährchen, a diminutive of Mähre, which designated both a tale of this nature and a bad horse. There are many old European tales in which the hero must set off on his adventure riding a lame donkey, some aged Rocinante who proves to be, during all the ordeals suffered by the protagonist, the most prestigious of steeds, and often her rider’s wisest counselor. The German tongue was clever enough to combine with the image of the tale that of a very old mount, an aged and despised vehicle that carries as its insignia words that came down from the depths of the millennia.

        And are we so sure that this old horse, depicted in some tales as the one ridden in the prime of youth by the sovereign father on the day of his marriage, was such an object of scorn? It is this poor nag who is given to the prince entrusted with the mission of going to the ends of the earth in search of the brother or a former comrade-in-arms of the old king.9 This display of derision was never anything more than simpleminded snobbism, bourgeois ignorance, or fear when confronted by the unknown of a mysterious domain; it was never influenced by the great authors whose multiple borrowings from the popular stories are common knowledge. These stories have been called blue stories, tales of Mother Goose, old wives’ tales, cock-and-bull stories, stories of the stork, airy tales, donkey skin tales, fairy tales, and so forth.

        
          
            Blue Stories
          

          A collection of children’s stories was published in pamphlets with blue covers, Pierre Larousse explained in his Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle. It has been concluded that this name, blue stories, came from a simple publishing custom, without wondering at all about its origin. However, the color blue was seen by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in noteworthy fashion in his Theory of Colors: “This color has a peculiar and almost indescribable effect on the eye. As a hue it is powerful, but it is on the negative side, and in its highest purity is, as it were, a stimulating negation.” Later the author writes, “A blue surface appears to retire from us.”10 Rather than negation, perhaps we should use the word void in the sense that the void is the attraction of everything in potential. The blue of the sky, the diurnal transparency over the black of the interstellar void, draws the gaze toward its depths like the ocean initially invites one to see the other side of the horizon. “Entering the blue,” writes Pierre Grison, “is a little like Alice in Wonderland: going to the other side of the mirror.”11

          Blue is the color of the inaccessible depths of the sky on nice days, of the remote planet Jupiter whose dominant gleam pierces through the nights, the color of moonlight, of the robe of the Virgin Mary, and of the ancient statues of Mercury as a psychopomp, that is, a guide of a person’s soul into the afterlife. Blue is the color of air and of time, of the sensual and nostalgic rhythms of jazz and blues; it is the color of water, which endlessly circulates around our globe and penetrates it everywhere, streaming up and falling down, and traverses all the world’s living creatures, for which it forms the largest part of sap or blood, leaves, flowers, flesh, and marrow. Blue is the color of the vanishing horizon and the wind. Blue evokes a universal, primordial vehicle on the paths toward the infinity of space and time. In this way blue stories are like fairy tales.

        

        
          
            Mother Goose Stories
          

          “The Tales of My Mother the Goose (mother law, first law),”*3 Fulcanelli wrote in his study of the obelisk in Crecy Forest as an appendix to the revised edition of his Les demeures philosophales (Dwellings of the Philosophers), “are hermetic narratives in which esoteric truth is combined with the marvelous and legendary décor of the Saturnalia, paradise, or the Golden Age.”12

          The “golden age” is “the time when the animals spoke,” a mythic time when all beings could communicate together through the verb. Given that oie (goose), like oye or oïe, once designated not only the large guardian bird of the farmyard but also the sense of hearing, Mother Goose is also the primal hearing, that which hears the primal language, the “language of nature” spoken by the “little naked man seated on a stone,” whom Cyrano de Bergerac met on reaching the world of the sun.13

          As for the animal itself, the great migrator, who twice a year carves a furrow through the sky between the north and south, is necessarily the transmitter of something between the distant lands in which it alights. The goose was often considered to be a messenger. In both Egypt and China it connected the heavens and the earth. For the Gauls, it brought signs from the other world.

          The legend of Lebadeia in Boetia, recorded by Pausanias, connects a goose with a spring that has water of unique properties. Hercyna was a companion of Persephone and guarded her geese. One day when frolicking in the grove, one of these birds escaped her supervision and hid in a cave. Persephone found it at the very moment when, under the rock beneath which the goose had found refuge, water started gushing from what would be the source of a river to which the name of the nymph was given. Since that day, beneath the greenery, a gulf sucked down into its depths those who wished to consult the oracle of Trophonios after they had been purified in the water of the Hercyna, whose source was the hiding place of the goose.14 Could the “grove” or “garden of the goose,” the sixty-third square and the objective of the famous goose game*4 that was “renewed by the Greeks,” be a recollection of this sacred grove?

        

        
          
            Old Wives’ Tales
          

          How far back do we have to go to find the oldest wife and storyteller? Wouldn’t it be the “Mother of the gods,” the extremely ancient goddess known as the Great Mother, the above ground and underground Mother Nature herself? While Christianity cast this “black Madonna” into Saint Anne, Christ’s grandmother, she can be found in some tales in the ambiguous role of the ogre’s wife or the surprisingly kind one of the “devil’s grandmother.” She can often be recognized beneath the ugly, wrinkled skin of the witch.

          Among the names given these tales, that of one-eyed stories is certainly the least gracious. Figuratively speaking, the adjective “one-eyed,” which can mean “shady” in French, describes a suspicious spot of ill repute, or one that is unkempt. A one-eyed tale is one that has been established in a suspect manner. And individuals who have lost the use of an eye have long had a reputation in the countryside as people to steer clear of, as they were suspected of being in league with the devil and capable of casting spells. They were attributed with powers their fellows did not possess, such as the same ability possessed by serpents to hypnotize birds. They also possessed a disturbing clairvoyant ability owed to their contact with the spirit world.

          However, the one-eyed had illustrious ancestors. A Roman legend tells how the hero, Publius Horatius Cocles, in the sixth century BCE, denied the troops of the Etruscan King Porsenna passage across the Sublicius Bridge over the Tiber, thanks to the paralyzing power of his one remaining eye, thereby saving the young Roman Republic. And the Scandinavian god Odin, also with only one eye, could, with a single glance, freeze his enemy or dull the cutting edge of his weapon. A completely amoral warrior god, he was capable of awarding victory to the most undeserving, as stated in this verse of an Eddic poem.

          
            Shut up Odin

You have never known how

To divvy up victory among men;

Often you give it

To he whom you should not have given it,

To the poltroon, the victory.
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          It was in exchange for one of his eyes that Odin obtained his magical powers as well as his poetic knowledge, from a giant named Mimir, whose name means memory.16 Later, Odin embalmed and preserved this giant’s large head, which he consulted when he needed to make a big decision. Grand master of magic and poetry, god of storms, the dead, and of war, over which he presided not by valor but by ruse and artifice and psychopomp, and incorporated with Mercury by the Romans, the supreme shaman Odin, according to Régis Boyer’s description, “did not, strictly speaking, teach so much as inject”17 his wisdom. Hanging for nine days from the world tree Yggdrasill, a harsh initiatory ordeal, gave him knowledge of the sacred meaning of the runes.18

          The Germanic Wotan corresponds exactly with the Scandinavian Odin, and he can also be compared with the Irish Balor, king of the Fomorians, he of the dark powers who also saw with only one eye.19 Balor’s daughter coupled with one of the Tuatha de Danann, the celestial race, and gave birth to the luminous Lugh, who was skilled in all the arts. One day Lugh assured victory to the troops of his father’s side by hopping on one leg around the army with one eye shut, before slaying his maternal grandfather by destroying his single yet formidable eye with a cast stone.20

          The adjective one-eyed, used to describe “old wives’ tales,” cannot help but reveal the sacred and powerful nature of these singular figures, which lies beneath the amusing form of the stories. Like the “one-eyed” individuals of the Roman legend or Norse myths, these tales have the power to captivate those who hear them and into whom they inject their force and teaching.

        

        
          
            Cock-and-Bull Stories
          

          “Cock-and-bull stories” is the common English translation for the French term that means “tales to send one to sleep while still standing up!” This is quite a strong image: it is easy to envision the listener hypnotized by the storyteller’s words and paralyzed on both legs. While some think this expression can only tell of the boredom of hearing “said things that are so absurd the listeners are caught by an irresistible urge to sleep,”21 others believe that preferring to listen “with only one ear,” following the advice of the Pontiff Bacbuc,22 will open other doors.

          On the frontispiece of the first edition of Perrault’s Stories or Tales of Times Past, the posture of the three young listeners remarkably illustrates the trance into which the spinner’s words seem to have plunged them. Each has his or her eyes fixed on the storyteller.

          A young boy is sitting on the right in a chair with his back to the fire. He has a tranquil expression on his face in which the hint of a smile can be seen. He is obviously enjoying the beauty of the story and the movement of the plot on which his full attention is focused. The boy in the middle is kneeling in front of the woman with both hands affectionately placed on her apron, as if trying to feel closer to her. His gaze is telling of the emotion in which the dangers incurred by the story’s hero have plunged him, as well as perhaps a growing interest for a sleeping beauty whom he would also like to arouse with a kiss.

          The young girl standing to the storyteller’s left has moved into the other world of the story. It is easy to see that she is no longer in the shadow-darkened country room. Her wide-open eyes are looking through the spinner, beyond whom her gaze is allowing her to visit rural huts and palaces, cross seas, enter forests, and scale mountains where princes, wild animals, king’s daughters, and turkey maids are cavorting. Her hair is arranged in the way of a noble lady of the time of Louis XIV, as is the laced bodice over which opens her dress. For the time of the story, in the center of the action, she is a daughter of high birth enduring trials and tribulations and passing through wild adventures. Entirely tuned in, she has crossed the threshold of the door of the Tales of My Mother the Goose, whose engraver took pains to place the keyhole level with the storyteller’s head. In her active-dreaming state, the girl may be able to bring back some object of her desire from the old woman’s world. The image’s creator, to assist her in this operation that reason and common sense tell us is impossible, has visibly left her an essential tool: near the center of the composition, placed on a corner of the fireplace, a brightly burning candle is illuminating the scene. The vertical height of this light indicates the direction of the journey that this young girl seems to have achieved within herself in order to sow the seeds of the imagination inside the reality of the structure of her mind. By hearing this story, the young girl has grasped the small flame from which she has received the power to sleep upright.

          We know that during the dreaming stage of sleep, the mind “recharges” itself with new energies. “Sleeping upright” in the waking state while listening to a story could signify that the listener is drawing the elements for this “recharging” from the progression of the story.

        

        
          
            Airy Tales
          

          A “story in air”*5 is of course a story that has no foundation on solid ground or in the everyday visible reality. It sometimes happens, when speaking thoughtlessly, that someone will speak “words in the air” (i.e., empty words), which are forgotten as soon as uttered or which the speaker wants the listener to forget, as they have caused the listener pain or resentment. One would therefore like to ignore, but more importantly let the interlocutor ignore, what kind of profound earth is actually represented by this “air,” in which such words without our knowledge have been able to set their roots.

          There are also “promises in air” (empty promises) that are made out of extravagance or necessity, but are never kept. These expressions allude to the instability of air, an invisible and impalpable domain that can only hold up birds, smoke, and clouds when our flying machines are not grumbling through it. The air in which we are immersed and that fills our lungs, which breathes around us in all directions, which can bring in the space of a moment heat or cold, sunlight, rain, storm, or tempest, or give in the silence of an evening the feeling of a serene eternity, belongs to the subtle world of breath that in several languages has given its name to the spirit.†1 The spiritus Dei ferebatur super aquas of the Vulgate is the Latin translation of the second verse of Genesis, whose meaning closest to the Hebrew is “the wind of God fluttered over the surface of the waters,” or “the breath of He-the-gods,” according to Fabre d’Olivet’s translation.

          “The wind has carried it in her belly,” The Emerald Tablet tells us in regard to the philosopher’s stone, expressing the subtlety of the body-spirit that gave it birth and that the alchemists called “mercury.” The episodes from airy stories do not originate in the density of perceptible concrete events in history, no more than the heroes or gods of antiquity are the glorious recollections of dead figures, as the partisans of euhemerism try to see them. Their progenitor is the subtle breath of mental facts, undoubtedly capable of engendering such events, but first and foremost responsible for the emergence and perennial nature of the human race. In this sense “fairy tales” could be conceived as factual stories. These facts, which are impossible to place in our space-time, these “once upon a time” figures can be incorporated on the psychological plane as what Jung called archetypes. They form the roots of the upturned tree that George Ripley described as being buried in the “ground of paradise,” which alchemical treatises also called the “terrestrial heaven” or quite simply the “air.” Some of these texts teach that this tree bears fruits that are nothing other than the “metals” inside the earth. The Hindu Bhagavad Gita, for its part, presents the tree’s sprouts as “objects of the senses.”23

          We can take as a given that these airy stories, these tales “from the time when animals talked,” were actually born, as often said, during the mythical and timeless period of the golden age. This is on condition, though, of not affixing this “age” to the source of an impossible to determine origin of humanity, but rather to extend it through all time to the origin of human nature perpetuated within each individual of this species.

        

        
          
            Stories Told by the Stork
          

          These stories evoke the popular image of this large migratory bird in full flight like an arrow in the sky, with its long feet tucked under its body and its beak clasped around a knotted cloth, inside of which lies a sleeping baby. Larousse, in his definition of these tales as whimsical or nonsensical, acknowledges that the “term is ancient” and compares it to a figure who appeared on the stages of puppet theaters at the side of Harlequin and Pulcinella: the fat Mother Gigogne,*6 famed for her large progeny and whose fertility induced some to seek her name’s origin in the Latin gigno, “I engender, I generate.” While Mother Gigogne has vanished from memory with the puppet shows of our grandparents, we are still familiar with trundle beds and nesting dolls, which emerge ad infinitum one from the other. Gigno is related to the Greek gignomai, “I become,” used by Plato in opposition to eimi, “I am.”

          The stork, like the Gigogne, stands out as the privileged image of the mother, she who multiplies, brings into the world, engenders, and sends toward the future what she has engendered. It is, in some way, a symbol of the origin of life, ever renewing, of spring or the first days, and generally speaking a symbol of what “becomes” as opposed to what “is.”

        

        
          
            Donkey Skin Stories
          

          “If Donkey Skin was told to me . . .” The extreme pleasure that the fabulist Jean La Fontaine in 1678 said he could take in this was certainly not limited to the single hearing of the fine tale, which was later rendered in verse by Perrault, who dedicated it to the Marquise de Lambert for its first publication with Griselidis and the Souhaits ridicules (Ridiculous Wishes), the year preceding the La Fontaine’s death.†2 In the verses of La Fontaine, Donkey Skin was taken, as it was long before him, to generally designate a tall tale. But why was the title of this particular story able to prevail over so many others in this way?

          It was probably not by chance that Perrault chose the story of Donkey Skin for his first publication of a narrative embracing the marvelous. Perhaps he held a particular affection for that story; perhaps he also saw it as a prototype of this category of stories because of its central theme evoked by the title: the greatest beauty in the world hides beneath the vilest form of clothing, the skin of the most rustic and scorned mount, one often considered as the stupidest. There is a clear allusion to the contrast between the coarseness and absurdity that “freethinkers” and delicate courtiers alike could attribute during this era to stories taken from folk tradition and the actual extent of the wealth of teaching and poetry they carried.

          There is nothing appealing about a donkey skin, and the poor beauty herself was often taken as a symbol of a mount leading toward darkness, a darkness some saw as Satan and his works and others as the obscure nature of beliefs they called superstitions. However, the reputation of this animal is far from always being negative, as it was the mount used by the Holy Family on their flight into Egypt, then again by Christ on his triumphant entry into Jerusalem. Its praises were also sung during the high point of the Middle Ages in the Mass of the Donkey.

          The strength and quality of the ass

Have brought into the Church gold

From Arabia, with the incense

And myrhh of Saba.

You work, Lord Donkey, you work! 24

          More exactly, the donkey is the image of a vehicle from the other world, that boundless ocean that stretches from “the other side of the mirror,” which is known in the common tongue as the “beyond” and one of whose domains in psychoanalytical vocabulary is designated by the notion of the unconscious.*7 It is certainly from this beyond that the donkey brought the church “gold from Arabia, with the incense and myrhh of Saba,” just as the nasty skin of the one from the tale teaches and hides the very precious and beautiful princess once she flees from the palace.

          
            Tel et si net la forma la Nature (So clean had nature formed him [the donkey])
          

          
            Qu’il ne faisait jamais d’ordure, (that he never produced dung)
          

          
            Mais bien beaux ecus au soleil (but pennies gold as the sun)
          

          
            Et louis de toute manière. (and coins of all kinds)
          

          
            Qu’on allait recueillir sur la blonde litière, (that would be collected from his blonde bedding)
          

          
            Tous les matins a son réveil. (every morning when he awoke.)
            
              
              25
            
          

          The Tales of Donkey Skin are the stories that beneath their rough and simple appearance transport the gold from nature’s imaginal realm to you and me.

        

        
          
            Fairy Tales
          

          The expression fairy tales is the most widespread one today. Perhaps this has been true since the beginning of the eighteenth century, when these narratives became a literary genre that was quite popular with the French court. Fairies, however, rarely appear under this name in the tales of authentic folk origin and never as the main characters. They are generally discreet assistants who magically step in on the heroes’ journeys to help them achieve their ends, and their support plays a decisive role in how the plot unfolds. There are no “tales of wonder” without the intervention of players like these. It is precisely the presence of these mysterious agents that distinguishes “fairy tales” from other kinds of stories such as the “moral tales” intended to educate people to conform to the moral norms of society,*8  26 the “facetious tales” told to amuse one’s audience, and the “animal stories” and “nursery rhymes” and other stock phrases children used in their games.

          The role of the fairy or a being of that nature is major in the unfolding of the stories in which a relationship with initiation can be seen, in the sense of this word as I will define it later. But the major role can also be taken by one of a host of other characters: the devil’s daughter or grandmother, the ogre’s wife or the Holy Virgin, the future spouse of the hero or the horse on which he travels and who generally talks to him and gives him guidance, the animals that cross his path, a plant, a stone, an object given as a gift or that was found or stolen, and sometimes even several of these beings or things at the same time.

          It is worth noting that the word fairy is closely connected to that of the fata, whom the Romans saw as the mistresses of destiny. In this way we sometimes see the fairies step in at the birth of the heroes or heroines to bestow on them certain positive or negative qualities, which will determine the direction their futures will take. But they never fail to appear at the crossroads of the hero’s adventure to indicate through inspiration what road to take. Who, moreover, could deny with any certainty their actual existence, under whatever form they might be envisioned in the life we call “real,” or their being behind the past encounters that put us on our particular paths that led us toward these encounters?

          Fairy, like the Latin fata, forms part of a family whose origin revolves around the Indo-European root bha, which expresses the illumination of the word, as shown by the Greek verb phemi, “I make visible, I manifest my thought through words.” We find the same root in phonè, “voice,” in symphony, in phanos, “lantern,” in phenomenon, in diaphanous, and in fantastic. The fairies are the words of the horse on whose back each of us have traveled through the spaces and times that separate our births from our deaths. Their voices guide us on the paths we take each day, and they shed the light of their unpredictable lanterns on us. We can choose whether to believe in them or not, to listen to the good or the bad ones or not, to distinguish one from another or not, or to follow or ignore their wise advice or ill counsel. The fates leave us full freedom to choose. As for their magic wands, they are the keys to concealed doors, hidden in the familiar décor of our world that gives access to other worlds.

          Vehicles for invisible horizons in both space and time, the words of Mother Nature, the deep blue sea that teaches those who fish for golden fish—these voices come from the “land of Paradise” to help grow those they awaken to the rustic arks where slumber all the treasures of the first days and their miracles. “Tales of wonder” are paths toward the light that gleams in the depths of the night.

        

      

      
        THE FUNCTIONS ATTRIBUTED TO THE TALE OF MARVELS

        While Charles Perrault claimed to find a “very well thought-out morality” in the Tales of Mother Goose, the Grimm Brothers saw them as “fragments of a broken precious stone that had been scattered over the ground in the middle of the grass and flowers,” the “last echoes of ancient myths.”27

        In the middle of the last century, Louis Marin deplored the educational role played by these tales on language and the influence on education and social integration played by the conditions in which they were passed on during the evening.28

        In the domain of psychoanalysis, Bruno Bettelheim emphasized their therapeutic and formative influence on children and adolescents,29 while Jung and the members of his school saw them as archetypes of the collective unconscious and the keys to a dialogue with the powers of that unconscious.30

        René-Lucien Rousseau, for his part, envisions the tale as the expression of a collective dream of humanity, a “waking dream” that would be a veritable engine for awakening individual awareness.31 Jack Zipes adopts a more particular point of view when he explains how the literary composing of folk themes can be twisted in such a way to shape children’s minds so that they yield to the rules of the society in which they are born and are destined to grow, thereby inspiring the development of the society in a desired direction.32

        Whatever the case may be, the old themes have traveled through the millennia and through all lands, indifferent to all beliefs and politics as well as any moral or civic rules, beyond which they have been able to keep their messages intact. These messages are as varied and numerous as the individuals they reach, whom they never stop addressing personally because the stories are both universal and different from each other, just as everyone who hears them is unique. The horizon of a fairy tale is as impossible to place as that of a landscape, and this is why analysis of them will always be infinitely incomplete. No matter what one thinks to have discovered in this horizon, it is never worth what will always remain possible to discover.

        There is a story in the Grimm Brothers’ anthology of a poor fisherman who one day finds a golden fish in his net.33 Heeding the animal’s advice, he tosses it back into the water. Upon his return home he finds in the place of his wretched shack a palace where his wife, magnificently clad, happily awaits him. They are given a life of ease with a cupboard that never runs out of food. But his wife’s curiosity—she cannot stand not knowing the origin of this sudden fortune—quickly spoils everything. No sooner has the secret been revealed than the palace vanishes and his wife finds herself once more clad in rags inside her miserable hut, and the inexhaustible source of food has vanished.

        The fisherman must go back to sea to earn his pittance. With the first cast of his net, he again catches the marvelous fish, who this time agrees to let the couple dine on him. Nine months after this feast, two gold children are born who are destined to go through perilous adventures before fulfilling their high destinies. One of the messages of this story, among many others, is transparent. When left alive in the sea, that is to say not exposed on the land of consciousness where it can be dried out by an explanation, the treasure that dwells within the depths of a story transmit riches that it can take back from whoever attaches it to a dry analysis.

        This is clearly what Marie-Louise von Franz expressed at the beginning of her book L’Interprétation des contes de fées when recalling that “Jung said of dream that it is its own best explanation.” She added that “as much can be said about fairy tales” and that an explanation, “in one sense, is a dimming of the original light that shines in myth or even dream.”34

        But he or she who eats the golden fish can know adventures and transformations. The themes of authentic folk tales are signal carriers that seem to mark stages on the paths of initiation in the universal and the highest meaning of this term. It is in quest of these signals that we shall try to attach ourselves, not through attempts at explanation from which charming fossils might emerge, but through the more direct means that only living analogy can provide.

      

    

  
    
      2

      THE INITIATION

      In the etymological and true sense of the word, initiation means “to put on a path, to introduce someone into a way.”*9 It involves a dynamic projection starting from an initially static position.

      The origin of initiation is one with that of the existence of humanity, as it is with the birth of each of its representatives. With respect to these latter, the first initiator is the mother when she expels the fetus that forms part of her body and projects the child into the world, where it will grow and become an individual.

      With respect to humanity, myths on the one hand and the scientific hypotheses concerning the emergence of the human race on the other offer their own versions. In the Western world, the most widespread myths concern the “original fall” among monotheists, whereas the polytheism of antiquity evoked the interventions of Prometheus and Pandora in man’s fate. When one refers to the contemporary evolutionary model, it seems that the humanization of certain creatures of the animal kingdom was not unconnected with the acquisition of the mastery of fire by these creatures, coinciding with a selection from within this kingdom.

      Was it through his “initiation” to the art of fire that man was able to extract himself from the womb of nature? The “first man” of the religions of the Bible would have allegedly lived in blessed ignorance if it were not for the intervention of the woman, who, inspired by the “adversary,” made him eat the forbidden fruit. “‘Behold, the man has become like one of us by knowledge of good and evil,’ the Creator then said. ‘Now, he must not stretch forth his hand to take also from the Tree of Life, so that he might eat its fruit and live forever.’ And Yahweh drove him from Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken,” and posted at the garden’s gate in order to forbid entrance, “the cherubim and the flame of the turning sword.”1

      On the other hand, the story of Prometheus, to which that of Pandora gave the finishing touch, tells how the fire guarded so jealously by the King of Heaven was stolen for mankind by the one who had created them with his own hands. Pandora, whose name can be translated as “the gift of all” and as “she who gives all,” was the creation of Hephaistos, who crafted her from clay. She was sent by the gods to humanity, which was then living in the tranquil bliss of the golden age. She gifted them with trials and tribulations that spread over the entire world once her mysterious box had been opened. In its depths, still hidden, was the invisible light of discreet Hope.

      Here the myths are eloquent. At humanity’s origin—meaning at the starting point of the initiation of individuals summoned to leave the state in which nature had set them to take the path of becoming human beings—we find in direct relationship with the process of separation, whose principal agent is fire in all its demonstrative forms,*10 the transgression of a law. This transgression, according to the Bible, is responsible for the fall into matter; in pagan myth it brought about the end of the golden age.

      Here we find man sent off on the path of mental development; he must start to “work the ground from which he had been taken.” This is a necessarily ambiguous path as it is based on—to use the expression from the sacred text—the “knowledge of good and evil.” We know today how it gave man, among other powers, the ability to destroy the fruit of billions of years of evolution in an instant or, if he chooses, to transform life on the planet into a waking nightmare.

      Yet there is good reason why the contemporary scientist Carl Sagan defined humans as “star stuff,” and why an anonymous philosopher, who two centuries ago dedicated his work “to virgin, unsoiled Nature,” thought to describe himself as “a mote of dust from paradise.”2 Each of these individuals acknowledged, in his own way, the luminous origins of human nature.

      Upon his arrival on the moon, where Cyrano de Bergerac fell by good fortune, he says that without a certain secret he would “have been killed a thousand times over.” By the Tree of Life growing at the center of the Garden of Eden, he tells the story of his encounter in a “forest of myrtle and jasmines” with the prophet Elijah, who entrusts him with this secret about the Tree of Knowledge.

      Its fruit is covered with a skin that produces ignorance in whoever eats it, and it is beneath this skin that the spiritual virtues of this fruit of knowledge are contained. After God expelled Adam from this blessed place, he rubbed his gums with this skin so that he could not find his way back.3

      In the biblical narrative, man is sent away from Eden to cultivate the earth from which he had been made. But to cultivate the “dust of paradise,” mentioned by the erudite “inhabitant of the North,” it is first necessary to eat, beneath its thick “skin,” the subtle pulp inside the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge to find the way back to the Tree of Life and cross through the curtain of fire. This is the true object of “initiatory Work.”

      Common language uses the term initiation in a wide variety of circumstances. A person can be “initiated” into the art of handling arms or the secrets of the stock market. An individual can “initiate” himself into the rudiments of a trade or art.

      But this term will only be used here in its traditional sense, which involves departing on an ascending path—toward an inner light. Yet his first steps on this path will plunge the initiate into the darkness of a mystery. Its direction is indicated by the extremely orthodox etymology of the word, formed from the Latin in, “in” or “on,” and iter, “path.” Inere can be translated as “to penetrate” and as “to begin.” Initiate literally means “to set off on the path that leads within.”

      Initiation is a perilous journey by boat toward a sacred center, the crossing of an ocean where the navigator quickly loses the trace of any signs of land. To protect his vessel, the course must be maintained by an expert pilot, coming from the depth of ages through what is customarily called an “initiatory tradition” in the specific sense of “transmission of a spiritual influence,” to use René Guénon’s term.4 Transmitted from person to person, generation to generation, this “spiritual influence” is not of human origin because it belongs to the domain of universal light out of which humans were created.

      Initiation is not directed at the intellect. It is not communicable in the way a technique, knowledge, or science is taught. Closer to art because it, too, requires inspiration, initiation is the upheaval of the personality triggered by painful moral or physical ordeals, which can sometimes leave deep marks in the flesh of the initiate. Once this radical stage of upheaval has been traversed, initiation is the re-creation of the individual and his or her greater receptivity toward the interior world and the inner self.

      So while information is the horizontal communication of knowledge by the exterior path of a mental representation and is directed at the “skin,” initiation is vertical participation with universal rhythm through the inner path of a ritual and involves the “pulp.”

      
        INITIATION AND FAIRY TALES

        The valuable collection that Emmanuel Cosquin has assembled under the title Contes populaires de Lorraine opens with the story of Bear John and begins like this:

        Once upon a time there was a man and wife who were woodcutters. One day when the wife was bringing soup to her husband, she was caught on a branch in the middle of the woods. While she was struggling to free herself, a bear grabbed her and carried her off to his lair. Some time later, the woman, who was pregnant, gave birth to a son who was half-bear and half-human. He was named Bear John.

        Endowed with superhuman strength, Bear John, when he was seven years old, removed the boulder that sealed the entrance to the cave where he and his mother had been imprisoned, and both returned to the woodcutter’s house. Increasingly unruly and dangerous, the child was sent to apprentice to three successive smithies. After performing deplorable work, he learned the trade in which he eventually became quite skilled. He then decided to set off in search of adventure, but not before he forged for himself a walking stick to fit his enormous size. He used his last employer’s entire stock of metal: a quarter ton of iron.

        The story of Bear John is often considered to be one of the oldest that people have passed down, and not without good reason. Its introduction, in Cosquin’s version, immediately draws attention to elements worth emphasizing because they evoke the time of “beginnings.” The first two characters we meet are a woodcutter’s wife and a bear. The scene takes place in the woods, a wild natural place in which any trace of civilization is absent: one of those places that in the Middle Ages were called “deserts.” The woodcutter’s wife is trapped there, snagged by a branch; in other words she is entirely dependent on nature in its primordial state. The bear has just rescued her in order to carry her off to his cave, where he makes her his mate.

        The woodcutter’s wife is a woodswoman, or wild woman, from the family of “wild men,” “green men,” and “woodsmen” who were depicted in the Middle Ages as covered with hair and clad in leaves. This is a close relative to our probable tree-dwelling ancestors, whose instincts even today are probably responsible for the pleasure children feel when climbing trees, where they can dream for hours while sitting in the hollow formed by its branches—a secret world that adults have totally forgotten.

        The word bear alone summons multiple resonances. In many Northern regions in both the Old and New Worlds, the bear was regarded as man’s ancestor. Depending on the time and place, the bear was “a former man, a remote ancestor, or the brother of the tribal ancestor, or the direct ancestor, the father of all humans. It could also be considered to be the maternal or paternal uncle, grandfather, grandmother, or father.”5 It was also a “culture hero that gave human beings fires and various tools, and taught people how to use them.”6 Painted “on the lower half of the leather surface of the shamanic tabor, beneath the line representing the underground world,”7 it is a psychopomp like the Greek Hermes Chthonios. As the two constellations of Ursa Major and Ursa Minor, the bear indicates the axis in the night sky (for an inhabitant of Earth) around which the universe revolves. In the boreal hemisphere, these constellations dominate the Arctic region, whose name derives from the Greek word for bear, arktos. Until the invention of the compass, sailors used the pole star in Ursa Minor as their guide. The two “Bears” are also the Large and Small Chariots.*11 The Saxons considered the Large Chariot as the vehicle of the mythical King Arthur, and Japanese tradition even today considers it as that of the emperor.

        The bear of the story does not simply free the woman from the branches holding her captive in order to bring her to his lair, and no one is capable of sounding the depths of the den of the bear, the abyss in which the pole resides. By all evidence, the bear as a “culture hero” is an initiator and world axis. The bear is the vertical path that travels through the visible surface to soar upward and to dive downward into the invisible; it is the ladder up which the individual must climb to cross through the gates of death.

        Bear John was born in the cavern of the pole, the preeminent candidate for initiation. A brutal and undisciplined child and an individual of low birth who is endowed with incredible strength, he learns the trade of forging iron, in which he becomes highly skilled, and he uses that skill to cast his cane for taking the high roads of adventure of his shining destiny. A man born of an animal, John represents the dawn of the human race, which can be viewed either from the evolutionary perspective or from that of the faith of those who see an angelic spirit that has come down to inhabit the human animal’s physical envelope. When studied closely, the two theories are not so contradictory. The beginning of Bear John’s tale suggests a fundamental parallelism between the birth of humanity in the axis of the universe and the start of its initiatory progression.

      

      
        INITIATION IN THE WESTERN WORLD

        In all nations under all skies, the reason for the existence of initiation is the same, but the paths it takes can be different for different cultures. “If the goal is the same for all,” Guénon writes on this subject, “the starting points are infinitely varied and can be compared to the many points on a circumference from which emerge an equal number of radii that meet at a single center and are thereby the image of the very paths in question here.”8 The pragmatic orientation of the nations of the Western world has encouraged paths based on the working and transformation of matter. These are in fact the paths offered even today by Freemasonry and alchemy, which can thus be considered the only two traditional paths whose remnants have managed to survive in our culture, despite the erroneous interpretations that both have often inspired.

        Freemasonry, in its current form, based on the medieval guilds and on the symbolism of builders, assigns itself the purpose of the symbolic construction of Solomon’s Temple, in whose highly inaccessible center resides a soaring abyss.

        Alchemy, which is both a practical and a symbolical discipline similar to “a physic-chemical science” but also and more importantly an “experimental mysticism,” to use René Alleau’s expression,9 first endeavors to create the salt of wisdom, which could just as easily be described as the “Salted temple” or the “temple of the salt of Ammon,” expressions that make two allusions to a “Lanternois”*12 justification of the renowned “wisdom of Solomon.”

        While their practical progression is made by means of very different vehicles, the symbolism of Freemasonry and that of alchemy are parallel, and the final direction of the first one’s trajectory is analogous to that of the second, about which Alleau says, “It desires to free spirit through matter by freeing matter through spirit.”10

      

      
        THE STAGES

        In order to be put on the path of Masonic initiation, the postulant must first be recognized as a candidate for initiation. In parallel, on the paths of practical alchemy, the first step consists of identifying the eligible subject in the mineral kingdom, that is to say the prime matter from which the Work can be started.

        The human “subject” must feel as if he has been called. Where does this call come from? The one who hears it will recall a day, or a single circumstance, that aroused desire within for the other world, hidden behind his practical concerns and the objects of his everyday life.

        Where can the origin of this desire be situated; how is he to recognize the chain of encounters and crossroads, the succession of paths chosen, the web of “coincidences,” dreams, and words of disconcerting resonance—everything in short that speaks to him of the castle in which Beauty lies sleeping? Fairies probably have their part in this.

        Every veritable initiation begins with a descent into the subterranean reaches of consciousness, the visit “inside the earth” for which the Masonic sigil V.I.T.R.I.O.L. is an invitation. Is it by chance that the most powerful acid discovered by ancient chemistry was the one it called “oil of vitriol,” the SO4H2 of the French nobleman and chemist Antoine-Laurent de Lavoisier’s successors? As if under the effect of a powerful corrosive, the mental construction of the “profane” would be dissolved during this fall into darkness. This is the phase in which the aspiring Freemasons “strip their metals.” This takes place in a dark cave where silence and solitude hang heavily. The alchemists, meanwhile, often designated their mysterious prime matter with the name of “vitriol.” Medieval iconography and alchemical symbolism everywhere have depicted the initial dissolution, the prerequisite for opening the “door of the temple,” as the battle between a knight and a dragon.

        The obvious consequence of the dissolution of a structure—whether that of a metal or a mind—is the death of all it supported, and the physical result of this produces chaos. It is from chaos that the “canonical” labor of the alchemist begins. And it is only after the death of his “profane” ego*13 at the threshold of Masonic initiation that the neophyte is introduced into the sacred enclosure and deprived of sight in order to undergo ordeals, the first of which follows a plunge into a world before the “beginning of time” in a space of complete disorder and imbalance. However, there is no lack of attentive hands to help support the neophyte, invisible guides who seem to have loomed up from elsewhere and without whose assistance he would never escape from the labyrinth.

        The destruction of the form inside the ground has liberated a seed. Below it plunge its roots and above it rises the stem of the new plant that spring will cause to emerge into the air, shape with water, and bloom beneath the sun when it has successfully passed the test of fire to prove itself worthy of receiving the sun’s light. This is how the initiate is born on a level of existence that places him on the path of higher consciousness.

        Operative alchemy has a similar process for the “stone” during the “First Work,” whose purpose is the creation of primal mercury or “common mercury.”

        There are countless “fairy tales” bearing signs, clues, and counsels related to the operative phases of the Great Work and to the stages of the path of initiation. It is in search of these that the following pages will be devoted, thanks to the examination of stories taken for the most part from the collection of the Grimm Brothers and that of Emmanuel Cosquin, as well as Paul Delarue and Marie-Louise Ténèze’s Le conte populaire français (The French Folk Tale) or the regional anthologies published by Erasmus Editions in the middle of the last century.

      

    

OEBPS/images/9781620554043_cvi.jpg
The Alchemical Secrets of Mother Goose

b ] il N | 7 fl
vy R





OEBPS/images/9781620554043_001.jpg
THE INTTIATORY PATH IN

FAIRY TALES

The Alchemical Secrets of Mother Goose

BERNARD ROGER

Translated by Jon E. Graham

i

Inner Traditions
T e Dy | BRGNS S e





OEBPS/images/9781620554043_002.jpg





