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Figure A-2. Separation and synthesis as a central theme in alchemy.

The word “alchemy” has very powerful connotations for individuals who are familiar with the craft through personal study or popular media—the concoction of potent fizzling panaceas able to cure all ailments, medieval maverick men at work in their subterranean laboratories trying to create a scintillating saffron powder able to transmute base metals into gold, and cleverly concealed chemical formulas in convoluted allegorical narratives are just some of the themes the word itself might evoke. I became deeply fascinated with the esoteric discipline in my mid-twenties, after having read some of Carl Jung’s rather abstruse monographs on psychological alchemy. I knew that Jung, save for being the father of analytical psychology, was one of the great interpreters of the Western esoteric traditions (i.e., alchemy, astrology, theurgy). In the 1920s, Jung’s intellectual curiosity was piqued by a Chinese mystical treatise titled The Secret of the Golden Flower, which he stumbled upon quite serendipitously. The discovery culminated in a full-blooded cross-cultural investigation into alchemical symbolism. Chief among the golden fruits of this foray was a translation of some pretty arcane medieval treatises rife with alchemical symbols and tropes (i.e., Michael Maier’s Atalanta Fugiens and Salomon Trismosin’s Splendor Solis) into coherent psychological terms. Specifically, Jung sought consilience with the idiosyncratic processes afforded by analytical psychology, a sociohistorical bridge that in hindsight had to be made to preserve the theoretical legitimacy and feasibility of a shared mind or collective unconscious.

There’s probably no need to make punitive judgments on Jung’s conceptual jerrymandering or to invoke Occam’s razor here because my intention is not to discredit him as any dogmatic, black-and-white-thinking scientist might do. Alchemists—whether ancient, medieval, Renaissance, or contemporaneous—readily subscribed to animistic worldviews, and their quests may have been very multifaceted in nature, at once inner and outer, and physical but also psychospiritual. Perhaps some alchemical treatises were solely by-products of psychological projection, a proto-scientific form of Rorschach inkblot tests where the true meaning and significance of the creative product wasn’t available to conscious awareness. One can definitely make a compelling case for it. In truth, we’ll probably never know whether the treatises themselves alluded to psychological processes and other cosmic truths ineffable to our limited human intellect. However, what we can conclude with some degree of conviction is that some were chemical cookbooks for tinctures, colloids, elixirs, aphrodisiacs, paints, and natural medicines. Just like modern-day cooks who transcribe their delicious recipes into notebooks for precise replication, posterity, and potential publication, so too did alchemists keep detailed written records of all their radical concoctions in leather-bound and personally inscribed portfolios to bequeath to a worthy colleague or protégé at some auspicious time. Some prescriptions were simply just that: chemical formulae with heterogeneous applications—nothing more, nothing less. No psychical embellishments are necessary or mandatory to explain their existence.

The obscure intentions of the alchemists are echoed in the etymology of the word “alchemy” itself. There is some consensus regarding its origins—the Old French word alchimie, the medieval Latin word alkimia, the Arabic word al-kimiya, and the Greek word khemeioa have all been acknowledged as semantic precursors of the English equivalent and literally mean “alchemy.” Khemia [“land of black earth” in Greek] was also mentioned by Plutarch and implicates Egypt as the originator of the dual philosophical-technical craft. Moreover, the Greek term khymatos means “that which is poured out,” which is perhaps an allusion to its operative and practical concerns. If we can trust etymological clues in offering historical guidance, then all endeavors desiring to pinpoint Western alchemy’s exact origins and subsequently trace its cross-cultural dissemination should begin in Egypt proper. Yes?

The single most important figure in Western alchemy is probably Bolus of Mendes, or Pseudo-Democritus as he was sometimes called. Bolus was born during the first half of the second century BCE in the eastern Deltaic city of Mendes, in Egypt, and lived at a time when the first two Ptolemaic rulers, Ptolemy Soter and Ptolemy Philadelphus, were establishing the city of Alexandria as the intellectual center and envy of the world. Bolus’s contribution to the growing field of knowledge was a treatise called Physika kai Mystika [Physical and Mystical Matters], which became so popular that it rivaled more orthodox works on natural history such as Aristotle’s Meteorologica. The few remaining fragments of Bolus’s text that have come down to us reveal a deep concern not only for the magical and supernatural, but also for the physical. There is a section on spagyrics, which describes the therapeutic and magical properties of various herbs. He also singles out a select few known to cause psychedelic visions upon ingestion. His material is also littered with spells that demand the correct intonation of words and specific breathing techniques so as to incite quasi-material change and command Nature herself. Most interesting of all is the formulae he provides for the creation of gold, silver, gemstones, and purple dyes—a section which brings to mind the metallurgical and chemical practices of the ancient Egyptian priestcraft that occurred deep in the temple crypts and sanctuaries, well hidden from the eyes of the profane.

As an alchemical text, Physika kai Mystika delineates a process whereby a base substance or the prima materia, usually lead, is used in the preparation of gold—the Great Work or Philosopher’s Stone. In this, the earliest known model of alchemical transmutation, transformation, and exaltation of the “stone” is marked by four distinct phases of coloration that serve as exoteric markers of a reduction process instigated by the laws of cosmic sympathy and antipathy. Thus, the “stone” or noble metal is conferred form only after having undergone putrefaction through melanosis (nigredo), bleaching through leucosis (albedo), yellowing through xanthosis, and finally, reddening through iosis (rubedo). Purple sometimes takes the place of red in the last of these stages, hinting at the royal and spiritual scheme bubbling directly beneath a process that at first appears to be nothing more than a descriptive transcription of the coloration and purification of metals.

What separated Bolus from other artisans who busied themselves with metallurgy, glassmaking, and chemistry is that he married these techniques with Pythagorean mysticism, thus couching the indigenous practical arts in a holistic framework of the cosmos as a system of interrelated wholes. Bolus believed in the underlying unity of all things. The created world was composed of the four Aristotelian elements—fire, water, air, and earth—which combined to form a compound of matter, and matter’s ability to manifest in different ways was the direct result of variances in the compound’s elemental mixture. By manipulating the dominant element in the mixture, it was possible to convert one form or substance into another. If conversion was possible, so too was multiplication, and before long alchemy was the science of multiplication. This Aristotelian nature philosophy underpinned the alchemists’ worldview and informed their versatile practices.

Bolus’s treatise is also the first known instance in which the material process of metal transmutation, or the Great Work, is understood to be under the direct astrological influence of the seven aetheric “planets,” or powers of the celestial realm, implying that the time of year at which the process was initiated also determined success. His amalgamation of the physical and the metaphysical recalls the conception of reality proposed by the Pythagorean mystics. There can be no doubt that Bolus was an active member of this movement for he hints, time and time again, of his allegiance to an esoteric school of wisdom that preserved the greatest of cosmic secrets. We can be certain that the movement to which he alludes is none other than the Pythagorean school of metaphysics, for Pythagoras was the first known person in history to impose obligatory oaths of silence to all who came to him for instruction.

The first alchemical treatises were written in and promulgated from Egypt during the Hellenistic period, though it wasn’t until the times of medieval Europe that manuscripts began to appear in profusion. All of them make a good job of being cryptic, codified, and vague. Contrary to the philosophical understanding so popularized by Greco-Egyptian philosophers of late antiquity such as Zosimos of Panopolis (c. CE 300), some European alchemists often interpreted the central premise of the art as no more than a quest for material gold. Their written works were so heavily riddled with symbols, images, and allegories that one could easily lose one’s bearings amid the narrative density and verbosity. For those with little or no interest in Hermetic principles, the treatises may seem like claptrap, yet the occult-minded and spiritually inclined would beg to differ. In fact, it challenges logic that so many practitioners of the art would go to great lengths in writing about formulae that unlock great secrets and keep alluding to them unless something of importance were being conveyed. But what exactly? A vital clue appears to come from the nature of the images themselves and particularly the quintessential principles that underpin them.

Two of these principles that appear repeatedly are Sol and Luna. Sol can be understood as an active, masculine principle that seeks expression in the universe and desires to make itself known. It is the “I” of the personal ego that manifests human personality. It can also be light, consciousness, fire, gold, day, the sun, the soul, intelligence, the triangle, and time. Luna stands as its polar opposite; it is a passive, feminine principle that morphs to reflect the inverted form of that which is impressed upon it. The concept brings to mind water deities like the nymph Thetis and the sea god Proteus, both of whom encompassed the ability to change shape at will. Luna can be darkness, unconsciousness, water, the night, the moon, matter, mercury, the ocean, the circle, eternity, silver, and astral light. Alchemy is a language whereby images of the two polar principles are connected to one another by way of analogy and will often represent differing aspects of the same object.

Hence, what we have is a process whereby Sol, the personal ego that grows conscious of its own existence and can experience its surroundings, conjuncts Luna, the matter that exists in various states and can be experienced. Just as the mercury in a thermometer measures the temperature gradient by rising and falling, so too are Luna’s transitory shapes an accurate marker of the manner in which Sol experiences his or her being. By removing the alchemical jargon, one also sees the framework for Jung’s concept of individuation. The “I” of the personal ego is subjected to continuous, prolonged interactions with base matter, which leads to evolution or involution of its own consciousness. There is often an internal struggle of some sort between various self-states in which the experience itself incites a fundamental change at the core, ensuing in the generation of greater self-awareness. It recalls the hero myth of all cultures in which a superhuman benefactor travels far and wide, enduring death-defying and inexorable ordeals before returning to his/her hometown wholly transformed, transposed, renewed, and more often than not exalted.
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Figure A-3. The sixth meditative emblem from German alchemist Basil Valentine’s book Azoth of the Philosophers, allegorically revealing the potentiality of spirit rising from the primordial egg through Sol and Luna’s repeated conjunctions as the hermetic androgyne, the seven aetheric powers that grant individual soul-sparks their personalities, the dragon of Nature as personification of the hermetic fires through which the Great Work comes to fruition, and the four elements (represented by the square and number four) uniting to form the alchemical trinity of fixed salt, active sulphur, and passive mercury (signified by the triangle and number three) from the winged sphere of the prima materia, c. CE 1659.

In hindsight, the alchemical manuscripts may have desired to draw attention to a different sort of relationship between spirit and matter. Outwardly, the two may appear to be polar opposites, yet a much more rigorous investigation of the two principles reveals something startlingly different. The “lead” and other base materials in the universe—which formed a benchmark against which the soul-spark measured its conscious awakening—weren’t really dead and inert at all; they were merely in a state of suspended animation and would spark to life the moment a newly integrated perception of the self had to be accommodated, thus recreating and reforming the seemingly inanimate world in ways that were truly magical.

Just like Carl Jung before me, I, too, may be committing intellectual suicide and endorsing the fallacy of conceptual anachronism by ascribing psychological interpretations to alchemical manuscripts that were inspired, written, and compiled centuries before an idiosyncratic and culturally bound system of knowledge called “psychology” ever reared its head. Yes, using the interconnected and mutually dependent paradigms of mind, behavior, and social relationships to understand what alchemists may or may not have been thinking is, strictly speaking, a historical inaccuracy, but it doesn’t necessarily invalidate the psychological view. The mental landscapes of the authors inspired to create such awe-inspiring manuscripts may have been facilitated and catalyzed by the same internal processes parading under our more mundane, disenchanted psychological labels today. Inner mental processes may, in fact, be stable across time—we understand and make sense out of them using a mutual language of scientific orthodoxy imposed upon us by our pedagogical institutions. Your cultural blueprints enable one kaleidoscope rendition of the rugged terrain and mine another. Each is one inimitable way of perceiving, but not the only way. We cling desperately to our own cultural conditioning in an attempt to tolerate ambiguity, preserve the private and essential illusion of personal control, and negate the existential dread of annihilation, chaos, and social pandemonium. Paradigms confined to disparate epochs might not necessarily be incommensurate; perhaps peoples existing across the full spectrum of sociohistorical milieus are simply using different labels and jargon to describe the same universal truths.

Under these circumstances, what reasonable conclusion can be drawn? First, we don’t have to become the blind victims of modern Cartesian-Kantian philosophy, or dogmatic proponents of an either/or agenda intent on drawing premature judgments and conclusions. Second, and more importantly, we should examine the entire scope of kaleidoscopic lenses we have at our discretion and leave no stone, however small and misshapen, unturned.

This monograph encompasses a collection of essays on this fascinating subject. The core philosophical principles that inform the mystical and operative ambitions of alchemy are all described in explicit detail in the appendices. Appendix A delineates the four Aristotelian elements—water, fire, earth, and air—while Appendix B contains the seven planet–metal relationships—the sun or gold, the moon or silver, Venus or copper, Mercury or quicksilver, Mars or iron, Jupiter or tin, and Saturn or lead. Appendix C, on the other hand, contains the triune aspect of sulphur of the Tria Prima, mercury of the Tria Prima, and salt of the Tria Prima.

Part One, Alchemy: Histories, is concerned with the interdisciplinary and cross-cultural intercourse that occasioned the rich tapestry of alchemical tropes, themes, narratives, and pursuits. Chapters in this section address: the harmonious fusion of Hellenistic nature philosophy, Gnostic mythology, and Egyptian crafts and metallurgical practices in late antiquity; the role of alchemy during the Renaissance; the influence of alchemy on Jacob Boehme’s theosophy; and the integral role medieval alchemical imagery played in the theoretical legitimacy of Jung’s collective unconscious.

Part Two, Alchemy: Processes of the Mind, looks at the alchemical opus and its individual stages in the context of analytical, developmental, and clinical psychology. Chapters in this section offer psychological interpretations of the Splendor Solis plates, as well as integrated alchemical interpretations of personality, personal growth, and the human condition.

Part Three, Alchemy: The Noetic Science, examines the empirical validity of alchemical theory and pursuits. Chapters in this section critically address: the viability of metallic transmutation; whether esoteric correspondences (i.e., the planet–metal connections) might exist in any objective sense and whether they hold up when subjected to empirical scrutiny; and how its animistic paradigm and principles of transformation might be connected to more innovative and radical ideas that are now emerging within the nomothetic disciplines. This section also contains a comprehensive chapter on the mechanical narratives of orthodox science, their incompatibility with the known facts, and the link with alchemy.





Part I: Histories
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Chapter 1

The Influence of Hellenistic Philosophy on Alchemy

Save for being a product of the marriage of the technical crafts with Greek philosophy in an Alexandrine milieu that was as deep and complex as it was variegated and broad, Western alchemy was the discipline that best captured the Hellenistic plight to perfect and compete with Nature herself. It appropriated many of the ideas that were around at the time—speculative nature science, Stoic philosophy, Gnostic soteriological notions of purification and illumination via contemplation, Egyptian symbolism of the Osirian rebirth cycle1—and in doing so offered a new point of reference pertaining to perspectives on the nature of matter through which the relationship between the ethereal and material, the divine and corporeal, and the natural and artificial could be scrutinized. Alchemy was different from the Hellenistic and Egyptian technai of metallurgy, glassmaking, pottery, chemistry, dyeing, jewelry-making, and generating lifelike automata because it went beyond the cosmogony of superficial imitation to a perfective one in which a different atomic structure could be imposed onto the existing blueprint of a created object or substance, thus altering its inherent “form.” Adopting the role of a secondary or inferior deity, the alchemist could fashion gemstones, metals, elixirs, and other products by first reducing them to primal chaos or prima materia2 in a manner reminiscent of God’s creation ex nihilo, an act of creating something out of nothing. This fanciful list of natural replications would later evolve to encompass artificial procreation in the homunculus,3 a rudimentary proto-cloning of human beings with biotechnological consequences and moral-ethical concerns much more relevant now than they probably were back then.

Even though the origins of Western alchemy are ambiguous, ill-defined, and shrouded in mystery, we must attempt at least a cursory demarcation of its development in Hellenistic Egypt for the sake of pinpointing which Hellenistic ideas it entered into dialogue with and when this might have transpired. What seems clear beyond reasonable doubt is that prior to its confluence with Hellenistic philosophy, the proto-alchemy of the Egyptian Late Period was closely related to the chemical arts and the metallurgical crafts that sought to counterfeit precious stones and dyes.4 During its formative stages of evolution, it was purely a mimetic endeavor. According to Andre-Jean Festugiere (1898–1982), the French philosopher who critically examined the historiography of alchemical documents, this inaugural period lasted until about 200 BCE, and produced prescriptions described in a purely technical, mechanical, and quantitative manner. Such appears to be the case with the Leyden X and Stockholm papyri. Both offer a plethora of instructions for the counterfeiting of gold and the synthetic replication of silver, pearls, and textile dyes.5 The discipline’s trajectory changed direction sometime between 200 BCE and CE 100, when substances, metals, and natural processes were anthropomorphized and appreciated for their qualitative markers; everything that came-to-be, was coming-to-be, and had been in the cosmos subscribed to universal laws of love and conflict. Individual members of the three kingdoms—plant, animal, and mineral—rigidly obeyed these laws, forming “sympathies” and “antipathies” with individuals who belonged to the same kingdom or were from disparate ones, respectively.

Festugiere argued that this phase was embodied par excellence by Bolus the Democritean’s (c. 200 BCE) alchemo-mystical treatise Physika kai Mystika, though it is now contested that the text in question dates to the first centuries CE and was probably reworked a number of times.6 Finally, the fragmentary works of Zosimos of Panopolis (c. CE 300), a Gnostic alchemist, complete the cross-cultural pollination of the chemical technologies of ancient Egypt by Hellenistic philosophy.7 Zosimos’s dream-like Visions transcribe at length purifications of the human soul and Nature in Gnostic and Stoic terms,8 alluding to the notion that alchemy was a viable and respectable route through which both Nature and her most celebrated creature, the human being, could emerge transposed and transfigured from what might be described as an accursed, abased, fallen, and disenchanted state.

Today, many scholars of Western esotericism are convinced that the transmutational plights described by alchemists are fictional and only make sense in the context of an Aristotelian nature philosophy, which later lapsed into disrepute. While this may be true, the concepts that crop up, again and again, in discourses of Aristotelian teleology and explicate the relationship between “matter” (hyle) and “form” (eidos) are surely permutations of earlier Greek thought. By far the most imperative of these is the ubiquitous prima materia, a synonym for what the ancients understood as the undifferentiated first matter from which everything in the corporeal world was made and to which it would eventually return. The alchemists themselves were convinced that the phenomenon and experience of transmutation as a world-creating and self-actualizing process was impossible without a transient return to the primordial state of Oneness. Further, they also believed that the essences of the soul and base matter were both projections of the prima materia, and prima materia was often equated with the culmination of the opus, the ultima materia or Philosopher’s Stone.9 Thus, for a base substance or “soul” to be transmuted into silver and gold, it had to be reduced to its primal state first. This marked a seminal stage in the alchemical opus known as necrosis or nigredo in which the old form or matter dies and putrefies, and is superseded by an unadulterated one that ignites from its ashes. As both the matrix and fruition of the Stone, it seems entirely natural that the prima materia would be imbued with epithets that are conceptually heterogenous yet qualitatively linked: moon, sea, mother, mercury, water, earth, virgin, menstrue, poison, chaos, dew, and hyle10 are just some of these.

So where might the idea of mutual interconnectedness and interdependence of all created matter and life, the intimation that all is One, have actually come from? The Greeks have always been inquisitive seafarers, and there is ample evidence to suggest they were traveling to Egypt as early as the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries BCE.11 Their adventures in the land of the Nile would have brought them face to face with the Egyptian priesthood, and a great many Greek travelers would have been entrusted with intimate details of the Heliopolitan creation myth. This state myth, sacrosanct in the mind of any ancient Egyptian, makes use of a dramatic metaphor to explain how the universe came into being. It speaks of a primeval ocean of undifferentiated mass called Nun, which existed since time immemorial before its self-generated vortices pushed up a mound of fertile silt. In turn, the silt segregated into a conscious and self-engendered creator god. The god proceeded to masturbate and ejaculate a pair of substances, air and moisture, from whence all created matter emerged.12 Vivacious in spirit and philosophical by nature, the early Greeks would have brooded upon the homogenous first substance of creation, which the Egyptians defined as primeval chaos (χάος). The early Greeks would have wanted to tear aside the metaphoric veil and know its true nature. It was an obsession that befuddled the Ionian pre-Socratics for centuries on end.

Smyrna-born poet Homer (c. 850 BCE) stayed faithful to the Egyptian conception, describing the primordial substance as “River Ocean, a deep and mighty flood, encircling land and sea like a Serpent with its tail in its mouth.”13 An evocative illustration of this concept appeared later in an eleventh-century Hellenistic manuscript together with the slogan hen to pan, the notion that everything is one.14 Thales (c. 630–546 BCE), on the other hand, visualized a flat earth floating atop a base substance that resembled a vast and desolate ocean. He, too, aligned himself with the view put forth by the Egyptian creation myths and Homer. A pupil of his, Anaximander of Miletus (c. 610–546 BCE), called it the apeiron, a term connoting “boundless” and recalling the mutability of water. Anaximenes (584–28 BCE), also of Miletus, was the first philosopher to initiate a radical departure from the established convention, visualizing the base substance of the cosmos as a kind of vapor or air but not of the physical type. Meditating on the problem at hand, Anaximenes reasoned that condensation of the primal substance produced physical air, water, and earth, while its rarefaction formed fire. His emphasis on transformation of one substance into another formed the foundation of Empedocles of Acragas’s (c. 490–430 BCE) doctrine of the elements. These elements were eventually absorbed into Aristotle’s nature philosophy. Of all the pre-Socratic philosophers it was a contemporary of Anaximenes in Heraclitus of Ephesus (535–475 BCE) who came closest to what many contemporaneous esotericists believe to be true. Seeing that the active mover behind the rotation of the elements is fire, he deduced that the underlying cause of all phenomena must be an ethereal fire of sorts.15

Empedocles’s instructional poem On Nature, a philosophical work written in hexameter, made a very important contribution to Aristotelian nature science. Unlike the pre-Socratics who believed each element to be a primary substance in its own right, Empedocles posited that it was the prima materia that differentiated into the four elements under the influence of four auxiliary qualities. It should be made patently clear that the four elements in question are not to be confused with the four corporeal manifestations of the same name; they are merely philosophical principles founded upon an ancient but now antiquated theory of corpuscles that enable the prima materia to take on innumerable guises while remaining fundamentally unchanged. Under this paradigm, an esoteric practitioner could invoke undisputed authority and empirical legitimacy in declaring inanimate or organic forms in Nature to come from the One. The conviction in Empedoclean principles persisted, like the tides and seasons, for many centuries after the condensed summa of alchemical knowledge presented in the enigmatic Tabula Smaragdina [Emerald Tablet] under the aegis of the legendary Hermes Trismegistus staunchly claimed that the Stone’s father was the solar orb (also fire or Philosophical Sulphur) and its mother was the lunar orb (also water or Philosophical Mercury). Conversely, the wind or air would be implicated as the womb that carried it, and the earth, the volatile and moist humus, would be cast in the presiding role of wet nurse.16
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Figure 1-1. An engraving of an ouroboros, a snake biting its own tail, by Lucas Jennis in the 1625 alchemical tract De Lapide Philosophico.

The Empedoclean world was clearly all about diametrically opposed forces: fire—an active, masculine principle with a propensity to rise—is dry and hot. Air—also an active, masculine principle but with a tendency to expand—is hot and wet. In sharp contradistinction to this, the feminine, passive principle of water is wet and cold because of its inherent nature to expand and drop, while earth—also of the same essence as water but characterized by a condition of solidity that causes it to drop toward the navel of the earth—is cold and dry.17 Each element shares a secondary quality with two others. This permits integration into an eternal cycle known as elemental rotation, where a succeeding condition is potentially latent in an existing one. As had been posited by Heraclitus, the only active mover in this assembly is fire, an element whose physical counterpart spurs the transformation of water from a liquid form to a gas, and whose absence enables its transition back into a liquid and a solid. In observing the subtle intricacies of these processes, it would have seemed like an anathema, if not an outright heresy, not to ascribe the manifestations of the noumenal world or natural transmutations occurring through chemical processes, like calcination, coagulation, distillation, sublimation, and dissolution, to the modus operandi of fire.

This brings us to the genius of Plato, who followed century-old premises pioneered by Ionic pre-Socratics. He borrowed the pre-Socratic vision of the universe as a living being, as well as Anaximenes’s vision of the First Cause as an ethereal fire, and married them with Pythagorean mystical insights that defined the First Cause in strictly quantitative and geometric terms. Plato’s deductions and inferences were unprecedented; if, on one hand, the uncreated potential was a spherical speck of fire that mysteriously took on a plethora of forms when it differentiated into other substances and qualities, and if, on the other hand, everything coming-to-be was infused with the same vital life force emanating from the primeval origin, then the universal nature must be a binary system; somewhere “out there” and concealed from the human mind with its fallible sensory organs existed a world of Eternal Ideas, Forms, and Archetypes that stood apart from Nature herself but also played a fundamental role in determining physical laws, as well as the nature and dynamic of the relationships therein. Time and space separated the two dimensions.

Further speculations were then made from within this ontological framework, placing the earth under the mediation of a Universal Soul (psyche) which united the human soul in its virginal state with the web of the cosmic animal that was Nature. The Universal Soul and the human psyche were superior and inferior reflections of a Universal Spirit (nous) that stood above them on the cosmological totem pole and espied the first cogitation, a primeval and benevolent act of self-love that was God. Directly beneath the Universal Soul was the earth and below that the formless hyle, the prima materia.18 Western alchemy would use logic proceeding from the threefold hypostasis of the Platonic cosmos to forge connections between the sickly metals of the mineral realms and the untethered human soul seeking unio mystica with the Godhead, both having to be purged of their “sickness” and restored to an original state of perfection if the true essence of Spirit in all its glory (i.e., gold) was going to shine through. In hindsight, it appears alchemy’s conviction in a Godhead and in supernatural agencies, the idea of a transcendental realm, the relationship between macrocosm and microcosm, and much of its terminology derive explicitly from Platonic metaphysics.19

Neo-Platonic philosophy, in particular, exerted a profound influence on practical aspects of the alchemical process, though it wasn’t until the sixteenth century that manuscripts supporting this contention came to light. Strictly speaking, the Neo-Platonic cosmos was merely a system of orthodox Platonism that congealed under Plotinus (CE 205–70), a Greek-Egyptian philosopher from the Deltaic city of Lycopolis in Lower Egypt. His closest disciple and biographer, the Lycian-born Porphyry (CE 232–305), established and elaborated a cosmological system whereby the aether-filled spheres of the seven planets and the four Empedoclean elements of the earth separated Man from the Empyrean of God and the primum mobile, an etheric substance that permeated space and facilitated the heavenly rotation.20 It’s likely that the sevenfold astrological schema through which incarnating souls descended and picked up their distinct personality traits was extended to the corresponding metals.

Hence, when alchemists relayed details of their practical work, they described an abstruse process characterized by distinct phases based on coloration and mediated by seven planetary powers. The Saturnine, Jovial, and Lunar forces “lunarized” the base matter by galvanizing chemical processes such as calcination, solution, and putrefaction, which brought about the nigredo (putrefaction) and the albedo (whitening) in the sealed vessel.21 Successful completion of the whitening phase bestowed upon the alchemist the gift of the “white stone,” the power of healing ailments and of transmuting base matter like lead or mercury into silver. Further operations were then carried out under the auspices of the Venusian, Martian, and Solar forces, which “solarized” the just formed “white stone” through chemical reduction, sublimation, coagulation, and fermentation.22 The subsequent reactions brought about distinctive colorations known as the citrinitas (yellowing) and rubedo (reddening), and culminated in the synthesis of a scintillating red powder of significant weight known as the “red stone.” Known by other cryptic terms like ultima materia or Philosopher’s Stone, the “red stone” was the alchemists’ coveted and zealously guarded secret—with it, a practitioner could wield extraordinary esemplastic powers and either transmute base metals to gold or prolong human life indefinitely. Orchestrated under the patronage of Saturn, Jupiter, and the moon, the creation of the “white stone” comprised what alchemists typically alluded to as the Lesser Work; on the other hand, the preparation of the “red stone” under the patronage of Venus, Mars, and the sun was referred to as the Greater Work. The protean Mercury, a planet-metal comprising the preliminary stage, was never ascribed with rulership over a specific phase in its own right because it was deemed vital to the alchemical process as a whole.

Plato’s student Aristotle (384–322 BCE) played an integral role in the transmission of Hellenic philosophy to alchemical theory. His teleological schema explicated all created matter (substances, objects, beings) in terms of four primary quotients, including the material, the formal, the efficient, and the final.23 The material and formal relayed its material composition and unique anatomical configuration, the efficient attempted to delineate the moving force behind it, and the final had to make do with the ultimate purpose for its existence. The last of these principles had been embedded in the created matter by the prototype existing in the Platonic universe of Forms and was itself a thought of God.

According to Aristotle, everything Nature could engender contained a nisus—in other words, an intrinsic yearning to become the Platonic Form in the Empyrean upon which it had been modeled. Under this esoteric paradigm, transformation was possible through the interaction effects of fiery activity or “form” and passive potentiality or “hyle.” In such a dynamic, ever-fluctuating world, the neonate strived to become a full-grown human, the egg a chicken, the seed a tree, the caterpillar a butterfly, and the element of carbon a diamond. There were far-reaching implications for the mineral kingdom, too; base metals weren’t inert or dead reagents as they appeared to the naked human eye, but inspirited embryos in variant stages of maturation deep in the subterranean womb of the Great Mother Goddess.24 Measured against gold, a metal perceived by the most eminent contemporary philosophers to be the material reflection of the immaterial, spiritual prototype of God, the other six known metals were essentially inchoate versions of gold that had yet to ripen. This was the natural process that the ancient alchemist sought to accelerate under artificially simulated conditions.

We see a confluence of many pre-Socratic, Platonic, and animistic ideas surrounding minerals and metals in Aristotle’s Meteorologica. In this particular treatise, the Stagirite argues that the material occupying the space occupied by the primum mobile and the planetary spheres wasn’t the four earthly elements but an indivisible, incorrupt, and previously unidentified fifth substrate known as “aether” or the “quintessence.”25 This concept is commensurate with the Greek pneuma or transcendental Spirit. He also lays bare the proposition that rocks, minerals, and metals all originated from exhalations of moist “watery vapor” and dry “earthy smoke” in the subterranean. Those that could be dissolved, a category encompassing gold and the imperfect metals, were composed of the wet substrate, while those impermeable to change, like fossils and rocks, were creations of the dry one. When the Arab polymath Jabir ibn Hayyan (c. 721–815) described the growth of metals in the Liber misericordiae of the Corpus Jabirianum (c. eighth–tenth centuries) some 11 centuries afterward, he connected the first of Aristotle’s exhalations to sulphur, the active principle of flammability and combustibility, and the second to mercury, the principle of fusibility and volatility.

Jabir believed that the nature of the metals themselves corresponded to two distinct and intrinsic qualities. Each metal congealed under the influence of a particular planetary power, which was itself acting upon a dynamic aggregation of mercury, consisting of the passive elements of water and earth, and sulphur, consisting of the active elements of fire and air. This was known as the Sulphur-Mercury theory, a model that would go on to dominate Western alchemy until the development of phlogiston theory in the latter stages of the seventeenth century.26 Alternatively, in his renowned medieval alchemical treatise Summa perfectionis, the Latin Geber (c. 1200) claims that exaltation of the Philosopher’s Stone was feasible because mercury was composed of minute corpuscles that would induce transmutation by diffusing through the perforated exterior of a base metal. Geber’s idea was informed by the Aristotelian idea of “least parts” as described in Physics and Meteorologica.27

Aristotle’s speculations procured some far-reaching consequences for the aurific art by strategically positioning it on a pedestal of eternal feasibilities that would precariously balance between poles demarcating the good and the evil, the genuine and the fraudulent, and the natural and the artificial for centuries to come. In Physics, Aristotle differentiates between the artificial and the natural by illuminating the former’s condition of inertness and the latter’s proclivity toward motion and change. He then explicates (at Physics II 8 199a15–17) the nature of mimesis by positing that purposive intervention on the part of an artist can either duplicate the prototype without changing its inner structure (mimetai), or more importantly, catalyze the transformation of objects and substances in ways that violate the teleological cycle (epitelei). Moreover, in his celebrated treatise Meteorologica, Aristotle uses verbs associated with the artificial activity of cooking like “roasting” and “boiling” to intimate that both the technical operations seeking to mimic natural processes and the natural processes themselves are reflections of one another, fundamentally one and the same.28 By rendering and describing a natural process in the context of operant human behavior, Aristotle makes known his unconscious philosophical conviction that artificial methods could still generate a natural product.

The marriage between Aristotelian nature philosophy and the technical recipes probably occurred during the life and times of Bolus the Democritean, an active Pythagorean who lived in the Deltaic Egyptian city of Mendes during the second century BCE.29 Known for his mystical approach to the artisanal crafts, Bolus wrote a rather lengthy alchemical treatise titled Physika kai Mystika [Physical and Mystical Matters] of which only segments have survived. While revealing a deep preoccupation with both the physical and paraphysical, Bolus’s work delineates a process whereby a base substance or the prima materia, usually metallic lead or mercury, is used to prepare gold, otherwise known as the Great Work or Philosopher’s Stone. In this, the earliest known permutation of metallic transmutation, exaltation of the “stone” is marked by four distinct phases of coloration that serve as ostensible markers of inner transformation. Thus the “stone” or noble metal is conferred form only after undergoing putrefaction through melanosis (nigredo), bleaching through leucosis (albedo), yellowing through xanthosis (citrinitas), and lastly reddening through iosis (rubedo). Purple sometimes takes the place of red in the last of these stages, hinting at the dual purpose of alchemy as both an applied craft zealously striving to perfect gross matter and an esoteric discipline for psychospiritual development.

The full grafting of Hellenistic philosophy onto the technical and chemico-operative prescriptions of the proto-alchemical period in Egypt is clearly discernible in the work of Zosimos, a Gnostic alchemist who viewed alchemy as an artificial operation able to transform inspirited Nature as a whole. In his fragmentary commentary titled On Virtue, Zosimos describes a series of dream-like visions and interpretations, and renders salient his philosophy that the intangible principle of zestfulness, color, character, distinctiveness, and ensoulment—in other words, the pneuma (Spirit)—can be separated from its corporeal shackles through ordinary evaporation processes like sublimation and distillation.30 His clever use of metaphor to draw parallels between base metals and the human condition, between the distillation apparatus and temples and altars, and between the liberation of the spirit-soul from the human body, and the transformation of the volatile substance comprising base metals is intentional, shrewdly drawing attention to corresponding processes of creation reflected in the Divine Intellect or the One.
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