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FOREWORD

For Julius Evola 
(1898–1974) alchemy was not—as is generally believed—a single specialized 
subject concerning itself exclusively with metals and their correspondences in man, but rather a comprehensive physical and metaphysical system embracing cosmology as much as anthropology (in the sense of a complete knowledge of man in body, soul, and spirit).1 Everything—nature and supernature—can be found in it. To Evola, hermetism and alchemy are one and the same.

The goal of this system is the understanding and experiencing 
of an ensouled "holy" organism, replete with living powers, in whom everything is wonderfully interwoven, connected to and communized with everything else. Man stands in the middle where he is microcosm in analogy to the whole macrocosm As above, so below—in 
the words of the Emerald Tablet. The alchemical symbol language as the 
expression of this universal system must therefore also have correspondences in 
all the other mysteriosophic spheres and can consequently serve as a universal key in these spheres, just as, vice versa, any other mystery teaching has the power to fill in the lacunae of esotericism in alchemy.

Alongside Arturo Reghini (1878–1946)—and surely also at his suggestion—Evola was one of the few in those years who were aware of this parallel, especially to ancient theurgical practice. In 1926 Evola published an article in
Ultra (the newspaper of the unusually liberal Theosophical lodge in Rome) on the cult of Mithras in which he placed major emphasis on the similarities of these mysteries with hermetism. In the UR group (1927–29), of which Evola was a member, specific alchemical symbols were employed in the teaching of "Magic."2 
It is this practical aspect that is emphasized here, for alchemy cannot be grasped by abstract thought alone, much less is it just a psychic process in the unconscious (C. G. Jung's theory),3 
but much more than that it is an exercise of soul and spirit in the best Platonic tradition.

Where did Evola's early preoccupation with alchemical symbolism come from? After his Dadaist and philosophical period, Evola came in contact with Theosophical and Freemason circles.4 Here we can especially point to Reghini, of whom Evola writes in his autobiography,5 that he either lent him the essential alchemical texts or at least informed him of them. Through the very significant esoteric magazines, 
Athanor and Ignis (1924–1925), edited by Reghini, Evola became acquainted with a whole series of contributions to alchemy that were enough to give him his first hints of knowledge.6 
Reghini's influence must have been decisive because so many of his quotations are also favorite quotations of Evola's.7 
In his autobiography Evola quotes from early translations of René Guénon's
Le voile d'Isis (later the Écudes traditionelles), which also gave him suggestions for his vision of alchemy.

Jacopo da Coreglia8 
writes that it was a priest, Father Francesco Oliva, who had made the most far-reaching progress in hermetic science and who—highly prizing the keen spirit and intellectual honesty of the young seeker—gave Evola access to records strictly reserved for adepts of the narrow circle. These were concerned primarily with the teachings of the Fraternity of Myriam (Fratellanza Terapeutica Magica di Myriam), founded by Doctor Giuliano Kremmerz (pseudonym of Ciro Formisano, 1861–1930). Evola mentions in the notes to chapter 11 that the Myriam's "Pamphlet 
D"9 laid the groundwork for his understanding of the four elements. Where this group in turn got its knowledge remains a secret. In its own view, and Jacopo da Coreglia also shares this opinion, the Myriam (which seems to have split into many groups) is the last torch-bearer of a tradition that has been handed down—under constantly changing names—from the classical times of Pythagorean paganism and it is independent of the Freemasons or similar contemporary movements. In his
Pour la Rose Rouge et la Croix d'Or Count J. P. Giudicelli de Cressac Bachellerie reveals its inner structure and current grading process.

In addition, there is the decisive influence of Ercole Quadrelli, who under the pseudonyms of Abraxas and Tikaipos, made some especially important contributions to the UR group. And it should be mentioned in this regard that Quadrelli was trained by Giuliano Kremmerz and the Myriam.10

The freely accessible works of Kremmerz—I dialoghi sull'ermetismo (Dialogues on hermetics) and his magazine 
Commentarium (1910–12)—also did much for Evola's spiritual development in the realm of alchemy. His acquaintance with the 
Chymica vannus and with the alchemist Philalethes probably go back to these works.

The strongest and perhaps decisive influence on the Evolian conception of alchemy as a universal system is probably Cesare Della Riviera's
Il mondo magico degli heroi (The magical world of the heroes), (Mantua, 1603; Milan, 1605). This is one of the few texts of that time that helps itself to a hermetico-alchemical language, but is of an unequivocally halo-cosmological character. Alchemy is always placed in perspective with the other hermetic disciplines—such as magic and astrology—and is not regarded as an autonomous and specific teaching. For an alchemical book the unusually many references to the Abbot Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516) in this work point also in this direction.

The first tangible result of these studies was shown in the periodical 
Krur (sequel to UR).11 There Evola presented a first shot at discussing the hermetic tradition and anticipated the essential content of the later book. The alchemical tradition was still portrayed only as pagan and not as a
royal tradition, an attribute that in the final edition received so central a position that it brought Evola into conflict with other representatives of the traditional weltanschauung.

A broader and altogether different influence on Evola at this time came as a result of his meeting the Indian alchemist C. S. Narayana Swami Aiyar of Chingleput, who expounded on the great importance of the breathing techniques in alchemy and how it helped to ingest certain substances.

In 1930 Evola wrote "The Doctrine of Transmutation in Medieval Hermetics" for Bilychnis (no. 
275). In abridged form, the articled contained the fundamental precepts of 
La tradizione ermetica, which was published by Laterza in 1931. (The 1931 edition was insignificantly altered and expanded in 1948. This was followed in 1971 by Evola's last revision, which is the basis for this translation.)

It is interesting in this regard that Benedetto Croce was instrumental in helping Evola to make contact with this eminent publishing house. In the archives of Laterza are several of Evola's unpublished letters that refer to
The Hermetic Tradition, and in which Croce's mediation appears again and again. One letter in particular is important, for in it Evola seems to answer the publisher's reproaches that the work was overloaded with annotations and had too little public appeal. Evola argued that it was not written for public appeal but only and simply to show for the first time that alchemy was not just the beginning of chemistry, but a profound and forgotten mystery-science; and without the abundance of quotations Evola would be marked as a visionary and the publisher criticized for not being serious.

Evola's conviction that alchemy was a universal system clarifies his endeavor to see this work as the completion and synthesis of all his earlier works in philosophy, magic, and Tantrism. Hence his emphasis on the preor, more correctly, super-Christian character of the hermetic tradition.

Naturally, Evola's belief in the all-inclusive character of hermetism did not go unchallenged. Certainly his most important critic was the second great herald of Tradition, 
René Guénon, to whom Evola, 
nevertheless, was indebted for outstanding insights (and the idea of the Tradition in the first place).

In his review of 
The Hermetic Tradition in the Voile d'Isis in April of 1931,12 though basically positive, Guénon rejects quite strongly the idea that alchemy is a complete metaphysical doctrine and reduces it to the status of a mere cosmological system. According to him, a true tradition could never have come from an Egypto-Hellenic origin, then passed on to Islamic esotericism, and from there to Christian esotericism. In addition, alchemy had always been integrated into these various currents, whereas a pure and complete tradition has no need for some other tradition serving as an auxiliary vehicle. Moreover, it is an indication of the special character of alchemy that this path of knowledge in traditional societies should be a domain of the second caste, of the Kshatriyas (warrior caste), whereas only the Brahmins were truly dedicated to metaphysics. The last argument was correct, as far as Evola was concerned, for he had always seen himself as Kshatriya and for him alchemy and the possibility of continuing to experiment on the spiritual plane—the "art" aspect—were extremely important. Nevertheless, the present work and its representation of alchemy is no willful or special interpretation on Evola's part, although on the ground of his "personal equation" some aspects may have been given a stronger emphasis—especially the active and the inner alchemy
(nei-tan).

Guénon's opposition was consistent; it is known that the "Redness" represents the highest stage in alchemy and is above the "Whiteness." The Red (or Purple) embodies an active state, which naturally stood in a contrast to the White, which the contemplative Brahmin exhibits. (Evola points this up quite clearly in chapter 23). Against Guénon's view that the "white" Brahmin caste unequivocally held the highest place in the traditional world, Evola set the "purple" king as "pontifex" (bridge-builder) uppermost between Heaven and Earth. With the priority of the symbolic color red over white in hermerism, Evola seems to have a point. But Guénon could only call alchemy a specialization and he could never assign it the universal character that Evola did.

In spite of Evola's decided rejection of Jung's psychological interpretation of alchemy, Jung described
The Hermetic Tradition as a "derailed account of Hermetic philosophy," and he cites approvingly an entire section in translation.13 Evola never saw himself as a shaper or creative interpreter of alchemy, but only as one who did no more than deliver this knowledge, clarifying it, to be sure, but broadcasting it unchanged.

Guénon repeated the reproach against universality in his review of Evola's 1932 edition of Della Riviera's
Il mondo magico degli heroi (published with Evola's commentary). Guénon also blamed Evola for the assimilation of alchemy by magic.14

To be sure, Guénon's authority to judge alchemy has now and then been questioned, considering that he himself had never written a work on the subject. Eugène Canseliet, for example, the alleged disciple and publisher of the works of Fulcanelli,15
doubted Guénon's competence on this matter.16 On the other hand, neither does Guénon hold his criticism back from Fulcanelli, especially his
Frères d'Héliopolis.17

Evola's work after the publication of 
Mondo magico degli heroi was more and more politically defined, and aside from the insignificant changes in the revised editions of 
The Hermetic Tradition and single reviews and articles, Evola was silent about alchemy. Mention is found of course in his
Eros and the Mysteries of Love The Metaphysics of Sex, where 
the sexual background of alchemical symbolism is illuminated.

An essential complement of Evola's alchemical work was his interest in Chinese alchemy, revealed in his editions of two Chinese alchemical treatises.18 This interest is also evident in the title of his spiritual autobiography, 
Il cammino del cinabro (The path of cinnabar). In Chinese alchemy the path of liberation is the journey from the  "lower" to the  "higher" cinnabar;  chemically as well as alchemically cinnabar derives from the union of Sulfur (the masculine principle) and Mercury (the feminine principle).

. . . . . . 

Despite the widest coverage in the present work by the author himself, one point must also be emphasized here again if we are now really to understand the following—not just intellectually, but also spiritually and in body and soul, in a word, completely—our consciousness must risk a leap. In 
its profundity the metaphorical world of alchemy is simply not accessible to the contemporary abstract understanding. We must, for once, turn off the continual din of reason and listen with the "ear of the heart" if we want to have the symbols strike responsive chords in ourselves. Two worlds are met with here on the one hand a timeless world, lying beyond reason, prehistorical, and beyond history, and on the other, a time-bound, historical world that is chained to dialectical reason. Between them there is now no gradual passage, but an abyss, which we must leap over.  What does Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling  say?  "Accordingly
historical  and  prehistoric  times  are  
not merely relative differences between one and the same time, they are 
two essentially different  kinds  of  time  completely  removed  from  one  another,  and  mutually exclusive. We call it completely different time ... full of events,  but of 
quite another sort,  and conforming to quite a different law."19

Since modern man is so slow to lay aside his belief in progress, which stamps his thought patterns and distorts his yardsticks—it seems to him almost monstrous that there also exist completely different ways of thinking—and that is why the astronomer does not understand the astrologer (in the ancient sense), the modern priest does not understand the Egyptian hierophant, the philosopher does not understand the initiate, and the chemist does not understand the alchemist. Alchemical symbolism has now admittedly been found to have widely influenced literature, painting, and sculpture in the past. Literati and art historians concern themselves about the interpretation of this work. They can immediately discover worthwhile suggestions in this book, if they wish to penetrate this other world.

H. T Hansen



TRANSLATOR'S NOTE

Titles of works that appear in English in the text will appear in their original 
languages in the notes, following the sources and editions from which Evola cites. No attempt has been made to include publication data on English translations for the many works to which Evola refers. (Some of these works are available in English, but many of them are no longer in print.)

Brackets in the quoted material in the text proper contain Evola's own glosses and interpolations; other brackets in the text and footnotes are clarifications and notes from the translator.



PREFACE

In the present work we shall use 
the expression "hermetic tradition" in a special sense that the Middle Ages and the Renaissance gave it. It will not refer to the ancient Greco-Egyptian cult of Hermes, nor will it refer solely to the teachings comprising the Alexandrian texts of the 
Corpus Hermeticum. In the particular sense that we shall use it, 
hermetism is directly concerned with the alchemical tradition, 
and it is the hermetico-alchemical tradition that will be the object of our study. We shall attempt to determine therein the real sense and spirit of a secret doctrine, a practical and workable wisdom 
that has been faithfully transmitted from the Greeks, through the Arabs, down to certain texts and authors at the very threshold of modern times.

At the outset, we muse draw attention to the error of chose historians of science who want to reduce alchemy to mere chemistry in an infantile and mythological stage. Against 
this notion are raised the explicit exhortations of the most quoted hermetic authors not to deceive ourselves by taking them literally, because their words are drawn from a secret language expressed via symbols and allegories.1 These same authors have repeated, to the point of weariness, 
that the "object of our precious art is concealed"; that the operations to which we allude are not done manually; that its "elements" are invisible and not those the vulgar recognize. The same authors refer contemptuously to the "puffers" and "charcoal burners" who "ruined the science" and whose manipulations could expect "nothing more than smoke," and to all those ingenuous alchemists who, in their incomprehension, surrendered to experiments of the sort that moderns now attribute to the hermetic science. The proper alchemists have always laid down ethical and spiritual conditions for their operations. In view of their living sense of nature, their ideal world is presented as inseparable from that other—which we can call Gnosticism, Neoplatonism, Qabalah, and theurgy—anything but chemistry. Likewise, with a multitude of half-expressed formulas, they have given to understand "to those who can read between the lines," for instance, that alchemical sulfur represents the will (Basil Valentine and Pernety), that smoke is "the soul separated from the body" (Geber), that "virility" is the mystery of "arsenic" 
(Zosimos)—and in this wise we could cite an infinite number of texts and authors. So it is that with a bewildering variety of symbols the "Sons of Hermes" all manage to say the same thing and to repeat proudly the
quod ubique, quod ab omnibus et quod semper.2

Jacob Boehme reveals to us the axiom on which this unique knowledge rests, this tradition that claims for itself universality and primordiality "Between Eternal Birth, Restoration from the Fall and the discovery of the 
Philosopher's Stone there is no difference. "3

Are we standing perhaps before a mystical mainstream? If so, why the disguise and hermetic concealment? Holding ourselves to the conventional idea of "mysticism" (a sense which in the West it has acquired since the period of the classical Mysteries and especially with Christianity),. we must point out that it is 
not mysticism. We will demonstrate rather that it is a 
real science, in which reintegration (with the primordial state) does not have an intended moral, but is concrete and ontological, even to the point of conferring certain supernormal powers, one of whose incidental applications may even be the famous transmutation involving metallic substances.

This characteristic of the hermetic process constitutes the first reason for its concealment. Not for superficial monopolistic purposes, but for inner technical reasons, any science of this type always protects itself by initiatory secrets and expression through symbols. But there is a second reason, which to be understood requires the fundamental knowledge of a general metaphysic of history. Hermetico-alchemical knowledge has been described as a "sacred" science, but the prevailing designation that better characterizes it is that of Ars Regia or "Royal Art." Anyone who studies the varieties of spirituality that have evolved in what we call historical times can verify that there is a fundamental opposition, one that we can reduce analogically to the conflict between "royalty" and "sacerdotality"

The "royal" initiatory tradition, in its pure forms, can be considered the most direct and legitimate link to the unique, primordial Tradition.4 In more recent times, it appears to us in its heroic variants, that is, as a realization and reconquest conditioned by analogous virile qualities suitable, on the plane of the spirit, to the warrior. But, on the other hand, there is the sacerdotal position in the narrow sense, with different qualities from the first, and at times opposite to it. This is especially so when, brought to the profane in its theistic-devotional forms, it confronts what we referred to above as the "heroic" variations of the royal tradition. From the point of what we symbolize as the original "divine royalty," this second tradition now appears as something crumbling to pieces, the blame for which must be attributed to the sentimental, emotional, theistic-devotional and mystical elements—especially in the West—who are constantly gaining ground in their attempt to keep its esoteric elements in almost total darkness.

It is no accident that the hermetico-alchemical tradition should call itself the Royal Art, and that it chose Gold as a central royal and solar symbol, which at the same time takes us back to the primordial Tradition. Such a tradition presents itself to us essentially as the guardian of a light and a dignity that cannot be reduced to the religious-sacerdotal vision of the world. And if there is no talk in this tradition (as in a cycle of other myths) of 
discovering gold, but only of 
making it, that only goes to show how important, in the already indicated sense of reconquest and 
reconstruction, the heroic moment had become.

Thus we can easily understand the second reason for disguising the doctrine. With the fall of the Roman Empire, the predominating principles of the West went on to become the basis for the other tradition—the sacerdotal—which in its decadence was almost completely stripped of its entire esoteric and metaphysical range in order to convert itself into a doctrine of "salvation" in the name of a "Redeemer." Things being so, the hermetists, in contrast to ocher initiatory organizations that were tributaries of the same secret royal vein, instead of coming out into the light and presenting themselves for battle, chose to go into hiding. And the Royal Art was presented as the alchemical arc of transmuting base metals into gold and silver. By so doing it no longer fell under the suspicion of heresy, and even passed as one of the many forms of "natural philosophy" that did not interfere with the faith; even among the ranks of Catholics we can discern the enigmatic figures of hermetic masters, from Raymond Lully and Albertus Magnus to Abbot Pernety.

In a narrower sense, and leaving aside the fact that the various Western alchemical authors declare 
that they have each employed a different ciphered language to refer to the same things and the same operations, there is no question 
that alchemy is not simply a Western phenomenon. There are, for example, a Hindu alchemy and a Chinese alchemy. And anyone who is at all in touch with the theme can see 
that the symbols, the "matters," and the principle operations correspond to one another; but especially does the structure of a physical (and ultimately metaphysical) science correspond inwardly and outwardly at the same time. Such correspondences are explained by the fact that once present, the same conceptions with respect to the general and "traditional" view of the world, life, and man, lead quite naturally to the same consequences, even in consideration of special technical problems like 
that of transmutation. So, as long as 
this "traditional" conception persists—even when only residually in lifeless philosophical and logical distortions with respect to which the differences between Orient and Occident were minimal in comparison with chose 
that would exist lacer between alchemy and the modern mentality—while it has continued to remain alive, we will find alchemy recognized and cultivated by illustrious spirits, thinkers, theologians, "natural philosophers," kings, emperors, and even popes. Dedication to a discipline of 
this kind has not been considered incompatible with the highest spiritual or intellectual level. One proof, among many 
others, is that more than one alchemical treatise has been attributed to the "angelical master," Thomas Aquinas.5

An alchemical tradition has enigmatically extended itself not only across at lease fifteen centuries of Western history, but even across the continents, as deeply into the Orient as into the West.

. . . . . .

Our work will not be directed toward convincing those who do not wish to be convinced. But it will supply firm points of support for anyone who reads it without prejudice. On the other hand, anyone who is in accord, be it only with a single one of our conclusions, will not fail to recognize its entire importance. It is like the discovery of a new land whose existence was previously unsuspected—a strange land, alarming, sewn with spirits, metals, and gods, whose labyrinthine passages and phantasmagoria are concentrated little by little in a single point of light the "myth" of a race of "kingless" and "free" creatures, "Lords of the Serpent and the Mother" to use the proud expressions of the same hermetic texts.

Apart from the introduction, the purpose of which is to clarify what we have called the "heroic" expression of the royal tradition, the present work consists of two parts the first dedicated to the symbols and the doctrine, the second to practice.

The limits of the present edition have obliged us to forego a quantity of quotations from Greek, Latin, and Arabic texts, so that we have saved only what is essential. We have also tried to be as clear as possible. But the reader should have no illusions. Rather than being simply read, this book demands 
study. For this reason, after having acquired a coherent vision, one must go back over basic teachings and particular symbols, which can never be understood isolated from the rest, in order to exhaust all their possible and different meanings. For our part we can assure the reader that in the present book he will find a solid basis for dealing with any hermetico-alchemical text no matter how obscure and sybilline. For the rest, we will insist only that in the practice section there is good deal more than appears at first glance, should the reader really want to know by experience the reality and possibilities the "Sons of Hermes" are talking about. In any case, elsewhere6 we have given everything necessary for integrating all that can be learned from this book, with a view to the evocation and effective contacts of the spirit with the metaphysical, superhistorical elements of the hermetic tradition.



Part One

THE SYMBOLS AND TEACHINGS




Introduction to Part One

THE TREE THE SERPENT AND THE TITANS

One of the symbols that we encounter in diverse traditions remote in both time and space is 
that of the
tree. Metaphysically, the tree expresses the universal force that spreads out in manifestation the same way 
that the plant energy spreads out from its invisible roots to the trunk, branches, leaves, and fruit.  Consistently associated with the tree are on the one hand, ideas of immortality and supernatural consciousness, and on the other, symbols of mortal, destructive forces and frightening natures such as dragons,  serpents,  or  demons.  There  also  exists  a  whole  cycle  of  mythological references  to  dramatic  events  in  which  the  tree  plays  a  central  part  and  in  whose allegory profound meanings are hidden. The biblical myth of the fall of Adam, among others, is  well known.  Let  us highlight some of its variants, but not without first pointing out the
universality of the symbolical elements of which it is composed.

In the Vedas and Upanishads we find the "world tree," inverted sometimes to suggest the origin of its power in "the heights," in the "heavens."1 Here we discover a ready convergence of many 
elements and ideas: from this tree drips the nectar of immortality 
(soma or amrita) and whoever sips it is inspired with a vision beyond the reaches of time, a vision that awakens the memory of all the infinite forms of existence. In the foliage of the tree hides Yama, the god of beyond the grave, whom we also know as the king of the primordial state.2

In Iran we also find the tradition of a double tree, one of which comprises, according to the 
Bundahesh, all seeds, while the other is capable of furnishing the drink of immortality 
(haoma) and spiritual knowledge;3 which leads us immediately to think again of the two biblical trees of Paradise, the one of Life, and the other of Knowledge. The first, then, is equivalent (Matt. 13:31–32) to the representation of the kingdom of heaven that sprouts from the seed irrigated by the man in the symbolical "field"; we encounter it again in the Apocalypse of John (22:2), and especially in the Qabalah as that "great and powerful Tree of Life" by which "Life is raised on high" and with which is connected a "sprinkling" by virtue of which is produced the resurrection of the "dead": a patent equivalence to the power of immortality in the Vedic 
amrita and Iranian haoma.4

Assyro-Babylonian mythology also recognizes a "cosmic tree" rooted in Eridu, the "House of Profundity" or "House of Wisdom." But what is important to recognize in these traditions—because this element will be useful in what follows—is another association of symbols: the tree also represents for us the personification of the Divine Mother, 
of that same general type as chose great Asiatic goddesses of Nature Ishtar, Anat, Tammuz 
[sic], Cybele, and so forth. We find, then, the idea of the
feminine nature of the universal force represented by the tree. This idea is not only confirmed by the goddess consecrated to the Dodona oak—which, besides being a place of oracles, is also a fountain of spritual knowledge—but also by the Hesperides who are charged with guarding the tree, whose fruit has the same symbolic value as the Golden Fleece and the same immortalizing power as that tree of the Irish legend of Mag Mell, also guarded by a feminine entity. In the
Edda it is the goddess Idhunn who is charged with guarding the apples of immortality, while in the cosmic tree, Yggdrasil, we again encounter the central symbol, rising before the fountain of Mimir (guarding it and reintroducing the symbol of the dragon at the root of the tree), which contains the principle of all wisdom.5 Finally, according to a Slavic saga, on the island of Bajun there is an oak guarded by a dragon (which we must associate with the biblical serpent, with the monsters of Jason's adventures, and with the garden of the Hesperides), that simultaneously is the residence of a feminine principle called "The Virgin of the Dawn."

Also rather interesting is the variation according to which the tree appears to us as the tree of 
dominion and of universal empire, such as we find in legends like those of Holger and Prester John, whom we have mentioned elsewhere.6 In these legends the Tree is often doubled—the Tree of the Sun and the Tree of the Moon.

Hermetism repeats the same primordial symbolic tradition and the same association of ideas, and the symbol of the tree is quite prevalent in alchemical 
texts. The tree shelters the "fountain" of Bernard of Treviso, in whose center is the symbol of the dragon Ouroboros, who represents the "All."7 It personifies "Mercury," either as the first principle of the hermetic Opus, equivalent to the divine Water or "Water of Life" that gives resurrection to the dead and illuminates the Sons of Hermes, or else it represents the "Lady of the Philosophers." But it also represents the Dragon, that is, a dissolving force, a power that kills. The Tree of the Sun and the Tree of the Moon are also hermetic symbols, sometimes producing crowns in the place of fruits.

This quick glance at the stuff of religion, which we could expand indefinitely, is enough to establish the permanence and universality of a tradition of vegetable symbolism expressing the universal force, predominantly in feminine form. This vegetable symbolism is the repository of a supernatural science, of a force capable of giving immortality and dominion, but at the same time warns of a multiple danger that complicates the myth in cum to various purposes, different truths and visions.

In general, the danger is the same anyone runs in seeking the conquest of immortality or enlightenment by contacting the universal force; the one who makes contact muse be capable of withstanding overwhelming grandeur. But we also know myths in which there are heroes who confront the tree, and divine natures (in the Bible, God himself is hypostasized) that defend it and impede access to it. And the result, then, is a battle variously interpreted, according to the traditions.

There is a double possibility in one case the tree is conceived as a temptation, which leads to ruin and damnation for anyone who succumbs to it; in the ocher, it is conceived as an object of possible conquest which, after dealing with the dragons or divine beings defending it, transforms the darer into a god and sometimes transfers the attributes of divinity or immortality from one race to another.

Thus, the knowledge that tempted Adam8 
to "become as God" and that he attained only by immediately being knocked down and deprived of the Tree of Life by the very Being with whom he had hoped to equalize himself. Yet this is the same knowledge, supernatural after all, that the Buddha acquires under the tree, despite all the efforts of Mara, who, in another tradition, stole the lightning from Indra.9

As chief of the Devas, Indra himself, in turn, had appropriated amrita from a lineage of anterior beings having characters sometimes divine and sometimes titanic: the Asuras, who with
amrita had possessed the privilege of immortality. Equally successful were Odin (by means of hanging himself in self-sacrifice from the tree), Hercules, and Mithras, who after fashioning a symbolic cloak from the leaves of the Tree and eating its fruits, was able to dominate the Sun.10 In an ancient Italic myth, the King of the Woods, Nemi, husband of a goddess (tree 
= woman), had to be always on guard because his power and dignity would pass to whomever could seize and kill him.11 The spiritual achievement in the Hindu tradition is associated with cutting and felling the "Tree of Brahma" with the powerful ax of Wisdom.12

But Agni, who in the form of a hawk had snatched a branch of the tree, is struck down his feathers, scattered over the earth, produce a plant whose sap is the "terrestrial soma"; an obscure allusion, perhaps, to the passing of the legacy of the deed to another race (now terrestrial). The same advantage Prometheus gained by similar daring, but for which he fell, was chained, and suffered the torment of the hawk or eagle lacerating his innards. And if Hercules is the prototype of the "Olympian" hero who liberates Prometheus and Theseus, we have a quite different personification in the heroic type of Jason, who is of the "Uranian" race. After Jason returns with the Golden Fleece, found hanging on the tree, he ends by dying under the ruins of the Argo, the ship which, built of Dodona's oak, conveyed the very power that had made the theft possible. The story is repeated in the 
Edda of Loki who stole the apples of immortality from the goddess Idhunn who was guarding them. And the Chaldean Gilgamesh, after cultivating the "great crystalline fruit" in a forest of "trees like those of the gods," finds the entrance blocked by guardians.13 The Assyrian god Zu, who aspiring to the supreme dignity took unto himself the "tablets of destiny" and with them the power of prophetic knowledge, is nevertheless seized by Baal, changed into a bird of prey and exiled, like Prometheus, on a mountaintop.

The myth speaks to us of an event involving fundamental risk and fraught with elemental uncertainty. In Hesiod's theomachies, typically in the legend of the King of the Forest, gods or transcendental men are shown as possessors of a power that can be transmitted, together with the attribute of divinity, to whomever is capable of attaining it. In that case the primordial force has a
feminine nature (tree = divine woman). It conveys the violence which, according to the Gospels is said to be necessary against the "Kingdom of Heaven." But among those who try it, those who are able to break through, triumph, while those who fail pay for their audacity by suffering the lethal effects of the same power they had hoped to win.

The interpretation of such an event brings to light the possibility of two opposing concepts 
magical hero and religious saint. According to the first, the one who succumbs in the myth is but a being whose fortune and ability have not been equal to his courage. But according to the second concept, the religious one, the sense is quite different: in this case bad luck is transformed into blame, the heroic undertaking is a sacrilege and damned, not for having failed, but for itself. Adam is not a being who has failed where others triumph, he has
sinned, and what happens to him is the only thing that can happen. All he can do is undo his sin by expiation, and above all by denying the impulse that led him on the enterprise in the first place. The idea that the conquered can think of revenge, or try to maintain the dignity that his act has confirmed, would seem from the "religious" point of view as the most incorrigible "Luciferism."

But the religious view is not the only one. As we have already shown above, this point of view is associated with a humanized and secularized variation on the "sacerdotal" (as opposed to "royal") tradition and is in no way superior to the other—the heroic—which has been affirmed in both Eastern and Western traditions and whose spirit is reflected in great measure by hermetism. One exegesis gives us, in fact, the "rod of Hermes"14 as a symbol of the union of a son (Zeus) with his mother (Rhea, symbol of the universal force), whom he has won after killing the father and usurping his kingdom this is the symbol of "philosophic incest" that we shall encounter in all of the hermetic literature. Hermes himself is, of course, the messenger of the gods, but he is also the one who wrests the scepter from Zeus, the girdle from Venus, and from Vulcan, god of "Fire and Earth," the tools of his allegorical art. In the Egyptian tradition, as the ancient authors tell us, Hermes, invested with treble greatness—Hermes Trismegistus—is confused with the image of one of the kings and teachers of the primordial age that gave to men the principles of a higher civilization. The precise meaning of all this can escape no one.

But there is still more. Tertullian refers to one tradition that reappears in Arab-Syrian alchemical hermetism and brings us back to the same point. Tertullian15 says that the "damned and worthless" works of nature, the secrets of metals, the virtues of plants, the forces of magical conjurations, and "all those alien teachings that make up the science of the stars"—that is to say, the whole corpus of the ancient magico-hermetic sciences—was revealed to men by the fallen angels. This idea appears in the
Book of Enoch, wherein it is completed within the context of this most ancient tradition, betraying its own unilaterality to the religious interpretation. Merejkowski16 has shown that there is an apparent correspondence between the B'nai Elohim, the fallen angels who descended to Mount Hermon that are mentioned in the
Book of Enoch,17 and the lineage of the Witnesses and 
Watchers—έγρήγοροι—(about whom we are told in the
Book of Jubilees,18) and who came down to instruct humanity. In the same way Prometheus "taught mortals all the arts."19
Moreover, in Enoch (69:6–7), Azazel, "who seduced Eve," taught men the use of weapons that kill, which, metaphor aside, signifies that he had infused in men the 
warrior spirit. Here we can understand how the myth of the fall applies: the angels were seized with desire for "women." We have already explained what "woman" means in connection with the tree and our interpretation is confirmed when we examine the Sanskrit word 
shakti, which is used metaphysically to refer to "the wife" of a god, his "consort," and at the same time to his 
power.20

These angels were prey to the desire for power and, in "mating," fell—descended to earth—onto an elevated place (Mount Hermon). From this union were born the Nephelim, 
a powerful race (the Titans—τιτ[image: image]νες—says the Giza Papyrus), allegorically described as "giants," but whose supernatural nature remains to be discovered in the
Book of Enoch (15:11) "They need neither food, nor do they thirst and they evade 
[physical] perception."

The Nephelim, the "fallen" angels, are nothing less than the titans and "the watchers," the race that the
Book of Baruch (3:26) calls, "glorious and warlike," the same race that awoke in men the spirit of the heroes and warriors, who invented the arts, and who transmitted the mystery of magic.21 What more decisive proof concerning the spirit of the hermetico-alchemical tradition can there be than the explicit and continuous reference in the texts precisely to that tradition? We read in the hermetic literature "The ancient and sacred books," says Hermes, "teach that certain angels burned with desire for women. They descended to earth and taught all the works of Nature. They were the ones who created the [hermetic] works and from them proceeds the primordial tradition of this Art."22 The very word 
chemi, from chema, from which derive the words 
alchemy and chemistry, appears for the first time in a papyrus of the Twelfth Dynasty, referring to a tradition of just this kind.

But what is the meaning of this art, this art of "the Sons of Hermes," this "Royal Art"?


The words of the theistically conceived God in the biblical myth of the tree are 
the following "The man has become as one of us, to know good and evil; and now, 
lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live 
forever." (Gen. 3:22–24). We can distinguish two points in this quotation first 
of all, the recognition of the divine dignity of Adam, which he has won; and 
after that the implicit reference to the possibility of transferring this 
achievement to the rank of universal power, symbolized by the Tree of Life, and of confirming it in immortality. In the unfortunate result of Adam's adventure, God, being hypostatized, was unable to interfere but he could keep him from the second possibility: access to the Tree of Life would be barred by the flaming sword of the cherubim. In Orphism, the myth of the Titans has an analogous sense lightning strikes & scorches "with a thirst that burns and consumes" those who have "devoured" the god, a thirst that is itself symbolized by the bird of prey that pecks at Prometheus.  And in Phrygia Anis was mourned, 
χηρεόν στἀχυν ἀνηθέντα, "corn cut while still green," and his emasculation, that is to say,  the  deprivation  of  the  virile  power  that Attis  suffers,  corresponds  well enough to the prohibition "of the powerful tree at the center of Paradise" and to the chaining of Prometheus to the rock.

But the flame is not extinguished, rather it is transmitted and purified in the secret tradition of the Royal Art, which in certain hermetic texts is explicitly identified with magic, extending even to the construction of a second "Wood of Life" as a substitute for the lost one. 
23 It persists in seeking access "to the center of the tree in the midst of the terrestrial paradise" with all that that terrible struggle implies. 
24 It is no more and no less than a repetition of the old temerity, in the spirit of the Olympian Hercules, conqueror of the Titans and liberator of Prometheus; of Mithras, subjugator of the Sun; in a word, of that very personality that in the Buddhist Orient received the name of "Lord of Men and Gods."

What distinguishes the Royal Art is its character of 
necessity or compulsion. Berthelot, by way of Tertullian's statements cited above, cells us "Scientific law is fatalistic and indifferent. The knowledge of nature and the power derived from it can be turned equally to good or evil," and this is the fundamental point of contrast with the religious vision that subordinates everything 
to elements of devout dependency, fear of God and morality. And Berthelot continues, "Something of this antinomy in the hatred for the [hermetic] sciences runs through the
Book of Enoch and Tertullian."25 Nothing can be more exact than this although hermetic science is not material science, which is all it could have been in Berthelot's view, the amoral and determining character that he sees in the latter pertains equally to the former. A maxim of Ripley in this regard is quite significant "If the principles on which it operates are true and the steps are correct, the effect must be certain, and none other is the true secret of the [hermetic] Philosophers."26 Agrippa, quoting Porphyry, speaks of the determining power of the rites, in which the divinities are 
forced by prayer, overcome and 
obliged to descend. He adds that the magical formulae 
force the occult energies of the astral entities to intervene, who 
do not obey prayers but act solely by virtue of a natural chain of 
necessity.27 Plotinus's idea is no different the face in itself of the oration produces the effect according to a deterministic relationship, and not because such entity pays attention to the words or intention of the prayer itself. 
28 In a commentary of Zosimos, we read "Experience is the supreme taskmaster, because on the foundation of proven results, it teaches chose who understand what best leads to the goal."29 The hermetic Art consists, then, in an obligatory method that is exercised 
over the spiritual powers, by supernatural means if you will (the symbolic 
hermetic Fire is often called "unnatural" or "against nature"), but always 
excluding every kind of religious, moral, or finalistic tie or any relationship 
that is alien to a law of simple determinism between cause and effect. To return 
by way of the tradition to those who "are watching"—έγρήγοροι—those who have robbed the tree and possessed the "woman," this reflects a "heroic" symbolism and is applied in the spiritual world to constitute something that—as we shall see—is said to possess a worthiness higher than anything we have mentioned before;30 and this is not defined by the religious term "holy," but by the warrior of the "King." It is always a king, a being crowned with a royal color, the purple, the final color of the hermetico-alchemical opus, and with the royal and solar metal, gold, that constitutes, as we have said, the center of all this symbolism.

And as for the worthiness of those who have been reintegrated by the Art, the expressions in the texts are precise. Zosimos calls the race of Philosophers "autonomous, nonmaterialistic and without king," and "custodians of the Wisdom of the Centuries"—άβασίλεντος γὰρ αὐτ[image: image]ν 
ἡ γενεὰ χαὶ αὐτόνομος31 "He is above Destiny"—τὶ ϕιλόσοϕως γένος 
ἀνωτερον τ[image: image]ς εἱμαρμένης
[image: image]ιπον32—" Superior to men, immortal," says Pebechius of his master.33 And the tradition passed on as far as Cagliostro will be "Free and master of Life," having "command over the angel natures."34 Plotinus has already mentioned the temerity of those who have entered into the world, that is, who have acquired a body, which, as we can see, is one of the meanings of the fall,35 and Agrippa36 speaks of the terror that inspired man in his natural state, that is before his fall, when instead of instilling fear, he himself succumbed to fear: "This fear, which is the mark imprinted on man by God, makes all things submit to him and recognize him as superior" as carrier of that "quality called Pachad by the Qabalists, the left hand, the sword of the Lord."

But there is something else the dominion of the "two natures" that contain the secret of the "Tree of Good and Evil." The teaching is found in the Corpus Hermeticum 
"Man loses no worthiness for possessing a mortal part, but very much on the contrary, mortality augments his possibility and his power. His double functions are possible for him precisely because of his double nature because he is so constituted that it is possible for him to embrace both the divine and the terrestrial at the same time."37 
"So let us not be afraid to tell the truth. The true man is above them [the celestial gods], or at least equal to them. For no god leaves his sphere to come to earth, whereas man ascends to heaven and measures it. Let us dare to say that a man is a mortal god and a celestial god is an immortal man."38

Such is the truth of the "new race" that the Royal Art of the "Sons of Hermes" is building on earth, elevating what has fallen, calming the "thirst," restoring power to the enfeebled, bestowing the fixed and impassive gaze of the "eagle" to the wounded eye blinded by the "lightning flash," conferring Olympian and royal dignity to what used to be a Titan. In a gnostic text pertaining to the same ideal world in which Greek alchemy received its first expressions it is said the "Life-Light" in the Gospel of John is "the mysterious race of perfect men,
unknown to previous generations." Following this text is a precise reference to Hermes; the text recalls that in the temple of Samothrace there stood two statues of naked men, their arms raised to heaven, their members erect,39 "as in the statue of Hermes on Mount Cyllene," which represented the primordial man, Adamas, and reborn man, "who is completely of the same nature as the first." And it is said "First is the blessed nature of Man from above; then the mortal nature here below; third the race of those without a king that is raised up, where Mary resides, the one whom we seek."40 "This being, blessed and incorruptible," explains Simon Magus, "resides in every being, hidden; potential rather than active. It is precisely the one who keeps standing; who has kept standing above and who will continue to remain standing; who has continued standing here below, having been engendered by the image [reflection] in the flood of waters; and who will again stand on high, before infinite potentiality, whereupon he will be made perfectly equal to it."41

This same teaching is repeated in the many texts of the hermetic tradition,42 and holds the key to all its meanings, as we shall attempt to illustrate in its principle aspects in the pages that follow.



One

THE PLURALITY AND DUALITY OF CIVILIZATIONS

Recently, in contrast to the 
notion of progress and the idea that history has been represented as the more or 
less continuous upward evolution of collective humanity, the idea of a plurality of the forms of civilization and of a relative incommunicability between 
them has been confirmed. According to this second and new vision of history, civilization breaks down into epochs and disconnected cycles. At a given moment and within a given race a specific conception of the world and of life is affirmed from which follows a specific system of truths, principles, understandings, and realizations. A civilization springs up, gradually reaches a culminating point, and then falls into darkness and, more often than not, disappears. A cycle has ended. Perhaps another will rise again some day, somewhere else. Perhaps it may even cake up the concerns of preceding civilizations, but any connection between 
them will be strictly analogical. The transition from one cycle of civilization 
to another—one completely alien to the other—implies a jump, which in mathematics is called a 
discontinuity.1

Although this view is a healthy reaction to the superstition of history as progress—which came into fashion more or less at the same time as materialism and Western scientism2—nevertheless, we should be cautious, for in addition to a plurality of civilizations we have to recognize a duality—especially when we limit ourselves to those times and essential structures that we can embrace with some measure of certainty.

Modern civilization stands on one side and on the other the entirety of all the civilizations that have preceded it (for the West, we can put the dividing line at the end of the Middle Ages). At this point the rupture is complete. Apart from the multitudinous variety of its forms, premodern civilization, which we may as well call "traditional,"3 means something quite different. For there are two worlds, one of which has separated itself by cutting off nearly every contact with the past. For the great majority of moderns, that means any possibility of understanding the traditional world has been completely lost.

This premise is indispensable for the examination of our subject. The hermetico-alchemical tradition forms part of the cycle of premodern "traditional" civilization and in order to understand its spirit we need to translate it inwardly from one world to the other. W ho undertakes this study without having acquired the ability to rise above the modern mind-set or who has not awakened to a new sensitivity that can place itself in contact with the general spiritual stream that gave life to the tradition in the first place, will succeed only in filling his head with words, symbols, and fantastic allegories. Moreover, it is not just a question of intellectual understanding. We have to bear in mind that ancient man not only had a different way of thinking and feeling, but also a different way of 
perceiving and knowing. The heart of the matter that will concern us is to reevoke, by means of an actual transformation of the consciousness, this older basis of understanding and action.
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