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Adam McLean's Study Course
on Inner alchemy and alchemical symbolism

Lesson Nineteen : A short glimpse at sequences.

I have indicated often in this study course that many alchemical emblems do not stand
alone but are part of a sequence. The alchemists sometimes found clever ways of packing
the symbols reflecting a sequence of operations into a single emblem, but more often they
chose to use a series of emblems to demonstrate an alchemical transformation process. Of
course these sequences vary greatly and approach the alchemical mystery from so many
different perspectives that is it difficult to easily find common elements. We shall only
look quickly at two of these viewpoints at this stage in the course.

We recognise that there is a cycle of colours in the alchemical process. This has many
variations but in essence we find in this order:

A stage of blackening - a manifestation of various colours - whitening - reddening

As most alchemical illustrations are in the form of uncoloured woodcuts, engravings, or
pen drawings, the alchemist had to use words or symbols to show the colours. The usual
terms were.

'Nigredo' - blackening
'Colores varia' - various colours

'Albedo' - whitening
'Rubedo' - reddening

An example of this is found in the Speculum veritatis manuscript where at a key stage in
the sequence one of the main figures turns the wheel of operations and colours. [This is
my own coloured version - the original is an uncoloured pen drawing.]
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As the writing on this image is difficult to read, you should note that at the bottom
segment of the wheel we have Mercury "Colores varii", to the right Saturn with
"nigredo", with the Moon sign "Album", and so on.

A second way of representing these colour changes in the alchemical process was by
means of birds or some animal forms

'Nigredo' - Crow or Raven
'Colores varies' - Peacock with multi-coloured tail
'Albedo' - Swan
'Rubedo' - Pelican feeding its young with its red blood / Phoenix rising from its fiery pyre

Often the Albedo was shown as a White Queen and the Rubedo as a Red King.

An example of the use of the birds in this way in a sequence is seen in the engravings in
an 18th century German book, the 'Hermaphrodite child of the Sun and Moon'.
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These are the closing four emblems from the sequence of twelve. The first shows an
eagle holding a sceptre and globe. The text at this point states "Fuse the power of the
sceptre and the globe using the dry fire of Mars and the wet fire of Venus". This is an
alchemical expression for the uniting of the male and female aspects of the process which
we have looked at in earlier lessons. This first image presents us with the prime matter
upon which the alchemist must work, and the continuing alchemical process is depicted
in the next three images. For, in the next emblem, we see the crow or raven in the oval.
On top of the oval is a peacock showing off its tail - the appearance of many colours. The
third emblem shows us the white Swan. The text at this point states "When the peacock
gives up its tail colours... everything turns white in the blink of an eye". Above, the lunar
crescent appears out of the darkness of the new moon. The final stage shows the
reddening, pictured by the salamander within the ouroborus, and the pelican feeding its
young with its red blood on the top of the oval. This structure is found in many different
sequences, though with great variations, creative reworkings and explorations of the
possibilities of symbolism, by the original creators of the emblem sequences.

There is, regrettably, insufficient space in this first year of this study course to investigate
emblem sequences in depth, but I just thought I might here give a couple of examples. If
there is sufficient interest I will create a second year of this course dedicated primarily to
exploring emblem sequences. The remaining five lessons in this first year of the course
will be devoted to our exploring and developing our abilities to read individual emblems.
Without possessing this ability it will be found impossible to examine the great emblem
sequences with any hope of grasping their significance.

Examples

Let us now return to the two examples of emblems I asked you to attempt to read in the
last lesson.

This is really quite a simple illustration, though
very beautifully executed. We note that the
structure is basically a left/right duality. Nature,
pictured as a young woman with wings and a
crown of planets sits on a tree of alchemy. One can
see the fire of Nature burning inside the base of
the tree, whose three roots are in the three realms,
the mineral, vegetable and animal kingdoms. This
tree has an elaborate set of trunks which each bear
the four elements upwards uniting them in the
various crossings and finally leading them to the
topmost flower which incorporates a flask
containing the red tincture. The light from above is
bringing this to maturity. This great work of
Nature is contrasted with the struggles of the
alchemist in his tower. On the doorstep are the
words "opus mechanicae" indicating that in his
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struggles with the metals in his flasks and furnaces he is only working on the outer
mechanical level. He stands before Nature and receives the reproach "You melt metals,
seal and break vessels, build furnaces both large and small. In truth, I am ashamed of
your folly." The full text can be found on the alchemy web site:

http://www.levity.com/alchemy/de_meung.html

Nature then goes on to expand the alchemist's view of the alchemical work, and all is
well when he acknowledges the limitations of his former methods and begins to see
alchemy as a much larger discipline embracing many realms and layers of reality.

At first sight this engraving from Thomas Vaughan's Lumen de lumine might seem a
rather complex emblem, but if we apply our method of analysis to it we shall find it quite
easy to read. After identifying the symbols in this emblem we should consider its

geometric structure. There are in essence a series of
overlapping circular regions on a central up/down axis. At
the bottom there is the circle of the dragon ouroborus
which contains the treasure. Not unless one becomes as an
innocent child 'non nisi parvulis' can one obtain this
alchemical treasure. The circle above this has a candle
burning with the "light of Nature". A blindfolded man,
unable to perceive this light, walks away into darkness and
the realm of phantasy. This reminds us of the emblem from
the Waterstone of the Wise that we looked at in the
previous lesson. On the left an angel holds a flaming sword
and a ball of twine. The next circle is the realm of
phantasy, a dark sphere in which various deceiving spirits
are seen. But arising through this sphere is the "Mons
magorum invisibilis", the invisible mountain of the
magicians, on the top of which a herb grows. If one climbs
this, one can see into the heavenly sphere where the Sun,
Moon and stars shine.

We can read this emblem from the centre. Here is the plane of the Earth. The man,
representing unenlightened humanity, is blind, groping about unaware that the light of
Nature through which he could find his way is actually very close to him. He is also
unaware that an angel stands ready with flaming sword and a ball of thread to lead him
forward. If he does not find these he will just wander aimlessly in the realm of
phantasms. If he does find the light, then there are two ways he can proceed. He can seek
that which is above and that which is below. He can move downwards exploring through
alchemy the nature of the material world. If he becomes like an innocent child he may
even step into the dragon ouroborus and attain the treasure. He can also move upwards,
by finding and climbing the invisible mountain. Then he will have knowledge of the
world above, the spiritual heavens of the Sun, Moon and stars.
In Lumen de lumine Thomas Vaughan provides three different interpretations of this
emblem, one in the allegory at the beginning of his book, another from a Rosicrucian
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source from which he quotes, and finally his own reading of this emblem. It will be
instructive for you to read these different perspectives, as they all look at this emblem
from slightly different angles.

Exercises.

As with the previous two lessons I now present two further examples for you to try and
read using the methods which I have tried to articulate in this course. I will, give a
summary reading in the next lesson with which to compare your results.

'Ora et labora' woodcut from Medicinisch-chymisch- und alchemistische Oraculum, Ulm
1755.
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Frontispiece engraving from Urban Hjärne Actorum Chemicorum Holmiensium, 1753


