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

Lesson Twenty : The alchemical process seen as a whole

In the previous lesson we took a glance at sequences. The advantages to the alchemical
illustrator of using a series of emblems to show the unfolding of the process is obvious,
but these inventive people often tried to reflect a process consisting of a number of stages
in a single emblem.  As we have identified in previous lessons, the alchemical process is
often depicted using the familiar sequence of colour changes or through the use of a
number of related symbols, commonly the alchemical birds.
An example of this is found in the Steffan Michelspacher 'Cabala: Mirror of Art and
Nature' (nothing to do actually with the Kabbalah as such). The second emblem shows
the stages of the process taking place in the central flask as an animal-bird sequence.

Thus at the bottom of the flask we note a lion and a bird. These are the two prime
components. The next stage is the blackening, depicted as the crow, then the cycling of
colours in the peacock's tail, above this a bird rising up (perhaps the stage of the lunar
stone) and finally the solar stone shown as the small sun form. All this is occurring within
a triangle of the three principles. There are many other aspects to this emblem and it will
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be a good exercise for us to use the tools we have to identify the symbolic components
and their relationships to one another. I will include a larger view of this emblem in the
exercises.
Another emblem that tries to cram as much as possible into its space is emblem 5 in
Malachias Geiger Microcosmus hypochondriacus, 1651.

Included in this emblem are a multitude of components : lions - peacock - eagles - crow -
white swan - phoenix,  showing the ongoing alchemical process. I will include a larger
scan of this image as an exercise in a later lesson.

Now, although the alchemical process can be seen as a physical process involving colour
changes taking place in a flask, we all recognise that alchemy is much broader and
addresses more universal matters. In the emblems we usually see a metaphorical or
allegorical process, with no actual physical alchemical work involved. Alchemical
emblems often show us instead a general process, which though it can be applied to outer
work with substances, also carries a wider significance and can be used to gain an
alchemical understanding of transformations on many levels. Thus we can use this
picture of the alchemical process to aid our understanding of growth in the natural world
of plants. It can help us grasp aspects of the ways in which organs and tissues in our
bodies undergo transformations. The alchemical process can be used as a template with
which we can try to understand our own psyches, and the ways in human interactions
unfold in a social context. It can even be applied to mundane matters such as one will
meet even in a business context.
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The alchemical process is rather special. It is quite structured - but not linear. The various
stages can appear suddenly, rather than arising as a series of linear steps.  The first
obvious stage of the process is the blackening, the descent into darkness, or a kind of
death process. To the alchemist, only through this descent into a stage of death can the
process unfold further. To give an example from the natural world of plants - the
alchemist saw the seed as dying, decaying, and losing its form in order that the new shoot
could arise.  We can come to view aspects of our own psyche as reflecting the alchemical
transformation process. Thus when we initiate some new enthusiasm or creative idea, we
can note how there eventually comes before us a kind of uncertainty, a darkening of the
initial clear vision, a seeming withdrawing of our creative psychic energy from the
project. Many people just give up at such difficulties but we should realise that this
blackness is merely part of the alchemical process of transformation that is manifesting
itself in our psyche.
I would like to pursue such matters further in a later course, as there is not sufficient time
within this first year of the study course. It has been my intention in the first part of the
course to provide participants with some grasp of the nuts and bolts of alchemical
symbolism and how the individual symbols work within the space of an emblem. It is
important, however, that we keep in mind that there are many layers through which we
can explore the broader significance of the alchemical transformation process. At this
point we must focus on becoming aware of the various expressions of the alchemical
process in the emblems, without necessarily being able to follow up the ways in which
the alchemical process can be seen in various realms. We should now explore the
mechanics of the alchemical process rather than rushing to find ways of experiencing it.
Only by having a firm grasp of  the grammar and syntax of this emblematic symbolism
can we hope to be able to explore the wider significance of alchemy.
The introductory figure to Basil Valentine's Azoth series as found in the reworking of this
image in Mylius Philosophia Reformata attempts to show the whole process in a series of
small roundels.
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Again these show the initial phase of blackening, leading through a cycle of stages to a
rebirth.

the crow on the skull
crow pecks at dead crow on ground
two birds raise the corpse of the dead crow
this becomes a crown when raised to heaven by the birds
the two birds sit on a tree
under this tree a unicorn forms itself
a human figure resurrects from the grave

This is merely one symbolic reworking of the alchemical process. We will find others in
various emblems and emblem sequences. It will be important for us to recognise when
the whole alchemical sequence is being shown in an emblem. Most emblems, of course,
merely deal with some small facet of the process but a few emblems attempt to show the
entire process in a compressed symbolic form. These compressed versions, as they have
to dispense with detail and focus on the essence of the process, often encapsulate the
alchemical process in a neat symbolic statement. Though these can often be rather
obscure and enigmatic, the symbolic expression can be very powerful. We should try to
work with such imaginative portrayals of the alchemical process, as they can reward us
with some insight into the way in which transformation is seen in alchemy.

Exercises.

Returning to our first exercise from the last lesson you should have
been able to read most of the components and see how they fit together.
The texts placed on this illustration give us the main clues to reading
this emblem. The alchemist here sits beside his furnace while below is
the statement "Work and pray". To complete his alchemy the alchemist
must work with the physical process in his flask, but also work within
himself through prayer. He holds out a lens, magnifying glass, or
burning glass with which he focuses the rays of the sun to light his

candle. The text around this states "the philosophers fire". Another text emanates from
the sun stating "You know nothing without me". Thus it is essential that the alchemists
involves the power of the sun in his work. The hand of God seen in the cloud on the left
holds out a scroll which touches the top of his flask  - "the fear of God is the beginning of
wisdom". In his furnace a flask is being heated in a water bath by the candle lit with the
philosophers fire. On the table beside him is a sublimation hood for condensing vapours.
When his work is ready he can place this onto his flask and collect the essence of the
work.
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Our second exercise from the last lesson shows a vast goddess
presiding over the alchemical work. Being multi-breasted she is
possibly a 'Diana of the Ephesians' figure, a goddess of fertility.
She stands within three vessels, one inside another. The lowest of
these has stones and coral, representing the mineral kingdom. The
middle has plants, and the uppermost has various animal form.
These vessels are being heated on a large furnace been attended by
the winged cherub. Around him are various items of relevance to
alchemy - flask, crucible, mortar and pestle, distillation apparatus,
snakes, a crown, coins, etc.  The work of the alchemist is to use all
these to perfect the work in the mineral kingdom, the realm of

plants and the animal kingdom, to give rise to the 'Diana' figure, the secret of alchemy
which will bestow through her many breasts all the facets of alchemy. This goddess of
the alchemical work raises her hands as if bestowing a blessing upon us. On her shoulders
are her two agents, the lions.  I feel sure most of you will have been able to read this
emblem without too much difficulty.

Example.
I would now like you to examine this complex emblem using all the tools which we have
been developing over the course.
Identify as many of the individual symbols as possible.
Explore the geometry of the emblem and how individual symbols come into geometrical
relationships to one another.
See if there are any special symbols that we have looked at in detail in previous lessons.
Try to find the drama or story that is being presented in the emblem.
If you feel confident attempt to give a reading of the entire emblem.

To help put this into the context of the original book, the author (Michelspacher) holds up
four symbolic mirrors that reflect or show to the reader aspects of the alchemical work.
This is the second mirror.  In case it might help the text states:

He who reads without understanding
Is like a shadow on the wall.
He who sees a lot with his eyes,
Yet understands none of it,
Is poorer than the blind man
Who does not see yet understands.
Thus: turn round the mirror,
And you shall see the whole
Of what there is to be seen in it.

This path will not lead you astray,
For it is as straight as a ruler
And runs through the whole circle.
So you will find the Three standing in the Four
And through the One going into the centre.
And out of the centre will emerge the Three
By virtue of the Four in the circle.
Now you have got a complete mirror,

Unfortunately I can only include one large image in this lesson as it has to be detailed and
consequently takes up quite a few hundred kilobytes.
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Example. Emblem two from Steffan Michelspacher 'Cabala: Mirror of Art and Nature'


