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THE SPIRIT MERCURIUS

[Given as two lectures a t the  Eranos Conference, Ascona, Switzerland, in  
1942, the them e of which was “T h e  H erm etic P rincip le in  M ythology, 
Gnosis, and Alchemy.” Published as “D er Geist M ercurius,” Eranos-Jahr- 
buch 1942 (Zurich, 1943); revised and  expanded  in  Sym bolik des Geistes: 
Studien iiber psychische Phanom enologie  . . . (Psychologische A bhand- 
lungen, VI; Zurich, 1948). A n English translation  by Gladys P helan  and  
H ildegard  Nagel, titled  T h e  Spirit M ercury, was published as a book by 
the A nalytical Psychology C lub of New York, Inc., in  1953, an d  forms the 
basis of the present translation . Some brief chapters have been com bined.— 
E d it o r s .]
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( H e r m e s , r u l e r of t he w o r l d , d w e l l e r in t he h e a r t , c i rc le of t h e m o o n , 
R o u n d a n d s q u a r e , i n v e n t o r of t he w o r d s of t h e t o n g u e , 
O b e d i e n t t o jus t ice , w e a r e r of t he chlamys, shod i n w i n g e d sanda ls , 
G u a r d i a n of t he m a n y - s o u n d i n g t o n g u e , p r o p h e t t o mor ta l s . ) 

—A Magic Papyrus (Preisendanz, II, p. 139) 
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Part I

i.  T H E  S P IR IT  IN  T H E  B O T T L E

239 In  m y co n trib u tio n 1 to the sym posium  on H erm es I w ill try 
to show th a t this m any-hued and  wily god d id  no t by any m eans 
die w ith  the decline of the classical era, b u t on the contrary  has 
gone on liv ing  in  strange guises th rough  the centuries, even in to  
recen t times, and  has kep t the  m in d  of m an busy w ith  his de­
ceptive arts and  hea ling  gifts. C h ild ren  are still to ld  G rim m ’s 
fairytale of “T h e  S p irit in  the  B ottle ,” w hich is ever-living like 
all fairytales, and  m oreover contains the quintessence and  deep­
est m ean ing  of the H erm etic  m ystery as it has come dow n to us 
today:

Once upon a time there was a poor woodcutter. H e had an only 
son, whom he wished to send to a high school. However, since he 
could give him  only a little money to take with him, it was used 
up long before the time for the examinations. So the son went home 
and helped his father with the work in  the forest. Once, during the 
midday rest, he roamed the woods and came to an immense old 
oak. T here he heard a voice calling from the ground, “Let me out, 
let me out!” He dug down among the roots of the tree and found 
a well-sealed glass bottle from which, clearly, the voice had come. 
He opened it and instantly a spirit rushed out and soon became 
half as high as the tree. T he spirit cried in an awful voice: “I have 
had my punishm ent and I will be revenged! I am the great and 
mighty spirit Mercurius, and now you shall have your reward. 
Whoso releases me, him  I m ust strangle.” This made the boy un­
easy and, quickly thinking up a trick, he said, “First, I must be 
sure that you are the same spirit that was shut up in that little 
bottle.” T o prove this, the spirit crept back into the bottle. Then 
the boy made haste to seal it and the spirit was caught again. But 
now the spirit promised to reward him  richly if the boy would let
11 give only a general survey o f the Mercurius concept in alchemy and by no  
means an exhaustive exposition o f it. T he illustrative m aterial cited should  
therefore be taken only as examples and makes no claim to completeness. [For 
the "symposium on Herm es” see the editorial note on p .  1 9 1 .— E d i t o r s .]
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him out. So he let him out and received as a reward a small piece 
of rag. Quoth the spirit: "If you spread one end of this over a 
wound it will heal, and if you rub steel or iron with the other end 
it will turn into silver.” Thereupon the boy rubbed his damaged 
axe with the rag, and the axe turned to silver and he was able to 
sell it for four hundred thaler. Thus father and son were freed from 
all worries. T he young man could return to his studies, and later, 
thanks to his rag, he became a famous doctor.2

240 Now, w hat insight can we gain from  this fairytale? As you 
know, we can trea t fairytales as fantasy products, like dream s, 
conceiving them  to be spontaneous statem ents of the uncon­
scious ab o u t itself.

241 As a t the beg inn ing  of m any dream s som ething is said abou t 
the scene of the dream  action, so the fairytale m entions the for­
est as the place of the magic happening . T h e  forest, dark  and 
im penetrab le  to  the eye, like deep w ater and  the sea, is the con­
ta iner of the unknow n and  the mysterious. I t  is an appropria te  
synonym  for the  unconscious. A m ong the m any trees— the living 
elem ents tha t m ake up  the forest— one tree is especially conspic­
uous for its great size. T rees, like fishes in  the w ater, represent 
the liv ing  contents of the unconscious. A m ong these contents 
one of special significance is characterized as an  “oak.” T rees 
have ind iv iduality . A tree, therefore, is often  a  sym bol of per­
sonality .3 L udw ig I I  of Bavaria is said to have honoured  certain 
particu larly  im pressive trees in  his park  by having them  saluted. 
T h e  m ighty old oak is proverbially  the k ing  of the forest. H ence 
it represents a central figure am ong the conten ts of the uncon­
scious, possessing personality  in  the m ost m arked degree. I t  is 
the prototype of the  se l f ,  a symbol of the source an d  goal of the 
ind iv iduation  process. T h e  oak stands for the still unconscious 
core of the personality, the p lan t symbolism ind icating  a state of 
deep unconsciousness. F rom  this it  may be concluded th a t the 
hero  of the fairytale is p rofoundly  unconscious of him self. H e  is 
one of the “sleepers,” the “b lin d ” o r “b lindfo lded ,” w hom  we

2 [A uthor’s paraphrase. Cf. “T h e  Spirit in  the B o ttle ,” G rim m ’s F airy T ales 
(trans. H u n t, rev. Stern), pp . 458-63.— E d i t o r s .]

3  C oncerning personification of trees, see Frazer, T h e  M agic  A r t,  II, ch. 9. T rees  
are also the d w ellin g  places o f sp irits o f the dead or are id en tica l w ith  th e  life  
o f  the new born  ch ild  (ib id ., I, p . 184).
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encounter in the illustrations of certain alchemical treatises.4 
They are the unawakened who are still unconscious of them ­
selves, who have no t yet integrated their future, more extensive 
personality, their “wholeness,” or, in the language of the mys­
tics, the ones who are no t yet “enlightened.” For our hero, 
therefore, the tree conceals a great secret.5

242 T h e  secret is h idden not in the top b u t in  the roots of the 
tree ;8 and since it is /o r  has, a personality it also possesses the 
most striking marks of personality—voice, speech, and conscious 
purpose, and it demands to be set free by the hero. I t  is caught 
and  im prisoned against its will, down there in the earth  among 
the roots of the tree. T he  roots extend in to  the inorganic realm, 
in to  the m ineral kingdom. In  psychological terms, this would 
m ean that the self has its roots in the body, indeed in the body’s 
chemical elements. W hatever this rem arkable statem ent of the 
fairytale may mean in itself, it is in no way stranger than the 
miracle of the living plant rooted in the inanim ate earth. T he  
alchemists described their four elements as radices, correspond­
ing to the Em pedoclean rhizomata, and in them  they saw the 
constituents of the most significant and central symbol of al­
chemy, the lapis philosophorum , which represents the goal of 
the individuation process.

243 T h e  secret h idden in the roots is a spirit sealed inside a 
bottle. N aturally  it was not hidden away among the roots to 
start with, b u t was first confined in a bottle, which was then 
hidden. Presum ably a magician, th a t is, an alchemist, caught 
and im prisoned it. As we shall see later, this spirit is something 
like the num en of the tree, its spiritus vegetativus, which is one
4 Cf. the title -p age  o f  M u tu s  lib e r ,  sh ow ing  an angel w ak ing the sleeper w ith  a 
tru m p et (“T h e  P sychology o f the T ran sferen ce ,” Fig. 11). A lso the illu stra tio n  in  
M ichelspacher’s C abala, sp ecu lu m  a rtis  e t n a tu ra e  (P sych ology a n d  A lch em y , Fig. 
93). In  the foreground, before a m o u n ta in  up on  w h ich  is a tem p le  o f the in itia tes, 
stands a b lin d fo ld ed  m an , w h ile  further back anoth er m an runs after a fox  
w h ich  is d isap pearin g  in to  a h o le  in  th e  m ou n ta in . T h e  “h e lp fu l an im al” shows 
th e  way to the tem p le. T h e  fo x  or hare is itse lf  the “evasive” M ercurius as g u id e  
(biryybs).
5  For ad d ition a l m ateria l o n  the tree sym bol, see infra, “T h e  P h ilo so p h ica l T r ee ,” 
P art II.
6 T h is  m o tif  was used in  the sam e sense by the G nostics. Cf. H ip p o ly tu s, E len - 
chos, V, 9, 15, w here the m any-nam ed and thousand-eyed  “W ord o f  G od” is  
“h id d en  in  th e  root o f A ll.”
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defin ition  o£ M ercurius. As the life p rincip le  of the tree, it  is a 
sort of sp iritual quintessence abstracted from  it, and  could  also 
be described as the principium individuationis. T h e  tree would 
then  be the outw ard  and  visible sign of the realization of the 
self. T h e  alchemists appear to have held  a sim ilar view. T hus 
the “A urelia  occulta” says: “T h e  philosophers have sought most 
eagerly for the centre of the tree which stands in  the m idst of 
the earth ly  paradise.” 7 A ccording to the same source, Christ 
him self is this tree.8 T h e  tree com parison occurs as early as 
Eulogius of A lexandria (c. a . d .  600), w ho says: “B ehold in  the 
F a ther the root, in  the Son the branch , and  in  the Sp irit the 
fru it: for the substance [ο υσ ία ]  in  the th ree  is one.” 8 M ercurius, 
too, is trinus et unus.

244 So if we translate it in to  psychological language, the  fairytale 
tells us tha t the m ercurial essence, the principium individu- 
Utionisj w ould have developed freely u n d er n a tu ra l conditions, 
b u t was robbed  of its freedom  by delibera te  in terven tion  from 
outside, and  was artfu lly  confined and  banished  like an evil 
spirit. (O nly evil spirits have to be confined, and  the wickedness 
of this sp irit was shown by its m urderous in ten t.) Supposing the 
fairytale is rig h t and  the sp irit was really as w icked as i t  relates, 
we w ould  have to conclude th a t the M aster who im prisoned the 
principium individuationis  had a good end  in  view. B ut who is 
this w ell-in ten tioned  M aster who has the pow er to banish  the 
p rincip le  of m an ’s ind iv iduation? Such power is given only to a 
ru le r  of souls in  the sp iritua l realm . T h e  idea tha t the princip le 
of ind iv iduation  is the  source of all evil is found  in  Schopen­
hauer and  still m ore in  B uddhism . In  C hristianity , too, hum an 
n a tu re  is ta in ted  w ith  o rig inal sin and  is redeem ed from  this 
stain  by C hrist’s self-sacrifice. M an in  his “n a tu ra l” condition  is 
n e ith e r good n o r pure, and  if he should  develop in  the na tu ra l 
way the resu lt w ould be a p roduct no t essentially d ifferen t from  
an anim al. Sheer in stinctua lity  and  naive unconsciousness u n ­
troub led  by a sense of g u ilt w ould  prevail if the  M aster had not 
in te rru p ted  the free developm ent of the n a tu ra l being  by in tro ­
ducing  a d istinction  betw een good and  evil and  outlaw ing  the 
evil. Since w ithou t g u ilt there  is no  m oral consciousness and
r Theatrum Chemicumj IV {1659), p. 500.
S Ib id ., p. 478: “(Christ), w ho is the tree o f life  both  sp ir itua l and. b o d ily .”
9 K rueger, Das D o g m a  v o n  d e r  D re ie in igke i t  u n d  G o ltm en sch h e it ,  p . 207.

196

Brought to you by | Utrecht University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 6/1/18 12:37 PM



w ithout awareness of differences no consciousness at all, we must 
concede that the strange intervention of the master of souls was 
absolutely necessary for the developm ent of any kind of con­
sciousness and in this sense was for the good. According to our 
religious beliefs, God himself is this Master—and the alchemist, 
in his small way, competes w ith the Creator in so far as he strives 
to do work analogous to the work of creation, and  therefore he 
likens his microcosmic opus to the work of the world creator.10

245 In  our fairytale the natural evil is banished to the “roots,” 
that is, to the earth, in o ther words the body. T his statem ent 
agrees w ith the historical fact that Christian thought in general 
has held the body in contem pt, w ithout bothering m uch about 
the finer doctrinal distinctions.11 For, according to doctrine, 
neither the body nor nature  in general is evil perse:  as the work 
of God, or as the actual form in -which he manifests himself, na­
ture  cannot be identical w ith evil. Correspondingly, the evil 
spirit in  the fairytale is no t simply banished to the earth and 
allowed to roam  about at will, b u t is only hidden there in  a safe 
and special container, so that he cannot call attention to himself 
anywhere except righ t under the oak. T he  bottle is an artificial 
hum an product and thus signifies the intellectual purposeful­
ness and artificiality of the procedure, whose obvious aim is to 
isolate the spirit from the surrounding medium. As the vas Her- 
meticum  of alchemy, it was “herm etically” sealed (i.e., sealed 
w ith the sign of Herm es);12 it had to be made of glass, and had 
also to be as round  as possible, since it was m eant to represent 
the cosmos in which the earth  was created.13 T ransparen t glass 
is som ething like solidified water o r air, both of which are syno­
nyms for spirit. T h e  alchemical re to rt is therefore equivalent to 
the anima m undi, which according to an old alchemical concep­
tion surrounds the cosmos. Caesarius of Heisterbach (th irteenth  
century) m entions a vision in  which the soul appeared as a
W in  th e  “D icta  B e lin i” M ercurius even says: “O ut o f m e is m ade the bread from  
w h ich  com es the w h ole  w orld , and the w orld  is form ed from  m y m ercy, and  
i t  fa ils  not, because it  is the g ift o f  G od ” (D istinctio  X X V III, in  T h e a tr . chem ., 
V , 1660, p , 87).
U  Cf. the doctrin e o f the s ta tu s  iu s titia e  o rig in a lis  and s ta tu s  n a tu ra e  in tegrae.
12 Cf. R ev. 20 : 3: "and set a sea l u p on  him ."
13  “T h e  F ift is o f C oncord and o f L ove, /  B etw eene  your  W arkes and  the Spheare  
above.”— N o rto n ’s “O rd in all o f  A lch im y,” T h e a tru m  ch em icu m  B rita n n ic u m , 
ch. 6, p . 92.
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spherical glass vessel.14 Likewise the “sp iritu a l” o r “ethereal” 
(,aethereus) ph ilosophers’ stone is a precious v itru m  (sometimes 
described as m alleabile) w hich was often equated  w ith  the gold 
glass iaurum  v itreu m ) of the heavenly Jerusalem  (Rev. 21:21) .

246 I t  is w orth  n o tin g  tha t the G erm an fairytale calls the spirit 
confined in the bo ttle  by the nam e of the pagan god, M ercurius, 
w ho was considered identica l w ith  th e  G erm an  na tional god, 
W otan . T h e  m en tio n  of M ercurius stamps the  fairytale as an  
alchem ical folk legend, closely re la ted  on  the  one hand  to  the 
allegorical tales used in  teaching alchemy, and  on the o th e r to 
the  well-known group  of folktales th a t cluster ro u n d  the m otif 
o f the “spellbound  sp irit.” O u r fairytale thus in terp re ts  the 
evil sp irit as a  pagan god, forced u n d er the influence of Chris­
tian ity  to descend in to  the d ark  underw orld  and  be morally 
disqualified. H erm es becomes the dem on of the m ysteries cele­
b ra ted  by all tenebriones (obscurantists), and  W otan  the dem on 
of forest and  storm ; M ercurius becomes the soul of the  metals, 
the  m etallic m an (hom uncu lus), the  dragon {serpens mercuri- 
alis), the roaring  fiery lion, the  n igh t raven  (nycticorax), and  the 
black eagle— the last fou r being  synonyms for the devil. In  fact 
the sp irit in  the bo ttle  behaves ju s t as the devil does in  many 
o th e r fairytales: he bestows w ealth by changing base m etal into 
gold; and  like the devil, he also gets tricked.
14 D ia logu s m iracu loru m , trans. by Scott and  B land , I, pp . 4a, 236.
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2 . T H E  C O N N E C T IO N  B ETW EEN  
S P IR IT  A N D  T R E E

247 Before continu ing  ou r discussion of the spirit M ercuriusj I 
should like to p o in t ou t a n o t un im p o rtan t fact. T h e  place 
where he lies confined is no t just any place b u t a very essential 
one— namely, under the oak, the king of the forest. In  psycholog­
ical term s, this means tha t the evil sp irit is im prisoned in the 
roots of the self, as the secret h idden in the principle of individ­
uation. H e  is n o t identical w ith the tree, n o r w ith its roots, b u t 
has been p u t there by artificial means. T h e  fairytale gives us no 
reason to th ink  that the oak, which represents the self, has grown 
o u t of the sp irit in  the bottle; we may ra th e r conjecture that the 
oak presented a suitable place for concealing a secret. A treasure, 
for instance, is preferably buried  near some kind of landm ark, 
or else such a m ark  is p u t u p  afterwards. T h e  tree of paradise 
serves as a prototype for this and sim ilar tales: it, too, is not 
identical w ith  the voice of the serpent which issued from  i t .1 
However, it m ust no t be forgotten that these mythical motifs 
have a significant connection w ith certain  psychological phe­
nom ena observed am ong prim itive peoples. In  all such cases 
there is a notable analogy w ith  prim itive anim ism : certain  trees 
are anim ated by souls— have the character of personality, we 
would say— and possess a voice that gives commands to hum an 
beings. Am aury T a lb o t2 reports one such case from  Nigeria, 
w here a native soldier heard  an oji  tree calling to him , and  tried  
desperately to break ou t of the barracks and hasten to the tree. 
U nder cross-examination he alleged that all those who bore the 
nam e of the tree now and then  heard its voice. H ere the voice is 
undoubted ly  identical w ith the tree. These psychic phenom ena

1 MeTttrrius1 in the form of Lilith 01 Melusina1 appears in the tree in the Ripley 
Scrowle. T o this context belongs also the hamadryad as an interpretation of the 
so-called “Aenigma Bononiense.” Cf. M ysterium Coniunctionis, pp. 68f.
2 In the Shadow 0} the Bush, pp. 31L
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suggest that originally the tree and the daemon were one and 
the same, and that their separation is a secondary phenom enon 
corresponding to a higher level of culture and consciousness. 
T he original phenom enon was nothing less than a nature deity, 
a tremendum  pure and simple, which is morally neutral. But 
the secondary phenom enon implies an act of discrimination 
which splits man off from nature and thus testifies to the exist­
ence of a more highly differentiated consciousness. T o  this is 
added, as a tertiary phenomenon testifying to a still higher level, 
the moral qualification which declares the voice to be an evil 
spirit under a ban. It goes w ithout saying that this th ird  level is 
marked by a belief in a “higher” and “good” God who, though 
he has not finally disposed of his adversary, has nevertheless ren­
dered him  harmless for some time to come by im prisonm ent 
(Rev. 20 : 1-3).

248 Since at the present level of consciousness we cannot suppose 
that tree daemons exist, we are forced to assert that the prim itive 
suffers from hallucinations, that he hears his own unconscious 
which has projected itself into the tree. If this theory is correct— 
and I do not know how we could form ulate it otherwise today— 
then the second level of consciousness has effected a differentia­
tion between the object “tree” and the unconscious content pro­
jected into it, thereby achieving an act of enlightenm ent. The 
th ird  level rises still higher and attributes “evil” to the psychic 
content which has been separated from the object. Finally a 
fourth level, the level reached by our consciousness today, car­
ries the enlightenm ent a stage further by denying the objective 
existence of the “spirit” and declaring that the prim itive has 
heard nothing at all, b u t merely had an auditory hallucination. 
Consequently the whole phenom enon vanishes into th in  air— 
with the great advantage that the evil spirit becomes obviously 
non-existent and sinks into ridiculous insignificance. A fifth 
level, however, which is bound to take a quintessential view of 
the matter, wonders about this conjuring trick that turns what 
began as a miracle into a senseless self-deception— only to come 
full circle. Like the boy who told his father a made-up story 
about sixty stags in the forest, it asks: “B ut what, then, was all 
the rustling in  the woods?” T he  fifth level is of the opinion that 
something did happen after all: even though the psychic content 
was no t the tree, n o r a spirit in the tree, nor indeed any spirit at

200
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all, it was nevertheless a phenom enon  th ru stin g  up  from  th e  u n ­
conscious, the  existence of w hich canno t be den ied  if one is 
m inded  to g ran t the psyche any k ind  of reality. I f  one d id  n o t do 
that, one w ould  have to  ex tend  G od’s creatio ex n ih ilo— w hich 
seems so obnoxious to the m odern  in tellect— very m uch  fu r th e r  
to inc lude  steam  engines, autom obiles, radios, and  every lib rary  
on earth , all of w hich w ould  presum ably have arisen from  u n ­
im aginab ly  fo rtu itous  conglom erations of atoms. T h e  only th in g  
th a t w ould  have h ap p en ed  is th a t the C reato r w ould  have been  
renam ed  C onglom eratio .

249 T h e  fifth level assumes th a t the  unconscious exists and  has a 
rea lity  ju s t like any o th e r ex isten t. H ow ever odious it m ay be, 
this m eans th a t th e  “sp ir it” is also a reality , and  the “evil” sp irit 
a t tha t. W h a t is even worse, the  d istinction  betw een “good” and  
“evil” is suddenly  no longer obsolete, b u t h ighly  topical and  
necessary. T h e  crucial p o in t is th a t so long as the evil sp irit can­
n o t be p roved  to be a subjective psychic experience, then  even 
trees an d  o th e r su itab le  objects w ould  have, once again, to be 
seriously considered as its lodging  places.
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3. T H E  PRO BLEM  OF FR EEIN G  M ERCU RIU S

250 We will not pursue the paradoxical reality of the uncon­
scious any fu rther now, b u t will re tu rn  to the fairytale of the 
spirit in the bottle. As we have seen, the spirit M ercurius bears 
some resemblance to the “cheated devil.” T h e  analogy, how­
ever, is only a superficial one, since, unlike the gifts of the devil, 
the gold of M ercurius does n o t tu rn  to horse droppings b u t re­
mains good metal, and the magic rag does not tu rn  to ashes by 
m orning b u t retains its healing power. N or is M ercurius tricked 
out of a soul that he wanted to steal. H e is only tricked into his 
own better nature, one might say, in that the boy succeeds in 
bottling him  up  again in order to cure his bad mood and make 
him  tractable. M ercurius becomes polite, gives the young fellow 
a useful ransom and is accordingly set free. W e now hear about 
the student’s good fortune and how he became a wonder­
working doctor, but—strangely enough— nothing about the do­
ings of the liberated spirit, though these m ight be of some in ter­
est in view of the web of meanings in which M ercurius, with his 
many-sided associations, entangles us. W hat happens when this 
pagan god, Hermes-M ercurius-W otan, is let loose again? Being a 
god of magicians, a spiritus vegetativus, and a storm daemon, he 
will hardly have re tu rned  to captivity, and the fairytale gives us 
no reason to suppose tha t the episode of im prisonm ent has 
finally changed his nature to the pink of perfection. T he bird  of 
Hermes has escaped from the glass cage, and in  consequence 
something has lrappened which the experienced alchemist 
wished at all costs to avoid. T h a t is why he always sealed the 
stopper of his bottle w ith magic signs and set it for a very long 
time over the lowest fire, so that “he who is w ithin may not fly 
out.” For if he escapes, the whole laborious opus comes to noth­
ing and has to be started all over again. O ur lad was a Sunday’s 
child and possibly one of the poor in  spirit, on whom was be­
stowed a b it of the Kingdom of Heaven in  the shape of the self-
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renewing tincture, w ith reference to which it was said that the 
opus needed to be perform ed only once.1 But if he had lost the 
magic rag he would certainly never have been able to produce it 
a second time, by himself. I t looks as though some Master had 
succeeded in capturing the m ercurial spirit and then hid him  in  
a safe place, like a treasure— perhaps pu tting  him  aside for some 
fu ture  use. H e may even have planned to tame the wild Mercu- 
rius to serve him  as a w illing “fam iliar,” like M ephisto— such 
trains of thought are not strange to alchemy. Perhaps he was 
disagreeably surprised when he re tu rned  to the oak tree and 
found that his b ird  had flown. A t any rate, it m ight have been 
better not to have left the fate of the bottle to chance.

251 Be tha t as it may, the behaviour of the boy—successfully as it 
worked out for him — must be described as alchemicalIy incor­
rect. A part from the fact that he may have infringed upon the 
legitim ate claims of an unknow n M aster by setting M ercurius 
free, he was also totally unconscious of w hat m ight follow if this 
tu rb u len t spirit were let loose upon the world. T h e  golden age 
of alchemy was the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth 
century. A t that tim e a storm bird  did indeed escape from a spir­
itual vessel which the daemons m ust have felt was a prison. As I 
have said, the alchemists were all for not le tting  M ercurius es­
cape. T hey wanted to keep him  in the bottle in order to trans­
form him : for they believed, like Petasios, that lead (another 
arcane substance) was “so bedevilled and shameless that all who 
wish to investigate it fall into madness through ignorance.” 2 
T h e  same was said of the elusive M ercurius who evades every 
grasp— a real trickster who drove the alchemists to despair.3
1 “For he that shall end it once tor certeyne, /  Shall never have neede to begin  
againe.”—N orton’s “Ordinall o f A lchim y,” T heatr. chem . B rit., ch. 4, p. 48.
2  Olympiodorus in Berthelot, A lchim istes grecs, II, iv, 43.
3  Cf. the entertaining “Dialogus Mercurii alchymistae et naturae,” in  T heatr. 
chem., IV (1659), pp. 449s.
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i. IN T R O D U C T O R Y

252 T he  interested reader will want, as I do, to find out more 
about this spirit—especially what our forefathers believed and 
said about him. I will therefore try with the aid of text citations 
to draw a picture of this versatile and shim m ering god as he ap­
peared to the masters of the royal art. For this purpose we must 
consult the abstruse literature of alchemy, which has not yet 
been properly understood. Naturally, in later times, the history 
of alchemy was mainly of interest to the chemist. T he  fact that it 
recorded the discovery of many chemical substances and drugs 
could not, however, reconcile him  to the p itiful meagreness, so 
it seemed to him, of its scientific content. H e was not in the 
position of the older authors, such as Schmieder, who could look 
on the possibility of goldmaking with hopeful esteem and sym­
pathy; instead he was irritated  by the futility of the recipes and 
the fraudulence of alchemical speculation in general. T o  him  
alchemy was bound to seem a gigantic aberration that lasted for 
m ore than two thousand years. H ad he only asked himself 
whether the chemistry of alchemy was authentic or not, that is, 
w hether the alchemists were really chemists or merely spoke a 
chemical jargon, then the texts themselves would have suggested 
a line of observation other than the purely chemical. T he  scien­
tific equipm ent of the chemist does not, however, fit him  to pur­
sue this other line, since it leads straight into the history of reli­
gion. T hus it was a philologist, Reitzenstein, whom we have to 
thank for prelim inary researches of the greatest value in this 
field. I t  was he who recognized the mythological and Gnostic 
ideas embedded in alchemy, thereby opening up  the whole sub­
ject from an angle which promises to be most fruitful. For al­
chemy, as the earliest Greek and Chinese texts show, originally 
form ed part of Gnostic philosophical speculations which also in ­
cluded a detailed knowledge of the techniques of the goldsmith 
and ironsmith, the faker of precious stones, the druggist and
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apothecary. In  East and W est alike, alchemy contains as its core 
the Gnostic doctrine of the A nthropos and by its very nature  has 
the character of a peculiar doctrine of redem ption. This fact 
necessarily escaped the chemist, although it is expressed clearly 
enough in the Greek and Latin  texts as well as in the Chinese of 
about the same period. 

a53 T o  begin with, of course, it is almost impossible for our sci­
entifically trained minds to feel their way back in to  that p rim i­
tive state of participation m ystique  in which subject and object 
are identical. H ere the findings of m odern psychology stood me 
in very good stead. Practical experience shows us again and again 
that any prolonged preoccupation w ith an unknow n object acts 
as an almost irresistible bait for the unconscious to  project itself 
in to  the unknow n nature  of the object and to accept the resu lt­
an t perception, and the in terpretation  deduced from it, as ob­
jective. T h is phenom enon, a daily occurrence in  practical psy­
chology and more especially in psychotherapy, is w ithout doubt 
a vestige of prim itivity. O n the prim itive level, the whole of life 
is governed by animistic assumptions, tha t is, by projections of 
subjective contents into objective situations. For example, Karl 
von den Steinen says that the Bororos think of themselves as 
red  cockatoos, although they readily adm it tha t they have no 
feathers.1 O n this level, the alchemists’ assumption that a cer­
tain substance possesses secret powers, or that there is a prirna 
materia somewhere which works miracles, is self-evident. This 
is, however, no t a fact that can be understood or even thought of 
in chemical terms, it is a psychological phenom enon. Psychol­
ogy, therefore, can make an im portant contribution towards 
elucidating the alchemists’ mentality. W hat to the chemist seem 
to be the absurd fantasies of alchemy can be recognized by the 
psychologist w ithout too m uch difficulty as psychic m aterial con­
tam inated with chemical substances. T his m aterial stems from 
the collective unconscious and is therefore identical w ith fantasy 
products that can still be found today among both sick and 
healthy people who have never heard of alchemy. O n account of 
the prim itive character of its projections, alchemy, so barren a 
field for the chemist, is for the psychologist a veritable gold-mine 
of materials which throw an exceedingly valuable light on the 
structure of the unconscious.
IV o n  den Steinen, U nter den N aturvolkern  Zentral-Brasiliens1 pp. 35¾!-, 51*.
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254 Since in  w hat follows I shall often refer to  the o rig inal texts, 
it m ight be as well to say a few words ab o u t this lite ra tu re , some 
of which is no t easily accessible. I shall leave o u t of account the 
few Chinese texts th a t have been translated , an d  shall only m en­
tion  th a t T h e  Secret o f the G olden Flower, pub lished  by R ich­
ard  W ilhelm  and  myself, is representative of its class. N o r can I 
consider the In d ian  “Q uicksilver System.” 2 T h e  W estern  lite r­
a tu re  I have used falls in to  fou r groups:

1. T e x ts  by ancient authors. T h is  g roup  com prises m ainly 
G reek texts, w hich have been edited  by B erthelo t, and  those 
transm itted  by the  Arabs, likewise ed ited  by him . T h ey  date from  
the period  betw een the first and  eighth  centuries.

2. T ex ts  by the early Latinists. T h e  m ost im p o rtan t of 
these are translations from  the A rabic (or Hebrew?). R ecent re­
search shows th a t m ost of these texts derive from  the H arran ite  
school, w hich flourished u n til ab o u t 1050, and  was also, p ro b ­
ably, the source of the Corpus H erm eticum . T o  this group  be­
long certain  texts whose A rabic orig in  is d o u b tfu l b u t w hich at 
least show A rabic influence— for instance, the “Sum m a perfec- 
tion is” of G eber and  the A risto tle and  A vicenna treatises. T h is  
period  extends from  the n in th  to the th irteen th  century .

3. T ex ts  by the later Latinists. T hese com prise the p rinci­
pal group  an d  range from  the fou rteen th  to the seventeenth 
century.

4. T ex ts  in  m odern European languages. S ix teenth  to sev­
en teen th  century. A fter th a t, alchem y fell in to  decline, w hich is 
why I have only occasionally used eighteenth-century  texts.
2 Cf. Deussen, A llgem eine Geschichte der Philosophie, I, Part 3, pp. 336®. This 
undoubtedly alchemical philosophy belongs to the fairly late (medieval) XJpa- 
Puranas, more particularly to the M aheshvarapurana, hence to a doctrine prin­
cipally concerned w ith Shiva. “Para-da” (bestowing the Other Shore) signifies 
quicksilver.
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2. M ERCUR1US AS Q U ICK SILV ER A N D /O R  W A T E R

255 M ercurius was first understood pretty  well everywhere as 
hydrargyrum1 (Hg), quicksilver or argentum vivum  (Fr. vif- 
argent or argent vive). As such, it was called vulgaris (common) 
and crudus. As a rule, mercurius philosophicus was specifically 
distinguished from this, as an avowedly arcane substance that 
was sometimes conceived to be present in  mercurius crudus, and 
then, again, to differ from it completely. I t  was the true object 
of the alchemical procedure. Quicksilver, because of its fluidity 
and volatility, was also defined as water. A popular saying is: 
“A qua manus non madefaciens” (the water that does not make 
the hands wet).2 O ther designations are aqua vitae/  aqua alba,4 
aqua sicca.5 T h e  last designation, dry water, is paradoxical, for 
which reason I should like to call special attention to it as char­
acterizing the nature  of the object described. Aqua septies distil- 
Iata (seven times distilled water) and aqueum  subtile6 point 
to the sublim ated (“sp iritual”) nature of the philosophic M er­
curius. Many treatises simply speak of M ercurius as water.7 T he  
doctrine of the hum idum  radicale (root-moisture or radical 
m oisture) underlies such designations as hum idum  album ,8 hu- 
miditas m axim e permanens incom bustibilis et unctuosa,ΰ and 
hum iditas radicalis.10 M ercurius is also said to arise from the 
m oisture like a vapour11 (which again points to his spiritual
1 From  ύδωρ, 'w ater,’ and apyupos, ‘silver.’
2 E .g., H ogh e la n d e , “D e  a lch em iae d ifficu ltatibus,” T h e a tr . chem ., I  (1659), p. 161.
3 “A q uariu m  sap ien tu m ,” M u sa eu m  h e rm e tic u m ,  pp . 84, 93.
4  Ib id ., p . 84. H en ce  also lac v irg in is , n iv is , terra  a lb a  fo lia ta , m agnesia , etc.
6 H ogh elan d e, p . 161.
6 M ylius, P h ilo so p h ia  re fo rm a ta , p . 176.
T “N ovu m  lu m e n ,” M u s. h erm ., p . 581; “T ractatu s aureus,” ib id ., p. 34; “G loria  
m u n d i,” ib id ., p . 250; K hunrath , Von h y lea lisch en  Chaos, p . 214.
& R o sa r iu m  p h ilo so p h o ru m ,  in  A rtis  auriferae , II, p . 376.
9  "T ractatus aureus,” M u s. h erm ., p . 39.
19  M ylius, P h il, re p ,  p . 31.
11 “G loria  m u n d i,” p. 244.
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A L C H E M I C A L S T U D I E S 

so often ment ioned in the Greek texts is quicksilver.13 Mer-
curius as the arcane substance and golden tincture is indicated 
by the designation aqua aurea14 and by the description of the 
water as Mercurii caduceus.15 

12 Aurora consurgens II , in Art. aurif., I, p. 189. T h i s text remarks tha t the water 
is fire (p. 212). 
13 Berthelot , Alch. grecs, IV, vii, 2. 
14 Basilius Valentinus, "Practica," Mus. herm., p. 404. 
15 Phi la le tha, "Meta l lorum metamorphosis ," ibid., p . 771, and "In t ro i tus aper tus ," 
ibid., p . 654. 
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nature), or to rule the water.12 T h e "divine water" 
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3- M ER CU R IU S AS FIR E

*56 Many treatises define M ercurius simply as fire.1 H e is ignis 
elementaris,2 noster naturalis ignis certissimus,s which again in­
dicates his “philosophic” nature. T h e  aqua mercurialis is even a 
divine fire.4 T his fire is “highly vaporous” (vaporosus).5 In ­
deed, M ercurius is really the only fire in the whole procedure.6 
H e is an “ invisible fire, working in secret.” 7 One text says that 
the “heart” of M ercurius is at the N orth  Pole and that he is like 
a fire (northern  lights).8 H e is, in fact, as another text says, “the 
universal and scintillating fire of the light of nature, which car­
ries the heavenly spirit w ithin  it.” 9 T his passage is particularly 
im portan t as it relates M ercurius to the lum en naturae, the 
source of mystical knowledge second only to the holy revelation 
of the Scriptures. Once more we catch a glimpse of the ancient 
role of Herm es as the god of revelation. A lthough the lum en  
naturae, as originally bestowed by God upon his creatures, is not 
by nature  ungodly, its essence was nevertheless felt to be abys­
mal, since the ignis mercurialis was also connected with the fires 
of hell. I t  seems, however, that the alchemists did not under­
stand hell, or its fire, as absolutely outside of God or opposed to 
him , b u t rather as an in ternal com ponent of the deity, which 
m ust indeed be so if God is held to be a coincidentia opposi-
1 A u ro ra  consurgens  II, in  A r t .  aurif. ,  I, p . 212; D orn , "C ongeries P aracelsicae,” 
T h e a tr .  chem.,  I (1659), p . 502; M ylius, P hil ,  ref., p . 245.
2 “V ia veritatis,” M us. herm .,  p . 200.
3  “T racta tu s aureus,” ib id ., p . 39.
4  “A q uariu m  sap ien tu m ,” ib id ., p. 91.
B Ib id ., p. go.
β “T h e r e  is no fire in  a ll the w ork save M ercurius” (“Fons chym icae verita tis ,” 
ib id ., p. 803).
I  “ M etall. m etam orph .,” ib id ., p . 766.
8 “A t the P o le  is th e  heart o f  M ercurius, w h ich  is the true fire, in  w h ich  is the  
restin g  p lace  o f h is  Lord, sa ilin g  through  th is great sea” ("Introit. apert.," M u s . 
herm .,  p. 655). A som ew hat obscure sym bolism !
8 "A quarium  sap .,” ib id ., p . 84.
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torum.  T h e  concept of an  all-encom passing G od m ust neces­
sarily include his opposite. T h e  coincidentia,  of course, m ust not 
be too radical o r too extrem e, otherw ise God w ould  cancel h im ­
self o u t.10 T h e  princip le  of the coincidence of opposites m ust 
therefore be com pleted  by tha t of absolute opposition  in  order 
to a tta in  fu ll paradoxicality  and  hence psychological validity.

257 T h e  m ercurial fire is found  in  the “centre of the ea rth ,” or 
dragon’s belly, in  fluid form . Benedictus F igulus w rites: “Visit 
the cen tre  of the earth , there you will find the global fire.” 51 
A no ther treatise says tha t this fire is the “secret, in ferna l fire, the 
w onder of the world, the system of the h igher powers in  the 
low er.” 12 M ercurius, the revelatory ligh t of na tu re , is also hell- 
fire, w hich in  some m iraculous way is none o th e r than  a re ­
arrangem ent of th e  heavenly, sp iritual powers in  the  lower, 
chthonic w orld of m atter, though t already in  St. Pau l's  tim e to 
be ru led  by the devil. Hell-fire, the true  energic p rincip le  of 
evil, appears here as the  m anifest co u n te rp art of the sp iritual 
and  the good, and  as essentially identical w ith  i t  in  substance. 
A fter that, it  can surely cause no  offence w hen ano ther treatise 
says tha t the m ercuria l fire is the  “fire in  w hich G od him self 
bu rns in d iv ine love.” 13 W e are no t deceiving ourselves if we 
feel in scattered rem arks of this k ind  the b rea th  of tru e  m ysti­
cism.

258 Since M ercurius is him self of fiery natu re , fire does n o t harm  
him : he rem ains unchanged  w ith in  it, re jo icing  like the  sala­
m ander.14 I t  is unnecessary to  p o in t ou t tha t quicksilver does 
n o t behave like this b u t vaporizes u n d er heat, as the  alchemists 
themselves knew  from  very early times.
10 T h is  is a pu rely  psychological exp lan ation  having to do w ith  hu m an  concep­
tions and  statem ents and  n ot w ith  th e  un fa th om ab le  B eing.
11  F igu lus, Rosarium , n o vu m  o lym p icu m , Pars I, p . 71. T h is  is the “dom us ign is  
idem  E noch .” Cf. "Paracelsus as a Sp iritua l P h en om en on ,” supra, par. 186.
12 “Ignis in fern alis secretus . . . m un di m iraculum , v irtu tum  superiorum  in in- 
ferioribus system a” (“In troit. apert.,” p. 654).
13  “Ign is in  q u o  D eus ipse ardet am ore d iv in o ” (“G loria m u n d i,” p. 246).
14 “For it  is h e  w h o overcom es the fire, and is h im se lf not overcom e by the fire, 
b u t rests in  it  as a friend , rejoicing in  i t ” (G eber, “Sum m a p erfection is ,” D e  
alch em ia , cap. L X III, p . 139).

S l O
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4· M ER C U R IU S AS S P IR IT  AND SOUL

2 6 0

If M ercurius had been understood simply as quicksilver, 
there would obviously have been no need for any of the appella­
tions I have listed. T h e  fact that this need arose points to the 
conclusion that one simple and unm istakable term  in  no way 
sufficed to designate w hat the alchemists had in  m ind when they 
spoke of M ercurius. I t  was certainly quicksilver, bu t a very 
special quicksilver, “o u r” M ercurius, the essence, moisture, or 
principle behind or w ithin the quicksilver—that indefinable, 
fascinating, irritating, and elusive th ing  which attracts an un ­
conscious projection. T h e  “philosophic” M ercurius, this servus 
fugitivus  or ceruus fugitivus  (fugitive slave or stag), is a highly 
im portan t unconscious content which, as may be gathered from 
the few hints we have given, threatens to ramify into a set of far- 
reaching psychological problems. T h e  concept swells danger­
ously and we begin to perceive that the end is nowhere in sight. 
Therefore we would ra ther n o t tie this concept prem aturely to 
any special meaning, b u t shall content ourselves w ith stating 
that the philosophic M ercurius, so dear to the alchemist as the 
transform ative substance, is obviously a projection of the uncon­
scious, such as always takes place when the inquiring  m ind lacks 
the necessary self-criticism in investigating an unknow n quan­
tity.

As has already been indicated, the psychic nature  of the ar­
cane substance did not escape the alchemists; indeed, they actu­
ally defined it as “spirit” and “soul.” But since these concepts— 
especially in earlier times— were always ambiguous, we m ust ap­
proach them  with caution if we w ant to gain a moderately clear 
idea of what the terms spiritus and anima m eant in  alchemical 
usage.
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A. M ERCURIUS AS AN AERIAL SPIRIT

261 Hermes, originally a wind god, and his counterpart the 
Egyptian T hoth , who “makes the souls to breathe,” 1 are the 
forerunners of the alchemical M ercurius in his aerial aspect. 
T he  texts often use the terms pneum a  and spiritus in the origi­
nal concrete sense of “air in m otion.” So when M ercurius is de­
scribed in the Rosarium philosophorum  (fifteenth century) as 
aereus and volans2 (winged), and in Hoghelande (sixteenth 
century) as totus aereus et spiritualisp what is m eant is no th­
ing more than a gaseous state of aggregation. Something similar 
is m eant by the poetic expression serenitas aerea in  the Ripley 
Scrowle/  and by the same author’s statem ent that M ercurius is 
changed into wind.5 H e is the lapis elevatus cum vento  (the 
stone uplifted by the wind).6 T he  expressions spirituale cor­
pus7 and spiritus visibilis, tamen impalpabilis8 (visible yet im ­
palpable spirit) m ight also mean little  more than “air” if one 
recalls the aforem entioned vapour-like nature of Mercurius, and 
the same is probably true even of the spiritus prae cunctis valde 
puruss (pre-eminently pure spirit). T h e  designation incom ~ 
bustibilis10 is more doubtful, since this was often synonymous 
with incorruptibilis and then meant “eternal,” as we shall see 
later. Penotus (sixteenth century), a pupil of Paracelsus, stresses 
the corporeal aspect when he says that M ercurius is “nothing 
other than the spirit of the world become body within the 
earth .” 11 T his expression shows better than anything else the 
contam ination— inconceivable to the m odern m ind— of two sep­
arate realms, spirit and m atter; for to people in  the M iddle Ages

1 T h is  characteristic o£ M ercurius is stressed in  A u ro ra  consurgens  II, in  A rt.  
au rif., I, pp . 146 and 190: “H e  makes the nostrils [of the foetus] in  the fifth  
m o n th .”
2 R o sa riu m , pp . 252, 271.
3 T h e a tru m  ch em icu m , I (1659), p . 169.
4 16th cent. B ritish  M useum , MS. A dd. 10302.
6 R ip ley , O pera ,  p . 35.
6 “T ractatus aureus,” M u s. h erm ., p . 3g.
7 R o sa riu m ,  p . 282.
8 B asiliu s V alen tinus, "Practica,” M us. herm ., p . 404.
8 “In tro it. apert.,” ib id ., p . 654.
10 R o sa riu m , p . 252.
H  T h e a tr . chem ., I  (1659), P· 600.
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the spiritus m undi  was also the spirit which rules nature, and 
not just a pervasive gas. W e find ourselves in  the same dilem m a 
when another author, Mylius, in his Philosophia reformata,12 
describes M ercurius as an “ interm ediate substance” (media sub­
stantia), which is evidently synonymous with his concept of the 
anima media natura13 (soul as interm ediate nature), for to him 
M ercurius was the “spirit and soul of the bodies.” 14

B. M ERCU RIU S AS SOUL

262 “Soul” represents a higher concept than “sp irit” in the sense 
of air or gas. As the “subtle body” or “breath-soul” it means 
som ething non-m aterial and finer than m ere air. Its essential 
characteristic is to anim ate and be anim ated; it therefore repre­
sents the life principle. M ercurius is often designated as anima 
(hence, as a fem inine being, he is also called foemina  or virgo), 
or as nostra anim a .15 T h e  nostra here does no t m ean “our own” 
soul bu t, as in aqua Uostraj Mercurius noster, corpus nostrum, 
refers to the arcane substance. 

a63 However, anima  often appears to be connected w ith spiritus, 
or is equated w ith i t .16 For the spirit shares the living quality of 
the soul, and for this reason M ercurius is often called the 
spiritus vegetativus17 (spirit of life) or spiritus seminalis .18 A 
peculiar appellation is found in tha t seventeenth-century for­
gery which purports to be the secret book of Abraham  Ie Juif, 
m entioned by Nicolas FIameI (fourteenth century). T h e  epithet 
is spiritus Phytonis  (from φ ύω , ‘to procreate,’ φ υ τό ν ,  ‘creature,’ 
φ ύ τω ρ , ‘procreator,’ and Python, the Delphic serpent), and is ac­
com panied by the serpent sign: -T i. . 19 Very m uch m ore m aterial 
is the definition of M ercurius as a “life-giving power like a

12 P. 183.
13 P- 19-
14 P . 308.
15 “T ra c ta tu s  au reus,"  M u s. herrn., p . 39.
I® M ylius, P hil, ref., p. 308: "(M ercurius est) sp iritu s  e t an im a corporis.” T h e  
sam e in  V en tu ra , T h ea tr . chem ., I I  (1659), p . 282, a n d  in  "T ra c ta tu s  M icreris," 
ib id ., V (1660), p . 92.
11 A egidius de Vadis, ibid., I I  (1659), p . 106.
18 P h ila le th a , “M etall. m etam o rp h .,’’ M us. herm ., p . 766.
I» A braham  Eleazar, Uraltes C hym isches W erck1 pp . 2gff. "P h y to n  is the life of 
a ll th ings,” p . 34,
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glue, holding the world together and standing in the middle 
between body and spirit.” 20 T his concept corresponds to Mylius’ 
definition of M ercurius as the anima media natura. From here 
it is bu t a step to the identification of M ercurius with the anima 
m undi,21 which is how Avicenna had defined him  very much 
earlier (twelfth to th irteenth  century). “He is the spirit of the 
Lord which fills the whole world and in the beginning swam 
upon the waters. T hey call him  also the spirit of T ru th , which 
is hidden from the world.” 22 A nother text says that Mercurius 
is the “supracelestial spirit which is conjoined w ith the light, 
and rightly could be called the anima m undi."  23 I t is clear from 
a num ber of texts that the alchemists related their concept of 
the anima m undi on the one hand to the world soul in P lato’s 
Tim aeus  and on the other to the Holy Spirit, who was present 
at the Creation and played the role of procreator (φύτωρ), im­
pregnating the waters with the seed of life just as, later, he played 
a similar role in the obumbratio  (overshadowing) of Mary.24 
Elsewhere we read that a “life-force dwells in M ercurius non 
vulgaris, who flies like solid white snow. T his is a spirit of the 
macrocosmic as of the microcosmic world, upon whom, after the 
anima rationalis, the m otion and fluidity of hum an nature itself 
depends.” 25 T he snow represents the purified M ercurius in the 
state of albedo ( =  spirituality); here again m atter and spirit are 
identical. W orth noting is the duality of soul caused by the 
presence of M ercurius: on the one hand the im m ortal anima 
rationalis given by God to man, which distinguishes him  from 
animals; on the other hand the m ercurial life-soul, which to all 
appearances is connected with the inflatio or inspiratio of the 
Holy Spirit. T h is fundam ental duality forms the psychological 
basis of the two sources of illum ination.

20 H app eliu s, “A p horism i B a silian i,” T h ea tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p. 327.
21 V erus H erm es  (1620).
22 “A quarium  sap.,” M us. herm ., p . 85.
23 Steeb, C oelu m  S ep h iro ticu m , p . 33.
24  Ib id ., p. 39.
2 5  H app eliu s, loc. cit.
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T H E S P I R I T M E R C U R I U S 

C. M E R C U R I U S AS S P I R I T IN T H E 
I N C O R P O R E A L , M E T A P H Y S I C A L SENSE 

264 In many of the passages it remains doubtful whether spiritus 
means spirit in an abstract sense.20 It is moderately certain that 
this is so in Dorn, for he says that "Mercurius possesses the qual-
ity of an incorruptible spirit, which is like the soul, and because 
of its incorruptibil ity is called intellectual" 2 7—i.e., pertaining 
to the munaus intelligibilis. O n e text expressly calls him "spir-
itual and hyperphysical," 28 and another says that the spirit of 
Mercurius comes from heaven.2 9 Laurentius Ventura (sixteenth 
century) may well have been associating himself with the "Pla-
tonis liber quartorum" and hence with the neo-Platonist ideas 
of the Harranite school when he defined the spirit of Mercurius 
as "completely and entirely l ike itself" (sibi omnino similis) and 
s i m p l e x , 30 for this Harranite text defines the arcane substance 
as the res simplex and equates it wi th God.3 1 

265 occurs in an 
Ostanes quotat ion of considerable antiquity (possibly pre-Chris-
tian), which says: "Go to the streamings of the Ni le , and there 
you will find a stone that has a spirit." 32 In Zosimos Mercurius 
is characterized as incorporeal ,33 and by another au-
thor as ethereal and as having become rational 
or wise .3 i In the very o ld treatise "Isis to 
Horus" (first century) the divine water is brought by an angel 
and is clearly of celestial or possibly daemonic origin, since ac-
cording to the text the angel Amnae l who brings it is not a 
morally irreproachable figure.35 For the alchemists, as we know 
not only from the ancient but also from the later writers, 

26 F o r ins tance, D j a b i r in B e r t h e l o t , Chimie au rnoyen age, I I I , p . 169; Rosarium, 
in Art. aurif., I I , p . 339; H o g h e l a n d e , Theatr. chem., I {1602), p p . 153, 183. 
27 Theatr. chem., I (1659), p . 419. T h e same i n Rip ley , " A x i o m a t a , " ibid. , I I 
(1659), p . 123. 
28 " T r a c t a t u s au reus , " Mus. herm., p . 11. H e r e c i ted f r o m Va len t inus . 
28 Steeb, Coelum Sephiroticum, p . 137. 
30 Theatr. chem., I I (1659), p . 231. 
31 Ibid . , V (1660), p . 129. 
32 Ber the lo t , Alch. grecs, I I I , vi, 5. 
33 Ibid . , I l l , xxvii i , 5. 
34 Ibid . , IV, vii, 2. 
35 Ibid . , I, xiii , 3. [Cf. sup ra , " T h e Visions of Zosimos," pars . 97s . ] 
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Mercurius as the arcane substance had a more or less secret con­
nection w ith the goddess of love. In  the “Book of Krates,” which 
was transm itted by the Arabs and is possibly of Alexandrian ori­
gin, Aphrodite appears with a vessel from the m outh of which 
pours a ceaseless stream of quicksilver,36 and in  the Chymical 
W edding  of Christian Rosencreutz the central mystery is his visit 
to the secret chamber of the sleeping Venus.

T he  fact that M ercurius is in terpreted as spirit and soul, 
in  spite of the spirit-body dilemma which this involves, indicates 
tha t the alchemists themselves conceived of their arcane sub­
stance as something that we today would call a psychic phenom­
enon. Indeed, whatever else spirit and soul may be, from the 
phenomenological point of view they are psychic structures. 
T he  alchemists never tired of drawing attention to the psychic 
nature of M ercurius. So far we have concerned ourselves with, 
statistically, the commonest synonyms such as water and fire, 
spirit and soul, and it is now possible for us to conclude that 
these exemplify a psychological state of affairs best characterized 
by (or, indeed, actually demanding) an antinom ian nomencla­
ture. W ater and fire are classic opposites and can be valid defini­
tions of one and the same thing only if this thing unites in itself 
the contrary qualities of water and fire. T he  psychologem “Mer- 
curius” must therefore possess an essentially antinom ian dual 
nature.
36 Berthelot, M oyen dge, III, p  63.
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5· T H E  D U A L N A T U R E  OF M ERCU RIU S

*67 M ercurius, following the trad ition  of Hermes, is many-sided, 
changeable, and deceitful. D orn speaks of “that inconstant M er­
curius,’’ 1 and another calls him  versipellis (changing his skin, 
shifty).2 He is duplex3 and his m ain characteristic is duplicity. 
I t  is said of him  that he “runs round  the earth and enjoys 
equally the company of the good and the wicked.” 4 H e is “ two 
dragons,” 5 the “ tw in,” G made of “two natures” 7 or “two sub­
stances.” s H e is the “giant of twofold substance,” in  explanation 
of which the text^ cites the twenty-sixth chapter of M atthew, 
where the sacrament of the Last Supper is instituted. T h e  Christ 
analogy is thus made plain. T h e  two substances of M ercurius are 
thought of as dissimilar, sometimes opposed; as the dragon he is 
“winged and wingless.” 10 A parable says: “O n this m ountain 
lies an ever-waking dragon, who is called Pantophthalm os, for 
he is covered with eyes on both sides of his body, before and 
behind, and he sleeps with some open and some closed.” 11 
T h ere  is the “common and the philosophic” M ercurius;12 he 
consists of “ the dry and earthy, the moist and viscous.” 13 Two 
of his elements are passive, earth and water, and two active, air
1 Thea tr . ch em ., I  (1659), p . 470.
2 A egidius de Vadis, ib id ., I I  (1659), p . 105.
3 “A q u ariu m  sap.,” M us. herm ., p . 84; T rev isanus, in  T h ea tr . chem ., I  (1659), 
p . 695; M ylius, P hil, ref., p . 176.
4 “A urelia  occu lta ,” T hea tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p. 506.
5 “Brevis m an u d u c tio ,” M us. herm ., p . 788.
6 V alen tinus, “P ractice ,” ib id ., p . 425.
I M ylius, P hil, ref., p . 18; “E xercita tiones in  T u rb a m ,"  A rt. aurif., I, pp . 159, 161. 
8 D orn , in  T hea tr . chem ., I  (1659), p . 420.
8 “A q u ariu m  sap.,” M us. herm ., p . 111. [Cf. in fra , p a r. 384. n . 5.]
18 “S um m arium  ph ilosoph icum ," ib id ., p p . t72f.
I I  Cf. the  snake vision of Igna tiu s Loyola an d  th e  po ly o p h th a lm ia  m o tif discussed 
in  “O n the  N a tu re  of th e  Psyche,” pp . ig8f.
12 “T ra c ta tu s  au reu s ,” M us. herm ., p. 25.
13 "C onsilium  con iug ii,” A rs chem ica  (1566), p . 59.
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a n d  fire.14 H e  is b o th  good  an d  ev il.15 T h e  “A u re lia  o ccu lta” 
gives a g rap h ic  d escrip tio n  of h im :18

I am the poison-dripping dragon, who is everywhere and can be 
cheaply had. T h a t upon which I rest, and tha t which rests upon me, 
will be found w ithin me by those who pursue their investigations in 
accordance w ith the rules of the Art. My water and fire destroy and 
p u t together; from my body you may extract the green lion and the 
red. B ut if you do not have exact knowledge of me, you will destroy 
your five senses w ith my fire. From my snout there comes a spreading 
poison that has brought death to many. Therefore you should skil­
fully separate the coarse from the fine, if you do not wish to suffer 
u tte r poverty. I  bestow on you the powers of the m ale and the fe­
male, and also those of heaven and of earth. T h e  mysteries of my 
art m ust be handled w ith courage and greatness of m ind if you 
would conquer me by the pow er17 of fire, for already very many have 
come to grief, their riches and  labour lost. I am the egg of nature, 
known only to the wise, who in  piety and modesty b ring  forth  from 
me the microcosm, which was prepared for m ankind by Almighty 
God, b u t given only to the few, while the many long for it in  vain, 
tha t they may do good to the poor w ith my treasure and not fasten 
their souls to the perishable gold. By the philosophers I am nam ed 
M ercurius; my spouse is the [philosophic] gold; I am  the old dragon, 
found everywhere on the globe of the earth, father and m other, 
young and old, very strong and very weak, death and resurrection, 
visible and invisible, hard  and soft; I descend in to  the earth  and 
ascend to the heavens, I am the highest and the lowest, the lightest 
and  the heaviest; often the order of natu re is reversed in me, as re­
gards colour, num ber, weight, and measure; I contain the light of 
nature; I am dark  and  light; I come forth  from heaven and earth; I 
am known and yet do not exist a t a ll;18 by virtue of the sun’s rays 
all colours shine in  me, and all metals. I am the carbuncle of the 
sun, the most noble purified earth , through which you may change 
copper, iron , tin, and lead in to  gold.

268 Because of h is u n ite d  d o u b le  n a tu re  M ercu riu s  is described  
as h e rm a p h ro d itic . Som etim es his body  is said to  be m ascu line 
a n d  his soul fem in in e , som etim es th e  reverse. T h e  Rosarium

14 R osarium , in  A rt. aurif., II, p. 208.
15 K hunrath, H y I. Chaos, p. 218.
16 T h ea tr. chem ., IV (1659), pp. 5018:. 
i t  I  read v i  instead o f  vim .
I 8 T h is  paradox recalls the Indian  asat (non-existing). Cf. Chhandogya U pan- 
ishad, VI, ii, 1 (Sacred Books o f the East, II, p. 93).
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philosophorum , for example, has both versions.19 As vulgaris he 
is the dead masculine body, b u t as “ou r” M ercurius he is femi­
nine, spiritual, alive and life-giving.20 H e is also called husband 
and wife,21 bridegroom and bride, or lover and beloved.22 His 
contrary natures are often called M ercurius sensu strictiori and 
sulphur, the form er being feminine, earth, and Eve, and the lat­
ter masculine, water, and Adam 23 In  D orn he is the “ true her­
m aphroditic Adam,” 24 and in K hunrath he is “begotten of the 
herm aphroditic seed of the Macrocosm” as “an immaculate b irth  
from the herm aphroditic m atter” (i.e., the prima materia).25 
Mylius calls him  the “herm aphroditic m onster.” 26 As Adam 
he is also the microcosm, or even “the heart of the m icro­
cosm,” 27 or he has the microcosm “in himself, where are also 
the four elements and the quinta essentia which they call 
Heaven.” 28 T he  term  coelum  for M ercurius does not, as one 
m ight think, derive from the firm am entum  of Paracelsus, but 
occurs earlier in Johannes de Rupescissa (fourteenth century).29 
T h e  term homo  is used as a synonym for “microcosm,” as when 
M ercurius is nam ed the “Philosophic ambisexual M an.” 30 In 
the very old “Dicta Belini” (Belinus or Balinus is a corruption 
of Apollonius of Tyana), he is the “man rising from the river,” 31 
probably a reference to the vision of Ezra.32 In  T rism osin’s 
Splendor solis (sixteenth century) there is an illustration of 
this.33 T he idea itself may go back to the Babylonian teacher 
of xvisdom, Oannes. T h e  designation of M ercurius as the “high

19 A rt. au rif., II, p p . 239, 249.
20 “In troit. apert.,” M us. herm ., p . 653.
21 “G loria m u n d i,” ib id ., p . 250.
22 A u ro ra  consurgens  I, P arab le  V II.
23 R u lan d , L ex icon  a lch em iae, p . 47.
24 T h ea tr , chem ., I (1659), p . 510.
25 H y  I. Chaos, p . 62.
20 P h il, ref., p . 19.
27 H ap p eliu s in  T h e a tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p . 327.
28 P h il, ref., p . 5.
2S L a V ertu  e t  p ro p r ie te  d e  la  q u in te  essence, p. 15. T h e  "m etal o f th e  p h ilo s­
op h ers” w ill beco m e lik e  “h eaven ,” says th e  “T ractatu s M icreris,” T h e a tr . chem ., 
V  (1660), p . 100.
30 K hunrath , H yl. Chaos, p . ig s .
31 M anget, B ib lio th eca  chem ica, I, p . 478b.
3 2 IV  Ezra 13 : 25-53. Cf. Charles, A p o cryp h a  a n d  P seu d ep ig rapha , II , pp. 6 i8 f .  
33 In  A u reu m  v e llu s  (1598), T ract 3: S p len d o r Solis (1920 facsim ile), p . 23, PI. V III.
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m an” 34 does not fit in  badly w ith such a pedigree. T h e terms 
Adam  and m icrocosm  occur frequently in the texts ,35 but the 
Abraham  Ie Ju if forgery unblushingly calls M ercurius A dam  
K adm on . 30 As I have discussed this unm istakable continuation  
of the G nostic doctrine of the Anthropos elsew here ,37 there 
is no need for m e to go m ore closely now  into this aspect of 
M ercurius .38 Nevertheless, I w ould like to emphasize once  
again that the A nthropos idea coincides w ith the psychological 
concept of the self. T h e  atman and purusha doctrine as well as 
alchem y give clear proofs o f this. 

s09 A nother aspect of the dual nature o f M ercurius is his char­
acterization as senex39 and p u e r .40 T h e  figure of Herm es as an 
old man, attested by archaeology, brings him  into direct relation  
w ith Saturn— a relationship w hich plays a considerable role in  
alchem y (see infra, pars. 274ff.). M ercurius truly consists of the 
m ost extrem e opposites; on the one hand he is undoubtedly  
akin to the godhead, on the other he is found in  sewers. Rosinus 
(Zosimos) even calls him  the term inus ani.41 In the Bundahish ,42 
the anus of Garotman is ‘‘like hell on earth.”

84  R u land , L exicon alchemiae, p. 47.
3 8  Jo h n  Dee in T h ea tr . chem., II  (1659), p. 195; R osarium , in A rt. aurif., II, p. 309. 
3 8  Eleazar, Vralles Chymisches W erck, p. 51. Adam K adm on is the P rim ordial 
M an; cf. M ystertum  Coniunetionis, ch. V.
3 7  “Paracelsus as a S p iritual Phenom enon,” supra, pars. 165(!., and Psychology 
and A lchem y, index, s.v.
38 G ayom art also is a k ind  of vegetation num en like M ercurius, and like him  
fertilizes his m other, the earth . A t the place w here his life came to an end the 
earth  tu rned  to gold, an d  where his lim bs d isin tegrated  various metals appeared. 
Cf. Christensen, Les Types du  prem ier hom m e et du  prem ier roi dans Vhistoire 
legendaire des Iraniens, pp . 26, 29.
39 Senex draco in  V alentinus, "P ractica,” M us. kerm ., p. 425. In  Verus Hermes 
(1620), pp. 15, 16, M ercurius is also designated w ith  the  Gnostic nam e ‘'Father- 
M other.”
4 0  “De arte  chim ica,” A rt. aurif., I, p . 581. R egius puellu s  in  “ In tro it. apert.,” 
M us. herm ., pp . 678, 655.
41  A rt. aurif., I, p. 310. H ere  it is the stone identical w ith M ercurius that is so 
called. T h e  context disallows the read ing  "an n i.” T h e  passage w hich follows soon 
after, “nascitur in  duobus m ontibus,” refers to the “T rac ta tu s  A ristotelis” 
('T hea tr. chem ., V, 1660, pp . 787!!.), w here the act o f defecation is described. 
(Cf. supra, “Paracelsus as a S p iritual Phenom enon,” par. 182, n . 61.) Correspond­
ing illustrations for Aurora consurgens may be found in  the Codex Rhenoviensis.
42  Ch. X X V III. Cf. R eitzenstein an d  Schaeder, Studien  zum  an tiken  Synkretism us 
aus Iran u n d  Griechenland, p. 119.

Brought to you by | Utrecht University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 6/1/18 12:37 PM



6. T H E  U N IT Y  AND T R IN IT Y  OF M ERCU RIU S

270 In  spite of his obvious duality the unity  of M ercurius is also 
emphasized, especially in his form as the lapis. “In  all the world 
he is O ne.” 1 T he  unity of M ercurius is at the same time a 
trinity, w ith clear reference to the Holy T rin ity , although his 
triadic nature  does not derive from Christian dogma but is of 
earlier date. T riads occur as early as the treatise of Zosimos, 
irtpi aperijs (Concerning the Art).2 M artial calls Hermes omnia  
solus et ter unus  (All and T hrice  One).3 In  Monakris (Arcadia), 
a three-headed Hermes was worshipped, and in Gaul there was a 
three-headed M ercurius.4 T his Gallic god was also a psychopomp. 
T h e  triadic character is an a ttribu te  of the gods of the under­
world, as for instance the three-bodied Typhon, three-bodied 
and three-faced H ecate,5 and the “ancestors” (τριτοπάτορβτ) w ith 
their serpent bodies. According to Cicero,6 these latter are the 
three sons of Zeus the King, the rex antiquissimusJ  T hey are 
called the “forefathers” and are wind-gods;8 obviously by the 
same logic the H opi Indians believe that snakes are at the same 
time flashes of lightning auguring rain. K hunrath calls Mer- 
curius triunus9 and ternarius.10 Mylius represents him  as a three-

1 R o s a r i u m ,  in  A r t .  a u r i f . ,  II , p . 253.
2 B e r th e lo t , A l c h .  g re cs ,  II I , v i, 18: “ T h e  u n ity  o f  th e  c o m p o s it io n  [p ro d u ces] th e  
in d iv is ib le  tr ia d , a n d  th u s  a n  u n d iv id e d  tr ia d  c o m p o se d  o f  se p a r a te  e le m e n ts  
crea tes th e  cosm os, th r o u g h  th e  fo r e th o u g h t  [προνοίς.] o f  th e  F irst A u th o r , th e  
cau se  a n d  d e m iu r g e  o f  crea tio n ; w h ere fo re  h e  is c a lle d  T r ism e g is to s , h a v in g  b e ­
h e ld  tr ia d ic a lly  th a t  w h ic h  is  crea ted  a n d  th a t  w h ic h  creates."
3 E p i g r a m m a t a ,  V , 24.
* R e in a c h , C u l te s ,  m y t h e s  e t  r e l ig io n s ,  I I I , p p . r6of.
5 S ch w eitzer , H e r a k le s ,  p p . 84(!.
6 D e  n a t u r a  d e o r u m ,  3, 21 , 53.
7 T h e r e  is a lso  a Z e u s  t r io p s .
8 R o sch er , L e x i c o n ,  V , co l. 1208.
9 H y L  C h a o s ,  p p . 6 a n d  199.
10 Ib id ., p . 203.
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headed snake.11 T h e  “A quarium  sap ien tum ” says that he is a 
“ triune, universal essence which is nam ed Jehova.12 H e is divine 
and  at the same tim e h u m an .” 13 

27l f ro m  all this one m ust conclude tha t M ercurius corresponds 
n o t only to  Christ, b u t to  the triu n e  divinity  in general. T h e  
“A urelia  occulta” calls h im  “A zoth,” and  explains the term  as 
follows: “For he is the A and O tha t is everywhere present. T h e  
philosophers have adorned [him] w ith the nam e Azoth, which 
is com pounded of the A and Z of the Latins, the a lpha and 
om ega of the  Greeks, and  the aleph and  tau  of the  Hebrews:

T h e  parallel w ith  the T r in ity  could  n o t be m ore clearly ind i­
cated. T h e  anonym ous com m entator of the “T rac ta tu s aureus” 
puts the parallel w ith  C hrist as Logos just as unm istakably. All 
things proceed from  the “philosophic heaven adorned  w ith  an 
infin ite m u ltitu d e  of stars,” 13 from  the creative W ord  incar­
nate, the Jo h an n in e  Logos, w ithou t w hich “was n o t any th ing  
m ade th a t was m ade.” T h e  com m entator says: “T h u s  the W ord 
of renew al is invisibly in h eren t in  all things, b u t it  is n o t evident 
in  elem entary  solid bodies unless they have been  b rough t back 
to the fifth, or heavenly and  astral essence. H ence this W ord  of 
renew al is the seed of prom ise, o r the philosophic heaven refu l­
gen t w ith the infinite lights of the stars.” 18 M ercurius is the 
Logos becom e w orld. T h e  descrip tion given here may po in t to 
his basic identity  w ith  the collective unconscious, for as I tried  
to  show in  my essay “O n the N a tu re  of the Psyche,” 17 the im ­
age of the starry heaven seems to  be a visualization of the pecul­
ia r n a tu re  of the unconscious. Since M ercurius is often called 
filius, his sonship is beyond question .18 H e  is therefore like a
I! Phil, ref., p. g6.
12 This peculiar designation refers to  the demiurge, the saturnine Ialdabaoth, 
who was connected with the “God of the Jews."
13 Mus. herm., p. 112.
14 Theatr. chem., IV (1659), p. 507. 
ιε  Ibid., p. 614.
16 Ibid., p. 615.
17 Pp. ig8f.
18 Cf. Rosarium , in A rt. aurif., II, p. 248: “filius . . . coloris coelici" (cited from
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bro ther to Christ and a second son of God, though in point of 
tim e he m ust be accounted the elder and the first-born. T h is 
idea goes back to the conceptions of the Euchites reported  in 
Michael Psellus,19 who believed that G od’s first son was Satan- 
ael 20 and that Christ was the second.21 However, M ercurius is 
not only the counterpart of Christ in so far as he is the “son” ; he 
is also the counterpart of the T rin ity  as a whole in  so far as he is 
conceived to be a chthonic triad. According to this view he 
would be equal to one half of the Christian Godhead. H e is in­
deed the dark chthonic half, b u t he is no t simply evil as such, for 
he is called “good and evil,” or a “system of the higher powers in 
the lower.” H e calls to m ind that double figure which seems to 
stand behind both Christ and the devil— that enigmatic Lucifer 
whose attributes are shared by both. In  Rev. 22 : 16 Christ says 
of himself: “I am the root and the offspring of David, the bright 
and the m orning star.”

272 One peculiarity of M ercurius which undoubtedly  relates 
him  to the Godhead and to the prim itive creator god is his abil­
ity to beget himself. In  the “Allegoriae super librum  T u rb ae” 
he says: “T he  m other bore me and is herself begotten of m e.” 22 
As the uroboros dragon, he impregnates, begets, bears, devours, 
and slays himself, and “himself lifts himself on high,” as the 
Rosarium  says,23 so paraphrasing the mystery of G od’s sacrificial 
death. H ere, as in m any sim ilar instances, it would be rash to 
assume that the alchemists were as conscious of their reasoning 
processes as perhaps we are. B ut man, and through him  the un-

H a ly ’s “Secretum ”); K hunrath , H y l. C haos, passim : "filius m acrocosm i,” p. 59: 
“un igen itus"; P en otu s in  T h e a tr . ch e m ., I (1659), p . 601: “filiu s h o m in is , fructus 
v irg in is.”
1* D e d a em o n ib u s  (trans. M arsilio  F icino), fo l. N . Vr.
20 Cf. th e  report on  the B ogom ils in  E uthym ios Z igabenos, “P a n op lia  d ogm atica” 
(M igne, P .G ., vo l. 130, cols. i2gff.).
21 T h e  d u a lity  o f  the son sh ip  appears to d ate  back to th e  E b ion ites in  E piphanius: 
“T w o , they assert, were raised u p  by G od, the on e  (is) C hrist, the o th er  th e  d ev il” 
(P a n a riu m 1 X X X , 16, 2).
22 A rt. au rif., I, p . 151. T h e  sam e is said o f G od in the C ontes d e l G raal o f 
C h ritien  de Troyes:

“Ce d o in t ic il glor'ieus pere  
Q ui de sa fille  fist sa m ere.”

(H ilka, D er P erceva lro m a n , p . 372.)
23 A rt. au rif., II , p . 339.
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conscious, expresses a great deal tha t is n o t necessarily conscious 
in  all its im plications. Nevertheless I should  like to avoid giving 
the im pression th a t the alchemists were absolutely unconscious 
of th e ir thought-processes. H ow  little  this was so is proved by the 
above quotations. B u t a lthough  M ercurius, in  m any texts, is 
stated to be trinus e t Unusj this does no t p revent h im  from  shar­
ing very strongly the  quaternity  of the lapis, w ith  w hich he is 
essentially identical. H e  thus exemplifies th a t strange dilem m a 
w hich is posed by the p rob lem  of three  and  four— the well- 
know n axiom  of M aria Prophetissa. T h e re  is a classical H erm es  
tetracephalus  as well as the  H erm es tricephalus.2i T h e  ground- 
plan of the Sabaean tem ple of M ercurius was a triangle inside a 
square .25 In  the scholia to the “T rac ta tu s aureus” the sign for 
M ercurius is a square inside a  triangle su rrounded  by a circle 
(symbol of to tality).26
2* Schw eitzer, H era k le s ,  p . 84.
2 5  C h w olsoh n , D ie  S sa b ier u n d  d e r  Ssab ism us, II, p . 367.
2 6  B ib  I. ch em .,  I , p . 40Q.
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η. T H E  R E L A T IO N  OF M ERCU RIU S T O  
A STRO LO G Y  AND T H E  D O C T R IN E  

OF T H E  A R C H O N  S

«73 One of the roots of the peculiar philosophy relating to Mer- 
curius lies in ancient astrology and in the Gnostic doctrine of 
the archons and aeons, which is derived from it. Between Mer- 
curius and the planet there is a relation of mystical identity  due 
either to contam ination or to an actual spiritual identity. In  the 
first case quicksilver is simply the planet M ercury as it appears 
in  the earth (just as gold is simply the sun in the earth);1 in  the 
second, the “sp irit” of quicksilver is identical w ith the planetary 
spirit. Both spirits individually, or the two as one spirit, were 
personified and called upon for aid or magically conjured in to  
service as a paredros or “fam iliar.” W ith in  the alchemical trad i­
tion we find directions for such procedures in the H arranite  
treatise “Clavis maioris sapientiae” of Artefius,2 which agree 
w ith descriptions of the invocations m entioned by Dozy and de 
G oeje.3 T here  are also references to procedures of this kind 
in  the "L iber Platonis quarto rum .” * Parallel with this is the 
account according to which Democritus received the secret of 
the hieroglyphs from the genius of the planet M ercury.5 T he 
spirit M ercurius appears here in  the role of a mystagogue, as in  
the Corpus H erm eticum  or the visions of Zosimos. H e plays the 
same role in the rem arkable dream-vision recorded in “A urelia 
occulta,” where he appears as the A nthropos with a crown of 
stars.® As the little  star near the sun, he is the child of sun and
1 Maier, Circulus physicus quadratus, pp. 15ft.
2 T heatr. chem., IV (1659), pp. ig8ff.
3 “N ouveaux documents pour l ’etude de la religion des Harraniens,” p. 341.
4 T heatr. chem ., V  (1660), pp. io iff.
6 Berthelot, A lch. grecs, Introduction, p. 236.
β T heatr. chem., IV (1659), p. 510. [Supra, par. 106.] H e corresponds to the stella  
sem ptem plex  w hich appears at the end of the work. “. . . cook, until the seven­
fold star appears, running about through the sphere” (ibid., p. 508). Cf. the early
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m oon.7 But contrariwise he is also the begetter o f his parents;8 
or, as the treatise of W ei Po-yang (c. a .d . 142) remarks, the gold  
(sun) gets its qualities from M ercurius.6 (O w ing to the contam i­
nation, the astrological myth is always thought of in chemical 
terms as well.) Because of his half-fem inine nature, M ercurius 
is often  identified w ith  the m oon10 and V enus.11 As his own 
divine consort he easily turns into the goddess of love, just as in 
his role o f H erm es he is ithyphallic. B ut he is also called the 
“m ost chaste virgin .” 12 T h e  relation of quicksilver to the m oon  
(silver) is obvious enough. M ercurius as the sh in ing and shim­
m ering planet, appearing like V enus close to the sun in  the 
m orning or evening sky, is like her a Lucifer, a light-bringer 
(φώσφοροί). H e heralds, as the m orning star does, only much  
m ore directly, the com ing of the light.

274 But the most im portant of all for an interpretation of Mer- 
curius is his relation  to Saturn. M ercurius senex  is identical w ith  
Saturn, and to the earlier alchemists especially, it is not quick­
silver, but the lead associated w ith  Saturn, w hich usually repre-

C h ris tia n  idea  of C h ris t as th e  le a d e r o f th e  “ ro u n d  d an ce’’ o f th e  stars. (“T ra n s ­
fo rm a tio n  Sym bolism  in  th e  M ass,” p p . 273ff.)
7 “T a b u la  sm arag d in a ,"  R o sa riu m , in  A r t.  a urif., II , p . 253, an d  M ylius, P h il, ref., 
p . 101.
8 "A llego riae  su p e r I ib ru m  T u rb a e ,” A r t. a urif., I , p . 155: “o rigo  Solis”; V en tu ra , 
T h ea tr . chem ., I I  (1659), p . 296: “T h e  su n  rises to g e th e r w ith  th e  m oon  in  the  
b e lly  of M ercu riu s .”
9  W ei Po-yang, “A n  A n c ien t C hinese T re a tis e ,” p . 241.
id  “E p isto la  ad  H e rm a n n u m ,” T h ea tr . chem ., V  (1660), p . 800; “ G lo ria  m u n d i,” 
M u s. h erm ., p p . 224, 244. As th e  a rcan e  substance  m agnesia  h e  is ca lled  th e  “ fu ll 
m o o n ” (R o sa riu m , in  A r t.  au rif., II , p . 231) a n d  succus lunariae  (p. 211). H e  has 
fa llen  dow n from  th e  m oon  (B erthe lo t, A lch . grecs, I I I ,  vi, g). T h e  sign for 
M ercu riu s is in  th e  “B ook of K ra tes” (B erthe lo t, M o yen  age, I I I ,  p . 48). In  th e  
G reek  M agic P ap y ri, H erm es is invoked  as “ circle o f th e  m o o n ” (P re isendanz, 
P apyri Graecae M agicae, I, p . 195).
11 V ision of K rates in  B e rth e lo t, M o yen  age, I I I ,  p . 63. As A dam  w ith  V enus in  
th e  b a th , V a len tin u s, “P rac tica ,” M us. h erm ., p . 425 (cf. A iy s te r iu m  C on iunc tion is, 
p p . 303, 383). As Sal V eneris, g reen  a n d  re d  lio n  (= V en u s) , K h u n ra th , H y l. Chaos, 
p p . 91, 104. T h e  substance  of M ercu riu s consists o f V enus (M ylius, P h il, ref., 
p . 17). S ince h is  m o th e r  V enus is th e  m a tr ix  corrup ta , M ercu riu s  as h e r  son is th e  
p u e r  leprosus (“R o sin u s  ad  S a rra ta n ta m ,” A r t. au rif., I, p . 318). I n  th e  M agic 
P ap y ri, th e  day  o f A p h ro d ite  is associated  w ith  H erm es (P re isendanz, Pap. Graec. 
M ag., I I ,  p . 120). In  A l-lIra q I  th e  a tt r ib u te s  o f V enus a re  id en tica l w ith  those  of 
M ercu riu s; sister, b rid e , a ir , green , green  lion , p h o e n ix  (H o lm yard , p . 420).
12 “A u re lia  o ccu lta ,” T h ea tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p . 480.
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sents the prim a m ateria. In  the Arabic text of the Turbaiz quick­
silver is identical w ith the “water of the moon and of Saturn.’’ In  
the “Dicta B elini” Saturn says: “My spirit is the water that 
loosens the rig id  limbs of my brothers.” 14 T his refers to the 
“eternal w ater” which is just w hat M ercurius is. Raym und Lully 
remarks that “a certain oil of a golden colour is extracted from 
the philosophic lead.” 15 In  K hunrath  M ercurius is the “salt of 
Saturn,” 16 or Saturn is simply M ercurius. Saturn “draws the 
eternal w ater.” 17 Like M ercurius, Saturn is herm aphroditic.18 
Saturn is “an old m an on a m ountain, and in him  the natures 
are bound w ith their com plem ent [i.e., the four elements], and 
all this is in Saturn.” 19 T h e  same is said of M ercurius. Saturn 
is the father and origin of M ercurius, therefore the latter is 
called “Saturn’s child.” 20 Quicksilver comes “from the heart of 
Saturn or is Saturn ,” 21 and  a “bright w ater” is extracted from 
the p lan t Saturnia, “ the most perfect water and flower in the 
w orld.” 22 T h is statem ent of Sir George Ripley, Canon of Brid­
lington, is a most rem arkable parallel to the Gnostic teach­
ing that Kronos (Saturn) is a “power of the colour of w ater” 
(ύδατόχρο«) which destroys everything, since “water is destruc­
tion.” 23

875 Like the planetary spirit of M ercurius, the spirit of Saturn is 
“very suited to this work.” 24 One of the m anifestations of M er­
curius in the alchemical process of transform ation is the lion, 
now green and now red. K hunrath  calls this transform ation 
“luring  the lion out of Saturn’s m ountain  cave.” From ancient 
times the lion was associated w ith Saturn.25 K hunrath  calls him
13 Ed. Ruska, p . 204.
14 A rt .  aurif . ,  II, p . 379. T h e  sam e in D orn , T h e a tr . chem.,  I  (1659), pp . 56of.
!5 C ited  in  M ylius, P hil ,  ref., p. 302.
16 H y I. Chaos,  p. 197.
i t  “A en igm a p h ilo so p h o ru m ,” T h e a tr .  chem .,  IV  (1659), p p . 4g8ff.
18 H y l .  Chaos, p. 195.
19 “R hasis E p ist.” in  M aier, S y m b . aur.  mens.,  p . 211. L ike Saturn, M ercurius 
com bines all m eta ls in  h im self (ib id ., p. 531).
20 M ylius, P hil ,  ref.,  p. 305. "Saturn’s C h y ld ” in  R ip le y ’s “ M ed u lla ” (T h e a tr . 
chem . B rit . ,  p. 391).
21 P antheus, A rs transm ut.  m eta ll . ,  fo l. gr.
22 R ip ley , O pera ,  p . 317.
23 H ip p o ly tu s , Elenchos,  V, 16, 2.
24 "Liber P laton is qu artorum ,” T h e a tr .  chem .,  V  (1660), p p . 127, 136.
25 P reller, Griechische M y th o lo g ie ,  I, p. 43.
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“ th e  lio n  o£ th e  C atho lic  tr ib e ,’’ 26 p a rap h ras in g  th e  “ lio n  of the 
tr ib e  of J u d a h ”— an allegory  of C h ris t.27 H e  calls S a tu rn  “ the 
lio n  g reen  a n d  re d .” 28 In  G nosticism  S a tu rn  is th e  highest 
a rch o n , th e  lion -headed  Ia ld a b ao th ,29 m e an in g  “c h ild  of chaos.” 
B u t in  a lchem y th e  ch ild  of chaos is M ercu riu s .30 

*76 T h e  re la tio n  to a n d  id e n tity  w ith  S a tu rn  is im p o r ta n t be­
cause S a tu rn  is n o t  on ly  a m ale ficus  b u t  actually  th e  dw elling- 
p lace of the  dev il h im self. E ven as th e  h ighest a rch o n  an d  d em i­
u rg e  his G nostic  re p u ta tio n  was n o t the  best. A ccord ing  to 
one C abalis tic  source, B eelzebub  was associated w ith  h im .81 My- 
Iius says th a t if  M ercu riu s  w ere to be pu rified , th e n  L ucifer 
w ou ld  fall from  heaven .32 A  co n tem p o ra ry  m arg in a l n o te  in  a 
seven teen th -cen tu ry  trea tise  in  m y possession exp la ins th e  term  
su lp h u r, th e  m ascu line  p rin c ip le  of M ercu riu s ,33 as diabolus.  If 
M ercu riu s  is n o t  exactly  th e  E vil O n e  him self, h e  a t least con­
tains h im — th a t is, he  is m ora lly  n eu tra l, good an d  evil, o r  as 
K h u n ra th  says: “G ood  w ith  the  good, evil w ith  th e  ev il.” 34 H is 
n a tu re  is m o re  exactly  defined, how ever, if one conceives h im  as 
a  process th a t begins w ith  evil a n d  ends w ith  good. A ra th e r  
d ep lo ra b le  b u t  p ic tu resq u e  poem  in  Verus H e rm e s  (1620) sum ­
m arizes th e  process as follows:

A weakling babe, a greybeard old,
Surnam ed the Dragon: me they hold 
In  darkest dungeon languishing 
T h a t I may be reborn a king.

A fiery sword makes me to smart,
D eath gnaws my flesh and bones apart.

26 H yL Chaos, p. 93.
27 Cf. Christ as lion  in  the Ancoratus  o f E piphanius and as lion  cub in St. Greg­
ory, In Sep tem  Psalm. Penit. ,  Ps. 5 : 10 (M igne, P.L., vol. 79, col. 609).
28 H yL Chaos, p. 195.
29 Bousset, H a u p tp ro b le m e  der Gnosis,  pp. 10, 321, 352.
30 For Saturn’s day as the last day o f creation, see infra, par. 301.
31 C odex Parisiensis 2419, fol. 277r. C ited in  R eitzenstein , Poim andres,  p . 75.
32 Phil, ref., p. 18.
33 Sulphur is the "fire hidden in  M ercurius” (Trevisanus in T h e a tr . chem.,  I, 
1659, p. 700). H e  is identical w ith Mercurius: “Sulphur is m ercurial and M ercurius 
is su lphureal” ("Brevis m anuductio,"  M us. herm.,  p. 788).
S iH y l .  Chaos, p . 186. T herefore, h e  says, w e should  pray to God for the spirit 
of discretion, that it m ay teach u s the d istinction  betw een good  and evil.
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My soul and spirit fast are sinking,
And leave a poison, black and stinking.

T o  a black crow am I akin,
Such be the wages of all sin.
In  deepest dust I lie alone,
O that the Three would make the One!

O soul, O spirit with me stay,
T h a t I may greet the light of day.
Hero of peace, come forth from me,
W hom the whole world would like to see!

277 In  this poem  M ercurius is describ ing  his own transform a­
tion, w hich a t the same tim e signifies the mystic transform ation  
of th e  artifex ; for n o t only M ercurius b u t also w hat happens to 
h im  is a p ro jec tion  of the collective unconscious. T h is , as can 
easily be seen from  w hat has gone before, is the p ro jec tion  of the 
in d iv id u a tio n  process, w hich, be ing  a n a tu ra l psychic occur­
rence, goes on even w ith o u t the partic ip a tio n  of consciousness. 
B u t if consciousness partic ipa tes w ith  some m easure of u n d e r­
standing, then  the process is accom panied by all the em otions of 
a relig ious experience o r revelation . As a resu lt of this, M ercu- 
rius ivas identified  w ith  Sapien tia  and  the H oly  Ghost. I t  is 
therefo re  very p robab le  th a t those heresies w hich began w ith  the 
Euchites, Paulicians, Bogomils, and  Cathars, an d  w hich devel­
oped the concept of the Paraclete very m uch in  the sp irit of the 
fo under of C hristian ity , w ere co n tin u ed  in  alchemy, partly  u n ­
consciously and  partly  u n d e r a de libera te  disguise.35
85  I t  is c o n c e iv a b le  th a t  th e  c u r io u s  n a m e  fo r  th e  a lc h e m ists  in  R u p e sc is sa ’s L a  
V e r tu  e t  p r o p r i e t e  d e  la q u i n t e  es sen ce ,  “ les  p o u r e s  h o m m e s  e v a n g e lisa n s .” 
g o e s  b ack  to  th e  C a th a r  p e r f e c l i  a n d  p a u p e r e s  C h r i s t i .  R u p e sc is sa  (J ea n  d e  R o q u e -  
ta illa d c )  liv e d  a b o u t  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  14th  c e n t. H e  w a s a cr it ic  o f  th e  C h u rch  
a n d  th e  c lerg y  (F erg u so n , B i b l i o t h e c a  c h e m ic a ,  II , p . 305). T h e  C a th a r  tr ia ls  
la s te d  in to  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  14th  cen t.
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8. M E R C U R IU S  A N D  H ER M ES

278 W e have already m et w ith  a num b er o£ alchem ical statem ents 
which show p lain ly  th a t the character of the classical Herm es 
was faithfully  reproduced  la te r in  the figure of M ercurius. This 
is in  p art an unconscious repetition , in  p a rt a spontaneous re­
experience, and  finally also a  conscious reference to the pagan 
god. T h e re  can be no d o u b t th a t M ichael M aier was consciously 
a llud ing  to H erm es as p o in te r of the way (oSjjyos) w hen he said 
th a t he found  on his mystic peregrination  a statue of M ercurius 
po in ting  the way to paradise,1 and  that he was re ferring  to 
H erm es the mystagogue w hen he m ade the E ry thraean  Sibyl 
say of M ercurius: “H e w ill m ake you a witness of the mysteries 
of G od and the secrets of n a tu re .” 2 Again, as the divinns terna- 
rius, M ercurius is the revealer of divine secrets,3 or in  the form 
of gold is conceived to be the soul of the arcane substance 
(magnesia),4 o r the fructifier of the philosophical tree.5 In  the 
“Epigram m a M ercurio philosophico d icatum ” 6 he is called 
the messenger of the gods, the he rm en eu t (in terpreter), and  the 
Egyptian “T h e u tiu s” (T hoth). M aier even goes so far as to re ­
late h im  to H erm es Kyllenios w hen he calls h im  “this faithless 
an d  all too elusive A rcadian youth ,” 7 for in  A rcadia was the 
sanctuary of Kyllenios5 the ithyphallic  H erm es. In  the scholia 
to the “T rac ta tu s aureus” M ercurius is nam ed o u trig h t the 
“K yllenian hero .” 8 M aier’s words m ight also be a reference to 
Eros. A nd in  fact, in  R osencreutz’s Chymical W edding , Mer-
1 Sym b. aur. mens., p . 592. [Cf. M ysterium  Coniunctionis, pars. 276ff.]
2 Ibid., p. 600.
3  D orn, in  T hea tr. chem ., I  (1659), p. 547.
4 K hunrath , H yl. Chaos, p . 233.
5 Ripley, in  T h ea tr . chem ., II  (1659), p . 113. 
β M us. herm ., p. 738.
7 Symb. aur. mens., p . 386.
8 T heatr. chem ., IV (1659), p. 673.
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curius does appear in the form of C upid,9 and punishes the 
adept for his curiosity in visiting the Lady Venus by wounding 
him  in  the hand w ith an arrow. T he  arrow is the “dart of pas­
sion” (telum passionis), which is also an a ttribu te  of M ercurius.10 
H e is an “archer,” and  indeed one who “shoots w ithout a bow­
string” and is “nowhere to be found on earth ,” 11 so is obviously 
a daemon. In  the T ab le  of Symbols in Penotus12 he is associated 
w ith nymphs, which rem inds one of the pastoral god, Pan. His 
lasciviousness is borne ou t by an illustration in the Tripus  
chimicus of Sendivogius,13 where he appears on a trium phal 
chariot drawn by a cock and a hen, and behind him  is a naked 
pair of em bracing lovers. In  this connection may also be m en­
tioned the num erous somewhat obscene pictures of the con- 
iunctio  in old prints, often preserved merely as pornographica. 
Pictures in old m anuscripts of excretory acts, including vomiting, 
likewise belong to this sphere of the “underw orldly H erm es.” 14 
Again, M ercurius represents the “continuous cohabitation” 15 
which is found in unalloyed form  in the T an tric  Shiva-Shakti 
concept. Connections between Greek and Arabic alchemy and 
Ind ia  are no t unlikely. Reitzensteinle reports the story of Pad- 
m anaba from a T urk ish  book of folklore17 about the forty vi­
ziers, which may date back to  the tim e of the Moguls. Already 
in the first centuries of our era, Indian  religious influences were 
at work in southern M esopotamia, and in the second century B.C. 
there were B uddhist monasteries in  Persia. In  the royal temple 
of Padm anabhapura in T ravancore (c. fifteenth century) I found 
two reliefs representing an entirely non-Indian senex ithyphal- 
licus w ith wings. In  one of them  he stands up to his waist in 
the bowl of the moon. One is rem inded of the winged ithyphal-

8 Also in the form of the boy showing the way and the “age-old son of the 
mother.”
1O Ripley, Opera, pp. 42iff. 
n  "Introit. apert.,” Mus. herm., p. 653.
12 Theatr. chem., II (1659), facing p. iog.
13 P. 67.
14 E.g., Codex Rhenoviensis, Zurich, and Codex Vossianus, Leyden.
15 For this motif see Symbols of Transformation, pp. 2ogf.
16 Alchemische Lehrschriften und Marchen bei den Arabern, pp. 77L
17 Belletete, trans., Contes turcs.
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lie o ld  m an w ho pursues the “b lu e” o r “doglike” 18 w om an in 
H ippolytus. Kyllenios does in  fact appear in  H ippo ly tus10 as 
identical on the one hand  w ith  the Logos and on the o ther w ith 
the wicked Korybas, the phallus, an d  the dem iurgic p rincip le  in 
general.20 A nother aspect of this dark  M ercurius is the  m other- 
son incest, w hich may be traceable to M andaean influences: 
there N abu  (M ercurius) an d  Istar (Astarte) form  a  syzygy. 
A starte is the  m other and  love goddess th roughou t the whole 
N ear East, w here she is also ta in ted  w ith the incest m otif. N abu 
is the “Messiah of the L ie,” who because of his malice is p u n ­
ished and kep t in  prison by the sun 21 T h e  texts rem in d  us again 
and  again that M ercurius is “found  in  the dung-heaps,” b u t they 
add ironically th a t “m any have g rubbed  in  the dung-heaps, b u t 
ex tracted  no th ing  thereby.” 22 

279 T h is  dark  M ercurius m ust once again be understood as rep ­
resen ting  the in itia l nigredo  state, the lowest being  a symbol of 
the highest and  vice versa:

Anfang und Ende 
Reichen sich die H ande.23

H e is the uroboros, the O ne and  All, the u n io n  of opposites 
accom plished d u rin g  the alchem ical process, of w hich Penotus 
says:24
Mercurius is begotten by nature as the son of nature and the fruit 
of the liquid element. But even as the Son of Man is begotten by the 
philosopher and created as the fruit of the Virgin, so must he 
[Mercurius] be raised from the earth and cleansed of all earthiness, 
then he ascends entire into the air, and is changed into spirit. Thus
18 KuavotiSjj o r  KUjioeiSjj. H ip p o ly tu s , E lenchos, V, 20, 6 a n d  7 (ed . W en d lan d ) has 
th e  la t te r  re ad in g . T h e  a lchem ica l e q u iv a le n ts  o f th is  stran g e  m ytho logem  su p ­
p o r t  b o th  possib ilities: D og as Logos, p sychopom p, a n d  filiu s canis coelici coloris 
(p u p p y  of celestia l h u e), a ll re fe rr in g  to M ercu riu s . [Cf. M y ste r iu m  C oniunc-  
tion is , pars , j  74H.] 
i s  E lenchos, V, 7, 29.
20 T h e  d u a lity  o f th e  M ercu riu s  concep t h as  a  p a ra lle l in  th e  syncre tis t views o f 
th e  N aassenes, w ho  so u g h t to  g rasp  a n d  express th e  psychological ex p erien ce  o f 
th e  p a rad o x ica l F irs t Cause. B u t I  m u s t b e  co n te n t w ith  th is h in t .
21 B ousset, H a u p tp ro b le m e  der G nosis, p p . 43, 55, 142.
22 R o sa riu m , in  A r t. aurif,, I I ,  p . 243.
28 "B eg in n in g s  a n d  e n d s /T o u c h  h a n d s .”
2^ T h e a tr . chem ., I  (1659), P· 6 ° 1·
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is fulfilled the word of the philosopher: He ascends from earth to 
heaven and receives the power of Above and Below, and puts off his 
earthy and impure nature and clothes himself in the heavenly 
nature.

Since Penotus is here referring to the “T abu la  sm aragdina,” 
it m ust be emphasized that he departs from the spirit of the 
“T ab u la” in one essential point. In  the version of Penotus, the 
ascent of M ercurius is in  entire accord w ith the Christian trans­
form ation of the hylic in to  the pneum atic man. T he  “T ab u la ,” 
on the other hand, says: “H e ascends from earth to heaven and 
descends again to earth, and receives the power of Above and 
Below. His power is complete when he has re tu rned  to earth .” 
So it is no t a question of a one-way ascent to heaven, but, in 
contrast to the route followed by the Christian Redeemer, who 
comes from above to below and from there returns to the above, 
the filius macrocosmi starts from below, ascends on high, and, 
with the powers of Above and Below united  in himself, returns 
to earth again. H e carries out the reverse m ovement and thereby 
manifests a nature  contrary to that of C hrist and the Gnostic 
Redeemers, while on the other hand he displays a certain affinity 
with the Basilidian concept of the th ird  sonship. M ercurius has 
the circular na tu re  of the uroboros, hence he is symbolized by 
the circulus sim plex  of which he is at the same time the 
centre.25 H e can therefore say of himself: “I am One and at the 
same time Many in  myself.” 26 T h is same treatise says th a t the 
centre of the circle in m an is the earth, and calls it the “salt” to 
which Christ referred when he said: “Ye are the salt of the 
earth .” 27

Herm es is a god of thieves and cheats, b u t also a god of rev­
elation who gave his name to a whole philosophy. Seen in histor­
ical retrospect, it was a m om ent of the utm ost significance when 
the hum anist Patrizi proposed to Pope Gregory XIV that H er­
metic philosophy should take the place of Aristotle in ecclesias­
tical doctrine. At that m om ent two worlds came into contact, 
which— after heaven knows what happenings!— must yet be

25 “Tractatus aureus cum scholiis,” ibid., IV, p. 608.
2« “Aurelia occulta,” ibid., p. 507.
27 Ibid., p. 489.
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u n ite d  in  th e  fu tu re . A t th a t tim e i t  was obviously  im possib le. A  
psychological d iffe ren tia tio n  of re lig ious as w ell as scientific 
views is s till n eed e d  before a u n io n  can  beg in  to  be b ro u g h t 
a b o u t.28
2 8  [T h is paragraph originally  ended the m onograph.— E d i t o r s . ]
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9- M E R C U R IU S  AS T H E  A R C A N E  SU B ST A N C E

282 M ercurius, it  is generally  affirmed, is the arcanum ,1 the 
p rim a m ateria ,2 the  “fa ther of all m etals,’’ the prim eval chaos, 
the earth  of paradise, the  “m ateria l u p o n  w hich n a tu re  w orked a 
little , b u t nevertheless le ft im perfect.” 4 H e is also the  u ltim a  
m ateria , the goal of his own transfo rm ation , th e  stone,5 the tin c ­
tu re , the philosophic gold, the  carbuncle, the philosophic m an, 
the second A dam , the  analogue of C hrist, the king, the  ligh t of 
lights, the deus terrestris, indeed  the d iv in ity  itself or its perfect 
coun terpart. Since I have already discussed the  synonyms and  
m eanings of the stone elsew here there  is no  need  fo r m e to go 
in to  fu r th e r  details now.

283 Besides be ing  the  p rim a m ateria  of the  lowly b eg inn ing  as 
well as the lapis as the  highest goal, M ercurius is also the process 
w hich lies betw een, and  the m eans by w hich it  is effected. H e is 
the  “beg inn ing , m iddle, an d  end  of the  w ork .” 8 T h e re fo re  he is 
called  the M ediato r,7 Servator, an d  Salvator. H e  is a m ed ia to r 
like H erm es. As the m edicina  catholica  an d  a lexipharm akon  he 
is the  “preserver [servator] of the w orld .” H e  is the  “healer 
[salvator] of all im perfect bod ies” 8 an d  the  “ im age of C hrist’s 
in carn a tio n ,” 8 the un igen itu s  “consubstan tial w ith  the  paren-
1 ‘‘T rac t, au r. cum  scholiis,” T h e a tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p . 608.
2 M ylius, P hil, ref., p . 179; “T ra c t, au reus ,” M us. herm ., p . 25; T rev isanus in  
T hea tr . chem ., I  (1659), p . 695.
3  “E xercit. in  T u rb .,” A r t. aurif., I, p . 154.
4 R osarium , ib id ., II , p . 231.
5 V en tu ra , in  T hea tr . chem ., I I  (1859), P- 232: “ lap is ben ed ic tu s”; D orn , in 
Thea tr . chem ., I  (1659), p . 510: "fiery an d  perfect M ercurius” ; p . 520: “T h e  
A dam ic stone  is m ade o u t of th e  A dam ic M ercurius in  th e  w om an Eve”; Lully, 
Codicillus, pp . 88of.: “T h e  good th a t is sough t is o u r stone an d  M ercurius.”
β "T rac t, au r. cum  scholiis," T h ea tr . chem ., IV  (1659), p . 608.
7 “E xercit. in  T u rb .,” A rt. aurif., I, p . 170; R ipley , C hym ische Schrifften , p . 31; 
“T rac t, au r. cum  scholiis,” p . 610; “A m ed ia to r m ak ing  peace betw een enem ies.”
8 "A q u ariu m  sap.,” M us. herm ., p. 111.
® Ib id ., p . 118.

Brought to you by | Utrecht University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 6/1/18 12:37 PM



tal herm aphrod ite .” 10 A ltogether, in the macrocosm of n a tu re  
he occupies the position which C hrist holds in  the m undus  
rationalis of div ine revelation. B ut as the saying “My ligh t su r­
passes all o ther lights” 11 shows, the claim  of M ercurius goes 
even fu rther, which is why the alchemists endow ed him  w ith the 
a ttribu tes  of the T r in ity 12 in o rder to m ake clear his com plete 
correspondence to God. In  D ante, Satan is three-headed and 
therefore three-in-one. H e is the coun terpart of G od in the sense 
tha t he is G od’s antithesis. T h e  alchemists d id  n o t hold this view 
of M ercurius; on the contrary, they saw him  as a divine em ana­
tion harm onious w ith G od’s own being. T h e  stress they laid 
on  his capacity for self-generation, self-transform ation, self­
reproduction , and self-destruction contradicts the idea that he is 
a created being. I t is therefore only logical w hen Paracelsus and 
D orn  state that the prim a m ateria  is an “ increatum ” and a p r in ­
ciple coeternal w ith  God. T h is denial of creatio ex nihilo  is sup­
ported  by the fact that in  the beginning  G od found  the T ehom  
already in  existence, th a t same m aternal w orld of T iam a t whose 
son we encounter in  M ercurius.13
10  Khunrath, H y l . Chaos, p. 59.
u  “Septem Tract, herm et.,” Ars chemica, p. 22. R osarium ,  p. 381: "I illum ine  
the air w ith  my ligh t and warm the earth w ith m y heat, I bring forth and 
nourish the things of nature, plants and stones, and w ith my power I take away 
the darkness of n ight, and cause day to endure in  the w orld, and I ligh ten  all 
lights w ith  my light, even those in  w hich there is no  splendour nor greatness. 
For all these are of my work, w hen I pu t upon m e my garments; and those who  
seek m e, let them make peace betw een m e and my bride.” T h is is cited from the 
“D icta B elin i” (printed in  M anget’s B ibl .  chem., I, p. 478). T h ere are variations 
in the text. I have quoted the passage in fu ll because o f its psychological interest.
12 “For in  the Stone are body, soul, and spirit, and yet it is one stone” (“Exercit. 
in  T u rb .,” A rt.  aurif. , I, p. 170).
13 Cf. Psychology and A lchem y,  par. 26.
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10. SUMMARY

T h e  m ultiple aspects o£ M ercurius may be summarized as 
follows:

(1) M ercurius consists of all conceivable opposites. H e is 
thus quite obviously a duality, b u t is nam ed a unity  in spite of 
the fact that his innum erable inner contradictions can dram ati­
cally fly apart into an equal num ber of disparate and apparently 
independent figures.

(2) H e is both  m aterial and spiritual.
(3) H e is the process by which the lower and m aterial is 

transform ed into the higher and spiritual, and vice versa.
(4) H e is the devil, a redeem ing psychopomp, an evasive 

trickster, and G od’s reflection in physical nature.
(5) H e is also the reflection of a mystical experience of the 

artifex that coincides w ith the opus alchymicum.
(6) As such, he represents on the one hand the self and on 

the o ther the individuation process and, because of the limitless 
num ber of his names, also the collective unconscious.1

#  #  *

Certainly goldmaking, as also chemical research in general, 
was of great concern to alchemy. B ut a still greater, m ore im ­
passioned concern appears to have been— one cannot very well 
say the “investigation”—b u t ra ther the experience of the uncon­
scious. T h a t this side of alchemy— the μυστικά—was for so long 
m isunderstood is due solely to the fact that noth ing  was known 
of psychology, let alone of the suprapersonal, collective uncon­
scious. So long as one knows noth ing  of psychic actuality, it will 
be projected, if it appears at all. T hus the first knowledge of 
psychic law and order was found in  the stars, and was later ex­
tended by projections into unknow n m atter. These two realms of 
experience branched off into sciences: astrology became astron-

1 H ence the designation of Mercurius as more nostrum .
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286

omy, and  alchem y chemistry. O n the o th er hand, the peculiar 
connection between character and  the astronom ical de term ina­
tion of tim e has only very recently begun to tu rn  in to  som ething 
approaching an em pirical science. T h e  really im p o rtan t psychic 
facts can n e ither be m easured, weighed, n o r seen in  a test tube 
o r u n d er a microscope. T h ey  are therefore supposedly inde­
term inable, in  o ther words they m ust be left to people who have 
an  in n e r sense for them , ju s t as colours m ust be shown to the 
seeing and  n o t to the b lind .

T h e  store of projections found  in alchem y is, if possible, 
even less known, and  there is a fu rth e r draw back which makes 
closer investigation extrem ely difficult. For, un like  the astrolog­
ical constituents of character which, if negative, are a t m ost u n ­
pleasant for the  individual, though am using to  his ne ighbour, 
the alchem ical projections represent collective contents tha t 
stand in painfu l contrast— or ra ther, in  com pensatory re la tion—  
to ou r highest ra tional convictions and  values. T h ey  give the 
strange answers of the n a tu ra l psyche to the u ltim ate  questions 
w hich reason has left un touched . C ontrary  to all progress and 
belief in a fu tu re  th a t will deliver us from  the sorrow ful present, 
they po in t back to som ething prim eval, to the apparently  hope­
lessly static, e ternal sway of m atter th a t makes ou r fondly be- 
lieved-in w orld look like a phantasm agoria of shifting scenes. 
T h ey  show us, as the redem ptive goal of o u r active, desirous life, 
a symbol of the inorganic— the stone— som ething tha t does no t 
live b u t m erely exists o r “becomes,” the passive subject of a lim ­
itless an d  unfathom able play of opposites. “Soul,” th a t bodi­
less abstraction of the  ra tiona l in tellect, and  “sp irit,” th a t two- 
dim ensional m etaphor of dry-as-dust philosophical dialectic, ap­
pear in  alchem ical projection in  alm ost physical, plastic form , 
like tangible breath-bodies, and  refuse to function  as com ponent 
parts of o u r ra tional consciousness. T h e  hope for a psychology 
w ithou t the  soul is b rough t to noth ing , and the illusion th a t the 
unconscious has only ju s t been discovered vanishes: in  a some­
w hat peculiar form, adm ittedly, i t  has been know n for close on 
two thousand years. L e t us, however, n o t delude ourselves: no 
m ore than  we can separate the  constituents of character from  the 
astronom ical determ inants of tim e are we able to separate tha t 
u n ru ly  and  evasive M ercurius from  the autonom y of m atter. 
Som ething of the projection-carrier always clings to the projec-

2 3 8
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tion, and even if we succeed to some degree in in tegrating in to  
ou r consciousness the part we recognize as psychic, we shall in te­
grate along with it som ething of the cosmos and its m ateriality; 
o r rather, since the cosmos is infinitely greater than we are, we 
shall have been assimilated by the inorganic. "T ransform  your­
selves into living philosophical stones!” cries an alchemist, but 
he d id  not know how infinitely slowly the stone “becomes.” 
Anyone who gives serious thought to the “natural ligh t” that 
emanates from the projections of alchemy will certainly agree 
w ith the M aster who spoke of the “wearisomeness of the in te r­
m inable m edita tion” dem anded by the work. In  these projec­
tions we encounter the phenomenology of an “objective” spirit, 
a true m atrix  of psychic experience, the most appropriate sym­
bol for which is m atter. Nowhere and never has m an controlled 
m atter w ithout closely observing its behaviour and paying heed 
to its laws, and only to the extent that he did so could he con­
trol it. T h e  same is true of that objective spirit which today 
we call the unconscious: it is refractory like m atter, mysteri­
ous and elusive, and obeys laws which are so non-hum an or 
suprahum an that they seem to us like a crimen laesae majestatis 
humanae. If a m an puts his hand to the opus, he repeats, as the 
alchemists say, G od’s w ork of creation. T h e  struggle w ith the 
unform ed, w ith the chaos of T iam at, is in tru th  a prim ordial 
experience.

887 Since the psyche, when directly experienced, confronts us in 
the “living” substance it has anim ated and appears to be one 
w ith it, M ercurius is called argentum  vivum . Conscious discrim ­
ination, or consciousness itself, effects tha t world-shattering in­
tervention which separates body from soul and divides the spirit 
M ercurius from  the hydrargyrum , as if drawing off the spirit 
in to  the bottle, to speak in  terms of o u r fairytale. B ut since body 
and soul, in spite of the artificial separation, are un ited  in  the 
mystery of life, the m ercurial spirit, though im prisoned in the 
bottle, is yet found in  the roots of the tree, as its quintessence 
and living num en. In  the language of the Upanishads, he is the 
personal atm an of the tree. Isolated in the bottle, he corresponds 
to the ego and the principle of individuation, which in  the In ­
dian view leads to the illusion of individual existence. Freed 
from  his prison, M ercurius assumes the character of the supra- 
personal atm an. H e becomes the one anim ating principle of all
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created things, the hiranyagarbha (golden germ ),2 the  supra- 
personal self, represented  by the filius macrocosmi, the one stone 
of the wise. “R osinus ad S arratan tam ” cites a saying of “M alus 
Philosophus” 3 w hich attem pts to form ulate the psychological 
re la tion  of the lapis to consciousness: “T h is  stone is below  thee, 
as to  obedience; above thee, as to dom inion; therefore from  
thee, as to knowledge; abou t thee, as to equals.” 4 A pplied to 
the self, this w ould  m ean: “T h e  self is subord inate  to you, yet on 
the o ther hand  rules you. I t  is dependen t on  your own efforts 
and  your knowledge, b u t transcends you and  em braces all those 
who are of like m in d .” T h is  refers to the collective n a tu re  of the 
self, since the self epitomizes the wholeness of the personality. 
By definition, wholeness includes the collective unconscious, 
which as experience seems to show is everywhere identical.

T h e  encoun ter of the poor studen t w ith the sp irit in  the bo t­
tle portrays the sp iritua l adventure of a b lin d  and unaw akened 
hum an being. T h e  same m otif underlies the tale of the swine­
herd  who clim bed the w orld-tree,5 and  also forms the le itm otiv  
of alchemy. For w hat it  signifies is the ind iv iduation  process as it 
prepares itself in  the unconscious and  gradually  enters con­
sciousness. T h e  com m onest alchem ical symbol for this is the tree, 
the arbor philosophica, which derives from  the paradisal tree of 
knowledge. H ere, as in  ou r fairytale, a daem onic serpent, an evil 
spirit, prods and persuades to knowledge. In  view of the Biblical 
precedent, i t  is n o t surprising  tha t the sp irit M ercurius has, to 
say the least, a great m any connections w ith the dark  side. O ne 
of his aspects is the fem ale serpent-daem on, L ilith  or M elusina, 
who lives in  the philosophical tree. A t the same tim e, he no t 
only partakes of the  H oly Sp irit b u t, according to  alchemy, is 
actually identical w ith it. W e have no choice b u t to accept this 
shocking paradox after all we have learn t abou t the am bivalence 
of the sp irit archetype. O u r am biguous M ercurius sim ply con-
2  Cf. M aitrayana-B rahm ana U panishad, V, 8 (Sacred Books of the East, vol. ig, 
p. 311). H e occurs as the spiritus vegetativus  and  collective soul in  the Vedanta- 
Sutras (ibid., vol. 34, p. 173, and vol. 48, p. 578).
® T h e  treatise of R osinus (Zosimos) is probably of A rabic origin. "M alus” m ight 
be a  corrup tion  of "M agus.” T h e  Fihrist of Ibn  al-N adim  ( a .d . 9 8 7 )  lists, along 
w ith  w ritings of Rim as (Zosimos), two works by Magus one of which is en titled  
“T h e  Book of the Wise Magus (?) on th e  A rt” (Ruska, T urba , p. 272).
4 A rt. aurij., I, p . 310.
B Cf. “T h e  Phenom enology of the Spirit in  Fairytales,” p p . 2318.
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firms the rule. In  any case, the paradox is no worse than the 
C reator’s whimsical notion of enlivening his peaceful, innocent 
paradise w ith the presence of an obviously ra ther dangerous tree- 
snake, “accidentally” located on the very same tree as the forbid­
den apples.

289 I t  m ust be adm itted  tha t the fairytale and alchemy both 
show M ercurius in a predom inantly  unfavourable light, which 
is all the m ore striking because his positive aspect relates him  
n o t only to the Holy Spirit, bu t, in the form  of the lapis, also to 
Christ and, as a triad, even to the T rin ity . I t looks as if it were 
precisely these relationships which led the alchemists to pu t par­
ticular stress on the dark and dubious quality  of M ercurius, and 
this m ilitates strongly against the assumption that by their lapis 
they really m eant Christ. If this had been the ir m eaning, why 
should they have renam ed C hrist the lapis ph ilosophorum ?  T h e  
lapis is at most a counterpart or analogy of Christ in  the physical 
world. Its symbolism, like that of M ercurius who constitutes its 
substance, points, psychologically speaking, to the self, as also 
does the symbolic figure of Christ.® In  comparison w ith the pu ­
rity  and unity  of the Christ symbol, Mercurius-Iapis is am bigu­
ous, dark, paradoxical, and thoroughly pagan. I t  therefore repre­
sents a part of the psyche which was certainly no t m oulded by 
Christianity and can on no account be expressed by the symbol 
“C hrist.” O n the contrary, as we have seen, in  m any ways it 
points to the devil, who is known at times to disguise himself as 
an angel of light. T h e  lapis form ulates an aspect of the self 
which stands apart, bound  to nature  and at odds w ith the Chris­
tian  spirit. I t  represents all those things which have been elim i­
nated from the C hristian model. B ut since they possess living 
reality, they cannot express themselves otherwise than  in  dark 
H erm etic symbols. T h e  paradoxical nature  of M ercurius reflects 
an im portan t aspect of the self— the fact, namely, that it is essen­
tially a com plex io  O ppositorum j and indeed can be noth ing  else 
if it is to represent any kind of totality. M ercurius as deus terres- 
tris  has som ething of that deus absconditus  (hidden god) which 
is an essential elem ent of the psychological self, and the self can­
no t be distinguished from a God-image (except by incontestable 
and  unprovable faith). A lthough I have stressed that the lapis is
e  [Cf. Psychology and Alchemy,  ch. 5 ,  “T h e Lapis-Christ Parallel," and Aion,  
ch. 5 ,  "Christ, a Symbol of the Self."— E d i t o r s . ]
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a symbol em bracing the opposites, it should  n o t be tho u g h t of as 
a— so to speak—m ore com plete symbol of the self. T h a t w ould be 
decidedly incorrect, for actually it is an im age whose form  and 
content are largely determ ined  by the unconscious. For this rea­
son it is never found in  the texts in  finished and  well-defined 
form ; we have to com bine all the scattered references to the 
various arcane substances, to M ercurius, to the transform ation  
process and  the end product. A lthough the lapis in  one aspect or 
ano ther is almost always the subject discussed, there is no  real 
consensus of op in ion  in  regard to its actual form . A lm ost every 
au th o r has his own special allegories, synonyms, and  m etaphors. 
T h is  makes it clear th a t the stone, though  indeed  an object of 
general experim ent, was to an even greater ex ten t an ou tcrop­
ping  of the  unconscious, w hich only sporadically crossed the 
bo rderline  of subjectivity and  gave rise to the vague general 
concept of the lapis philosophorum .

O pposed to this figure veiled in  the tw ilight of m ore o r less 
secret doctrines there  stands, sharply ou tlined  by dogma, the Son 
of M an and Salvator M undi, C hrist the Sol Novus, before whom 
the lesser stars pale. H e is the affirmation of the daylight of con­
sciousness in  tr in ita rian  form. So clear and definite is the C hrist 
figure tha t w hatever differs from  him  m ust appear no t only infe­
rio r b u t perverse and  vile. T h is  is n o t the resu lt of C hrist’s own 
teaching, b u t ra th e r of w hat is taught abou t him , and  especially 
of the crystal pu rity  w hich dogm a has bestowed u p o n  his figure. 
As a result, a  tension of opposites such as had never occurred 
before in  the  whole history of C hristian ity  beg inn ing  w ith  the 
C reation  arose betw een C hrist and  the A ntichrist, as Satan 01 
the fallen angel. A t the tim e of Job , Satan is still found  am ong 
the sons of God. “Now there was a day,” it says in  Jo b  1 : 6, 
“w hen the sons of G od came to present themselves before the 
Lord, and Satan came also am ong them .” T h is  p ic tu re  of a celes­
tia l fam ily reu n io n  gives no  h in t of the  New T estam en t “G et 
thee hence, Satan” (M atthew  4  : 10), n o r yet of the dragon 
chained in  the  underw orld  for a thousand years (Rev. 20 : 2). I t  
looks as if  the superabundance of ligh t on one side had  produced 
an  all the  blacker darkness on the other. O ne can also see th a t 
the  uncom m only great diffusion of black substance makes a  sin­
less being  alm ost impossible. A  loving belief in such a being  n a t­
u rally  involves cleansing one’s own house of black filth. B u t the
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filth m ust be dum ped somewhere, and no m atter where the 
dum p lies it will plague even the best of all possible worlds w ith 
a bad smell.

291 T h e  balance of the prim ordial world is upset. W hat I have 
said is no t in tended as a criticism, for I am deeply convinced not 
only of the relentless logic bu t of the expediency of this develop­
m ent. T h e  em phatic differentiation of opposites is synonymous 
w ith sharper discrim ination, and that is the sine qua non  for any 
broadening or heightening of consciousness. T he  progressive 
differentiation of consciousness is the most im portant task of h u ­
m an biology and accordingly meets with the highest rewards—  
vastly increased chances of survival and the developm ent of 
power technology. From  the phylogenetic point of view, the 
effects of consciousness are as far-reaching as those of lung- 
breathing and warm-bloodedness. But clarification of conscious­
ness necessarily entails an obscuration of those dim m er elements 
of the psyche which are less capable of becoming conscious, so 
tha t sooner or later a split occurs in the psychic system. Since it 
is not recognized as such it is projected, and appears in the form 
of a metaphysical split between the powers of light and the pow­
ers of darkness. T h e  possibility of this projection is guaranteed 
by the presence of num erous archaic vestiges of the original dae­
mons of light and darkness in  any age. I t  seems likely, therefore, 
tha t the tension of opposites in C hristianity is derived to a still 
unclarified degree from the dualism  of ancient Persia, though 
the two are no t identical.

292 T h ere  can be no doub t that the m oral consequences of the 
C hristian developm ent represent a very considerable advance 
com pared w ith the ancient Israelite religion of law. T h e  C hristi­
anity of the synoptic gospels signifies little  m ore than  a coming 
to terms w ith issues inside Judaism , which may fairly be com­
pared with the m uch earlier B uddhist reform ation inside H indu  
polytheism. Psychologically, both reform ations resulted in a tre­
m endous strengthening of consciousness. T h is is particularly 
evident in the m aieutic m ethod employed by Shakyamuni. B ut 
the sayings of Jesus m anifest the same tendency, even if we dis­
card as apocryphal the clearest form ulation of this kind, the Io- 
gion in Codex Bezae to Luke 6 : 4: “Man, if thou knowest what 
thou doest, thou art blessed. If thou knowest it not, thou art 
accursed and a transgressor of the law.” A t all events, the para-
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ble  of the u n ju st steward (Luke 16) has n o t found  its way in to  
the Apocrypha, w here it w ould have fitted so well.

*93 T h e  r if t  in  the m etaphysical w orld has slowly risen  in to  con­
sciousness as a sp lit in  the hum an  psyche, and the struggle be­
tween ligh t and darkness moves to the battleg round  w ith in . 
T h is  shift of scene is n o t entirely  self-evident, for which reason 
St. Ignatius Loyola considered i t  necessary to open o u r eyes to 
the  conflict and  impress’ it  on our feelings by m eans of the m ost 
drastic sp iritua l exercises.7 T hese efforts, for obvious reasons, 
had  only a very lim ited  range of application. A nd  so, strangely 
enough, it was the m edical m en who, a t the tu rn  o f the n in e ­
teenth  century, were forced to in tervene and get the  obstructed 
process of conscious realization going again. A pproaching the 
problem  from  a scientific angle, and innocen t of any religious 
aim , F reud  uncovered the abysmal darkness of hum an  n a tu re  
w hich a w ould-be en lightened  optim ism  had striven to conceal. 
Since then  psychotherapy, in  one form  or another, has persist­
ently  explored the extensive area of darkness w hich I have called 
the shadow. T h is  a ttem pt of m odern  science opened the eyes of 
only a few. However, the historic events of o u r tim e have 
pain ted  a p ic tu re  of m an ’s psychic reality  in  indelib le  colours of 
blood and  fire, and  given h im  an object lesson w hich he will 
never be able to forget if— and this is the  great question— he has 
today acquired  enough consciousness to keep u p  w ith the fu r i­
ous pace of the devil w ith in  him . T h e  only o ther hope is th a t he 
may learn  to curb  a  creativity  which is w asting itself in  the ex­
p lo ita tion  of m ateria l power. U nfortunately , all a ttem pts in  th a t 
d irection  look like bloodless U topias.

*94 T h e  figure of C hrist the Logos has raised the anim a rationalis 
in  m an  to a level of im portance w hich rem ains unobjectionab le  
so long as it knows itself to  be below and  subject to the  nbptos, the 
L ord  of Spirits. Reason, however, has set itself free and  p ro ­
claim ed itself the ru ler. I t  has sat en th roned  in  N otre  D am e as 
Deesse Raison and  heralded  events th a t were to come. O u r con­
sciousness is no  longer confined w ith in  a sacred tem enos of o ther­
worldly, eschatological images. I t  was helped to break free by a 
force th a t d id  n o t stream  dow n from  above— like the lum en de 
lum ine— b u t came u p  w ith  trem endous pressure from  below and 
increased in  strength  as consciousness detached itself from  the
7 T h e S p ir itu a l Exercises (trans. Rickaby), pp. 75ft.
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darkness and clim bed into the light. In  accordance w ith the 
principle of com pensation which runs through the whole of na­
ture,, every psychic developm ent, w hether individual or collec­
tive, possesses an optim um  which, when exceeded, produces an 
enantiodrom ia, tha t is, turns in to  its opposite. Compensatory 
tendencies em anating from  the unconscious may be noted even 
d uring  the approach to the critical turning-point, though if con­
sciousness persists in its course they are completely repressed. 
T h e  stirrings in the darkness necessarily seem like a devilish be­
trayal of the Ideal of spiritual developm ent. Reason cannot help 
condem ning as unreasonable everything that contradicts it or 
deviates from  its laws, in  spite of all evidence to the contrary. 
M orality can perm it itself no capacity for change, for whatever 
it  does no t agree w ith is inevitably im m oral and has therefore 
to be repressed. I t  is no t difficult to imagine the m ultitude of 
energies which m ust flow off in to  the unconscious under such 
conscious dom ination.

295 H esitantly, as in  a dream, the introspective brooding of the 
centuries gradually pu t together the figure of M ercurius and 
created a symbol which, according to all the psychological rules, 
stands in a compensatory relation to Christ. I t  is not m eant to 
take his place, nor is it  identical w ith him , for then indeed it 
could replace him. I t owes its existence to the law of compensa­
tion, and its object is to throw  a bridge across the abyss separat­
ing the two psychological worlds by presenting a subtle com pen­
satory counterpoint to the Christ image. T h e  fact tha t in Faust 
the compensatory figure is not, as one m ight almost have ex­
pected from the au th o r’s classical predilections, the wily messen­
ger of the gods, but, as the nam e “M ephistopheles” 8 shows, a 
familiaris risen from  the cesspits of medieval magic, proves, if 
anything, the ingrained Christian character of G oethe’s con­
sciousness. T o  the C hristian m entality, the dark antagonist is al­
ways the devil. As I have shown, M ercurius escapes this p reju­
dice by only a h a ir’s breadth. B ut he escapes it, thanks to the fact 
that he scorns to carry on opposition at all costs. T h e  magic of 
his name enables him, in spite of his am biguity and duplicity, to 
keep outside the split, for as an ancient pagan god he possesses a 
na tu ra l undividedness which is im pervious to logical and m oral 
contradictions. T h is gives him  invulnerability  and incorrupti- 
8 [From L .  mephitis ,  a  noxious exhalation  from the earth.— T r a n s l a t o r . ]

Brought to you by | Utrecht University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 6/1/18 12:37 PM



bility, the very qualities we so urgen tly  need  to heal the sp lit in 
ourselves.

296 I f  one makes a synopsis of all the descriptions and alchem ical 
p ictures of M ercurius, they form  a strik ing  parallel to the  sym­
bols of the self derived from  o th e r sources. O ne can hardly es­
cape the conclusion th a t M ercurius as the lapis is a symbolic ex­
pression for the psychological com plex w hich I have defined as 
the  self. Similarly, the  C hrist figure m ust be viewed as a self sym­
bol, and  for the same reasons. B ut this leads to an apparently  
insoluble contradiction, for it is n o t at first clear how the  uncon­
scious can shape two such different images from  one and  the 
same content, which m oreover possesses the character of totality. 
C ertain ly  the centuries have done th e ir sp iritua l work upon  
these two figures, and one is inclined to assume th a t bo th  have 
been in  large m easure an thropom orphized  d u rin g  the process of 
assim ilation. For those who hold th a t bo th  figures are inventions 
of the intellect, the contradiction  is quickly resolved. I t  then  
m erely reflects the subjective psychic situation: the two figures 
would stand for m an and  his shadow.

297 T h is  very sim ple and obvious solution is, un fortunate ly , 
founded on  premises th a t do n o t stand up  to criticism . T h e  fig­
ures of C hrist and  the devil are bo th  based on archetypal p a t­
terns, and  were never invented  b u t ra th e r experienced.  T h e ir  
existence preceded all cognition of them ,9 and  the in te llect had 
no  hand  in  the m atter, except to  assim ilate them  and  if possible 
give them  a place in  its philosophy. Only the  m ost superficial 
intellectualism  can overlook this fundam ental fact. W e are actu ­
ally  confronted  w ith  two different images of the self, which in  all 
likelihood presented a duality  even in  th e ir orig inal form . T h is  
duality  was n o t invented, b u t is an autonom ous phenom enon.

298 Since we na tu ra lly  th ink  from  the s tandpoin t of conscious­
ness, we inevitably  come to the conclusion th a t the sp lit between 
consciousness and  the unconscious is the sole cause of this d u a l­
ity. B ut experience has dem onstrated  the existence of a precon- 
scious psychic func tion ing  and of corresponding autonom ous 
factors, the archetypes. Once we can accept the fact th a t the 
voices and  delusions of the insane and the phobias and  obses­
sions of the  neuro tic  are beyond ra tiona l control, and  th a t the 
ego cannot vo lun tarily  fabricate dream s b u t sim ply dream s w hat 
9 Evidence for this is the widespread m otif of the two hostile brothers.
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i t  has to, th en  we can also u n d ers tan d  th a t the gods cam e first 
an d  theology la ter. Indeed , we m ust go a step fu rth e r  and  as­
sum e th a t in  the beg in n in g  the re  w ere two figures, one b rig h t 
an d  one shadowy, and  only afterw ards d id  the ligh t of conscious­
ness detach itself from  th e  n ig h t and  the u n certa in  sh im m er of 
its stars.

299 So if C hrist an d  the  d a rk  natu re-deity  are au tonom ous im ­
ages th a t can be d irectly  experienced, we are obliged to reverse 
o u r  ra tionalistic  causal sequence, and  instead of deriv ing  these 
figures from  o u r psychic conditions, m ust derive o u r psychic 
conditions from  these figures. T h is  is expecting  a good deal of 
the  m odern  in te llec t b u t  does n o t a lte r the  logic of o u r hypothe­
sis. F rom  this s tan d p o in t C hrist appears as the archetype of con­
sciousness and  M ercurius as the  archetype of the  unconscious. As 
C u p id  and  Kyllenios, he tem pts us o u t in to  the w orld  of sense; 
he is the benedicta  virid itas  and  the  m u lti flores of early spring, 
a  god of illu sion  an d  delusion  of w hom  i t  is righ tly  said: “ In- 
v e n itu r  in  vena /  Sanguine p le n a” (H e is found  in  the vein 
sw ollen w ith  blood). H e  is a t the same tim e a H erm es C htho- 
nios an d  an Eros, yet it is from  h im  th a t there  issues the  “ lig h t 
surpassing all ligh ts,” the lu x  m oderna, fo r the  lapis is none 
o th e r th an  the  figure of ligh t veiled in  m a tte r .10 I t  is in  this 
sense th a t St. A ugustine quotes I T hessalon ians 5 : 5, “Ye are all 
the  ch ild ren  of light, and  the ch ild ren  of the  day: we are n o t of 
th e  n igh t, n o r of darkness,” an d  distinguishes tw o form s of 
know ledge, a cognitio  vespertina  an d  a cognitio m a tu tina , the 
first co rresponding  to the scientia creaturae  and  the  second to 
the  scientia Creatoris.11 I f  we equate  cognitio  w ith  conscious­
ness, then  A u g u stin e’s th o u g h t w ould  suggest th a t the m erely 
h u m an  an d  n a tu ra l consciousness g radually  darkens, as a t n ig h t­
fall. B u t ju s t as even ing  gives b ir th  to  m orn ing , so from  the 
darkness arises a new  light, the stella m atu tina , w hich is a t once 
the  evening and  the  m o rn in g  star— L ucifer, the  ligh t-bringer.

300 M ercurius is by no  m eans th e  C hristian  devil— th e  la tte r

10 Cf. the saying of Ostanes concerning the stone that has a spirit.
11 “For the knowledge of the creature, in  comparison w ith the knowledge of the 
Creator, is but a twilight; and so it dawns and breaks into m orning when the 
creature is drawn to the love and praise of the Creator. N or is it ever darkened, 
save when the Creator is abandoned by the love of the creature.”— T he City of 
G od,  X I, vii.
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could  ra th e r be said to be a “d iabolization” of L ucifer o r of Mer- 
curius. M ercurius is an  adum bration  of the  p rim ord ia l light- 
bringer, who is never him self the light, b u t a φωσφόρου who 
brings the ligh t of na tu re , the ligh t of the m oon an d  the stars 
w hich fades before the new  m orn ing  light. O f this ligh t St. A u­
gustine says th a t it w ill never tu rn  to darkness unless the C reator 
is abandoned  by the love of his creatures. B u t this, too, belongs 
to  the rhy thm  of day and  night. As H olderlin  says in  “Patm os” ;

and sham efu lly  
A  pow er wrests away the heart from  us;
For the H eaven ly  each dem and sacrifice,
B u t if  it should  be w ith h eld ,
N ever has that led  to good.

3 ° 1 W hen all visible lights are extinguished one finds, according 
to the words of the wise Yajnavalkya, the ligh t of the self. “W hat 
th en  is the ligh t of man? Self is his light. I t  is by the  lig h t of the 
self th a t a m an rests, goes forth, does his w ork and  re tu rn s .” 12 
T hus, w ith  A ugustine, the first day of creation begins w ith  self- 
knowledge, cognitio su i ipsius,13 by which is m ean t a knowl­
edge n o t of the ego b u t of the self, th a t objective phenom enon 
of which the ego is the sub jec t.14 T h en , following the o rder of 
the days of creation in Genesis, comes knowledge of the firma­
m ent, of the earth , the sea, the plants, the stars, the anim als of 
the w ater and  air, and  finally, on the sixth day, knowledge of the 
land  anim als and  of ipsius hom in is , of m an himself. T h e  cognitio  
m atu tina  is self-knowledge, b u t the cognitio vespertina  is 
knowledge of m an .15 As A ugustine describes it, the cognitio

12 B rihadaranyaka U panishad, IV, 3, 6 (c£. H um e, T h e  T h irteen  Principal 
Upanishads, p. 133).
13 “And w hen i t  [the creatu re’s knowledge] comes to  th e  knowledge o£ itself, 
th a t is one day” (Et hoc cum  facit in  cognitione sui ipsius, dies unus est).— T he  
City o f God, X I, vii. T h is  may be the source for the strange designation of the 
lapis as "filius un ius diei." [Cf. M ysterium  Coniunctionis, pp . 335, 504.]
1* “Since no  knowledge is better than  th a t by w hich m an knows himself, let us 
exam ine ou r thoughts, words, and  deeds. For w hat does it avail us if we are to 
investigate carefully an d  und erstan d  righ tly  th e  n a tu re  of all things, yet do not 
understand  ourselves?”— L iber de Sp iritu  et A n im a , L I (Migne, P.L., vol. 40, 
cols. 816-17). T h is  book is a very m uch la ter treatise falsely a ttr ib u ted  to A u­
gustine.
15 "W herefore the knowledge of the creature, w hich is in  itself evening knowl­
edge, was in  God m orning  knowledge; fo r the  creature is m ore p la in ly  seen in
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matutina  gradually grows old as it loses itself in the “ten thou­
sand things” and finally comes to man, although one w ould ex­
pect this to have happened already with the onset of self- 
knowledge. But if this were true, A ugustine’s parable would  
have lost its m eaning by contradicting itself. Such an obvious 
lapse cannot be ascribed to so gifted a man. His real m eaning is 
that self-knowledge is the scientia C rea toris^  a m orning light 
revealed after a n ight during which consciousness slumbered, 
wrapped in the darkness of the unconscious. But the knowledge 
arising with this first light finally and inevitably becomes the 
scientia hominis, the knowledge of man, who asks himself: 
“W ho is it that knows and understands everything? W hy, it is 
m yself.” T hat marks the com ing of darkness,17 out of which  
arises the seventh day, the day of rest: “But the rest of God signi­
fies the rest of those who rest in God.” 18 T h e  Sabbath is there­
fore the day on which man returns to God and receives anew the 
light of the cognitio matutina. And this day has no evening .19 
From the sym bological standpoint it may not be without signifi­
cance that Augustine had in m ind the pagan names of the days 
of the week. T h e  growing darkness reaches its greatest intensity  
on the day of Venus (Friday), and changes into Lucifer on Sat-

God than it is seen in itself.”— Dialogus Q uaestionum L XV ,  Quaest. XXVI 
(Migne, P.L., vol. 40, col. 741).
18T h e Liber de Spiritu  et A nim a  a ttributes very great im portance to self- 
knowledge, as being an  essential condition for union w ith God. “T here are some 
who seek God through outw ard things, forsaking that which is in them, and in  
them is God. Let us therefore return  to ourselves, that we may ascend to ou r­
selves. . . . At first we ascend to ourselves from  these outw ard and inferior 
things. Secondly, we ascend to the high heart. . . . In  the th ird  ascent we ascend 
to God” (chs. L I-L II; Migne, P.L., vol. 40, col. 817). T h e  “high h eart” (cor 
altum ; also “deep h ea rt”) is the m andala divided into four, the imago Dei, or 
self. T h e  Liber de Spiritu  et A nim a  is in the m ainstream  of Augustinian tra­
dition. Augustine himself says (De vera religione L XX I I ,  Migne, P.L., vol. 34, 
col. 154): “Go no t outside, re tu rn  into yourself; tru th  dwells in  the inner man. 
And if you find tha t you are by natu re  changeable, transcend yourself. B ut re­
m em ber that when you transcend yourself, you must transcend yourself as a 
reasoning soul.”
is  “Evening descends when the sun sets. Now the sun has set for man, tha t is to 
say, th a t ligh t of justice which is the presence of G od .”— Enarrationes in Ps. 
X X I X ,  II, 16 (trans. H obgin and Corrigan, I, p. 308). These words refer to Ps. 
30 : 5 (A.V.): “W eeping may tarry for the night but joy cometh in  the m orning.” 
18 T he City of God, X I, viii. Cf. also Dialog. Quaest. L XV,  Quaest. XXVI,
1O Confessions (trans. Sheed), p. 289.
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u rn ’s day. Saturday heralds the ligh t which appears in  full 
strength  on Sun-day. As I have shown, M ercurius is closely re­
lated  no t only to V enus b u t m ore especially to Saturn. As Mer- 
curius he is juven is, as Saturn  senex.

3°2 I t  seems to  m e tha t A ugustine apprehended  a great tru th , 
nam ely th a t every sp iritua l tru th  gradually  tu rns in to  som ething 
m aterial, becom ing no  m ore than  a tool in  the hand  of m an. In  
consequence, m an can hardly  avoid seeing him self as a knower, 
yes, even as a creator, w ith boundless possibilities a t his com­
m and. T h e  alchem ist was basically this sort of person, b u t m uch 
less so than  m odem  m an. A n alchem ist could  still pray: “Purge 
the h o rrib le  darknesses of o u r m ind ,” b u t m odern m an is al­
ready so darkened  th a t n o th in g  beyond the ligh t of his own in­
tellect illum inates his w orld. “Occasus C hristi, passio C hristi.” 20 
T h a t surely is why such strange things are happening  to our 
m uch lauded civilization, m ore like a G otterddm m erung  than 
any norm al tw ilight.

3°3 M ercurius, th a t two-faced god, comes as the lum en  naturae , 
the  Servator an d  Salvator, only to those whose reason strives to­
wards the highest ligh t ever received by m an, an d  who do no t 
tru s t exclusively to the  cognitio vespertina. For those who are 
u n m in d fu l of this light, the lum en  naturae  tu rns in to  a perilous 
ignis fa tuus, and  the psychopomp in to  a diabolical seducer. L u­
cifer, who could  have b ro u g h t light, becomes the fa ther of lies 
whose voice in  our tim e, supported  by press and  radio, revels in 
orgies of propaganda and leads u n to ld  m illions to ru in .
so Enarrationes in Ps. CIIIj Sermo III, 21 (Migne, P.L., vol. 37, col. 1374).

Brought to you by | Utrecht University Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 6/1/18 12:37 PM


