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the hero Childe Wynd and the
daughter of a king. The hero ultim
ately defeats the wicked stepmothe
who turns into a toad (itself a
sort of prototype dragon). The
story is thus essentially the same
but the psychologist's "devouring
mother-image" has wickedly project
ed itself on to the defenceless

vmaiden.

Why is the maiden called Margaret’

Margaret (or Marina), like Saint
George, is one of the Fourteen
Holy Helpers, but her story is
even more fictional. The devil
appeared to her in prison in the
likeness of a technicolored dragor
He swallowed her up, but whether I
found her indigestible or whether
she made the sign of the cross
accounts differ; in any case he
quickly brought her up again.

Whether this is a pious account
for us to imitate, a cautionary
tale for dragons, or an archetypal
Freudian dream, I cannot say.

But it may account for the fact
that she is the patron saint of
women in childbirth.
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Dragon of the Alchemists

'LOGY DRAGONS CAN OFTEN BE TRACED TO A "REAL" SOURCE, EITHER

SAURTAN OR SEA-BEA; BUT IN ALCHEMY THEY ARE PURE SYMBOLS
but not simple, and ., comprehend the alchemical dragon we
‘e some idea of the nature of alchemy itself. There is a wast
i literature of alchemy dating back to the period of its or-
nd from scholarly studies of this it is fairly well estab-
‘hat alchemy began in Graeco-Roman Egypt as a proto-scienti-
it into problems of metallurgy. It soon involved the search
means to transmute metals and led to the concept of the
her's Stone, the wonderful substance that was the true medi-
:onverting base metals into gold and, in its parallel role of
idr of Life, of providing man with immortality and perfect
This concept seems to have originated in Alexandria in early
n times and with its development alchemy was open to radic-
‘ferent interpretations.

ne hand there were the genuine metallurgists and proto-chem-
tinuing their work with material substances and seeking,
their practical operations, a material goal.

‘ther hand were those seekers whose goal was the unveiling of
.1 Mysteries; they worked with no physical fire but saw in
;es of the alchemical process towards the Stone analogies

: Way of spiritual progress towards the divine, and thus they
| alchemical technology to express their thoughts. As differ-
‘hese approaches were from each other, they had one thing iu
all alchemists described the Process in terms that were del-
.y baffling to the unimitiated. The spiritual seekers sought
:ast pearls before the swinish multitude, while the gold see-
‘e equally anxious to hide their secrets from the greed of

.d at large.

r the fifteen-hundred or more years during which alchemy was
'*d, the whole of alchemical literature presents the inquirer
array of images the variety and complexity of which is une-
in any other field of human endeavour., Whether they are
*ian, Arabic, or from Medieval and Renaissance Europe, al-
texts are notoriously difficult to follow in their descrip-
the operations of the Process, or Great Work. The stages
’rocess, however, remain essentially the same despite almost
> variation in the number of steps and in the terms and ima-
loyed. They involve purification of the basic materials, sub-
preparation of the resulting substances and the treatment of

these by a series of secret heating processes until final transmuta-
tion takes place. Most commonly twelve stages are given and one ex-
ample of this sequence is printed as an appendix to this paper. Be-
cause the Great Work is predominantly an active process, the imagery
employed in describing it i3 drawn from the world of living, active
creatures whether of the real world or of the abyss of_ the human

mind -

as with the Dragon, the most potent, ubiquitous and paradox-

ical symbol of all.
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"In short, my friend, build a tem-
ple from a single stone...
Note carefully on what side is the
entrance to the temple, and take a
sword in your hand; then seek the
entrance, for narrow is the place
where the opening is.
A dragon lies at the entrance,
guarding the temple. Lay hold upon
him; immolate him first; strip him
of his skin, and taking his flesh
with the bones, separate the limbs;
then, laying the limbs together
with the bones at the entrance of
the temple, make a step of them,
mount thereon, and enter, and you
will find what you seek."
(Jung, Alchemical Studies p 64,
drawing on the text of Berthelot)
Fig 2: MARS AND THE DRAGON - A
DEATH~STRUGGLE SYMBOLIZING PUTRE~
FACTION (Book of Lambsprinch:
Hermetic Museum Vol 1)

Whatever their goal,
all alchemists util-
ised physical subst-
ances in their writ-
ings, for even those
seeking interior en-
lightenment mirrored
their inward progress
with the active pro-
cesses of the Great
Work.

The most important
of these substances
were mercury, gold
and silver, purified
into sophic sulphur
and sophic mercury,
and in their purif-
ied form united
through the action
of sophic salt which
combined the volatile
and fixed elements -~
a union of opposites
symbolised by the
winged and wingless
dragons devouring
each other and des-

cribed in typically paradoxical manner in Martin Ruland's "Lexicon
of Alchemy" (1615, English translation 1893, p 128):

Fig 3: Within the dragom is its own healing.
Mercury is liquid but can become coagulated.
(Book of Lambsprinch: Hermetic Museum Vol 1) ble, hard and soft

"Draco is Mercury, also the Black Raven, or the Black on the
Floor. It devours the tail, drinks the mercury. It is called
Salt and Sulphur of the Dragons. It is the Earth from the
body of the Sun. It is killed when it loses the soul, and
rises again when the soul returns. The Dragon devours the
mercury, like a poison, and dies; again drinks it and is
made living. If he puts éff all impurities he becomes white
and truly living."

the dragon also symbolises other stages of the Process leading to
final projection of the Stone, as in Pernety's "Alchemical Treat-
on the Great Art" (1898, drawn from his introductions to his

ks from 1758 to 1779):

"During these last two operations the Dragon descends from
Heaven, becomes infuriated against itself; it devours its
tail, and swallows itself little by little, until at last it
is changed into stone" (p 173).

s 1s really nothing more than an extension of the dual-dragon, de-
ing ultimately from the Ouroboros, which can be taken as symbolis-
also the circular nature of the Great Work proceeding from the
back to the One. Further applications of the dragon symbol are

nd in intervening stages of the Process, as with the Green Dragon
ch stands for Aqua Regia and symbolises the power of sublimating

d (which is dissolved in this mixture of nitric and hydrochloric
ds), or the image of a group of dragons fighting: a symbol of the
ge of putrefaction.

In many cases alchem
ical texts wax lyr-
ical in their des-
criptions. Thus we
find the "Aurelia
Occulta" personify-
ing the Great Work:

"I am the poison-
dripping dragon, who
is everywhere and
can be cheaply had.
.+, From my snout
there comes a
spreading poison
that has brought
death to many.
Therefore you
should skilfully
separate the coarse
from the fine, if
you do not wish to
suffer utter pover-
ty... I am the old
dragon, found every-
where on the globe
of the earth, death
and resurrection,
visible and invisi




I descend into the earth and
ascend to the heavens. I am the
higheat and the lowest, the
lightest and the heaviest... I
am dark and light; I come forth
from heaven and earth; I am
knownt yet do not exist at all”
(from the Theatrum Chemicum IV,
p 501, quoted in Jung, op. cit.
p. 218}).

Thve venom of the dragon is
matched by the violence of his
fire, as in the Ripley Scrowle:

"The unnatural fire must torm-
ent the bodies, for it is the
dragon violently burning, like
the fire of hell" (Theatrum
Chemicum II, p 113, quoted b
Jung, op. cit. p 113). :

This attitude is admonished by
Petrus Bonus of Ferrara as a
fatal error on the part of the
alchemist; he should, instead,
be enlightened within, thus pa-
radoxically identifying Hell-
fire with the fire of divine
love. With such texts we become
completely alienated from the
material alchemists and fully
absorbed by the spiritual quest
and the continuing use of the
dragon symbol becomes something
of a puzzle.

To solve the puzzle we must
look at the dragon symbol out-
side alchemy - as a winged,
fire~breathing and armoured
monster. In many cultures it
has. thus symbolised ferocity
and aggression, as in the Vik-
ing dragon ships and in the
dragon standards of the Roman
army. It is violent and danger-
ous, the Sumerian Adversary, a
symbol of enmity and ultimately
of the Devil himself. From this
we can see how the spiritual
alchemists used the dragon,
consumed in the fire of the
Great Work, as a symbol of the
Enemy to be overcome in the
process of man's transmutation
into a spiritual being through
the redemptive power of Christ,
symbolised by the stone. But a

simple religious parallel, with th
Devil as a dragon and Christ as th
dragon-slaying hero, is inadequate
for the alchemists' dragon is prim
arily peradoxical with the Stone
often being said to be found in th
head of the dragon. The "Scriptum
Alberti" (quoted in Jung, op. cit.
p 316) even identified the dragon
with Christ, saying that it lives
in eternity and is served by the
angels, while the tail is identif-
ied with the Antichrist, Christ is
also frequently represented as Mer
curius, who is described in one of
the tracts of the "Hermetic Museusn
as being both "true fire" and "ver
omous dragon" (1893 ed. Vol 2, p
243),

Given such apparently irreconcile-
able attributes can it legitimate-
ly be claimed that the spiritual
alchemists were symbolising Chrisi
It can when we remember that the
overtly Christian alchemical text:s
stem from the centuries that ctont-
ained the subtleties of scholasti¢
philosophy and, later, the Hermet:
cists and Emblematic poets of the
Renaissance, all making use of ob-
scure and complex - but still
Christian - symbolism. It was com-
monly accepted beyond the confine:
of alchemy itself that alchemical
symbolism was Christian; for exam-
ple, George Herbert borrowed al-
chemical imagery for his poem
"The Elixir" in which the Stone i
explicitly identified with Christ

Again, the Dragon need not be see:!
solely as the Devil, but rather a
Death, for both death and resur-
rection are contained within the
symbal of the dragon, the Stone i
the head of the dragon being the
resurrected Christ overcoming the
final Enemy as Man, too, will over-
come death by finding the Stone
within himself.

Even this does not exhaust the dra-
gon symbol, for recent interpreters
of alchemy have sought psychologic-
al explanations for alchemical Sym-
bols, and their correlations of
symbol with specific unconscious

hawve been as varied as
ols of thought.“ They
however, concern us
such ideas were far
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e successive processes
to Dom Antoine ™ —ne-

tion 7 Sublimation
tion 8 Separation

_ n 9 Ceration

4 Solution 10 Fermentation
5 Digestion 11 Multiplication
6 Distillation 12 Projection

Each stage can be represented by
one of the signs of the Zodiac,
with Aries for calcination and
Pisces for projection.

Bibliographical note

Very few alchemical texts are av-
ailable in modern editioms. Berth-
elot collected and translated into
French many ancient and medieval
texts, but the translations thom-
selves are now rare. Renaissance
texts have mostly not been reprin-
ted, but some are available in
English:

WAITE, A.E. (ed.)

The Hermetic Museum Restored and
Enlarged, 1893, 2 vols (re-issued
by Watkins Publishing Ltd., 1976).

ASHMULE, E. (ed.)

Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum,
1652 (reprinted by Johnson Reprint
Corporation, 1967).

Studies of alchemy are legion but
few are of much value, The best is
undoubtedly:

READ, J.
Prelude to Chemistry, 1936.

Another introduction, but with
little if anything on symbolism, i
Holmyard's "Alchemy" (Penguin).

Works by self-professed latter-daj
alchemists, such as Cockren,
"Lapidus" and the mythical Fulcan-
elli, are worthless and best left
to their own devices.

The literature of Dragons is a
subject in itself which will be
dealt with in a later paper.










