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PREFACE

THIs book sets out to show that Goethe was profoundly
influenced throughout his life by the religious and philosophical
beliefs he derived from his early study of alchemy. Alchemy can
be interpreted in many ways: as the art of gold-making, as a
symbolical representation of mystical doctrines, or, as in the
writings of C. G. Jung, as a projection of the unconscious mind,
concerned with the integration of the personality. As Goethe
knew it, it was primarily concerned with mysticism. In his
hands, however, it underwent some transformation: the mystical
aspect became less important, while he attempted to provide
more logical, more scientific evidence of the symbolical truth
of alchemy.

It is essential to distinguish clearly between alchemy,
mysticism, and neo-Platonism. Alchemy was not necessarily
mystical, if the word is used, as it was by William James, to
indicate a belief in the possibility of ecstatic, ineffable union
with the divine such as is often said to be achieved by contempla-
tion. Nor was it identical with neo-Platonism, in spite of its
many affinities. That Goethe was influenced by neo-Platonism
is an obvious fact, which I do not wish to deny. Alchemy was,
however, the form in which he first encountered neo-Platonism,
and it is in alchemical symbols that Goethe expresses himself in
his scientific works. Equally obvious is the fact that Goethe was
not a mystic in the sense that Meister Eckhart and St John of
the Cross were mystics. On the other hand, he made practical
use of the tenets of mysticism in his day-to-day life, and thereby
achieved that inner solidarity and harmony which is one of his
claims to fame. His whole striving was, not to reject one world
in favour of another, but to combine the two, to find the ideal
in the real.

Not all the symbols in this book are exclusively alchemical,
though most are. All, however, are closely linked with alchemy,
and I have not resisted the urge to include a little more than the
title strictly implies.
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PREFACE

I need hardly add that, since this is not a biography of Goethe,
it does not claim to present more than one aspect of his many-
sided personality. There is little here of the serene lover of
Greek antiquity. But it is not generally realized that even when
his faith in Greece and Rome was strongest, Goethe was still in
sympathy with the beliefs, though not the methods, of his occult
teachers.

I am deeply indebted to my friend Mr Humphry Trevelyan
for his painstaking criticism of the original draft and for his
numerous suggestions and comments. It was from a parallel
suggested by him that the comparison between Goethe’s
‘Urpflanze’ and Boehme’s ‘Seven Qualities of God’, set out in
Chapter Four, was developed. I also acknowledge with grati-
tude the assistance received from Professor E. M. Butler, and
from Professor Emil Staiger of Ziirich University. My great
indebtedness to the theories of C. G. Jung will be evident from
the footnotes. Dr Agnes Arber, author of ‘Goethe’s Botany’,
and Dr Marjorie Sweeting, Fellow of Newnham College, have
helped me with the botanical and geological sections, and I
have relied on Dr Arber’s translation of the Metamorphosis
essay on all points of scientific nomenclature. I thank also the
Master and Fellows of Emmanuel College, the Ministry of
Education, the London County Council, and the Headmaster
and Governors of Emanuel School, Wandsworth, for the grants
which made it possible for me to devote my time to this study,
and Mrs Herta Quinn for her careful typing of the manuscript.
Special thanks are also due to the Syndics of the Cambridge
University Press for their willingness to undertake the publica-
tion of the book. Above all, I thank my wife for making it possible
for me to write it.

The original texts of quotations made in translation in my
narrative will be found at the end of the book, together with
references to literature. The bracketted figures in the narrative
refer to these notes.

R.D.G.
CAMBRIDGE
14 March 1951
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CHAPTER I
ALCHEMY

I'T requires some effort of the imagination to picture the young
Goethe retiring to the attic of his father’s staid middle-class
house, with its engravings of classical Rome and its solid re-
spectable furniture, to occupy himself with fantastic furnaces and
retorts, mysterious salts and crystals, and recipes for acquiring
the Elixir of Life. But such is the account which he himself
gives in his autobiography. This apparently superstitious seclu-
sion becomes the more surprising when one recalls that this was
the epoch of Lavoisier and Priestley, the age of Enlightenment
not only in the artistic world of Winckelmann and Lessing, but
also in the scientific sphere. One might have supposed that
Goethe’s first steps in science would have been more in keeping
with the times. The fact is however that alchemy, although fast
dying out, was still able to command some attention even among
serious men of science. In the previous century it was still in a
flourishing condition, and the attack delivered by Robert Boyle
in his Sceptical Chymist, published in 1661, had little effect until
much later. Scientists, while making great strides in some fields
by the use of empirical observation, could not wholly give up
their belief in the value of traditional methods of scientific
research. Newton himself was no exception: the surviving
manuscripts or transcripts on alchemy written in his own hand
amount to some 650,000 words, a remarkable testimony to the
tenacity of the old faith. [1]* As late as 1782 the Royal Society
could still investigate a claim, made by one James Price, to
have transmuted metals into gold, and five years later the Berlin
Academy was led to make an enquiry into similar claims made by
a Professor at Halle. Price committed suicide; the German
escaped with his life, if not with his reputation, and in neither

1 Footnotes. References to sources (indicated thus: [1]) will be found at the
end of the book. Other notes are given at the foot of the page.
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GOETHE THE ALCHEMIST

case was the evidence offered considered as in any way satis-
factory. [2] There was, no doubt, by this time considerable
scepticism on the part of the investigators; nevertheless, the
mere fact that investigations were made suggests that the aspira-
tions of alchemy were even then not ruled entirely out of court.
But what was only a vestige of fantasy in the minds of scientists
still dominated popular belief, particularly in some parts of
Germany. At the time of Goethe’s birth, in the not far-distant
town of Mannheim, alchemy was all the rage. Many of the
most respectable citizens had established alchemical laboratories,
and so widespread was the enthusiasm that the city authorities
felt themselves obliged to suppress it by law, on the grounds that
the numerous ill-guarded fires and the waste of labour and
materials were dangerous, and harmful to the economy of the
State. [3] A good deal of this ill-inspired endeavour was probably
prompted by the desire for easy money. But another factor of a
different order was also at work. There was a religious aspect of
alchemy which made it especially acceptable to certain members
of the Pietist movement. Jacob Boehme, from whom Pietism
derived much of its doctrine, had made considerable use of
alchemical language in his writings, and one of his later and
more fanatical followers, the Pietist Gottfrid Arnold, had quoted
extensively from alchemical works in his voluminous History of
the Church and Heretics. It is possible to say therefore that
wherever in Germany Pietism was strong, as it was in Frankfurt,
there was likely to be also some belief in the validity of alchemy.
All this makes the attitude both of the eighteenth-century
scientists and of Goethe easier to comprehend. By the end of
the ’sixties alchemy was still a possibility, although a remote one;
the transition from pre-Renaissance to modern science was not
yet complete.

It was in this atmosphere of thought that Goethe began his
studies on his return from Leipzig University in September
1768. Sick more in mind than in body, he spent the winter’s
convalescence reading alchemical authors in company with the
Pietist Friulein von Klettenberg. It was she who introduced
him to the confused work of Georg von Welling, the Opus Mago—
Cabbalisticum et Theosophicum, a book which he described as
‘obscure and incomprehensible’, but whose mystifying language

4



ALCHEMY

apparently spurred him to further reading. He went on to study
such authors as Paracelsus, Basil Valentine, van Helmont, and
Starkey, all of them alchemists of note, and found particular
pleasure in the anonymously published Aurea Catena Homeri. [4]
Goethe’s retrospective tone in enumerating these works in his
autobiography is jocular, half-apologetic for youthful folly, but
at the time he was clearly enthusiastic about them, and as soon as
he was sufficiently recovered from his illness began practical work
on his own account. His faith in the possibilities of alchemy was
strengthened by the ‘Universal Medicine’ administered by Dr
Metz, a friend of Fraulein von Klettenberg, which appears to
have hastened the cure. [5] He now directed his efforts towards
acquiring the secret of this panacea for himself. For a long
period he concentrated on the production of the so-called
‘Liquor Silicum’, a kind of transparent glass which melted on
exposure to the air and assumed a clear liquid form. With this
he hoped to acquire a substance known as Virgin Earth, which
would give birth to other substances from its own womb; to
imitate as it were the creation of the universe by producing a
microcosmic world of his own which would develop of its own
accord. But although in old age he was still struck by the beauty
of the experiment, he was disappointed in his efforts. All he was
able to produce was a fine powder in which he was quite unable
to perceive any magical properties, and the project had to be
abandoned. [6] Another experiment described in the auto-
biography presumably met with equally little success. This
aimed at the fabrication of a ‘Luftsalz’, an Airy Salt, which, like
the Liquor Silicum, was to melt away on contact with the air,
and, combining itself in a mysterious manner with ‘the super-
terrestrial things’, to produce a substance of similar miraculous
potency. [7] Here again Goethe learnt little more than a modicum
of practical chemistry, but his efforts did not flag, and he seems
to have continued his attempts throughout the year 176g. In
the following year, at the University of Strasbourg, he was
certainly still concerned with the problems of alchemy, although
there is no evidence that he engaged in any practical work there.
Faust’s opening monologue on the inadequacy of book-learning,
and his resolve to give himself over to magic, is indeed a descrip-
tion of Goethe’s own state of mind at this period. In a letter to
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GOETHE THE ALCHEMIST

E. T. Langer, the mentor of his final months at Leipzig, he
wrote on 11 May 1770: [8]

1 am trying surreptitiously to acquire some small literary knowledge
of the great books, which the learned mob half marvels at, half
ridicules, because it does not understand them; but whose secrets the
wise man of sensitive feeling delights to fathom. Dear Langer, it is
truly a joy when one is young and has perceived the insufficiency of
the greater part of learning, to come across such a treasure. Oh, it is
a long chain indeed from the Table of Hermes' to Wieland’s
Musarion.?

This enthusiastic outburst is far removed from the half-quizzical
description given in Dichtung und Wahrheit. It reveals a Goethe
who at this time saw in alchemy a way of cutting through the
pedantries of the Universities, a direct approach to the very
heart of things:

Drum hab ich mich der Magie ergeben, . .

Dass ich erkenne, was die Welt

Im Innersten zusammenhilt,

Schau alle Wirkenskraft und Samen

Und tu nicht mehr in Worten kramen.

Faust was no merely historical figure, to be recreated like Gotz
from books, but a living projection of Goethe’s own personality,
the personality of an eighteenth-century magician. Goethe him-
self in these early years had given himself up to magic.

The reading of alchemical authors proceeded throughout that
summer. On 26 August 1770, Goethe told Friulein von
Klettenberg that ‘chemistry’, by which he can only have meant
the chemistry he had practised with her, was still his ‘secret
love’. The notebook which hekept at Frankfurt and Strasbourg [g]
shows numerous entries referring to such authors as Paracelsus
and Agrippa ab Nettesheym, and revealing an extension of
Goethe’s interest in the occult to include such topics as cheiro-
mancy, astrology, and numerology. Just how far he went in

1 The Emerald Table of Hermes Trismegistus, a collection of sayings
attributed to the legendary father of alchemy. An English version is given in
Read, Prelude to Chemistry.

? Wieland’s Musarion contains one reference to alchemy (Book 2, line 308),
but the subject is frequently referred to in his minor writings, and he wrote
a story called Der Stein der Weisen. His attitude is somewhat deprecatory
but not wholly unsympathetic.

6



ALCHEMY

these fields it is impossible to estimate: it appears from his own
account that from the winter of 1768 until his meeting with
Herder in the autumn of 1770 he had read little else but
alchemy. ‘My mystico-religious chemical pursuits’, he writes,
‘had led me into shadowy regions, and I was ignorant for the
most part of what had been going on in the literary world at
large for some years past.’ [10] Only through Herder did he
become acquainted with the new currents of thought springing
up around him. This somewhat surprising admission suggests
that Goethe’s knowledge of alchemical literature must have been
very wide indeed. It means, moreover, that during these two
years, years when his religious and philosophical beliefs were
acquiring their first foundations, Goethe was devoting himself
not to neo-Platonism nor to any other of the recognized forms
of philosophy, but to Hermetism. The degree to which alchemy
had established control over Goethe’s interests in early man-
hood can scarcely be over-emphasized.

Unfortunately there is little evidence remaining which would
indicate the precise works he studied. The bibliographical works
he isknown to have used, such as Daniel Morhof’s Polyhistor, [11]
Schelhorn’s Amoenitates litterariores, [12] and the Bibliographia
antiquaria of J. A. Fabricius, [13] all provide chapters on occult
authors, and would have offered him an almost unlimited range
of choice. He may well have come across the collection of
alchemical classics published in six volumes by Lazarus Zetzner
at Strasbourg from 1613-22 under the title Theatrum Chemicum,
in which he could have read most of the writers of any im-
portance. The same can be said of Roth-Scholtz’s Deutsches
Theatrum Chemicum (Nirnberg, 1732), which he borrowed in
1808 [14] and may have known earlier. A source which he
certainly used was Gottfrid Arnold’s Unpartheyische Kirchen
und Ketzerhistorte. [15] This work attempted to show that many
so-called heretics, including some alchemists, were in fact wit-
nesses of the true light, and contained several long extracts from
such authors as Heinrich Khunrath, van Helmont, and Paracelsus.
To these may be added some unspecified works of Basil Valentine
and the English alchemist Starkey (Eirenaeus Philalethes),
whom, as has been seen, Goethe studied at Frankfurt. Agrippa
ab Nettesheym must be excluded since he dealt more in magic

7



GOETHE THE ALCHEDMIST

than in alchemy proper. So too, and for the same reason, must
Nostradamus, whose book is used by Faust to conjure up tl'le
Earth-Spirit. As far as precise titles are concerned, we are In
fact restricted to the Opus Mago-Cabbalisticum and the Aurea
Catena Homeri, together with a few chapters of Paracelsus
mentioned by name in the Strasbourg notebook.* It must be re-
called however that the alchemists were not a set of philosophers
each with his own system. All felt themselves part of a tradition,
and while each might expound the common doctrine in an
individual way there was general agreement as to the funda-
mental tenets. In all his wide reading Goethe can have found
only an elaboration of the basic doctrines.

It is in fact possible to reconstruct even from this scanty
evidence a credible picture of alchemy as it appeared to the
young Goethe. While it will be necessary in the following pages
to quote occasionally from other authors, not known to have
been read by him, the principal features of the alchemist’s
beliefs can be illustrated almost entirely from these few works.
A characterization of the Aurea Catena Homeri will pave the
way. This book, believed to have been written by a Joseph
Kirchweger,? and published in 1723, represents a naive and
crude attempt at demonstrating the truth of some of the
alchemical doctrines by reference to easily observable chemical
and physical phenomena. Its sub-title indicates concisely its
intention: it is ‘a description of the origin of Nature and natural
things, how and whence they are born and created, also how they
are destroyed in their primal essence, and what that thing is
which gives birth to and destroys all things, the whole most
simply demonstrated according to the order of Nature itself,
and illustrated throughout with the best reasons and causes’. [16]

The Aurea Catena is based on the supposition that man and
the universe both act in accordance with similar laws: ‘as Nature
works in particular things, so also does she work in universal
things’. [17] The microcosm and the macrocosm are replicas

! These are: ‘Paragrani Erster Trackat von der Philosophey’, ‘Anderer
Tracktat von der Astronomey’, ‘Labyrintho Med. cap. 5°, “Tr. 4. de Pestil’,
‘De Podagr. lib. II. C. Geomantia’, ‘D. B. von den Tart. Krankh. 20. Cap’.

The last four of these are almost exclusively medical.
2On the question of authorship see ]J. Ferguson, Bibliotheca Chemica,

vol. 1, p. 470.
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ALCHEMY

one of another, or better, both are animated by the same Spirit.
This sympathy between subject and object, man and Nature,
the part and the whole, belief in which lies at the basis of all
magic, is expressed in its most downright form in the verses of
the Aureum Vellus: [18]

Studier nun darauss du bist

So wirst du sehen was da ist.
Was du studierst lehrnest und ist
Das ist eben darauss du bist.
Alles was ausser unser ist

Ist auch in uns. Amen.

Man himself according to this view is the universe in miniature,
and so indeed isany part of the whole, since the whole is immanent
in every part and yet transcends the sum of all. Goethe himself
expressed a similar point of view, although with greater refine-
ment, when he wrote to Schlosser:!

In Nature there is everything that is in the subject,

And something more.

In the subject there is everything that is in Nature,

And something more.
The same idea will be encountered in his botanical and optical
studies. It is not of course an exclusively alchemical belief;
parallels might well be drawn from Neo-Platonism and similar
systems. We are concerned here however with the use made of
it in the Aurea Catena. All the experiments described in the
book derive from it in some way, one of the simplest and most
naive being that which professes to show how the heavens and
earth rose out of chaos. This is demonstrated by collecting a
quantity of ordinary rainwater in a tumbler and allowing it to
stand untouched for several weeks. At the end of this time a
sediment will have formed at the bottom of the glass: the ‘gross’
matter will have separated from the ‘subtle’, and the experi-
menter will see with his own eyes the gathering together of the
dry land. If the contents of the glass are now heated, cloud-like

1 See Weinhandl, Die Metaphysik Goethes, 2. Buch, 3. Kap., where the
meaning of this passage is discussed.
In der Natur ist alles, was im Subject ist
Und etwas driiber.
Im Subjekt ist alles, was in der Natur ist
Und etwas driiber.

9
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vapours arise on the surface of the water and the ‘heavens’
appear. The vapour must then be collected again and distilled,
until only a sediment remains; this sediment is Virgin Earth,
the substance which Goethe attempted to produce at Frankfurt.
From it comes all future development: the ‘seeds’ or embryonic
forms of minerals are said to be found as gritty particles in the
sediment; vegetables are represented by any plant-like forms
perceived in it, and animals too are present in the shape of
maggots. (It must be assumed that the process of distillation
was not rigorously observed and that a good deal of extraneous
matter found its way into the water.) In this way the miniature
world was inseminated and peopled entirely out of its own
substance; it was an inexplicable growth organically proceeding
from the original Fiat. [19] It is unusual to find so clear an
example of the intention of the alchemists as this. The fine dis-
regard for logic and empirical observation is as a rule concealed
behind a mystifying jargon which frequently makes it impossible
to discover at all how the experiments were meant to be carried
out. But this example at least illustrates one facet of the
alchemists’ work: the demonstration of a parallelism between the
processes of development in the microcosm and the macrocosm,
between the particular and the universal working of Nature.
Since the remainder of the proofs adduced in the Aurea Catena
are of a similar character there is no point in reciting them at
length. Itissimpler to describe now merely the principal beliefs
which the author attempts to justify. First among these is his
insistence on the contrast of opposites throughout Nature. He
ascribes to these opposites, which represent in general the active
and passive tendencies in the world, the alchemical names of
Sulphur and Salt. The list of qualities which he attaches to these
categories is worth giving almost in full. It reads: [20]

Sulphur Salt
Acid Alkali
Spirit Body
Father Mother
Male seed Female seed
Universal active principle Universal passive principle
Heaven and Air Water and Earth
Steel Magnet
Hammer Anvil

I0
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In another passage Kirchweger lists the qualities again, with
some additions: [21]

Heaven Water
Air Earth
Father Mother
Active Passive
Subtle Coarse
Clear Dark
Volatile Fixed

This is clearly a version of the polar opposites which appear in
many religions and mythologies as the male and the female,
Light and Darkness. Here again parallels might be drawn with
Neo-Platonism, and, for example, Taoism. But it seems doubtful
whether Kirchweger had any awareness of the far-reaching
significance of these opposites as religious symbols. If he had,
he shows no sign of it. Nevertheless it is with some of these
associations in mind that he writes throughout his book of the
chemical substances Sulphur and Salt, and on one occasion he
does go so far as to equate the first of these with Light. [22] In
this he follows the example of all the alchemists. As Starkey
wrote: ‘there are two Natures, the one more active, which is the
Mercury, the other more passive, which is Gold.” [23] The
substances themselves, whether referred to as sulphur or salt,
mercury or gold, are symbols of these active and passive ten-
dencies, the agens and the patiens universale.

The practical experiments, although making use of these
substances, are intended to represent something more. Kirch-
weger insists throughout that the conflict between these oppo-
sites is to be overcome. The disharmony between the hammer
and the anvil, the male and the female, is to be resolved. Since
the tendencies symbolized by these categories are capable of an
infinite variety of applications, it might be possible to translate
this as the overcoming of the differences existing between sub-
jectand object, between the boundless claims of the individual
and the restricting influence of society, or between man and
God. This would be however to read into the Aurea Catena
more than it actually says. Such ideas were certainly held by
some alchemists, but Kirchweger nowhere makes any explicit
reference to them; and an idea cannot be said to exist until it is

B 11



GOETHE THE ALCHEMIST

formulated. Kirchweger’s interest is solely in Nature, and he
expresses his borrowed philosophy only in the most general
terms. For him it is enough to say that the active tendency
‘desires’ to become passive, and the passive to become active.
When it comes to demonstrating the point, his language at once
become extremely mysterious. Here is a typical example: [24]
‘Now we will split up and separate . . . (the water) into its parts,
examine these per artem Vulcani, and anatomize, dissolve, break
up and separate the result into its partes volatiles, medias et fixas,
then again conjugate, coagulate, and fix these parts that all may
see how the most volatile can become fixed, and the fixed
volatile, Heaven become Earth, the volatile become acid and
alkali, and vice versa, so that a Harmonia concentrata, Quinta
Essentia, or Magisterium Universi may emerge.’ It is impossible
to describe this as an instruction for the performance of an
experiment, although doubtless some meaning is to be attached
to such expressions as ‘separate’, ‘coagulate’, and ‘conjugate’.
What does appear plainly however is the idea that, in some
unexplained way, Heaven and Earth, ‘acid’ and ‘alkali’, the
‘fixed’ and the ‘fluid’, in short the opposed tendencies in general,
are to be brought into harmony with one another. The final aim
is an unverwessliche Bestdndigkeit, [25] an incorruptible per-
manence which embraces within itself all opposites.

The method by which such an end is to be achieved is
shrouded by Kirchweger in obscurity. For the most part he
is content to show that the opposites exist throughout the world
of Nature. The cyclical descent and reascent of water in the
form of rain and mist is compared to the intercourse of heavenly
spirits with the earth. [26] There is a continuous wheel of
change, a way up and a way down, an eternal process of creation
and destruction, and only the Whole can be said to live by
virtue of these opposites, unaffected by their conflict, as a man
lives by virtue of his rhythmical pulsation and inhalation. So,
at least, Kirchweger’s symbolical language might be interpreted.

Kirchweger appears to believe that man himself can achieve
such a state of harmony, and takes over from the alchemists
some of the terms by which they sought to express this belief.
Chief of these is what he calls the principle of Putrefaction. It
was for long believed that in order for growth to take place in
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an organism, that organism must first die. An apple, or any
other fruit, had to putrefy before the seed it contained could
take root and produce more apples. Similarly dung, which was
considered to be matter in a state of putrefaction and hence
close to death, was renowned for its life-giving properties when
applied as soil-dressing. Kirchweger brings forward numerous
similar examples, all tending to show the same thing: that all
Nature passes into new life by first dying away. But what has
this to do with the achievement of harmony between the con-
flicting opposites? Kirchweger gives no hint, but the answer can
be supplied from the works of the alchemists proper. The
expression ‘Putrefaction’ is meant to apply not only to the
material but also to the spiritual world. It implies that man
must ‘die’ in the sense that he must abandon worldly goods,
detach himself from his personal desires, in order to be ‘reborn’
in the harmony of the Kingdom of Heaven. This symbolism of
death and rebirth plays an important part in all alchemical
writings, and Kirchweger has adopted it for his own purposes in
describing the world of Nature. He must mean, although he
does not say, that just as spiritual death is necessary for man’s
spiritual rebirth, so material death is necessary for the material
rebirth of natural things. Nature itself could by this means be
harmonized with itself, as Kirchweger writes: ‘Now mark well
this example, for all Animalia, Vegetabilia and Mineralia are
governed by this rule, that they are first putrefied, then separated,
rectified and again coagulated and fixed, and regenerated in a
glorious pellucid Body.’ [27]

The same idea is expressed in a different way when it is
maintained that this rebirth is always preceded by a return to the
source of life. ‘That from which a thing is naturally made’,
writes Kirchweger, ‘through that same thing it must return
again and be dissolved and broken up into its own nature.’ [28]
Or again: ‘everything must be resolved and reduced into that
from which it sprang.’ {29] Thus a plant which springs from the
soil must return to the soil, be decomposed, and join in the
cycle of growth and destruction. In enunciating this principle
Kirchweger is harking back to an idea as old as alchemy itself:
that regeneration depends on a ‘reduction to the first matter’.
Metals, it was believed, could only be transmuted into gold by
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first reducing them to a formless, indeterminate mass, that is,
by melting them down. In this state, representing the primeval
chaos, they were capable of being determined to any form the
alchemist might choose, provided that the correct methods were
known to him. In so far as they lost their individual charac-
teristics in the process, they could in a certain sense be said to
have died. Kirchweger comes close to this conception when he
writes: [30] ‘For this is certain, that all Nature was in the
beginning water, and through water all things were born, and
again through water . . . all things must be destroyed.” This can
be read either as an apocalyptic prophecy of a second Deluge,
or as an assertion that all things must die by returning to the
primal matter, an undifferentiated mass of liquid, (as molten
metal assumes a liquid form), in order to be regenerated. Or
again the author, who appears to have been a Christian, may
have had some such Biblical text in mind as john. 3. v.: ‘Except
a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into
the Kingdom of God.” But he is, as always, not anxious to go
beyond the natural analogy, and restricts himself entirely to
physical and chemical examples.

Another alchemical expression used by Kirchweger to convey
the same notion is the term ‘rotation’, or ‘circulation’. After one
of his examples he writes: [31] ‘From this the adept may observe
again, and should mark well the point, that by circulation . . .
all dissolved things return to the primal matter or chaotic <~
[i.e. water].” Circulation is thus equivalent to the return to the
primal matter. It is a term very commonly used by alchemists
and is closely connected with the ancient religious symbol of the
serpent which curls round in a circle and devours its own tail.
A variant of this symbol occurs in fact on the frontispiece of the
Aurea Catena, where two dragons or serpents are shown arranged
in a circle, each with the tail of the other in its mouth. Unfor-
tunately no explanation of this image is offered in the book,
indeed it is never referred to, but it is justifiable to assume some
relationship between it and the symbol of circulation. In some
way the return to the primal matter, with its implied renuncia-
tion of individuality, is connected with the rotation and self-
devouring of the serpent.

In this brief outline of the Aurea Catena most of the funda-
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mental ideas of alchemical literature have been touched upon.
There is firstly the congruence of microcosm and macrocosm,
secondly a view of the universe which divides all things into two
conflicting and opposite categories. The intention of the book is
to show how this conflict can be harmoniously resolved: firstly
by death and rebirth, secondly by a return to the primal matter,
and thirdly by a rotatory movement in which the subject of
regeneration consumes itself. It is now possible to turn from
Kirchweger and observe how these same ideas are developed
and used by the alchemists proper in their search for the
Philosophers’ Stone.

It is already obvious that Kirchweger was not an alchemist in
the strict sense of the word. Here are no instructions for the
preparation of gold, the transmutation of metals, and the pro-
duction of an Elixir of Life. But by the time the Aurea Catena
was published these long-lived projects of the alchemists were
on the wane: the advance of scientific methods had rendered the
more symbolical aspects of alchemy suspect, and many authors,
like Kirchweger, were content to demonstrate merely that the
general beliefs of the alchemists could still be justified. Kirch-
weger, although almost always obscure, responds to the increas-
ingly scientific spirit of his age by affording far more explicit
demonstrations of his theories than had ever appeared before.

The true aim of alchemy, the quest of the Philosophers’ Stone,
had a more far-reaching significance than the Aurea Catena
might lead one to suppose. As is well known, the essential
function of the Stone was to transmute base metals into gold,
and while this was by no means its only characteristic, it is as
well to begin by asking how such transmutation was considered
to be possible. The whole chemical process rested on the assump-
tion that all metals were endowed by Nature with a common
quality. By virtue of this quality each bore within itself a
tendency to develop into the highest form of all metals, gold.
This tendency, sometimes called the ‘seed of gold’, was how-
ever obstructed by natural imperfections, with the result that a
variety of metals, conventionally recognized as seven in number,
had come into existence. These were arranged, according to the
degree of perfection, in the order lead, tin, iron, copper, quick-
silver, silver and gold, although authors sometimes differed on
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the question of precedence among the baser metals. It was tl}e
task of the alchemist to assist the more imperfect metals to attain
their highest possible form by removing as far as possible the
obstructions in their path.

Imperfection resulted not only from the fact that the metals
were base, but also from their natural opposition. Mercury, as
has been seen, was regarded by Starkey as representing an active
tendency, while gold was more passive.! Iron and copper were
also opposed in this way. [32] But there was no systematic
classification: sometimes mercury was said to be opposed not to
gold but to lead, while the opposite of gold was silver. [33]
Indeed it is not possible to pin down even the equation of
mercury and gold with the active and passive tendencies, for as
Starkey goes on to remark ‘the activity of the Mercury above the
Gold is because the moving virtue of Sol is sealed, that is, his
Sulphur is imprisoned. Otherwise, when Dissolution is made,
Sol[i.e. gold] then is most active, and Mercury more passive.’ [34]
The essential point was that the metals, by reason of their very
individuality, were opposed one to another; it did not greatly
matter which was active and which passive.

In order to remove this imperfection the process known as the
Magnum Opus was undertaken. It was necessary first to
reduce the metals concerned to a formless mass, and there were
broadly speaking two methods of doing so. One of these was to
melt the ingredients down to a fluid state. The other was to
place them in a bath of mercury, which has the property of
dissolving most other metals, and was consequently often re-
ferred to as the Universal Solvent. To quote Starkey again: ‘the
main ground for the possibility of transmutation is the possibility
of reduction of all Metalls, and such Minerals as are of metallick
principles, into their first Mercurial matter.’ [35] In each case
the effect was the same, and this indeterminate, fluid state once
achieved, it was possible to induce in the metal the form desired.
Thus far most alchemists agree as to their method: there is
almost always a furnace or some other vessel in which the metals
are dissolved. But beyond this point the widest possible variety
of instructions appear. Some advise a constant process of dis-
tillation and re-distillation; others consider it necessary to collect

1 See p. 11 above.
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the crystals which form on the side of the vessel; others again
demand two separate operations to withdraw the ‘seeds’ of silver
and gold, which are afterwards to be joined together in a final
stage. Numerous esoteric symbols are also introduced: there are
birds of all kinds, crows, swans, doves, phoenixes, eagles, each
with its own significance, together with Kings and Queens,
homunculi, cherubs, water-nymphs, salamanders and basilisks.
To attempt any classification of these is beyond my present
purpose. One common belief does emerge however from the
welter of symbols. There is generally present the idea that once
the imperfections have been removed the seed of the metal will
develop in a ‘natural’ way, comparable to the processes of
gestation in living organisms. Thus the adept is often instructed
to keep the flame burning beneath his vessel for a period of
forty weeks: a clear parallel to the period of pregnancy in the
human body, which is not obscured unduly by the references to
forty ‘philosophical months’ or years. There is in fact a sexual
element in all alchemical writings. As in the Aurea Catena, the
active and passive tendencies are equated as a matter of course
with male and female, and the idea of a metallic seed lent itself
readily to sexual metaphors. The development of the imperfect
metals towards gold was therefore spoken of as an organic
process, and frequently compared with the growth of plants.
The alchemist could do little to assist it except to ensure that his
furnace, with its life-giving heat, was not allowed to go out.

It was however possible to gain some idea of how far the work
had progressed. The increasing perfection of the metals, or the
development of the metallic seed, was said to be characterized by
a change in colour. The first stage to be observed was the
‘nigredo’: the contents of the vessel turned black. This was
probably noticed in particular in the case of lead. It was suc-
ceeded by the appearance of the colour white, ‘albedo’, which is
less easy to explain as an observable phenomenon. The third
stage was a yellow hue, ‘citrinitas’, which was followed in its
turn by the highest colour, red, the ‘rubedo’. This final stage
was also referred to indiscriminately as purple. When it was
reached the alchemist might be assured that the end of his quest
was reached: “Thou shalt have a sparkling red, like unto the
flaming fire’ wrote Starkey. “Then art thou come indeed to thy
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Harvest, and to the end of all thy Operations.” [36] But here
again there is no general agreement as to precedence. Some-
times the yellow hue was omitted altogether. [37] Sometimes,
but much more rarely, it was said to signalize itself the final
stage, probably owing to its affinity with the colour of gold. [38]
A stage known as ‘the peacock’s tail’, in which all possible colours
were represented, was also occasionally inserted between the
white and the red. Yet again the end of the work was said to be a
transparent whiteness, a ‘glorious pellucid Body’, in the words of
the Aurea Catena, and, to add yet further confusion, it was
called both red and white at once. On the whole however the
consensus of opinion seems to have been in favour of black as
the initial stage and red as marking the conclusion of the opera-
tion. When this colour was observed, the metals had not only
been transformed into gold, but the Philosophers’ Stone had
been created.

With the Stone in his possession the alchemist was able to
turn it to account. It possessed a highly concentrated force,
which gave it its other names of quintessence and tincture, and
by virtue of which it was able to impart its own quality to the
baser metals. The process by which this was carried out was
known as ‘projection’: the Stone was projected again into the
furnace from which it was taken, and worked through the new
mass of molten metal like a ferment, transforming it all into
gold. When used in powder form a single grain of the Stone
was able to transmute a large mass. Estimates varied as to the
exact relationship between quantity and efficiency, some being
content with a ratio of one to ten, others with one to a thousand,
and yet others, like ‘Raymund Lully’, declared that one grain
would transmute a whole ocean. But once again the divergent
views are not important. It is reasonably certain that no al-
chemist ever discovered any real stone or powder capable of
transmuting metals into gold, and the figures are doubtless
merely tributes to the wonder-working power of the preparation.
What is of interest however is this quintessential nature of the
Stone and its ability to impart its own characteristics to other
minerals. As A. J. Hopkins has pointed out, there is a good deal
of resemblance between the Stone, seen from this viewpoint, and
the Aristotelian entelechy, since both are capable of reproducing

18



ALCHEMY

themselves. [39] This resemblance is emphasized by the fact that
the Stone is often said to be identical with the primal matter
from which it is supposed to spring. It is its own metallic seed
and the seminal product of that seed. In this sense the Magnum
Opus was said to be cyclical, and was often compared with the
acorn which gives rise to an oak, whose ultimate end is to
produce yet further acorns, and more oaks. The Stone was thus
both the beginning and the end of the operation, the first and
the final cause. This double nature of the Stone afforded the
alchemist endless possibilities for deluding the uninitiated reader.
He could declare that it was useless to attempt the production
of the Stone until the original Matter had been found, and that
this in turn could not be discovered until the Stone had been
made. The whole system was a closed circle into which the
reader could penetrate only by an intuitive sense of what was
intended.

The point which the reader was expected to guess was that
the manufacture of gold was not always the most essential part
of the operation. In the earlier alchemical writings this was
probably never mentioned. By the eighteenth century however
authors were becoming far more explicit. Georg von Welling
states openly in the preface to his Opus Mago-Cabbalisticum, [40]
‘that our intention is not directed towards teaching any one how
to make gold, but something much higher, namely how Nature
may be seen and recognised as coming from God, and God in
Nature’. Shortly afterwards he again insists that he has no
desire to increase the lust for gold: [41] ‘nay, but we wish with
all our hearts that all men might seek and find not gold, but
God.” Gold was his aim only in so far as it was the ‘highest’
metal and the symbol of the Sun. His true intention was to
instruct the reader in the knowledge of God, and for him, as for
many of his contemporaries, to acquire the Stone was to attain
such knowledge in full. For the Christian alchemist indeed the
Stone was identified with Christ, although the fact was rarely
stated. Basil Valentine speaks in guarded terms of ‘the head-
stone in the corner’; [42] Robert Fludd, more openly, writes of
‘ille Lapis Angularis Jesus Christus’. [43] Heinrich Khunrath, a
follower of Jacob Boehme, is perhaps the most explicit. [44]
‘Since God the Lord’, he writes, ‘for our edification permits
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Jesus Christ to be represented in the great Book of Nature by
the Stone of the Philosophers, I may fitly quote the words of
Isaiah the Prophet of Christ, in order thereby to show to some
extent the wonderful harmony and correspondence of these two
stones. . . .” This symbolism could have been known to Goethe
either through Georg von Welling or through Gottfrid Arnold.
The former makes a similar comparison between Christ and
what he calls ‘the fixed Salt’, which is yet another synonym for
the Stone: “. . . fallen Man, having come through sin and ruin
into a state of putrefaction, must be regenerated, and maintained
in a fixed and permanent condition, through the sweet, fixed
Salt of eternal and gentle peace, Christ Jesus.” [45] Arnold
speaks of Christ as ‘the heavenly lovingness of the ruby or
carbuncle-stone’, [46] again hinting through the red colour of
the gems at the perfection of the Stone.! The symbolical sense
of ‘putrefaction’ now grows apparent. It is on the one hand
synonymous with the sinful and death-like state of man, brought
about by the fall of Adam, while on the other hand it declares
that man is to be redeemed from this state by Christ. Man must
pass through the state of sin, in fact he must be capable of
death, in order to be reborn in Christ. To acquire the Philo-
sophers’ Stone through ‘putrefaction’ was thus to undergo this
death and rebirth.

It would be incorrect however to limit the scope of alchemy
to a purely Christian application. As has been seen, the Philo-
sophers’ Stone was equivalent in some respects to the first and
final cause; it was the Alpha and Omega. Basil Valentine declared
that ‘its true name, according to temporal understanding, is
called ALL IN ALY’ [47] It was indeed a commonplace of alchemy
that the matter of the Stone was to be found everywhere, on
mountain-tops and in the depths of the ocean, in the air and in
the fire of the alchemical furnaces. In brief, the Stone was the
entire Universe, the One and All. It was God immanent in all
creation and yet embracing and transcending it. For the Christian
alchemist it was of course possible to speak of Christ in this way.
But it does not follow that every alchemist was a Christian, since
it was possible to conceive of God in these terms without

* For further examples of Christ-symbolism in alchemy, cp. C. G. Jung,
Die Erlosungsvorstellungen in der Alchemie, pp. 84-104.
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necessarily accepting the authority of the Christian doctrines.
An ancient Chinese alchemical text has recently been published,
in which the divinity of the Stone is associated rather with the
Tao. [48] It is as well to recall therefore that the Western
alchemists studied in the following pages, although referring to
the Stone as Christ, always thought of him also as the immanent
and transcendent Whole. This was the essential characteristic;
other connotations were perhaps dependent upon time and place.

The meaning of the alchemical quest can now be defined a
little more closely. To acquire the Philosophers’ Stone was, as
has been seen, to achieve full knowledge of God. This must now
be interpreted as gaining knowledge of the whole universe, an
apparently impossible task. It is however precisely the claim of
those who have experienced mystic union. ‘Whatever terms he
may use to describe it’, Miss Underhill writes in her authoritative
work, ‘and however faint or confused his perceptions may be,
the mystic’s experience in Contemplation is the experience of
the All’ [49] The alchemists, naturally enough, were almost
completely silent on this aspect of their work. It is questionable
indeed whether many of them were aware at all of this implica-
tion. One of their number however, Oswald Croll, a follower of
Paracelsus, spoke of it at some length, and his words, in view
of their rarity, are worth quoting extensively. [50]

The alchemists [he says] ‘leave themselves, and totally go out from
themselves. . . . They hasten from the imperfect to that which is
one and perfect, the knowledge and contemplation whereof . . . is a
sacred, Heavenly and hid silence, the quiet or Rest of the sences and
all things, . . . when at length . . . all minds . . . shall be altogether
but one thing, in one MIND which is above every MIND. It is the
intimate vision of God, which also hapneth by the Light of Grace to
the separate Soul even in this world, if any man set himselfe about it
now, and be subject to God. Thus many holy men by vertue of the
Deifick Spirit have tasted the First fruits of the Resurrection in this
life, and have had a foretaste of the Celestiall Country.’

This is unquestionably a description of the unio mystica, and
shows that in some cases at least the Philosophers’ Stone repre-
sented full union with God. A similar meaning can perhaps be
attached to the vision described in the Chymical Wedding of
Christian Rosencreutz, in which the hero recounts how he
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received wounds in his feet.! This might well refer to the
stigmata often associated with such revelations. The Golden Age
Restored of Heinrich Madanathas also deserves mention since it
attempts to interpret the Song of Solomon as a love-song to the
mystic Bridegroom, and to show its relationship to the alchemical
work. [51] It is moreover reasonably certain that Goethe was
made aware of this significance of the Magnum Opus by his
guide into the mysteries of alchemy, Friulein von Klettenberg.
This pious woman found her life profoundly changed, some
eleven years before her meeting with the poet, by what she
believed to be a visitation from her Saviour. The vision is
described in some detail in the sixth book of Wilhelm Meisters
Lehrjahre, and Hermann Dechent has shown that this description
tallies with her own experience, in which she claimed to have
seen the body of Christ with her own eyes, to have kissed its
wounds, and to have felt many of the characteristic sensations of
mystical union. [52] In later years she urgently desired to make
this experience attainable by others, in particular by Lavater,
and her letters to him are full of exhortations to await the
coming of such a supreme moment of ecstasy. In one such
passage, she refers to her vision in terms of alchemy, using the
Paracelsian expression ‘potable gold’, another of the many
synonyms for the Philosophers’ Stone. ‘I have received’, she
writes, ‘an aurum potabile, enjoyed an imperishable drop, which
transforms everything, which fashions me,—as my Head is
fashioned at the right hand of Majesty.” [53] The Stone, that
‘imperishable permanence’ which was to transform metals and
bring them closer to the perfection of gold, is here spoken of as
refashioning a human being, bringing her closer to the form of
her ‘Head’, that is of Christ, at the right hand of God. “The
earthly parts’, in the words of Basil Valentine, ‘have been con-
sumed body and soul by the Divine, and the earthly body has
entered a heavenly being.’ [54] It seems very probable that
Fraulein von Klettenberg would have divulged to Goethe this
aspect of the Stone’s symbolism, just as she confided to him also
the nature of her vision. Whether he made any use of the
knowledge is however another matter.

1J. V. Andreae, 0p. cit. p. 17. Goethe read this book in 1786. See his
letter to Frau von Stein, 28 June 1786.
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Once again a word of caution is necessary. The ambiguity of
the alchemical writings makes it impossible to determine how
often the purely mystical symbolism was present in the minds
of their authors. It is also difficult to decide whether it was
associated with the process of making gold from the beginning
of alchemy, or whether it was introduced at a later date. A.]J.
Hopkins considers that alchemy began in ancient Egypt simply
as a method of gilding metals, in order to give them a more
pleasing outward appearance, and that other implications were
a later development. [55] A. E. Waite postpones the connection
of mystical symbolism with the work until after the Renais-
sance. [56] This is however certainly an exaggeration, and
Father Festugiere has since shown with considerable probability
that the mystical associations were fairly early, although post-
Christian. He considers that alchemy was purely practical until
the second century B.C., acquired a philosophical aspect between
that time and the second or third century A.p., and was intended
to represent mystical doctrines from the third or fourth century
onwards. [57] There is thus no question at all that the authors
studied by Goethe, all of whom wrote later than Paracelsus or
Boehme, were capable of regarding the Magnum Opus as a key
to the mystic way. The question of the origins of alchemy can
therefore be disregarded here.

I do not mean to suggest however that the practical side of
alchemy was considered unimportant. On the contrary, it was
part and parcel of the doctrines, and many passages can only be
read with reference to real metals. But the manufacture of gold
came in time to play a subordinate role, whereas the symbolical
aspect increased in importance. The laboratory work assumed
something of the function of a liturgy; like the Eucharist it
became the outward sign of an inward act, and by means of it
the alchemist could visualize and better understand the processes
of his inward development. All the arguments for or against the
need for practical experiment could in fact be drawn from the
controversy over the Real Presence. If the alchemist’s inward
state of mind corresponded with the work of his hands, the
creation of the Philosophers’ Stone would accompany the
fullest possible knowledge of God. In order to see how this
was considered to be possible, it is necessary now to examine
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the practical steps of the work and their association with the
mystic way.

The purifying and refining fire is of course a commeon religious
symbol, occurring frequently in the Bible. There is indeed a
passage in the Book of Isaiah which, with its reference to base
metal, bears a strong resemblance to alchemical language,
although no one would suggest that anything more than a poetic
metaphor is intended. Speaking through his prophet, Jehovah
declares: ‘I will turn my hand upon thee, and purely purge away
thy dross, and take away all thy tin.” [58] The alchemists of the
later period were fond of such quotations, whatever their origin
may have been. The mystic St Catherine of Genoa must surely
have had them in mind when she wrote that ‘souls are covered
by a rust—that is, by sin—which is gradually consumed away by
the fire of purgatory. The more it is consumed, the more they
correspond to God, their true Sun.’ [59] Georg von Welling
clothed the same idea in alchemical language when he wrote that
during the chemical process the ‘stinking sulphur’ was removed.
In the same fashion, he continued, man’s evilness was removed
by Christ, [60] ‘so that, after he has laid aside through temporal
death his filthy, stinking, sulphurous shell, into which he has
crept with his Satanic imagination, he may be through Christ
presented again in his glorious pristine shape to God his
Heavenly Father’. This, therefore, was the meaning of the
purification, or, as it was sometimes called, the calcination of
metals. Goethe himself certainly understood it in this way, as
can be seen from one of his letters to E. T. Langer, dated 17
January 1769, that is, shortly after his alchemical studies began.
Langer was, as has already been seen, to some extent Goethe’s
confidant in these occult matters, and there can be no doubt that
the passage is to be understood alchemically. ‘I have suffered’,
Goethe writes, ‘and am free again, this calcination was very
profitable for my soul.” [61] In using the word ‘calcination’
where it means a purgation and liberation through suffering,
Goethe reveals his awareness of the human application of his
alchemical language.

Concurrently with this meaning of purification, the fire of the
alchemists also bore the sense of a constant burning love of God.
So Starkey enjoined his reader not to think ‘that this increase of
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Fire consists in the blowing of the Coal, no verily, it is a more
subtle internal fire that we have, and yet that also must be kept
constant, and in due order’. [62] Similar injunctions are met
frequently throughout these writings, and once again their mean-
ing is clarified by comparison with purely mystical authors.
Thus Jean de Berniéres Louvigni, whom Goethe probably read
at Strasbourg, [63] observes that ‘the inward fire must be kept
carefully covered and concealed. If one omits to lay on wood
from time to time, that is, to maintain it by frequent lifting of
the heart and continual looking upward to God . . . it is in
danger of going out.’ [64] The alchemical furnace had a two-
fold character: like the fiery roses cast by the angels at Mephis-
topheles its flames could consume either with love or with terror.

The teaching of the alchemists did not however necessarily
tend towards asceticism. The purgation of the base metals did
not go so far as to deny them all right to exist. It was rather a
question of removing all possible obstructions in the path of the
developing seed of gold which each was supposed to contain.
Translated into human terms, this meant that the passions and
desires needed to be sublimated in order to attain harmony. The
Freudian expression was in fact used by the alchemists, as
Silberer has pointed out, in a similar sense. ‘In the process of
Sublimation’, wrote Paracelsus, ‘. . . the spiritual is raised from
the corporeal, subtilised, and the pure separated from the
impure.” [65] That is, the so-called lower impulses were to be
refined and brought to a higher level, just as, according to
Freud, the anti-social, sexual libido can be sublimated into a
socially useful urge. [66] It was not desirable therefore to destroy
the baser elements entirely, since only from them could the
Philosophers’ Stone be made. These very inferior metals, this
libido, were to be transmuted in the alchemical work into a
God-like form. Just as God embraced within himself all oppo-
sites, the apparently good as well as the apparently evil, the
active as well as the passive, so the metals could be brought into
this condition; and Man himself, by accepting and utilizing what
had generally been regarded as evil, the passions, and assimila-
ting it to what had been regarded as good, the spirit, could
achieve a similar harmony: he could become God-like. The
complete destruction implied by thoroughgoing asceticism
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would destroy at the same time the seed which the alchemist
desired to cultivate.

The imperfections once removed, that is, the renunciation of
purely personal desires once achieved, it was possible for the
golden seed to grow. ‘As we order it’, wrote one adept, ‘there
is made a quickening of it, as a grain of Corn in the Earth is
quickened.’ [67] Here the reason for the alchemists’ insistence
on organic plant-like growth becomes apparent. The seed’s
development could not be hastened, it must take its own course.
It was commonly spoken of also as a central point or spark,
which was to grow until it filled the entire frame of the subject.
Paracelsus called it ‘a small spark of the eternal invisible fire’. [68]
All natural objects were considered to possess this central point
or seed, and all, including both metals and Man, were capable
therefore of developing into the highest form. It was in fact
itself the embryonic perfection latent everywhere, the primal
matter of the perfect Stone. Thus Gottfrid Arnold writes: ‘in
general, the Centre is the innermost ground of every thing, for
which reason there are various Centra. In man, the Centre is
God Himself, or the faded image of God. . . . [69] Similarly,
Georg von Welling speaks of the eternal joy to be found in ‘the
centre of peace, that is, in God’, [70] and of ‘the tincture which is
Christ Jesus himself, the beginning and the end, the centre of
the revealed divine eternity’; [71] while Louvigni also speaks of
Christ as the ‘centre of peace’. [72] It might then be described
as the latent seed of faith in Man, or the potential ground in
which the full knowledge of God might be implanted. It is
possible also, in view of its divine universality and its veiled
nature—a faded image of God, as Arnold calls it—to make the
comparison with Schopenhauer’s Will. This too was immanent
throughout the universe, wholly present in every part, concealed
from knowledge by the veil of illusion, and only knowable by an
act of renunciation. There are however other more closely con-
nected parallels which it will be more profitable to pursue.

The aim of the alchemists might be described as the knowledge
of the centre. ‘Felix qui verum potuit cognoscere centrum’,
wrote an unknown author quoted by Arneld. [73] This fulfil-
ment was described in two ways. On the one hand it was
characterized by a radiation of spokes proceeding from the
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centre of the subject outwards. Thomas Vaughan, twin-brother
of the poet Henry Vaughan, has given most vivid expression to
this symbol. “T'o instruct thee then’, he writes, [774] ‘this mystery
is perfected when the Light in a suddain, miraculous coruscation
strikes from the Center to the Circumference, and the Divine
Spirit hath so swallowed up the body that it is glorified like the
Sun and Moon in their splendour.” In the Chymical Wedding of
Christian Rosencreutz the same image is employed, but reversed,
the rays on this occasion striking from the circumference in-
ward. In the allegory representing stages in the preparation of
the Stone, the hero is led into a room in the centre of which a
golden globe is hung. On this globe the light of the sun is
concentrated from all sides, so that ‘in all quarters of the Room
there was nothing but Suns, which by artificial Refractions beat
upon the whole golden Globe hanging in the midst. . . .” [75]
Other alchemists expressed the idea by showing a number of
archers in a semi-circle, aiming at a central target, or a ring of
soldiers attacking a King in their midst.! It is difficult to
imagine any phenomenon observable in the practical experi-
ments to which these images might have corresponded. It seems
on the whole more likely that they were intended to represent
some inward sensation, for which no other description could be
found. As Welling wrote, ‘when good people hear that they
must seek God and his wisdom, they do not consider that they
must seek and find such great goodness in themselves, in the
innermost depths of their souls’. [76] The symbol of the wheel
with its spokes radiating to the circumference appears to be
associated with the symbol by which mystics often describe the
feeling of an indwelling God. Louvigni speaks of God as a ‘sun,
with an infinite number of rays, which was situated in the most
hidden corner of my heart, and which desired to be known and
loved by my higher powers’. He advises the reader to ‘hide
himself in his centre, in God, who is in the depths of his
soul’. [77] A similar feeling of bearing an inward sun is ascribed
by Goethe to the mystic Makarie in the Wanderjahre, [78] and
the list might be extended indefinitely.> But the other symbol

1 For these and several similar illustrations see C. G. Jung, Psychologie und

Alchemie. ‘
2 Further examples are given in C. G. Jung, Psychology of the Unconscious,

English translation, pp. 101-2.
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by which the alchemists characterised the attainment of the
centre must now also be described. This was the gradual growth
of the centre until it filled the whole frame. In an allegorical
account of the work, one of the numerous questing heroes
describes how he saw a vessel filled with water—no doubt a
representation of the alchemical retort. ‘In the midst of the
Water’, he writes, ‘as it were in the very centre, there was a
most radiant twinkling spark, which sent forth its Beams even
to the very surface of the water.” Here the central spark is seen
as a radiating point. Subsequently however it becomes a naked
woman, ‘very beautiful, even to the parallel of Helena’. At first,
‘she appeared verv small, and waxed bigger and bigger, until the
Water appeared no more, but she herself had transmuted its
whole Substance into her shape’. [79] The parallel with the
Magnum Opus is here easier to discern. There also the seed of
gold was said to develop until it prevailed over all surrounding
substances, and transmuted them into its own form. It is how-
ever extremely unlikely that the alchemists ever observed such
a development taking place in their laboratories. Of greater
interest is the meaning attached to the idea; and once again it is
useful to compare the alchemical symbol with the writings of
mystics. In the practice of contemplation the mystic attempts
to dissociate himself from his immediate surroundings and con-
centrate his powers on the God whom he believes to dwell
within. Evelyn Underhill, describing this, speaks of a ‘spark’,
which must be brought within the conscious field, ‘out of the
hiddenness, from those deep levels where it sustains and guides
... normal existence’, and be made ‘the dominant element round
which . . . personality is arranged’. [80] This involves, she
continues, ‘the emergence from deep levels of man’s tran-
scendental self; its capture of the field of consciousness; and the
“‘conversion” or rearrangement of his (the mystic’s) feeling,
thought, and will—his character—about this new centre of life’ *
The Cambridge mystic William Law speaks in similar terms:
Though GOD is everywhere present, yet HE is only present to
thee in the deepest and most central part of thy soul. The natural
senses cannot possess God or unite thee to him. . . . But there is a
root or branch of thee from whence all these faculties come forth, as

1 Op. cit. p. 8o. My italics.
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lines from a centre, the fund or bottom of the soul. This depth is the

unity of eternity—I had almost said the infinity of thy soul; for it is

so infinite that nothing can satisfy it or give it rest but the infinity of
God.!

There is a marked resemblance between this language and that
of the alchemists. Whether or not the feeling so described was a
revelation of God may be left to personal interpretation; there
must be however some genuine feeling of fulfilment which urges
the mystic to attempt its definition, and the parallels with the
writings of the alchemists are so exact as to suggest that they too
had experience of it. The seed of gold, which they connected
both with Christ and with the Philosophers’ Stone, the All in
All, represented the incipient identification with the Divine. It
could only be known by freeing it of the surrounding imperfec-
tions, that is by something resembling the practice of contempla-
tion. Such knowledge once achieved, it was to grow until
complete fullness was reached, until the indwelling God filled
every nerve and finger, just as the seed of the Stone transmuted
all about it into the highest possible perfection.

Centre and circumference were often spoken of by the al-
chemists as opposites. At the centre, as at the hub of a wheel,
all was peace and stillness in movement. At the circumference,
which might be thought of as the rim of a rotating disc, there
was always motion and discord. This symbol of rotation was
used by the alchemists as a contrast to the harmony of the
Stone. It is easily imaginable that molten metal heated within a
vessel might rotate, and Starkey describes the phenomenon as

follows: ‘Take then of thy clean Mercury, . . . and mix it with
thy Body . . .; put it in a glass, . . . and govern it with a Fire,
and thou shalt see thy elements circulate . . . the Male and

Female are now beginning conjunction.” [81] That is, the
rotatory movement of the elements about the centre is the
prelude to the burgeoning of the seed, after which the ‘male’
and the ‘female’, the active and passive, the good and the evil,
and all opposites whatsoever, are combined, and the Stone is
made. God or Christ is beginning his incarnation in the adept,
and this is the preliminary stage towards the full assimilation
of each in each. But the rotatory movement itself is only a

1 Quoted by Aldous Huxley in The Perennial Philosophy, p. 8. My italics.
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preliminary: so long as it continues the desired identification
with the centre is incomplete.

God is the Centre of all Creatures [wrote Croll] by how much the
more any draw near him, by so much the more blessed, and lesse
variable, and mutable is he; But the farther any thing departeth from
that Centre, or One, to wit, the immutable will of God, to the
circumference, variety and plurality of the Creatures, the more un-
happy, imperfect, and mutable is it: Blessednesse is in unity, not in
the circumference, in Christ, not in the world, is Peace and Rest. [82]

The Hdurea Catena uses similar language when it says that ‘the
nearer a subject lies to the centre, the more strongly it is fixed’, [83]
implying that it comes closer to the peace and ‘fixity’ of the
Stone; while Welling affirms that ‘everything which lies outside
the point, is in constant unrest, and longs incessantly for its
origin, that is, the point where it finds peace’. [84] The central
seed thus represents the Divine also in the sense that it is a
unity beyond the tribulation of the individual. Rotation is dis-
content and dissatisfaction, the centre is stillness and power.
Outside the centre, wrote the physician and alchemist van
Helmont,

the soul can know no reall or permanent satisfaction, . . . but like
the Aguish magnetised Needle, reels to and fro, in a Phrensie of
inquietude, distracted twixt various Apparitions, until shee lye
parallel unto the Center, or Unity thereof [of love]: and having once
fixed in that happy position, she is, by an eternal union, identified or
assimilated unto that twin of her self. [85]

Almost identical terms are used by Miss Underhill in her account
of mysticism:

This progressive surrender [of self] appears in the practice of
orison as a progressive inward retreat from circumference to centre;
to that ground of the soul, that substantial somewhat in man, deep
buried for most of us beneath the great rubbish-heap of our surface
interests, where human and divine life meet. [86]

This, therefore, was in part what the alchemists intended when
they spoke of purifying the rotating metals within their vessel,
and discovering the golden seed.

It i1s now possible to turn back to a rather obscure passage
from the Aurea Catena, already quoted,! in which it was said

1 See p. 14 above.
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that all things must return by ‘circulation’ to the ‘primal matter’.
It is clear that this primal matter was God, regarded as the first
cause. It was at once the molten mass of liquid metal and the
undifferentiated universal chaos, the infinite ocean in which all
individuality was to cease. Oswald Croll, always more explicit
than most, confirms this when he speaks of those ‘who from
Divine Love willingly cast themselves into the fountaine of the
Abysse and into the Sea of Nihilitude or Nothingnesse, and
enter into the Holy of Holies by the Life of Christ, that in the
Sabbath they may live with God in Rest and Blessednesse’. [87]
This act of renunciation was essential to the rebirth into new
life in which the alchemists believed. The self-destruction
implicit in the rotating serpent was identical with the ‘putrefac-
tion’, or death to self, spoken of elsewhere. Only when man’s
lust had completely consumed itself ‘by revolution’, said Welling,
could he appear again in his former angelic splendour. [88] It
was necessary to yield all personal desires and become one with
the universe.

With the expression ‘rebirth’, however, yet another symbol is
coupled, for the alchemists sometimes described this regenera-
tion as an actual birth from a living mother. It was in this sense
that they understood the phrase ‘ex quo aliquid est, in illud
rursus resolvitur’: [89] man was made by his mother, and to his
mother’s womb he must return to be reborn. Paracelsus writes
that ‘he who would enter the Kingdom of God must first enter
with his body into his mother, and there die’, and again that the
soul ‘must enter its mother in God’. [go] The whole world, in
his view, was subject to this law, and must go into its ‘mother . . .,
its “primam materiam’, ‘‘massam confusam’, and “abyssum’ ’ in
order to achieve eternity. [91] This was, however, the macro-
cosmic aspect of the Stone, which, since it is possible to treat
only one meaning at a time, must be left out of account here.
Perhaps the crudest and most direct account of the return to the
mother occurs in doggerel verse in the appendix to Welling’s
work. It is worth quoting at length since Goethe is almost
certain to have read it. The male or active principle is here
represented by the King, who is Gold, while the passive principle
is represented by the Mother, or Mercury: [92]
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And vet it seems to me, the door of the Promised Land still
stands open for me,

And that we must come remoulded from the mother’s body.
For I cannot otherwise reach the Kingdom of Heaven
Unless I am born a second time.
Therefore my desire is to return to the mother’s womb
That I may be regenerated, and this I will do right soon.

To this end the mother herself has urged this King,

And hastened to receive him with motherly love,

And this great miracle she truly did perform,

And received into herself, as a child, this King among seven.

There is little remaining trace here of any concern for practical
experiment. But in so far as the passage bears a relationship to
the transmutation of metals (and the ‘I’ of the piece is still
spoken of as King of the seven metals) it symbolizes the reduc-
tion of the metal in question to its primal matter, now boldly
referred to as the Mother. The metal has been placed in a bath
of mercury in which it is to dissolve. In the same way Paracelsus
speaks of placing ‘the King’ in a bath, until he has been washed
clean and restored by his mother to a new and purified body. [93]
There was however a further sense, in which the mercurial bath
represented the Mother of God, and the miraculous birth of
Christ in her.

Just as Mary received through the Holy Ghost, in a supernatural
and invisible fashion, the Son of God, promised by the Father
[continues Paracelsus] [94] so our pure Virgin the philosophic Mer-
cury, in a miraculous way, has given birth again by the Holy Ghost,
that is in this case by the Spirit of Mercury, to the high quintessence
of all things.

The dissolution of one metal or mineral by another was thus
compared with the incarnation of Christ in the Virgin Mary.
In fact the bath of mercury was often referred to as the Balneum
Mariae, and, although the name was usually ascribed to ‘Mary
the Prophetess’, the supposed daughter or sister of Moses, who
was said to have invented the instrument, there were, as
Berthelot has remarked, frequent resemblances between the two
Maries. [95] The Bath of Mary was thus a symbolical repre-
sentation of the womb in which Christ was born. The same
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incarnation was possible, the alchemists argued, in any natural
thing, whether metal or man. The seed of faith and knowledge
might be implanted in any ‘pure body’, and there develop,
provided first that all feeling of individual separateness was
abandoned. In the state of fusion in the formless chaos of the
womb, the incarnation of Christ or the universal Divinity in the
adept could begin.

The alchemists were however fond of paradoxes: for them
death and birth were almost synonymous. Thus it is that the
return to the primal matter was associated not only with the
birth of Christ, but also with his death.

As then it is with those who are Redeemed, [wrote Starkey] their
Old man is crucified [and] after that the New man is restored . . .
even so it is after a sort in our Operations, for first of all our old
Body dyeth, . . . which is as it were the Purgatory of this old Body,
. .. and when it once is purged, and made clean and pure, then are
the Elements joyned, . . . so that from henceforth there is nothing
but concord and amity to be found in all our habitations. [96]

To the numerous metaphors of death and regeneration: the
return to the primal matter, to the womb, to the mother, to the
centre, the process of putrefaction and rotation, is now added
the death of Christ on the Cross. All these expressions were
different forms of the same idea, that the individual must make
an act of total renunciation in order to enter a new and better
life. “‘We must renounce’, said Welling, ‘not only the world and
all its pleasures but also our selves with all that we have and
possess.’ [97] Only in this state of complete detachment could
the divine seed take root.

The way in which this seed developed was, as has been seen,
beyond the alchemist’s control: he could only await its fruition.
There were however numerous ways of describing the perfection
of the Philosophers’ Stone, and an examination of some of these
will clarify further the alchemists’ intentions. At the basis of all
their operations was the concept of the two principles, active
and passive, which were in constant conflict with one another.
“T'wo repellent Spirits may live one beside another’, wrote Basil
Valentine, ‘but they do not get on well together.” [¢8] For some
of the alchemists these opposites had the widest possible con-
notations. On the title page of Robert Fludd’s Philosophia
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Moysaica for example they are equated with ‘Apollo’ and
‘Dionysus’. On the same page they are also called Noluntas
Patris, and Toluntas Patris. Again according to Basil Valen-
tine, they were said to be the equivalents of good and evil. [9g]
In addition a whole host of names was invented, to which the
alchemist might add as he chose: the Red Lion and the White
Eagle, the King and the Queen, the Golden Fleece and the
Green Dragon, the Dove and the Crow, or, as in Faust, the
‘roter Leu’ and the ‘weisse Lilie’. The Stone itself was always
described as a combination of them all, or rather a state of unity
in which they no longer existed as separate entities. Thus in
Basil Valentine’s view it was a condition in which ‘evil must
become the same as good’. [100] Fludd inserts as a comment on
his diagrammatic representation of the opposites the words ‘Deus
tamen unus’. Starkey describes the Stone as a ‘reconciliation of
Contraries, a making friendship between Enemies’. [ro1] Very
often, since the conflicting opposites were considered as being
male and female, the Stone was called an Hermaphrodite. “This
Salt’, says Valentine, ‘is an Hermaphrodite among other Salts,
it is white and red, even as you will have it.” [102] This symbol
reached the pitch of absurdity when it was illustrated in the
form of a repulsive human figure having both male and female
sexual organs. But once again it was intended to represent the
unitive and universal nature of the Stone. Equally common was
the representation of the final stage by a marriage between the
male gold and the female mercury, a marriage from which the
‘Hermaphroditical Infant’ was sometimes said to emerge.

An obscurer indication of the oneness of the Stone was the
epithet of roundness occasionally attached to it. It was ‘a round
sphere, on which the goddess Fortune drives her chariot’. [103]
Speaking, as it sometimes did, in the first person, the Stone was
made to say by Ripley: ‘I am by nature inclined to round-
ness.’ [104] In this coupling of rotundity with double-sex there
appears to be a reminiscence of the Platonic myth in the
Symposium. According to the humorous story placed in the
mouth of Aristophanes, there was once a golden age when some
human beings enjoyed great power, by virtue of the fact that
they combined both male and female in one; they were moreover
completely spherical and able to roll rapidly and at will in all
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directions. This extraordinary faculty brought them into con-
flict with Zeus, who in order to punish their importunity
divided their spheres into halves, one male and one female.
Since that time the man has had a yearning to become joined
again to his female counterpart, and ‘this meeting, this becoming
one instead of two, is the very expression of his ancient need. . . .
And the reason is that human nature was originally one and we
were a whole, and the desire and pursuit of the whole is called
love.” [105] The spherical and hermaphrodite Philosophers’
Stone is clearly an expression of the same desire for wholeness.
To produce the Stone, to be able to assume the divine power of
determining the form of metals, was to become, at least sym-
bolically, identified with the ‘All in All’.

Recapitulating the stages of the Magnum Opus so far de-
scribed, we have then first the belief that the microcosm and
macrocosm are one, and identical in form and structure. This
makes possible the whole symbolism of the transmutation of
metals, and at the same time allows the alchemist to regard the
stages of this transmutation as equivalent to stages in his own
spiritual development. The first of these is ‘death’, represented
by the putrefaction of the alchemical matter; it is a renunciation
of individuality, a purification of the passions, but not necessarily
an ascetic denial of their right to exist. So long as this preliminary
stage continues, the work is said to ‘rotate’ about a central point
in a torturous longing for peace. Once, however, the preliminaries
are completed, rotation ceases, and the alchemist begins to be
identified with a central point or seed within him, that is, he
begins to acquire knowledge of what he believes to be an in-
dwelling God. This is the source of a new life, which is not
achieved in a flash in its entirety, but develops gradually and
organically until it suffuses the adept with a feeling of complete
joy and oneness, beyond the opposites of good and evil which
encompass his normal earthly existence. This final stage of full
identification with the central seed is symbolized as a marriage
of male and female, or as an hermaphrodite: it is an assumption
into totality in which all duality is subsumed. Thence the whole
cycle begins afresh.

This is however, it must be emphasized, only one interpreta-
tion of the alchemical work. As is evident from the Aurea Catena,
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it was possible to use the symbols in a less ambitious way, solely as
an explanation of the laws of Nature. They could be regarded as
symbols either of the individual or of the universe, since both were
believed to be identical. Thus the rotating serpent was in a wider
aspect said to represent the world at large, which like man him-
self was subject to an eternal cycle of death and rebirth, which it
could only escape by an act of renunciation. Moreover, the
extraordinary secrecy and confusion of all alchemical writings
makes it difficult to determine precisely how much was intended
by any particular author. Only in those cases where, like Croll,
the alchemists openly admit a desire for mystical union, is it
possible to say with certainty that this was their aim. Others
may simply have intended to preach a spiritual detachment from
worldly affairs, or the need for personal knowledge of God by
means of prayer. And in any case there is never any attempt at
an orderly presentation of the stages in their sequence. Since
the Stone was the All, it was possible to begin anywhere and
end anywhere, and every symbol could be used to represent any
stage in the operations. In attempting to sort them out and to
allot a separate meaning to each, I have therefore given not only
a false impression of the degree of clarity reigning in the writings
of the alchemists, but also to some extent of their beliefs. In
avoiding a repetition of their obscurity, one is obliged to suggest
definite meanings for symbols which were meant to convey
unlimited associations. It is frequently difficult to see any dis-
tinction at all between the various stages: identification with the
‘centre’ is the same as the marriage of male and female for many
authors, and so with the remainder of the symbols. This was
however in the nature of alchemy itself. For the purposes of
exposition it was necessary to speak of the One and All as
containing two opposites, but at the back of his mind the
alchemist could not really believe in their existence. The con-
fusion of his theories was therefore part and parcel of his beliefs.
In consequence, the literature frequently degenerates into a
vague attempt at expressing the ineffable, helped along with some
traditional symbols, and smugly convinced that in view of the
complexity of the subject utter obscurity is inevitable. “To give
ourselves the trouble’, said Welling, ‘of affording a full explana-
tionand reconciliation of all the apparently contradictory passages
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in these our writings, to the satisfaction of every reader, is no
concern of ours.’ [106] It was this self-satisfied disregard for logic
which in the end destroyed alchemy.

The pattern of symbols so far presented has however some
justification, although it is only the barest outline of alchemical
doctrines. It is true that as soon as any reasoned classification of
their beliefs is made the alchemists appear to have been the
spiritual ancestors of such men as Schopenhauer and Schelling,
to have been the Western equivalents of Buddhists and Taoists.
But the beliefs they held were dark and embryonic. It was not
until these beliefs were brought into daylight and explicitly
applied to the problems of living that they had any appreciable
effect on the course of European philosophy. The man who
imposed a pattern on the alchemical symbols and thus intro-
duced them into the stream of current thought was the Silesian
mystic Jacob Boehme. In order to obtain a clearer impression of
this development it is necessary therefore to describe briefly
what Boehme’s pattern was.
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CHAPTER II

JACOB BOEHME AND ALCHEMY

BoeHuME’s influence in literature and philosophy is already well
known in the case of such writers as Novalis and William Blake,
Hegel and Schopenhauer. Since it might appear from what
follows in later chapters that his influence on Goethe was equally
great, it is as well to say at the outset that Goethe mentions his
name only once in all his writings, and then only in a passing
reference.! It is true that he probably knew of Boehme’s
philosophy either verbally, through his Pietist friends, or from
the numerous long extracts contained in Gottfrid Arnold’s work.
But he never suggests that the mystic influenced or interested
him in the slightest degree. On the contrary, when he was
questioned concerning Baader, Boehme’s interpreter, in the
spring of 1814, he declared that he felt the man had something
important to say, although for his own part he could not under-
stand him. [1] On the other hand there were, as will appear later,
numerous ways in which an indirect influence might have come
about.

Boehme did however systematise the symbols of the alchemists
and it is for this reason that his views deserve mention here. A
recent expositor writes: ‘Boehme did more than borrow a large
part of his vocabulary from alchemy, he took over the whole
alchemistic world-view, which he developed into a philosophic
system.” [2] Nevertheless it is not as an alchemist, but as a
mystic, in the sense that Meister Eckhart and Tauler were
mystics, that Boehme has been celebrated, and this strengthens
the case for regarding the alchemical treatises as something very
much akin to a mystic’s vade mecum. The case will appear the
stronger when Boehme’s use of alchemical symbolism has been
examined.

Here again it is necessary to select. Boehme’s labyrinthine

1WA. I. 30. 135. Goethe compares the effect on himself of Palladio’s
architecture with Boehme’s experience of instantaneous revelation.
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system, although more rationally elaborated than that of the
alchemists, would in itself require a volume of commentary.
‘There is however sufficient for the present purpose in his
conception of the ‘Seven Qualities of God’. These are described
in sequence in his work 4urora, and spasmodically throughout
his other books. For their interpretation I rely largely on
Boehme’s commentators, in particular H. L. Martensen and
H. H. Brinton. These Qualities—‘Qualititen’—are perhaps better
described as forms or forces or ‘Outflowings’, since Boehme, a
self-educated cobbler, connected the word with the German
quellen, to spring forth, rather than with its Latin origin. They
represent the ‘flowing forth’ of the Divine nature: coequal and
coexistent aspects of God which together constitute his being
from all eternity. But although in the sum they are all simul-
taneously the being of God, viewed successively they symbolize
his becoming. They can be regarded as forming a wheel or
sphere—a common metaphor with Boehme—which is in itself
eternally existent, but of which only one part is visible at a
tangential point at any given moment of time. Each however is
fully representative of God, since the whole, being infinite, is
indivisible and wholly present in each so-called part. In this
way Boehme attempts to solve the problem of the conflicting
notions of static being and dynamic growth. The Whole exists
from all eternity and subsumes within itself its own becoming.
Moreover, the seven Qualities are also fully existent in every
microcosmic organism; they extend throughout the whole range
of being and becoming, from the smallest to the greatest, so that
they express the nature of Man as much as they express the
nature of God. Amongst other things, therefore, they represent
Boehme’s ideas on the origin and nature of the universe, in which
everything exists and develops according to the same pattern.
The first three of the seven Qualities are called by Boehme
the earthly ternary. The first he describes as the Abyss, the
formless chaos, the bottomless and unoriginated Will. It is also
characterized by such expressions as ‘der Ungrund’ and ‘das
Nichts’. It is thus the state of the world before its creation, the
infinite regarded as nothingness, as opposed to the conception of
infinity as boundless extension. It is also described as a ‘con-
traction’, and as a ‘seed’, that is, a concentrated potential force
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which has not yet become reality. Within this first quality, says
Boehme, arises the desire to mirror itself; it conceives a desire
for substance: ‘For the nothing hungers after something and the
hunger is the desire which . . . conceives only itself and brings
itself from abyss to byss, so that the nothing is filled.” [3] With
this filling of nothingness the universe is created, and the second
Quality makes its appearance.

The second Quality is described, since it brings with it
extension in time and space, as an expanding force, in opposition
to the contracting force of the first Quality. The two are re-
garded as in eternal conflict, and to them are ascribed the names
of Darkness and Light, ‘Nichts’ and ‘Etwas’, the Wrath of God
and the Love of God. The first is male, the second female, so
that the latter is often called the Heavenly Sophia or Bride of
God. She is however, it should be noted, of one substance with
God, being the mirror of himself, and therefore the one is often
spoken of in terms of the other, just as the active and passive
categories of the alchemists were not entirely distinguishable.
The conflict of these polar opposites causes the state of tension in
which the universe exists. To them is due the movement of the
planets in their orbits, and the spinning of the world about its
axis, for, says Boehme, they act as it were from opposite direc-
tions on the axle of a wheel, and so cause it to rotate.

The earthly ernary is now completed by the third Quality,
which is this very rotation. The components of the ternary are
thus interdependent: the second springs from the first, and the
opposition of these two results in the third. In this way the
world becomes what it is, its nature being expressed by the three
together. Every existent is held in tension by the possibility of
its non-existence, expansion is possible only because contraction
can also exist, Light depends on Darkness, individuation implies
the possibility of fusion. At the same time these three Qualities
represent a divine Trinity in which the First and Second Persons
are united by a Third. As Martensen remarks, Boehme differs
from most mystics in seeing God not as the nameless One, above
all contrasts, but as manifesting himself in those contrasts. [4]
The Trinity reveals itself in its cosmic manifestations, it is not
separated from them.

This earthly ternary bears a strong resemblance to some of
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the alchemical symbols already discussed, and the resemblance
1s not fortuitous, since Boehme refers throughout his writings to
these three Qualities under the alchemical names of Salt, Mer-
cury, and Sulphur, Salt being the contracting, Mercury the
expanding principle, and Sulphur the symbol of their conflict.
The parallel with the list of opposites in the Aurea Catena
is striking, apart from the fact that Kirchweger, with the al-
chemist’s typical disregard for the usage of other workers in his
own field, chooses to describe the opposites as Sulphur and Salt,
and reserves Mercury for his third principle. The alchemists did
in fact frequently refer not to two but to three fundamental cate-
gories, although this introduced to their work so complex a factor
that for the sake of clarity it was best omitted until this moment.
Paracelsus equated Salt, Mercury and Sulphur with Body, Soul
and Spirit 5] and thus recalled the common Christian doctrine
that the Trinity is represented in man by these three principles
of being. Similarly, the Philosophers’ Stone was often said to
combine not two categories but three, implying a perfect unity
of all human faculties: “The King is now imperishable’, writes
an anonymous author,‘ therefore body, soul and spiritare one.’ [6]
‘Lapis noster preciosus’, writes another, ‘compositus est ex
tribus, scilicet spirita, corpore et anima.’ [7] But here again there
was no uniformity, and the three chemical substances were often
presented in a quite different order. [8] The vagaries of alchemistic
nomenclature need not trouble us however, since the essential
similarity is clear. Here are two opposed forces, described
variously as male and female, active and passive, Light and
Darkness, contraction and expansion, and following upon their
opposition there is a rotatory movement. In each case the
symbols are the same.

This similarity goes deeper than the surface. In the Magnum
Opus the symbol of rotation implied an approach towards iden-
tification with God, a return to the first matter. With Boehme
also the earthly ternary ends in a similar way. The first Quality,
as has been seen, is ‘das Nichts’. The second, amongst its various
other connotations, is described as Will. Here the qualities begin
to have reference to the spiritual development of Man. Hartmann
has interpreted the mirroring of the uncreated Will in the second
Quality as follows: “The same takes place in the microcosm of
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man. By conceiving of his own self man creates a mirror in
which he *‘feels” his own self, and thereby he becomes selfcon-
scious and realizes his own existence as an individual being.’[g]
It is this self-consciousness, this detached realization that ‘I’ am
‘T’, which the second Quality, in so far as it refers to Man, ismeant
to convey. But this very realization is in Boehme’s view the cause
of human discontent. The Will, it is said, becomes increasingly
dissatisfied with its status as a separate being: ‘for it finds itself
now transformed from nothing into something, and being some-
thing is repugnant to it, for it is a state of unrest, whereas free
Will is a state of peace.’ [10] Its very awareness of individuality
results in disquiet and it longs for the nothingness out of which
it came. In order to be free, therefore, it must return to its
source. ‘Selfwill must return into the first mother who gave it
birth. . . . But who will persuade it of this, that it should do
so, for it has become something of its own, and shall it now
return to its mother, and become nothing?’ [11]

The third Quality thus corresponds to the alchemical return
to the first matter and to the mother. It also refers to the
synonymous symbol of rotation, since Boehme also calls it on
many occasions the ‘Kreuzrad’ or cross-wheel. In its tortured
desire for peace, the Will turns in a circle: ‘it stands like a
triangle or cross-wheel, which (since it cannot move from its
place) begins to turn . . . [and] . . . the turning causes constant
confusion and rupture, from which fear arises as the third form,
woe.” [12] The wheel is portrayed as a circle with four radii
forming a rectangular cross, thus: @, of which the two arms
represent the conflicting first two Qualities. At the same time
the cross is said to be symbolical of the Cross borne by Christ
and by every Christian. Boehme thus combines in one image
two symbols of tribulation and sacrificial suffering.

This ‘Kreuzrad’ also makes its appearance on the frontispiece
to the Aurea Catena—a later work than Boehme’s—so that, if
Goethe did not know of it through Boehme himself, he might
well have encountered it here. It is shown as one of the ten
links in the ‘Golden Chain’ itself, representing, like Boehme’s
Qualities, a progression in the becoming of God (see illustration).
(The number ten is a variant probably due to Cabbalistic
influence, since in the Cabbala this same progression is described
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in terms of the ten ‘Sephiroth’.) [13] Of these ten links the first
three correspond to Boehme’s first Quality, that is, they repre-
sent three aspects of that Quality which Boehme gathers under
one head. Thus the first link is the first Quality regarded as
Chaos, the second is the same regarded as incorporate matter,
and the third is ‘acidus’, which appears in Kirchweger’s list of
opposites as the male, active force, and thus corresponds to
Boehme’s Wrath of God, the contracting, ‘male’ principle. The
fourth link in the chain is ‘alcalicus’, the opposite of the third
link, and thus equivalent to Boehme’s second Quality. These
two latter links are represented respectively by a vertical and a
horizontal line, and it is by the combination of these two into the
‘Kreuzrad’ that the fifth link is formed. This fifth link is how-
ever designated ‘the first matter of all sublunary bodies’, that is,
it makes apparent the relationship between the rotatory move-
ment, the Cross, and the alchemist’s ‘return to the first matter’.
Christ’s death on the Cross and the Christian’s symbolical
acceptance of the same fate are equivalent to renunciation of
selfhood and identification with the primal source.

Welling also echoes this account of the first three stages in the
development of the cosmos. ‘In truth,” he says, ‘the Divine
Being is the point or centre from which all things sprang.’ [14]
If, he continues, this point is regarded as developing a succession
of other points, the result will be a straight line, and this straight
line will be ‘the first movement’. It will not however remain in
one position, but, in some way which Welling does not explain,
will begin to turn about its original point, which now becomes its
axis. This is ‘the second movement’. Thus again the three
primary stages are a central point, or seed, an extension or
expansion from that point, and a rotation. Since both Welling
and Kirchweger wrote later than Boehme, it seems possible that
they borrowed some of their ideas from him. This does not alter
the fact however that Goethe could have become acquainted
with beliefs very similar to those of Boehme through these two
authors. As will be seen, he made considerable use of these
three symbols in his scientific works.

The remaining four Qualities are now divided by Boehme into
two groups: a transitional stage, and a second triad, corresponding
in many ways to the first, and known as the heavenly ternary.
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Here the meaning of the symbols has a more obvious applica-
tion to the spiritual development of Man than to the growth of
the universe. The heavenly ternary is the counterpart of the
earthly, but represents the new life attained after regeneration.
If the third Quality represents death and self-surrender, the
fifth is rebirth in a realm of pure being. Between these two
stages comes the fourth Quality, in which Boehme seeks to
describe the instantaneous moment of passage from one to the
other. It is frequently portrayed in the Amsterdam edition of
his works (1682) as the point of contact between the apices of
two triangles. The instantaneity of this contact he illustrates by
calling the stage a ‘lightning-stroke’, and again by describing it
as ‘an ignition of life'—‘eine Anziindung des Lebens’. [15] It
is also however a moment of extreme terror, ‘Schrack’, since all
desire for selfhood is annihilated, and the individual feels his life
as a separate being passing away from him; it is as terrifying as
the moment of death itself. When the lightning strikes the
wheel, ‘the wheel becomes a cross, and can turn no more, but
stands trembling in the fierce power of the will of eternal freedom
which is God the Father’. [16] Or again, ‘the bright light of
freedom . . . gleams again in the midst of the dark fear, and fills
the fear with freedom, so that wrath dies, and the turning wheel
stands still’. [17] Once again liberation and peace are symbolized
by stillness, in contrast to the constant movement of ungoverned
passion. In this moment of quiet, the first flash of union between
God and Man, the central seed, or as Boehme often called it,
‘das Centrum der Natur’ is born.

Almost simultaneously with this cessation of movement comes
the stage called by Boehme ‘the gentle Love’, ‘the clear Water-
spirit’, the fifth Quality. All the preceding Qualities are now
concentrated into a unity of Wisdom, a Wisdom symbolized, as
in the writings of the Cabbalists, by a heavenly virgin, Aurora or
Sophia. This virgin is, like the Philosophers’ Stone, a her-
maphrodite: “The form was in God an eternal virgin in the
wisdom of God, not a woman, nor a man, but both together.’ [18]
She combines in herself both male and female, active and
passive; wisdom is thus regarded as the acceptance of these
opposites in their entirety. But just as for the alchemist the
attainment of the Stone was described as a union between the
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golden King and the silver Queen, or their equivalents sulphur
and salt, or sulphur and mercury, so too in Boehme the attain-
ment of wisdom is symbolized as a loving embrace: ‘there the
Bridegroom kisses his Bride.’ [19] By means of this sexual
imagery, common to mystic writers, Boehme seeks to represent
the feeling of wholeness and reciprocal integration which he
himself experienced. He believed himself to have been identified
during his trance-like states with the divine power: ‘for God is
the being of all beings, and we are as Gods in Him, through
whom He manifests Himself.” [20] Through this marriage of
heaven and earth the Christ-child was to be born in the
believer’s heart—it was to appear in its red and white coat, and
grow until it filled his frame. [21] Thus Boehme associates his
fiftth Quality with the birth of the embryonic red and white
Stone.

The sixth Quality has allowed Boehme’s interpreters little
success. He describes it as ‘der Schall’, which is translated as
‘Intelligible Sound’, but the meaning to be attached to these
words has, I believe, never been demonstrated. Brinton writes:
‘As he associates love with the visual sense, so he associates the
sixth form with the auditory sense, and in describing it he seems
at times wholly lost in his figure.’ [22] Martensen says that the
powers concentrated in the fifth stage are now led forth into
intelligible separation and become distinct and audible. [23]
Neither of these explanations makes sense in the way that the
interpretations of the previous five Qualities make sense. One
can only suppose that Boehme was attempting to convey here
the impression of some auditory sensation received in a vision.
Alternatively, since we are close here to the end of the cycle,
the name may refer to that thunderclap associated by some occult
writers with the heralding of a new age. There appears to be
no connection between this Quality and any alchemical symbol.

The seventh and final Quality however is closely related to
the Philosophers’ Stone. Like the first Quality, it is represented
as a seed, and sums up all the other Qualities in itself. It is ‘like
the seed of the other six spirits, which they have now together
embodied, and made a spirit of it; it has the Quality of all the
spirits and is the seventh spirit of God in the divine power’. [24]
It thus shares with the Stone the characteristics of an entelechy,
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capable as a seed of reproducing itself. It is also a final cause in
that it represents the goal of the other six Qualities, and a first
cause in that it is closely linked with the first Quality. In
Boehme’s favourite image of the wheel, the seventh Quality
indeed comes full circle and joins the first: the end is the
beginning. This final or primal stage of bliss is compared by
Boehme to the perfection of gold; he explains ‘that in Paradise,
there is perfect life without vacillation, and without any false or
evil lust; and constant day, where the people of Paradise are
bright like transparent glass, the divine Sun shining through and
through them, just as gold is pure through and through and
without taint’. [25] In this image of transparency there is again
a reminiscence of the Stone: Goethe’s experiments at Frankfurt
were directed towards making a transparent glasslike substance,
and the expression is commonly used by the alchemists. Finally,
Boehme speaks of the final Quality as a tincture—‘die hochste
himmlische Tinctur’ [26]—once more recalling the Stone’s
quintessential nature.

The seven Qualities taken together are, it must be remembered,
as much symbols of God’s being and becoming as they are of
the development of Man or any other microcosmic creature.
They represent a totality which is as much present in the part as
in the whole. In his work De Signatura Rerum Boehme attempts
to demonstrate the truth of this with reference to many natural
phenomena, particularly plants and other organic growths. But
these applications do not concern us here; what is important at
the moment is the chain of parallel symbols discovered in
Boehme and the alchemical treatises. I have not attempted to
distinguish any priority in the use of these symbols; many of the
alchemists I have quoted wrote later than Boehme (Paracelsus
and Croll being notable exceptions), and probably borrowed
from him. There is however so close an interweaving that such a
distinction seems unnecessary here. Boehme mingles in with
the alchemical tradition in such a way that he may be said to be
a part of it, certainly as far as Goethe’s acquaintance with
alchemy is concerned.

The Qualities can now be conveniently tabled. They are:

1. Seep. (Nothingness, formless Chaos, Abyss, male, contraction.)
2. DuaLiry. (Mirror, Sophia, world of creation, female, expansion.)

46



JACOB BOEHME AND ALCHEMY

3. RoTaTioN. (‘Kreuzrad’, return to first matter.)
4. STILLNEss. (Transitional stage, cessation of movement.)

5. UNION. (Male and female joined. The ‘seed’ is reborn.)
6. ‘INTELLIGIBLE SOUND’,

7. SEED. (Tincture, Entelechy. The cycle begins afresh.)

There is in the first place an initial polarity and conflict of
opposites, characterized under the general heading of male and
female, Light and Darkness, and representing the state of
tension existing in the world of Nature. This tension is not
escaped, but overcome by the renunciation of personal differen-
tiation, the death of selfhood. This ‘death ’is symbolized at once
as a rotation and as a return to the source of things, in which a
vital spark of life is said to be discovered. By the nourishment of
this spark the adept becomes reborn, he is identified with God,
and this identification is represented as a union between male
and female. Thus the rebirth is not an ascetic denial of life,
but an acceptance of it in its totality of good and evil, an
integration of the personal will with whatever the general will,
or, as Boehme puts it, the divine will, may resolve or be. Finally,
this integration is imagined as a quintessence, tincture, or seed,
of great latent power.

Boehme thus imposes some measure of orderliness on the
chaos of alchemical literature. But there is more reason for
selecting him as a guide than this. Boehme was not merely a
mystic who used alchemical language, he was also the inspiration
of the German Pietist movement which began, under the leader-
ship of Spener and Francke, towards the end of the seventeenth
century. Although considerably weakened, Pietism was still
strong enough during Goethe’s adolescence to command some
support in Frankfurt. His own mother belonged to a Pietist
circle, and by his own account in his autobiography he was
brought up in the atmosphere of this religion. But Pietism is an
ambiguous term. [27] On the one hand it is taken normally to
imply a pious attitude in religious matters, with perhaps a trace
of quietism, and a somewhat Puritan outlook. At its highest it
could profoundly influence such men as Bach and Handel. On
the other hand many Pietists dabbled in mysticism, and some,
like Gottfrid Arnold, whose tomes Goethe studied so intently,
became religious fanatics. Moreover, in so far as the movement
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was inspired by Boehme, it would have a natural tendency
towards mysticism, although, being a popular movement, this
tendency would not be equally apparent among all its adherents.
For many, the belief that a conscious crisis was necessary to true
religious conversion probably took the place of Boehme’s
annihilation of self-will; and their insistence on new birth,
separation from the world, and acute repentance did not inevit-
ably imply a belief in mystic visions. Where the mystical trend
did appear, however, one might expect it to be coupled
occasionally with a study of alchemy, and this appears to have
been the case with Friulein von Klettenberg. It is difficult to
explain otherwise the preoccupation of this devout woman with
studies which might be supposed more suitable for a Faust or a
Paracelsus. The sect of Herrnhuter to which she belonged was
moreover a branch of Pietism founded by the particularly
occult-minded Graf von Zinzendorf. As has been seen, she
evidently had some understanding of the secret significance of
her alchemistic experiments, and it seems probable that she
gained this understanding from her knowledge, if not of Boehme
himself, at least of writings based on his teachings. When, there-
fore, she led Goethe to the study of alchemy, it is possible that
she made him acquainted also with the body of symbolical
tradition handed down to her in this way. This would at least
serve to explain the fact that he retained all the essential features
of the pattern of development just described, when he came to
interpret the life of plants some fifteen to twenty years later. In
the absence of any direct influence from Boehme himself,
Goethe’s acquaintance with the Pietistic view of alchemy alone
was sufficient to furnish him with almost exactly the same
knowledge of this mystical symbolism.

How far Goethe’s initiation into these mysteries actually
extended, he was careful not to reveal. There is however a
passage in his autobiography, at the end of the eighth book, in
which he describes, in the semi-apologetic tone he always
adopted in referring to such matters, the mystical view of religion
which he took up during the Strasbourg period, and which he
derived principally from studying the various allegedly heretical
opinions summarized in Gottfrid Arnold’s History. Arnold’s
attitude, writes Goethe, was very much his own, and the chief
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appeal of the work lay in the fact that it gave him a better
optnion of those heretics who had hitherto been represented to
him as either mad or godless. Some idea of the nature of their
heresies can be gained from the authors dealt with—not that all
were heretics in the strict sense of the word. They include such
accepted Roman Catholic writers as St Teresa, St John of the
Cross, St Ignatius Loyola and St Francis of Assisi, together with
a long section of the excommunicated Molinos. England is
represented by Sir Thomas Browne, Pordage, Jane Leade and
the Quaker movement. Campanella receives equal mention, and
the Rosicrucians are afforded some space. In addition of course
all the main heresies of the Christian Church from the earliest
times are exhaustively dealt with. The point which Arnold is
trying to establish is that all these heretics bore witness to the
truth of an indwelling God, a belief which Goethe never ceased
to preach throughout his life. One can well imagine therefore
the influence which this work must have exercised over his
carly years.

The foundation of his religious beliefs at this time was pro-
vided, however, according to Goethe himself, by neo-Platonic
doctrines, together with elements of alchemy and the Cabbala.
If, in what follows, neo-Platonism does not receive the full
weight which Goethe attaches to it, that is not to deny its
importance. Alchemy, as has been seen, bears many resem-
blances to neo-Platonism—it can in fact be described as a
practical attempt to prove the truth of neo-Platonist doctrines
—and similarities can also be traced in many Cabbalistic beliefs.
This close intermingling makes it difficult to distinguish one
element from another. Goethe’s Frankfurt and Strasbourg
studies were, however, more strictly alchemical than neo-
Platonist. The only authors of the latter school whom he
certainly read during this period are Iamblichus and Giordano
Bruno. The complexities of Plotinus’ Enneads, which he had
read at the age of fifteen, may have been grasped by his superior
mind even at so early an age, although it may be questioned how
much he did in fact understand. [28] On the other hand, he
ranged far and wide in his study of alchemy for at least two
years before coming to Strasbourg: it was this, not the study of
neo-Platonism fdtself, which caused him to be ignorant of the
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stream of contemporary literature. Imagining the vast bulk of
alchemical writings which Goethe must have read, one can
readily concur with Gerhard Plathow when he states that such
neo-Platonism as Goethe professed was drawn principally from
‘magic and the Cabbala’, rather than from Shaftesbury or
Herder. [29] Moreover, the views he held are expressed through-
out in terms of Christian and Jewish mythology, and might very
well have been lifted entire from the Opus Mago-Cabbalisticum.

The religion Goethe professed at this time was in his own
words a strange affair. ‘I was pleased to imagine to myself a
divinity which reproduces itself from all eternity’, he writes;
‘but since production cannot be thought of without variety, this
divinity necessarily appeared to itself at once as a Second Person,
whom we recognize by the name of the Son.” [30] Here are the
equivalents of Boehme’s chaotic Abyss or Will, which in its
desire to create provides itself with a mirror, and appears to
itself as a second person. With this second person or second
Quality the world of things arises in all its variety, in opposition
to the uncreated, undivided whole represented by the first
Quality. “These two’, Goethe goes on, ‘had now to continue the
act of creation, and appeared to themselves again as a Third
Person, who was now just as living and eternal as the whole.
But with this the circle of the deity was closed, and even they
would have found it impossible to create again a being fully
equal to themselves.” [31] In this Trinity can be seen the first
Ternary of Boehme, in which each stage develops out of the
preceding one, and which also corresponded in a certain sense to
the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. It is also possible that
in speaking of ‘the circle of the deity’ Goethe may have had the
occult wheel in mind, which appears in Boehme’s scheme with
the third Quality. But it will not do to press the analogy too
far. I do not mean to suggest that Goethe had Boehme or any
other specific author in mind when he wrote this passage, but
rather that there is a large proportion of mystical-alchemical
symbolism contained in it. In any case it is impossible to pursue
the comparison with the seven Qualities any further, since
Goethe now goes on to speak of the fall of Lucifer and his
angels. Nevertheless the influence of alchemical notions is still
apparent, for Lucifer himself represents that same active, con-
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tracting tendency already noted in the Aurea Catena. As soon as
Lucifer was created, writes Goethe, he bore witness to his
‘endless activity’ by himself creating the angels. These, since
springing from him they all tended to ‘concentrate’ upon them-
selves, fell away from God, and ‘from this concentration of the
whole creation—for it had proceeded from Lucifer and had to
follow him—arose all that we now perceive as matter, all that
we imagine as being heavy, solid, and dark’. [32] This is again
paralleled by Boehme’s first Quality, which is also a ‘concentra-
tion’ and also produces the world of matter: ‘from which and by
which is formed the being of creation, as well as all kinds of
colours, forms, and plants.’ [33] Lucifer’s fall was also said by
Boehme to have been caused by this same concentration. [34]
There is indeed an inextricable confusion and association in
Boehme between the first Quality as the Wrath of God, evil, and
discontent, and the same Quality as Lucifer, creation, and desire.
The story of Lucifer’s fall repeats the story of the coming into
existence of the Trinity, so that it almost appears that by the
very act of creation God himself fell, and was himself in need of
redemption. Thus it is that in Goethe’s account Lucifer’s con-
tracting force is opposed by a second force, characterized as an
expansion. The world of Lucifer was incomplete in itself, for
while it possessed all the advantages of concentration, that is, it
was a world of matter, it lacked the balance which could be
provided only by expansion. In the same way, it may be
recalled, God was incomplete in himself until the opposed force
of the Second Person arose. Left alone, Goethe continues, the
world of Lucifer could only have achieved its own annihilation.
The Elohim therefore considered this situation for a time, and
finally decided not to await the inevitable self-destruction of
Lucifer and his creation, but to supply the want by providing
him with his own opposite. “They gave to infinite Being (Sein),
the ability to expand and to move against them (Lucifer’s
angels); the true pulse of life was restored again.’ [35] From that
time onward both systole and diastole existed on equal terms,
now one, now the other galmng the upper hand.

Finally the same situation is repeated in the microcosm of
Man. He too finds himself subject to these two opposed ten-
dencies, his life is conditioned by the rhythmical alternation of
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expansion and contraction, of self-assertion and self-abnegation,
‘Verselbsten’ and ‘Entselbstigen’. Such a state of tension
demands a redemption for mankind, which, like God himself
and Lucifer, those almost identical beings, is driven by necessity
to save itself through a third power. ‘It is easily seen’, Goethe
writes, ‘how salvation is here not only determined upon from all
eternity, but is considered as eternally necessary, indeed that it
must renew itself throughout the whole time of being and
becoming.” [36] Salvation from the conflicting opposites is a
cosmic necessity, and can only be achieved by a Christ-like
renunciation:

nothing is more natural, in this sense, than that the Godhead should
itself assume the form of Man. . . . The history of all religions and
philosophies teaches us that this great truth, indispensable as it is to
mankind, has been handed down by various nations at various times
in many different forms, and even in curious fables and images,
according to the limited understanding of the peoples concerned. {37] -

Thus, as in the alchemical work, the redemption from opposites
is symbolized by the incarnation of God in Man. For the
Christian, as for the Christian alchemist, this incarnation is
Christ. For other believers, Goethe appears to imply, the same
truth is conveyed in a form suitable to their understanding and
circumstances. He himself makes no claim to be a Christian,
but believes that the life and death of Christ was one manifesta-
tion of an event which must repeat itself over and over again in
the life of every individual, and which is an essential part of the
structure of the universe. There his account of his youthful
philosophy closes. He does not appear, even when looking back
at it in old age, to have rejected its fundamental conclusions.
From this account only the barest outline of his beliefs can
be discerned. Nevertheless it is sufficient to show the origins of
that conception of systole and diastole which plays so important
a part in the whole of his later system of thought. It is by no
means necessary to ascribe it to Boehme. Rather, the whole
body of alchemical, neo-Platonist, mystical and occult literature
which Goethe was studying at that time must be taken into
account. In Boehme however most of the ideas which Goethe
must have encountered are presented in a relatively systematic
form. It is for this reason, and because he was of such great
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importance for the Pietist movement, that Boehme’s beliefs have
been discussed here at such length.

What the account in Dichtung und Wahrheit does not show
however, and what Goethe was almost certainly intent on con-
cealing from his contemporaries, is the extent to which his later
beliefs corresponded in almost every detail to the pattern of
symbols described in this and the preceding chapter. It is true
that he gave up his alchemical experiments before very long.
But the lessons he had learnt from them remained with him in
an only slightly modified form throughout his life.
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CHAPTER III
FROM ALCHEMY TO SCIENCE

THE development of Goethe’s thought away from alchemy and
towards science was a gradual one. While he certainly aban-
doned his attempts at finding the Philosophers’ Stone he made
no abrupt break, and his science grows naturally out of his
earlier study.

When Herder met Goethe in Strasbourg in the September of
1770 the latter was still engaged in his occult pursuits. ‘Chemis-
try’, as he wrote to Friulein von Klettenberg, was still his
‘secret love’.! But Herder’s sharp criticisms drove them more
and more into hiding: Goethe suffered severely from his friend’s
well-aimed attacks on his lack of thoroughness and his dilettant-
ism, and his dreams of alchemy would have provided a very
broad target. He was careful therefore to reveal as little as
possible of his more imaginative flights. His plans for drama-
tizing the story of Go6tz von Berlichingen, as well as Faust, the
symbol of his own private hopes, remained a secret. ‘But most
of all’, he writes, ‘I hid from Herder my mystical-cabbalistical
chemistry and all the things related to it.” [1] To have spoken of
this, he must have felt, would be to lay himself open to ruthless
witticisms, against which he felt that he had little defence, at
least as far as a reasoned and logical counter-attack was con-
cerned. Not that Herder would have been entirely out of
sympathy with Goethe’s hopes—religion was never far absent
from his own speculations—but he would certainly have re-
garded the occult studies of the younger man as further evidence
of his ignorant dabbling. Alchemy was for Goethe a matter of
faith, in spite of some of its more preposterous aspects. So he
remained silent.

Nevertheless the meeting with Herder encouraged in Goethe
a more critical attitude towards his faith. This took the form of

1See p. 6.
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a secret desire to develop alchemy more consistently: ‘sie
konsequenter auszubilden, als man sie mir iiberliefert hatte.’ [2]
How he proposed to do this, or whether he ever succeeded,
Goethe does not say, nor is it known at what time he gave up his
study of alchemy in its traditional form. But the statement itself
is of considerable importance as an indication of Goethe’s atti-
tude at this time. Almost the whole of his scientific work might
well be described as a more logical development of traditional
alchemical ideas. Viewed in this light it will appear as the out-
come, not the negation of his early endeavours.

Strasbourg by no means saw the last of Goethe’s preoccupation
with the occult. From 1771 until 1775 his chief interest in this
field lay not so much with the alchemists proper as with the
theosophist Swedenborg. [3] This was well in keeping with his
declared intention of adopting a more rational attitude, for
Swedenborg’s works are a curious mixture of scientific knowledge
and occultism. He himself was for the first fifty years of his life an
engineer, mathematician and physicist, and it was not until well
advanced in age that, as a result of visions he had experienced,
he attempted to unify his extensive factual knowledge with a
religious view of life very similar to that of Boehme. A great
part of his writings is devoted to evidence, drawn from the realm
of natural science, which is intended to confirm his mystical
interpretation of Christian doctrine. ‘I intend to examine’, he
says, ‘physically and philosophically, the whole anatomy of the
body. . . . I purpose afterwards to give an introduction to
Rational Psychology, consisting of certain new doctrines .
through the assistance of which we may be conducted from the
material organism of the body to a knowledge of the soul whichis
immaterial.” [4] The study of the body is to lead to conclusions
on the nature of the soul. Again, he writes: “To accomplish this
grand end I enter the circle of the sciences, designing to consider
thoroughly the whole world or macrocosm which the soul in-
habits, for, I think, it is vain to seek her anywhere but in her
own Kingdom.’ [5] Thus Swedenborg attempts to meet halfway
the increasingly rational spirit of his age. His fundamental
beliefs are akin to those of the alchemists. Like them, he writes
of the systole and diastole, the congruence of microcosm and
macrocosm, the progression from ‘primaries’ to ‘ultimates’.
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There is a correspondence, he believes, between man'’s affections
and the animal kingdom, between his will and the vegetable
kingdom, between his ‘outermost life’ and the mineral kingdom.
Like Boehme, he holds that God is mirrored in the creation, and
the creation is mirrored in Man. He is often more concerned
with the hierarchies of angels than with the circulation of the
blood. But he differs from his occult predecessors in his obvious
desire to enlighten rather than to mystify. At times this desire
leads him to absurd lengths and destroys its own object, as when
he gives a painstakingly accurate account of the geometrical
arrangement of the heavenly host around the throne of Glory.
In true eighteenth-century fashion Swedenborg prefers light to
darkness—although he would like to combine the two—and he
never expects blind faith. ‘Spiritual truths’, he maintains, ‘are
as capable of being comprehended as natural truths. Every one
has the ability of perceiving the truth when made clear to his
mind, and upon that perception he must base his faith.” [6]
Similarly he asks ‘how can you believe a thing when you do not
see whether it is true or not?’ [7] His scientific writings were
therefore intended to offer this ocular proof, and, as he believed,
to supply faith with a necessary rational basis. They were meant
to reconcile science and religion which, since Newton’s day, had
begun to follow decidedly divergent paths. Above all, the
religion which they proclaimed was that of the occult and
theosophical tradition. Their appeal to the young Goethe, with
his intention of carrying out a substantially identical project,
must then have been great. Whether or not he continued to
practise alchemy after leaving Strasbourg—and there is no evi-
dence of this either way—Goethe’s preoccupation with Sweden-
borg is alone sufficient to show that the plan was still in his
mind.

This inference is supported by an entry in Lavater’s diary of
1774, which seems to indicate that Goethe was still actively
engaged with his scheme. ‘We talked about chemistry again.
Goethe has some remarkable experiments, a completely new
style of chemistry all his own, like [gap], where everything is
made so proper and seemly.’ [8] The gap in the text, in which
presumably the name of some person with whom Goethe is to
be compared should appear, might well be filled with the name
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of SV\{edenborg or with some similar writer.! Lavater was at this
tume in close contact with the Pietists of Goethe’s circle, among
whom Swedenborg was held in veneration, and it is unlikely that
a ‘new’ chemistry could have meant for him anything but a new
attempt on Swedenborgian lines. The chemistry of Lavoisier
and Priestley would, for Lavater, have been quite the reverse of
fprc?per and seemly’. The very use of the word ‘new’ also
indicates that it was not a question of a particular chemical
discovery, but an entirely fresh way of dealing with chemistry.
Coupling with this the fact that Goethe wassstill actively interested
in Swedenborg until at least as late as 1773, it seems probable
that he had developed some theory of chemistry based on theo-
sophical parallels, or at least that he had some ideas for such a
theory, sufficient to startle his friends.

His next attempt towards a rapprochement between mystical
and scientific modes of thought is represented in his contribu-
tions to Lavater’s Physiognomische Fragmente (1775). By this
time Goethe had travelled some distance from his standpoint
of 1773, where he could criticize Lavater’s ‘eternal lust for
knowledge’, his ‘systematizing collections of facts’. [9] The
Fragmente are certainly not mystical, although they have a
somewhat occult ring about them; but then again they are not
scientific. They are based on an ostensibly empirical comparison
of physiognomical and psychological features, which was in-
tended to provide a key for the judgment of character. Noses are
said to be prudent or sanguine, certain hair-styles indicate
voluptuousness, the shape of a forehead determines its owner’s
imaginative powers. In compiling these fragments Lavater
spared no pains to measure every skull, plot every cheekbone,
sketch every wrinkle, and the result is an imposing-looking mass
of evidence. But the procedure was in fact unscientific in the
extreme, and the characterizations depended more on Lavater’s
intuitive guesswork, or the desire to flatter a reigning prince,
than on the supposed method. Moreover the whole work was

1 The gap is represented by eight dots, both in Der junge Goethe and
in Schriften der Goethe-Gesellschaft, vol. xv1, p. 290. If the dots represent
letters Swedenborg could not have been intended, but even so Lavater is
unlikely to have felt enthusiasm for any ‘new chemistry’ other than a

religious one.
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conceived in the typically occult belief that every detail of
external appearance must correspond to some quality of the
inward soul, and that this correspondence could be recognized
by the initiated. Goethe’s contributions to this semi-occult work
with its pretensions to scientific thought were thus in conformity
with his other intention of rationalizing alchemy.

The move to Weimar in 1775 marks however a decisive swing
towards the observation of facts for their own sake. Here Goethe
assumed the control of the ducal estates; and the care of the
parks, mines, greenhouses and museums demanded a thorough
grounding in forestry, geology, botany and many other branches
of knowledge. He was forced to abandon dilettantism and
devote his attention to a practical acquaintance with all these
sciences. Linnaeus, the great Swedish botanist, became his
constant study. He attended scientific lectures given by Pro-
fessor Loder at Jena. Rock collections were made, and a
geological description of Thuringia was written. The result of
this more objective attitude was a piece of work in anatomy
against which few objections could be raised from the point of
view of logical method. This was the discovery of the inter-
maxillary bone in the human jaw, announced by Goethe to
Herder and Frau von Stein on 27 March 1784. According to
the contemporary view, the alleged absence of this bone in man
distinguished him from brute creation. Since all animals pos-
sessed it, Man was a special creation of the hand of God. Goethe
was able to show that the bone does in fact exist in the human
jaw, although so closely merged into the bones on either side
that no suture can normally be traced. In proving this he was
merely repeating, though he did not know it until 1786 [10]
what had already been discovered by Vicq d’Azyr a few years
before, and by Vesalius, in a forgotten work, two centuries
earlier; Goethe’s merit lay in introducing the idea to his German
contemporaries. But the question of priority is of less interest
here than the indisputably scientific character of Goethe’s
demonstration. The evidence offered is apposite, detailed, and
apparently innocent of any ulterior motive: a simple enarration
of facts, in marked distinction from the physiognomical enthus-
ings of the previous decade. Goethe had mastered the art of
objective analysis and the dispassionate presentation of results.
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It might appear from this that he had abandoned all thcught of
carrying out his former plan. But this was not the case.

Goethe’s interest in physiognomy had not ceased with the
publication of Lavater’s work. In 1780, although he had given
up hopes of ever achieving real success in this field, he could
still write to Lavater that some of the main points were becoming
clear to him. [11] In the following year, when he himself was
lecturing on anatomy, he went further, and confided to Lavater
that his new study was still linked with the old. ‘I am using the
bones as a text on which to hang all life and all humanity. . . .
But I have resolved not to use the word Physiognomy, but rather
to let the idea dawn on the audience through the whole course
of the lectures. Perhaps I can give you something useful for
your work from what I have noticed in my closer observation of
animal economy.’ [12] Goethe’s study of anatomy was growing
out of his former study of physiognomy, although the doubtful
reputation of the latter kept him from speaking about it openly.
The link between the two was probably supplied by Lavater’s
‘immensely important hypothesis’ of the ‘general homogeneity
of each and every creation of Nature’, which he intended to
apply te physiognomy and which he had announced to Goethe
in 1773. [13] This was precisely what Goethe claimed to have
proved in his letter to Herder announcing the discovery of the
intermaxillary bone. ‘It is the keystone to Man’, he wrote, ‘And
what a keystone! I thought of it too in connection with your
“Whole”.’ [14] Later in the same year he was even more explicit.
Writing to Knebel he said that the idea was already hinted at in
Herder’s Ideen; that it showed a ‘consistency in the Whole’ and
that every creature was ‘only a tone, a shade of one great
harmony’. [15] This belief lay behind all his careful observations
and accumulations of facts. The excitement which he felt at this
discovery, which, as he wrote to Frau von Stein, stirred his very
bowels, [16] was caused by the immense philosophical implica-
tions which it had for him. Man was no longer a special creation
from the hand of God, but one facet of a great whole, which
might manifest itself in countless forms. Thus Goethe found his
intuitive religious convictions verified by the most stringent
empirical enquiry; science and religion were not at variance but
complementary to one another.
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He was not willing however to reveal the importance which he
attached to his work except to a chosen few. Herder, Frau von
Stein, and Knebel were all told of it under a pledge of secrecy.
As he wrote to the Duke of Gotha: ‘I shall wait and see how the
gentlemen of the profession regard a layman claiming to have
made a new discovery in such well-known territory. For this
reason I have kept silent on all the wider issues which might
arise from it, in order not to become suspect too soon by making
hypothetical statements.” [17] This was the reason for Goethe’s
unadorned proofs: he preferred to have his research examined
as a serious piece of scientific work—which it was—and to say
nothing of its significance for himself. At the back of his mind
there continued nevertheless the belief, inspired in part by
Lavater and in part by Herder, that scientific study could
demonstrate the fundamental unity of Nature. This, not the
observation of facts for their own sake, was his guiding thought,
and although it had by now nothing to do with alchemy, it was
a natural transition from his studies of Swedenborg and of
physiognomy.

As a further indication of the trend of Goethe’s ideas at this
time, it is interesting to note his study of the so-called ‘Arbor
Dianae and other metallic vegetations’, of which he wrote to
Jacobi on 12 January 1785. This was undoubtedly an experiment
similar to that of which he had read in his Strasbourg days: the
Arbor Martis of the iatro-chemist Lemery. [18] The iatro-
chemists were far more practical than their alchemical predeces-
sors, but their practice was still inspired by philosophical
considerations. [19] Lemery’s articles on this particular subject,
which appeared between 1706 and 1708, were intended to show
an interrelationship between plants and minerals. He had
noticed that certain metals, when heated, bubbled up and
solidified into plant-like shapes, and ascribed to these shapes the
name of Arbor Martis. Other divine names were used accord-
ing to the astrological associations of the metals concerned: Mars
represented iron. The conclusions which Lemery sought to
draw: that plants contained particles of iron and that the growth
of both plants and minerals took place in an essentially similar
manner, were such as could only have been conceived in an age
when alchemy was not yet dead. They imply a belief in a crude
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sympathy between natural objects which is quite foreign to the
scientific spirit. The fact that they appealed to Goethe so many
years later—only twenty-three years before the publication of
Daltqn’s atomic theory—shows once again that what interested
him in science was not so much the sheer knowledge to be
acquired, as the possibility of establishing relationships between
one realm of nature and another. Goethe was looking for
analogies which would lead to some all-embracing law, not
deducing separate laws for each sphere of operations.

His botanical studies, which began in real earnest early in
1785, show the same careful preparation as that which preceded
the writing of his anatomical treatise. A microscope was set up,
collections were made for a herbarium, and seeds were examined.
By April Goethe was already able to announce to his friend
Merck some ‘pretty discoveries and combinations’ [20] although
without stating their precise nature. The work continued during
the summer journey to Karlsbad and on into the following year.
At some time during this period there were evolved some of the
basic ideas for Goethe’s theory of the metamorphosis of plants.
But these, while they contain little to suggest that Goethe had
abandoned his newly-acquired scientific attitude, now begin to
show a certain recurrence to the ideas of his youthful philosophy.
In the collection of draft notes and sketches which he prepared
at this time! there is a remarkable re-statement of those theories
of expansion and contraction which played so importance a part
in the writings both of the alchemists and of Boehme and
Swedenborg. Goethe is attempting to show that all the members
of the plant—its leaves, petals, seeds, and so forth—are trans-
formations of one fundamental form. In doing so, he speaks of a
force in the life of the plant which effects these changes.
‘During the progressive transformation of the parts of a plant a
power is active, which I call expansion and contraction, although
the expression is really inadequate. It would be better to represent
it, in algebraic fashion, by an x or a , for the words expansion
and contraction do not express the effect in its entirety.’ [21]
This force, he asserts, is present throughout the whole plant, so

1 I.e. those published in the Weimar edition as Vorarbeiten zur Morphologie,
which cannot be dated precisely, but which were certainly written either in
Ttaly (1786-8) or before that time. See editor’s note, WA. II. 7. 227.
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that now one tendency, now the other predominates. The sepals
for example represent a contraction in this life-force, the petals
an expansion, the male reproductive organ a contraction, the
female again an expansion. [22] This theory is already an
approximation to the final form given in the essay on The
Metamorphosis of Plants, although there are important differences.
But no evidence is offered for the statements, and although they
were not meant for publication, it is reasonable to ask whether
Goethe in fact had any evidence, or whether he was rather
attempting an a priori demonstration on somewhat Sweden-
borgian lines. This suspicion is strengthened by the fact that,
like the alchemists, he couples the male with the contracting,
and the female with the expanding tendency, although to the
unbiassed eye such associations are not obvious. While the two
forms of reproductive organ are essentially different, Goethe
can scarcely have observed any such contrast as this. Indeed,
when he came to his final theory he omitted all mention of it,
and spoke of both organs as exemplifying one contracting move-
ment. This makes it all the more likely that he was attempting to
fit facts to theories, and the likelihood appears the greater when,
in the autumn of the same year (1786), he seeks to build a
meteorological system on the idea of the same opposed tendencies
—the presence or absence of ‘elasticity’ in the air. [23] If this
was truly the case, Goethe had already departed considerably
from the empiricism of his anatomical essay.

The botanical studies continued into the summer of 1786.
By this time Goethe was already on the track of a complete
theory which would explain the development of plants, and
although many details were still not clear to him, he felt himself
in possession of all the essential ideas. The months of June and
July were a period of intense thought and enthusiasm. The Book
of Nature becomes increasingly legible, he tells Frau von Stein;
he is coming rapidly to an understanding of all living things; the
world of plants seethes in his mind. [24] Finally, on 10 July,
he pours out all his highest hopes:

What pleases me most at present is plant-life. Everything is
forcing itself upon me, I no longer have to think about it, everything
comes to meet me, and the whole gigantic kingdom becomes so
simple that I can see at once the answer to the most difficult problems.
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‘If pnly I could communicate the insight and the joy to someone, but
1t 1s not possible. And it is no dream or fancy; I am beginning to
grow aware of the essential form with which, as it were, Nature always
plays, and from which she produces her great variety. Had I the
time 1n this brief span of life I am confident I could extend it to all
the realms of Nature—the whole realm. [25]

"This was something quite unlike the comparatively unassuming
discovery of the intermaxillary bone in man. Two years back,
Goethe had been almost equally enthusiastic, and had also had
wider issues in view than anatomy. But he had not made, even
in his most intimate letters, any so far-reaching claim as this. To
confirm an intuitive belief is one thing; it is quite another to
claim an understanding of the essential form of Nature, to have
the key to all problems, not only of plant-life but of all the
variety of natural phenomena. Goethe felt that he had stumbled
upon a secret of the greatest possible importance, and its un-
ravelling was to occupy him for the remaining half-century of his
life. He could not rest content until the feeling with which it
inspired him had been made communicable to others.

It was with this ambitious project in mind that Goethe left,
a month or so later, on his journey to Italy, where it began to
assume its final shape. But before the theory itself is examined,
there are one or two final indications of the part which mystical-
alchemical ideas were still playing in Goethe’s thought. For all
his increased interest in science over the last ten years, he had
not entirely given up his interest in the occult. Throughout the
period he continued to refer to friends in his diary by means of
astrological signs, and could speak of having had ‘a good con-
stellation’. [26] A curious entry of the year 1777 makes reference
to ‘the physiology of the basilisk’. [27] In 1781 he told Lavater:
‘I am more inclined than any man to believe in a world outside
the visible one, and I have sufficient poetry and life in me to
feel even my own limited self expand into a Swedenborgian
spiritual universe.” [28] He was, it is true, a constant foe of all
obscurity and cant: over and again he reproaches Lavater with
these vices. But he was still able to draw on occult sources for
his imaginative work. The fragment entitled Die Geheimnisse,
which was written between 1784 and 1786, the period of Goethe’s
first serious botanical studies, was to have been a poem on

63



GOETHE THE ALCHEMIST

Rosicrucianism. As late as 1786 he read, apparently with interest,
the Chymical Wedding of Christian Rosencreutz, an alchemical
work by the supposed founder of that Order. [29] Goethe may
of course have kept his scientific and occult interests in separate
compartments; but he did not abandon the one for the other.

There is indeed a hint, even at this early stage, that the two
interests were closely united. As has been seen, Goethe left for
Italy in a spirit of great enthusiasm, expecting to find there,
amongst a thousand and one other things, further confirmation
of his botanical theories. This expectation of success was sym-
bolized for him by what he called ‘the pheasant-dream’. He
first refers to this dream in his diary on 19 October 1786, a
month after his departure: ‘The pheasant-dream is beginning
to be fulfilled. For truly the things I am loading can well be
compared with the most precious birds, and I have an inkling
too of what is to come.” [30] An explanation is given in the
version which Goethe prepared for the general public many
years later. [31] Here it appears that towards the end of 1785
he had had a dream, in which he found himself in a large boat,
approaching the shores of an island covered with luxuriant
vegetation. Landing on the island he was struck by the great
number of pheasants, whose beauty so impressed him that he
bought as many as he could from the inhabitants. The dream
ended as he returned home in his boat, laden with his prizes.
Goethe clearly connected this with a promise of great success,
and the impression was vivid enough for him to keep it in mind
throughout the following year. His letters from December 1786
until February 1787 contain numerous references to the dream,
and it is clear that in Italy he felt that the ‘island’ had been
reached, and that he was loading up his ‘Fasanenkahn’ with
treasure for the homeward journey. Included in this treasure
there was of course the hope of bringing back the key to the
whole system of Nature. But now Goethe makes a remark which
suggests that the dream had for him more than the simple
significance so far attached to it. The birds, he writes, were
indeed pheasants, but, as in dreams everything tends to become
transformed, they appeared to have long tail-feathers, spangled
with coloured eyes, ‘like peacocks or rare birds of Paradise’.
There was a richness and profusion about these feathers, a glory
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of colour which filled the whole boat, so that there was scarcely
room for the coxswain and carsmen, and, as the birds were
arranged with their heads inward and their tails hanging over the
gunwhales, it seems that they formed a great circle or ellipse of
shimmering iridescence, ‘den herrlichsten Schober . . ., den
man sich denken kann’. This image is certainly a magnificent
symbol of future splendour. But that is not the whole of it. The
‘Peacock’s feathers’ were a widespread symbol in all alchemical
literature, representing either the Philosophers’ Stone itself or
the stage in the Magnum Opus immediately preceding it.! ‘It
is necessary that you persevere in the work’, writes Paracelsus,
‘until the peacock’s tail is quite consumed . . . and the vessel
attains its degree of perfection.’ [32] Or again: ‘when the dryness
begins to act upon the humidity, various flowers of different
colours appear in the glass, just as they appear in the tail of the
peacock, and such as no one has ever seen before.’ [33] This
glorious array of colour had therefore precisely the same meaning
for the alchemist as it had for Goethe. It implied totality, the
combination of all possible varieties, perhaps also the peace of
the rainbow after tempests. A Freudian psychologist suggests
that it possibly referred also to the ‘characteristic colours of
visionary experiences’. [34] At all events it was a symbol of
triumph, and in Goethe’s dream it is the peacocks, not the
pheasants, which play the important role. The feature of the
dream which made it important to Goethe was the blaze of
peacock’s eyes, not the brown pheasants, the circle of shining
beauty, not the trophies of a shooting expedition. There was, as
he says, a simple substitution in the dream: the pheasants acted
as a screen for the true symbol of the peacocks. In addition, the
circular arrangement of the brilliant feathers may have repre-
sented that ‘coruscation’ towards the centre mentioned by
Vaughan.? It is therefore at least a possibility that the dream
was connected in Goethe’s mind with recollections, either con-
scious or unconscious, of alchemical symbols. If this surmise
could be proved correct, there would be a strong link between
Goethe’s enthusiasm for his botanical theory and his former
enthusiasm for the equally miraculous Philosophers’ Stone: both

1 See the striking reproduction in the coloured frontispiece of Read’s
Prelude to Chemistry. * See p. 27.
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were keys to the universe, and both were symbolized in the same
way. More than this, Goethe’s whole quest for perfection in
Italy might appear as a spiritual aim identical with that of the
alchemists.

It is however too soon to form any conclusion on this point.
The most that can be said is that Goethe’s interest in the occult
was not shouldered out by his scientific studies. In 1771, under
Herder’s influence, he begins to feel a growing dissatisfaction
with the obscurity and the deliberate mystifications of the al-
chemists. But he does not abandon the whole system as valueless;
rather he sets out to develop it on more logical lines. From 1771
until 1775 he is struggling with the difficulty of communicating
the inexpressible, and turns to Swedenborg’s semi-scientific,
theosophical analogies for assistance. By 1774 he has some ideas
for a ‘new chemistry’, presumably on Swedenborgian lines, of
which no more is heard. In the following year he contributes to
Lavater’s work on physiognomy, with its ostensibly scientific
method and its substratum of quasimystical doctrines. The end
of 1775 sees him forced into adopting a more objective attitude,
as a result of which he produces, in 1784 ,an anatomical treatise
which is irreproachable from the scientific point of view. But
although there is a steady movement throughout this period
towards empirical observation, Goethe’s mind is still set upon
an aim not far removed from that of the alchemists: the discovery
of a key to the universe. The anatomical study itself, for all its
accuracy, springs in part from Lavater’s physiognomical hypo-
thesis. Goethe is still concerned with seeking analogies between
the vegetable and mineral kingdoms. And when he begins to
formulate his theories of botany, it is to the alchemical systole
and diastole that he seems to turn. He no longer retires to the
attic in search of a Virgin Earth or an Elixir of Life, it is true.
His studies now bear the mark of a much greater objectivity.
But it was still possible for him to use the microscope and the
trowel for an essentially similar purpose: to discover through the
examination of the microcosmic detail the nature of the Whole.

Goethe’s attitude towards alchemy, as defined some twenty
years later, confirms this point of view. ‘It is’, he writes, ‘a
misuse of genuine and true ideas, a leap from the ideal, the
possible, to the reality, a false application of genuine feelings, a
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lying promise, which flatters our dearest hopes and aspira-
tions.” [35] This condemnation appears sweeping enough, but it
does not destroy root and branch. Alchemy is a misuse, 2 false
application, a lying promise, but in each case there is something
genuine at the heart. It is not a totally absurd system, but one
which “flatters our dearest hopes’. What is wrong with it,
apparently, is its method: it is a ‘leap from the possible to the
real’, in other words it does not demonstrate in a logical way the
steps by which it arrives at its conclusions. Goethe seems to
suggest that the acquisition of the Philosophers’ Stone—in its
symbolical sense of course—is still a possibility, perhaps even
that it is his own dearest hope, but that the alchemists set about
their tasks in the wrong way. His criticism of their lack of logic
still holds good, as it did at Strasbourg, but still also does his
secret sympathy with their teaching.
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CHAPTER IV
THE METAMORPHOSIS OF PLANTS

By the spring of 1787 the botanical work was beginning to take
definite shape: it had crystallized into the concept of the
‘Urpflanze’, the primal plant, which was to represent in itself
the whole nature of the vegetable kingdom. At the same time,
Goethe had lost some of the confident tone which marks his
enthusiastic outbursts to Frau von Stein in the previous year.
He swings now from the delight in discovery to a cheerful
recognition of the extensive labour which he still has before him
—and then back again to ecstasy as he finds his theories con-
firmed. In the same way also he seems to vacillate in his
conception of the Urpflanze. On the one hand he appears to
regard it as a really existing plant, of which it is possible to find
a living example. As he had told Frau von Stein, it was ‘no
dream or fancy’. Amid the wealth of flora in Sicily he writes:
‘Faced with so many new and renewed forms, my old whim
occurred to me again, that perhaps in all this host I might find
the Urpflanze. For there must be one.’ [1] This appears to make
it perfectly clear that the Urpflanze was itself one among many
other plants. But the words immediately following these give
rise to doubt: there must be some such plant, Goethe goes on,
for ‘otherwise, how should I know that this or that form is a
plant, if they were not all fashioned after one pattern?’ [2] This
seems to imply something more like a Platonic Idea, and the
case for regarding the Urpflanze as an ideal form is strengthened
when Goethe writes a month later that Nature herself will envy
him his ‘model’, with which he will be able to invent as it were
an infinite number of plants, all based on the same law of
development. [3] The Urpflanze now seems to represent a
system, an ideal plant embodying the essence of ‘plant-ness’,
and not to be pinned down to any particular form such as could
be found in Nature. But the question of its reality or unreality
is further complicated by Goethe’s discussion of the subject with
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Schiller. When Goethe outlined the Urpflanze to his friend, the
latter remarked that it was not a reality which Goethe could
have observed, but an Idea. This imputation nettled Goethe,
who retorted that he was pleased to find that he could have
ideas which he could see with his own eyes. He was thus inclined,
on occasion, to regard the Urpflanze as both real and ideal at
once, to seek the ideal in the reality. Later in life he modified his
views to the extent of describing the Urpflanze as ‘a limited
concept’. He had progressed, he said, while in Sicily, from this
towards the idea ‘of a regular and even, although perhaps not
always identical formation and transformation of plant-life, from
the roots to the seed’. [4] The essential feature of the Urpflanze
was thus a pattern of development; a pattern which Goethe
believed to be present in all forms of plant-life, although dis-
guised and transfigured in various ways in various species. This
view he repeated in another passage, which, like the one just
quoted, was not intended for publication. He had risen to the
idea, he wrote, that the world of plants must have an internal
law from which the various manifestations could be derived.
This was ‘still conceived in a sufficiently concrete manner in the
form of the Urpflanze’. [5] His intention is thus best described
as an attempt at defining a certain regular pattern of develop-
ment to which all plants more or less conformed. A plant which
manifested the pattern in its entirety, could such a plant be
found, might perhaps be given the name of Urpflanze. In this
case the ideal would be seen as a reality. In all other cases how-
ever the Idea would be present, although masked by the devia-
tions from the norm in each individual plant.

Goethe’s language in describing the progress of his discover-
ies to his friends provides further evidence of his aims. On
28 August 1787 he writes to Herder of his studies in ‘natural
history’, and connects them with Herder’s definition of God. ‘I
think I am getting very close to knowing how things are
organized. These manifestations—not fulgurations—of our God
will be a delight for you to see.” [6] The Urpflanze can almost
certainly be numbered among these ‘manifestations’. In describ-
ing it in this way, Goethe may have had in mind the tenet of
Spinoza, defended by Herder, that ‘God is a circle, whose centre
is everywhere, and whose circumference is nowhere’. God,
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Herder had written, had ‘so to speak, limited himself in the
being of each organization, and there acted, as God alone can
act, in accordance with undeviating, unchangeable and eternal
laws’. ‘Undivided and indivisible’, God’s being filled every
atom. [7] The Urpflanze was thus one manifestation of this
omnipresent, immanent divinity. The laws of its development
were the eternal laws of the development of God, represented on
a microcosmic scale. Much the same is implied when Goethe
writes, some months later, that he has come across a ‘One and
All’ in botany, which fills him with wonder. [8] This too was
inspired by the reading of Herder’s Gott, and once again his
meaning appears to be that the Urpflanze demonstrated the
universality of the divine being, even in its smallest manifesta-
tions. If God was present everywhere he must also be present
in the plant, and it was this which Goethe sought to demonstrate.

The sine qua non of Goethe’s Urpflanze was the theory of the
leaf, which he correctly perceived to be the fundamental organ
of the plant. The theory was somewhat summarily expressed in
the phrase ‘Alles ist Blatt’: everything is a form of leaf. Through-
out its length, ‘backwards and forwards, the plant is nothing but
leaf, so inseparably united with the seed to be, that the one
cannot be thought of without the other’. [g] The leaf was the
‘true Proteus, which could conceal and reveal itself in all
forms’. [10] That is to say, every part of the plant can be shown
to be a modification of some leaf-like shape. Petals, for example,
might be described as coloured leaves; in fact, Goethe was able
to find some specimens in which a series of leaves could be seen
gradually passing through barely perceptible transitional stages
until they had, so to speak, become petals. [11] Stamens and
pistils could be shown to have derived their shape in a similar
manner. An example which particularly attracted Goethe’s
attention was that of a tulip, in which one of the stem-leaves had
grown into the corolla, where its upper half had become united
with one of the petals. This, Goethe remarked, was ‘a curious
case of a leaf being at one and the same time a stem-leaf and a
petal’. [12] In another specimen, the upper half of a leaf was
coloured like a petal, while its lower half remained green. By
these examples he sought to show that all the parts of the
plant developed their shape from the original cotyledons, or
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seed-leaves, of the infant shoot. This was, in the opinion of a
recent historian of biology, an amplification of a doctrine of
great importance, [13] and it is today, in a slightly modified
form, an elementary part of botanical knowledge, although in
Goethe’s time the theory was not widely held. On this basis the
remainder of his theory was constructed.

The point at which Goethe differs, however, from those of his
contemporaries and predecessors who had held similar views,
lies in the implications which he saw in the discovery. The
intermaxillary bone had been more than a contribution to
anatomy. For Goethe it had shown that every creature was
‘only a tone, a shade of one great harmony’.! So also with the
Urpflanze: perhaps here also he saw, in his demonstration that
the leaf appeared, transformed, in all stages of the plant’s
development, a confirmation of his belief that the Whole was
present in all its parts. He had noted long ago in his Strasbourg
days the phrase from the Phaedo: ‘that the parts must resemble
each other and the whole.’ [14] Here the plant was the whole,
and the whole was leaf: *Alles ist Blatt’. But at each stage in the
plant’s development there were leaves, transformed now this
way, now that, so that all the parts had a basic similarity, and all
in turn resembled the whole. Just as the intermaxillary bone had
shown that Man was not a special creation from the hand of God,
but that all animals were variations on a single theme, so here,
within the limited unity of the plant, forms as apparently distinct
as petals and seed-coverings were seen to be modifications of one
fundamental organ. In this sense, that the leaf was at one and
the same time its individual self, and the basic form of the whole
plant, Goethe felt himself justified in calling his botanical dis-
covery a ‘One and All’.

To suggest however, as Bruno Wachsmuth has done, that the
leaf was itself the Urpflanze is, I think, to mistake Goethe’s
purpose. [15] A leaf is not a plant, however great its potentialities.
Moreover, at one period of his life, Goethe thought it possible to
find the Urpflanze in a particular place, namely Sicily; he could
have found leaves anywhere, whereas his search implies that he
was looking for a definite specimen. The leaf-theory in itself,
though important, was merely one aspect of the work which

1 See p. 59 above.
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Goethe finally produced, and in that work the emphasis is laid
not only on the proposition that the leaf is present in all stages
of the plant’s development, but also on the manner of that
development. The Urpflanze, in Goethe’s own words, was a
manifestation of an internal law governing the growth of the
plant. In order to demonstrate this law it was necessary first to
prove that the parts were all transformations of one organ. But
the law itself represented a pattern; it was concerned with the
way in which the transformations took place.

Two years after Goethe left Italy, in 1790, the essay entitled
a Versuch, die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erkliren was pub-
lished. In it the ideas which had clustered in his mind for the
last five years or more were presented in an orderly form, with
all the external appearance of a normal scientific treatise. There
is scarcely a suggestion in it of any ulterior motive, any more
than there had been in the anatomical essay. But if Goethe had
had reason to withhold from publication the beliefs which had
inspired the earlier work, on this occasion he had all the more
cause. The word ‘Urpflanze’ in fact appears nowhere in the
Metamorphosis essay, although it is fair to assume that Goethe
intended to define his primal plant to some extent, at least in so
far as he was able to present the necessary evidence. As he
wrote later, the idea of an inward law of development was still
summed up ‘concretely enough’ in the form of the Urpflanze,
and it is likely that the ‘typical’ plant described in the essay
bears a strong resemblance to it. I shall therefore continue to
use the word, with the reservation that the ‘typical’ plant is not
precisely the same thing.

Perhaps the sole hint that the essay is not meant purely and
simply as a scientific treatise occurs at the beginning of the work.
Here Goethe compares the ‘normal’ metamorphosis of the plant,
by which one form of the leaf is transformed into another, with
a spiritual ladder, ‘eine geistige Leiter’. [16] At the end of this
progress the ‘summit of Nature’ is reached, the reproduction of
the plant by means of the union of the two sexes. If Goethe
had any symbolical purpose in mind, this mystical symbol of the
ladder, on which the soul mounts up to its heavenly marriage,
would have suited him well. In another passage—once again,
one not intended for publication—he speaks of ‘metamorphosis
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in the higher sense’ and says that it has already been excellently
portrayed by Dante. [17] But in the essay itself, apart from the
reference to the ladder, there is nothing but a careful description
of the plant.

First, Goethe demonstrates the thesis already met with, that
the successive developments in the growing plant are all meta-
morphoses of a single organ, the leaf. But the leaf is not merely
transformed, it is also purified, or, to be more accurate, the
leaves on the stem receive progressively a more purified sap. The
leaves near the base of the stem, close to the roots, are filled
with a crude sap, but as the plant becomes more open to the
influence of light and air, the succeeding leaves show a greater
refinement. [18] At each stage in the development of the stem,
that is at each node, the sap arrives ‘in a finer and more filtered
state’, [19] and, ‘since now the cruder saps are continually
drained in this manner, and give rise to purer—the plant mean-
while perfecting itself step by step—the period prescribed by
Nature is finally reached. . . . The epoch which hitherto we have
been studying is now past, and a second is approaching, the
epoch of the Flower.” [20] This purification of the sap is thus a
preparation which permits of an entirely new development in the
plant. But together with this purification, the form of the leaf is
also said to be perfected. At first the inferior leaves, or rather the
cotyledons, are seen to be thick and mis-shapen—unformlich: [21]
this is easily observable in the first young shoot of the common
bean. The cotyledons, says Goethe, are scarcely like leaves at all
and might well be mistaken for a separate organ. [22] But as
soon as the ‘true’ leaves begin to appear, they assume a definite
and unmistakable shape. The veins become more marked, the
edges of the leaves more sharply contoured. [23] Finally, when
the leaf has reached its ‘greatest development’ [24], the new
epoch begins. The leaf is purified and perfected to the fullest
possible extent.

The words ‘purification’ and ‘perfection’ are of course capable
of a double meaning. If Goethe had meant his simile of the
‘spiritual ladder’ to be taken seriously, this again was precisely
the kind of language he might have used. Moreover, the pre-
paratory stages of the Magnum Opus were also frequently
described as a purification of the baser elements, so that the
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‘pure spirit of the metal’ could rise to the surface. The Golden
Son, wrote Paracelsus, could not enter into an impure body, [25]
and therefore the ‘matter’ must be purged of all ignoble qualities.
Goethe of course includes nothing in his essay to suggest such
an implication as this, that the metamorphosis was a parallel to a
possible spiritual development in Man. But in a much later
work he indicates reasonably clearly that such was in fact his
intention. He is describing a theory of pollenization put forward
by the botanist Schelver, to which he had at first been opposed,
but with which he now inclines to agree. ‘Schelver’, he writes,
‘pursues the steady progress of the metamorphosis, which as it
proceeds, ennobles itself, so that all the material qualities, the
lesser and baser parts, are gradually left behind, allowing the
higher, spiritual, better qualities to appear in greater freedom.’
[26] This obviously refers to the purification of the sap. But
human parallels have now slipped in: the metamorphosis repre-
sents an ‘ennoblement’; gross matter is described as common or
base (das Geringere, Gemeinere), and the refinement of this
matter leads to ‘greater freedom’. The final state is not only
spiritual, but also higher and better. These are not scientific
terms. Nor are those of the ensuing sentence. “Why then’,
Goethe asks, ‘should not this pollenization (i.e. the theory pro-
posed by Schelver) not also be a liberation from the burden of
matter, so that at last the plenitude of the profoundest, inner-
most depths may come forth with all its living and fundamental
power, and partake in an infinite generation?’ [27] The leaves,
having become transformed into the sexual organs of the plant,
give out their rarefied pollen, and are now completely ‘liberated
from the burden of matter’. This is the ‘greater freedom’ which
was to be achieved when the baser parts had been left behind.
Goethe’s intention here is clearly symbolical, and the symbolical
element is only emphasized by the phrase ‘die Fiille des eigent-
lichst Innern’. It was precisely this release of inward, unconscious
forces which the alchemists, like the mystics, hoped to achieve
by their purifications. This was the meaning of the alchemists’
‘seed of gold’, which was to be released from its imprisoning
imperfections. Goethe’s sentence is in fact capable of two
entirely different interpretations: on the one hand the mystical,
on the other the botanical, which is merely a description of the
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pollen as a purified sap, liberated from the male reproductive
organ at the moment of pollenization. There is therefore good
ground for believing that when Goethe spoke, in the essay of
1790, of the purification of the sap and the perfection of the leaf,
he also had a similar symbolism in mind.

This interpretation is borne out by the passage in that essay
in which Goethe speaks of the purification as a removal of the
‘watery’ elements. Plants which grow in moist surroundings, he
notes, are less refined—weniger verfeinert—than those which
grow in a drier atmosphere. [28] ‘It has been noticed’, he
continues, ‘that copious nourishment hinders a plant’s flowering-
stage, whereas moderate, or even scanty nourishment promotes
it.” [29] This association of moisture with the earth and with
imperfection, and of dryness with the heavens and perfection,
was to play a part also in his meteorological theories.* It seems
probable that it was derived in part from some such passage as
that in the Aurea Catena, in which Kirchweger states that ‘the
nearer a subject is to the centre, the more strongly it is fixed, if
only it is not hindered by the copious and continually rising
moisture’. [30] The ‘moisture’ seems here to be associated with
the elemental passions, which prevent that full identification
with the fixed and immutable centre which was the goal of the
alchemist’s ambition. In the same way, Goethe appears to have
believed, the plant could only reach the ‘summit of nature’ by
purifying itself of the moist sap which filled and coarsened its
leaves in its early stages.

There is more evidence of this same double intention in
Goethe’s theory of the development of the plant as a whole.
The ideas of expansion and contraction, with which he was
experimenting in 1786, here appear in their final form. There
are, he says, six stages in this development, each proceeding out
of the one immediately preceding it, and marked by an alterna-
tion of these same expanding and contracting tendencies. Firstly,
there is the seed of the plant, but having mentioned it Goethe
leaves it out of account and calls his first stage the expanding,
upward growth of the stem. The second stage is seen when the
stemn, and the leaves it bears, begin to contract, until suddenly
there appears the calyx, a collection of sepals around the central

1 See Ch. VI below.
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stem. (In styling the calyx itself a ‘contraction’, Goethe meant
that the sepals themselves are smaller than the stem-leaves, not
that the whole calyx was a contraction; the calyx is of course an
expansion, if compared with the width of the stem.) Thirdly,
the ‘force’ of the plant expands again to form the petals, and
again contracts, in the fourth stage, to form the reproductive
organs. The fifth stage is marked by a further expansion, as the
leaves are again transformed into the fruit, or seed-coverings,
and the last stage, a contraction, is the formation of the seed
within this fruit. ‘In these six steps’, Goethe concludes, ‘Nature
in unresting sequence completes the eternal work of the bisexual
reproduction of plants.’ [31]

'This description, as a botanist has pointed out, is one which
will fit a good many annual plants, if one disregards the insistence
on the alternating tendencies. [32] The features mentioned are
by no means extraordinary, and the same writer, noticing
Goethe’s special interest in the gentians, has suggested that a
variety of this plant comes nearest to fulfilling all the require-
ments of the Urpflanze. So simple is the description, in fact,
that one is inclined to ask why, if this was the primal plant,
Goethe was so enthusiastic about it. Why this pattern rather
than another? The reason can perhaps be traced by means of
those same opposed tendencies. Julius Richter has remarked
that the systole and diastole are present as the first two stages
both of the Urpflanze and of Boehme’s God. [33] This is not
strictly accurate. As has been seen, Goethe omits the initial
seed, which would be a contraction, from his scheme, and begins
with the expanding stem. But Richter is right in essentials. If
we compare not the stem and the calyx, which Goethe calls the
first and second stages, but the seed and the stem, with Boehme’s
first and second Qualities, there are some striking similarities.
Boehme in fact does describe his first Quality as a seed, being
the universe iz potentia,; and his second Quality is the emergence
from the seed of the world of appearances, corresponding
perhaps in the plant to the emergence of the stem. Coupling
with this the fact that they represent also a successive contrac-
tion and expansion, there is indeed a close parallel to the first
two stages of the Urpflanze.!

1 See the diagram of the Urpflanze on p. 82.
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The resemblance becomes truly striking, however, when we
go beyond the first two stages. Boehme’s third Quality is
symbolized by him as a wheel, a ‘Kreuzrad’. It is the equivalent
of the ‘circulation’ of the alchemists, the dragon or serpent which
forms a circle, holding its tail in its mouth. The goal of the
alchemist is release from the torturous movement of the wheel,
and identification with its central hub, implying cessation of the
wheel’s movement. This was also sometimes expressed as a
‘suddain and miraculous coruscation’ of radii striking from the
centre to the circumference, or, as some said, from circumference
to centre. Or again, to quote Welling’s theory, the first three
‘movements’ were a point, a straight line and a circle. In the
Urpflanze, the third stage is represented by the calyx, an innocent
enough feature, but one which, in Goethe’s description, em-
bodies almost all these symbols. It is, to begin with, circular in
shape, and succeeds the initial point of the seed and the straight
line of the stem. More important, it is, as Goethe describesit, a
collection of sepals arranged about a centre: it could, with no
great stretch of the imagination, be regarded as the radiating
spokes of a wheel. This is the point which he emphasized. Over
and again, in the short passage which treats of this part of the
plant, he repeats the idea that the transformed leaves, now
sepals, are ‘collected round an axis’, [34] ‘arranged round the
axis of the stem’, [35] ‘collected round a single point’. [36] In
the poem on the same subject the sepals are described as ‘pressed
round in a circle about the axis’. [37] In describing, in his private
notes, a similar feature in the Iberis umbellata, Goethe actually
uses the words ‘spokes’ and ‘wheel’. “The flowers which first
develop at the end of the spokes’, he writes, ‘are white, with a
little violet. Assoon as the whole wheel has developed it becomes
blue.” [38] And not only the idea of the wheel with its axis, but
also that of the radiating centre, is mentioned with equal fre-
quency. The sepals are said to be ‘collected round a common
centre’, [39] ‘joined about a centre’; [40] they form a ‘radiating
wreath’. [41] So important does Goethe consider this pheno-
menon that in his concluding paragraphs he describes the
‘collection of various organs about a centre’ as one of the cardinal
features of his theory. [42] If he had wished to conjure up in the
reader’s mind the image of a central point radiating its spokes

8o



THE METAMORPHOSIS OF PLANTS

in all directions, a sun-like symbol of approaching perfection, he
c'ould hardly have gone further without openly stating his inten-
tion. Some of the expressions which he used in his later botanical
writings do however serve to define his meaning more closely.
Thus in another of his private notes he writes that the plant
proceeds by a sequence of expansion and contraction towards
the #. By this symbol he may mean the calyx or he may mean
the cross-wheel, @, of Boehme and of the Aurea Catena. At all
events, he continues by remarking that ‘at last the plant, so to
speak, suddenly resolves to reach its end by means of opposed
forces’. [43] This appears to have little to do with real plants,
which can scarcely be said to resolve on any course of action.
But if the anthropomorphism be accepted for a moment, it
might well refer to the opposition of activity and passivity,
represented in alchemy by the wheel, and overcome only by
accepting them in their entirety. The attainment of this end
was achieved, as has been seen, by a renunciation of individual
qualities. This, too, appears to have been in Goethe’s mind,
when he wrote of the leaves of a plant ‘losing themselves’ in the
sepals of the calyx. [44] Once again, the expression appears only
in his private notes—he would not allow himself to use such
language in his published work. But it surely suggests the idea
at the back of Goethe’s mind that the stem-leaves at this stage
lost their separateness, and became members of one whole.
Finally, it must be remembered that the whole progress of the
plant was a purification, an ennoblement. Nothing was more
natural, within the framework of alchemical beliefs, than that
such an ennoblement should derive from complete self-sacrifice,
through ‘death and rebirth’. This was the gist of Goethe’s
comment when he learnt that an earlier botanist, C. F. Wolf,
had already propounded, although in a different form, his
theory of metamorphosis. Wolf, said Goethe, had not learnt to
see with ‘the eyes of the spirit’ ‘mit den Augen des Geistes’.
The older man had perceived that the leaf, in its progress up the
stem, decreased in volume, but had not noticed that at the same
time it ennobled itself. ‘Thus he ascribed the way to perfection,
contradictorily, to a stunted development.’ [45] For Goethe the
great ‘concentration’ of the life-force which led to the formation
of the calyx was clearly not a matter of stunted growth but a
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necessary preliminary of greater perfection. It was contradic-
tory to describe it as Wolf had done, because ‘death’ was essential
to ‘rebirth’, and only by this means could the summit of Nature
be achieved. Thus the calyx, as Goethe describes it, has almost
all. the qualities of the alchemical centre and wheel. It is the
third stage, following, as in the schemes of Boehme and Welling,
the initial point or seed, and the subsequent expansion. It is a
wheel, and a collection of radii spreading from a centre. Through
it the plant ‘reaches its end by means of opposed forces’. In it
the leaves lose their individual identity and become members of
one whole, and by passing through it they become ennobled. It
scarcely seems possible to regard such a wealth of coincidences
as purely fortuitous.!

The fourth stage presents more difficulty than the third. In
Boehme’s scheme the fourth Quality was a transitional stage,
variously represented as a stroke of lightning, a moment of
extreme terror, and the cessation of the wheel’s movement.
There is nothing to suggest these symbols in any way in the
Metamorphosis essay. There, the fourth stage is reached with
the petals of the corolla, and Goethe’s attitude is chiefly one of
admiration for the beauty now revealed in the flower. His note-
books reveal nothing more. Late in life, however, he did copy
out at some length an extract from a botanical article written by
his friend and admirer Martius for the scientific periodical sis.
[46] He also wrote a short introductory passage, apparently
meaning to include the extract in his published work, and

1 A very interesting parallel is offered in the recent novel of Ernst Jiinger,
Auf den Marmorklippen (Ziirich, no date), so close as to suggest that it was
perhaps inspired by Goethe’s imaginative hypothesis. The story concerns
two botanists, who at one point are occupied with ‘der Art . . . in der die
PAlanzen den Kreis aufteilen, mit der Awxen-stellung, die den organischen
Figuren zugrunde liegt’. (p. 65). They later meet a priest who knows the
nature of their study and shows them, with the air of making a great revela-
tion, a simple plantain. As they bend to observe it—‘erschien es uns, als ob
sie ungewdhnlich gross und regelmiissig sei; ihr Rund war als ein griiner Kreis
gebildet, den die ovalen Blitter unterteilten, und zackig rinderten, in deren
Mitte sich leuchtend der Wachstumspunkt erhob. Die Bildung schien zugleich
so frisch und zart im Fleische, wie unzerstorbar im Geistesglanz der Sym-
metrie. Da fasste uns ein Schauer an; wir fiihlten, wie die Lust zum Leben
und die Lust zum Sterben sich in uns einten; und als wir uns erhoben, blickten
wir in Pater Lampros’ lichelndes Gesicht. Er hatte uns ein Mysterium
vertraut.’ (p. 70.) (My italics). Possibly some such intuitive feeling as this
inspired Goethe to work out his theory in greater detail,
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describing Martius as a ‘masterly portrayer’ of his own theory of
metamorphosis. [47] In this article Martius expresses his admira-
tion for Goethe’s work, and proceeds to correlate it with the
widely held contemporary theory of a spiral development in
plants. In the extract copied out by Goethe, Martius is describ-
ing the arrangement of the leaves in a spiral round the stem;
that is, the way in which each successive leaf appears, in some
plants, higher up and slightly farther round the stem’s circum-
ference, as though it were attached to a spiral thread running
down the whole length of the plant. “These leaves’, writes
Martius, ‘assemble towards the end of a twig or flower-stalk
around a common axis, until, being united and joined to one
another, they come to a standstill.” The movement is, he adds,
‘not without relationship to general cosmic laws’. [48] Whether
Martius is considering the calyx, or the corolla, as the point
where the transformed leaves are joined together, is not clear.
He is, however, evidently thinking of the spiral arrangement of
the leaves as a rotatory movement, and when the stage of union
and mutual attachment is reached, he regards the leaves as
‘coming to a standstill’. The appeal which such a passage would
hold for Goethe, supposing him to have had alchemical and
mystical analogies in mind, is obvious. In this cessation of
movement was further confirmation of his view of the calyx,
and perhaps also of the corolla, as symbolical wheels. Thus,
although it is not possible to draw any exact parallel between the
fourth stage in the Urpflanze and the fourth of Boehme’s
Qualities, one of the chief features in the latter, the peace of
complete stillness, is not wholly absent from Goethe’s mind.
With the fifth stage, the analogy again becomes close. In
Boehme, the fifth Quality represents the union of man and God,
symbolized, as with the alchemists, in the marriage of male and
female. In the Urpflanze, which was a hermaphrodite plant, it
is the fructification of the ovary by the pollen. It is increasingly
difficult to describe such coincidences as this as accidental.
Moreover, in speaking of this union of the sexes, Goethe again
employs a phrase capable of a double interpretation. He notes
that the saps are constantly in contact with one another during
their progress up the stem, thanks to the intricate system of
cross-channels with which they are provided. This contact
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appears to end when the sexual organs appear. But he is inclined
to think that the saps have now become so refined as to assume
the form of pollen, and that as the male part sends its effluence
(seine Einfliisse) streaming across to the female, the system of
cross-channels is continued in a different form. This form he
calls a ‘spiritual anastomosis’ (eine geistige Anastomose). [49]
Recalling his double use of the word ‘geistig’ in a passage already
quoted, where it meant both ‘spiritual’ and ‘rarefied’, it seems
probable that he had in mind here something like the spiritual
marriage of Boehme’s system. Again Goethe’s notebooks are of
assistance, although they do not provide conclusive evidence.
He seems at one time to have been interested in the question
whether a plant could truly be said to have a single organ of
each sex. He puts the question to himself in the form ‘how far
a true monandria monogynia can be said to exist’. [50] The
distinction implied is that many plants either have numerous
reproductive organs of both sexes, or have a great preponderence
of one sex over the other; the monandria monogynia would
have one of each, and as Goethe noted, a few plants do show this
arrangement. [51] It is, then, conceivable that he was looking
for a plant which should represent the symbolical union of male
and female in its purest form. The harem-like arrangement in
which one female was surrounded by many males would not do.
In Boehme’s language, ‘there the Bridegroom kisses his bride’:
only the pure union of one and one would fully suit Goethe’s
purpose. This is however admittedly conjecture; the simple
analogy of the marriage of male and female is sufficient to main-
tain the thread of these parallels.

The sixth stage affords no confirmation at ail. As has
already appeared, there is the greatest difficulty in construing
the meaning of Boehme’s sixth Quality, and it seems to bear no
relationship to alchemical symbolism. The most that can be said
is that, just as there is an expanding stage intervening between
the fifth and seventh Qualities, so also in the Urpflanze there is
an expanding stage, the fruit, between the reproductive organs
and the seed.

With the seventh stage, however, the analogy is again obvious.
Boehme’s seventh Quality is actually described as a seed, repre-
senting a final cause or entelechy, and is closely linked with the
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first Quality. Similarly the seed of the plant, once fully formed,
begins the cycle of reproduction afresh. The process of becom-
ing is repeated once more. ‘From generation and birth to
generation and birth’, in Goethe's words, ‘Nature completes the
cycle of a plant’s life.” [52] The seed, as he wrote in the Meta-
morphosis essay, is at ‘the highest degree of contraction and de-
velopment of its inward self’. [53] It is, so to speak, a tincture, a
highly concentrated force, in which those ‘inward’ forces, liberated
in the purified pollen, have now entered their most refined state.

By ignoring Goethe’s definite statement that there are six
stages in the life of the plant, and including what he omitted,
the original seed, it has been possible to establish a very close
parallel with mystical doctrines. But the procedure perhaps
needs some justification. Firstly, it is clear that, if Goethe had
this parallel in mind, he was careful to publish only the barest
hints. The passages which most reveal his thoughts are found
almost entirely in his private notes or in later publications. In
view of this secrecy, and his obvious desire to have his work
examined by the normal standards of scientific criticism, it
would have been foolish to introduce the mystic number seven.
This was easily avoided by leaving the initial seed out of account.
The fact remains that there are seven stages in Goethe’s descrip-
tion, although, as in the mystical system, the first and last can
be regarded as identical. Turning to the preparatory notes, there
are again clear indications of the direction in which Goethe’s
thoughts were moving. In the Vorarbeiten zur Morphologie,
already quoted, it has been seen how he attempted to fit the
development of the plant into a series of contractions and
expansions. At that time, he tended to think that the male and
female reproductive organs each represented one of these
opposed tendencies, whereas in the final version they are com-
bined in a single contracting stage. The note-book shows how-
ever that at this earlier period he was regarding the reproductive
organs as the two final stages in a series of seven. The way in
which he then proposed to divide up the plant’s development
was as follows:!

1 WA. II. 13. 134. The list is arranged across the page, as shown, with
various sub-headings, such as buds, gemmae, roots, etc., which do not
however affect the order of the main headings:

Samen. Federchen. Blat. Kelch. Krone. Staubfiden. Pistill.

86



THE METAMORPHOSIS OF PLANTS

Seed. Plumule. Leaf. Calyx. Corolla. Filaments. Pistil.
(of stamen)
Here the seed is placed at the beginning, and the end is reached
with the stamens and pistils. This arrangement however does
not appear to have met Goethe’s requirements, since he makes

another attempt with the following scheme, again representing
seven stages:!

Cotyledons. Leaves. Calyx. Corolla. Anthers. Style and Stigma. Seed.

This time the seed has been shifted from the first to the last
position, indicating that it could equally well occupy either,
although the reproductive organs are still regarded as two
separate stages. But in each of these two schemes the number
of stages is seven, and it is a simple step from the second of them
to the final arrangement as it was to appear in the Metamorphosis
essay:

First Version Second Version Final Version

1. Seed Cotyledons Seed

2. Plumule Leaf Leaf

3. Leaf Calyx Calyx

4. Calyx Corolla Corolla

5. Corolla Male Male and Female
6. Male Female Fruit

7. Female Seed Seed

It appears from this comparison that Goethe at first intended to
equate the male and female with the active and passive tendencies,
as in the alchemical systems. In doing so however he was
omitting the stage of the fruit, and in order to introduce this,
while still keeping to the number seven, he was obliged to
combine the male and female in one. At the same time he seems

to have come to the conclusion that the plumule—the first young
1WA4.11.13.125. ‘1. Region der Cotiledone
2. ——————— Foliorum
3. Calycis
4. ———— Petalorum
5 Antherarum
6 Styli et Stigmatis
. ———————— Seminis.’
It is not possible to date these two attempts, although they are clearly
prior to the version in the Metamorphosis essay. I arrange them in this order
since the second is closer to the final version.
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shoot within the seed—and the cotyledons, were not so impor-
tant as he had at first thought. The emergence of the plant from
the seed could equally well be represented by the stem-leaves.
Once again, he is forced to reject these two features in order to
adhere to the number seven. Finally, it must have occurred to
him that the seed could be either the beginning or the end, and
he accordingly inserts it in both positions. Since the whole
process was cyclical, and the last stage began again as the first,
it was possible now to speak of only six stages in the plant’s
development.

This gradual approximation certainly makes it unlikely that
Goethe had anything so rigid as a comparison with Boehme’s
system in mind from the outset. It seems more probable that
he began by merely looking for a scheme which would express
the idea of alternating expansion and contraction, although the
need for seven stages seems to have been present at an early date.
In spite of his enthusiastic outburst in June 1786, it was not
until 1788, as he says, that the idea of metamorphosis became
fully clear to him. [54] During the intervening period he was
presumably considering various possible systems which would
express the fundamental idea of ennoblement through renuncia-
tion, and at the same time bear as close a relationship as possible
to reality. The fact that his final scheme bore a close resemblance
to that of Boehme does not mean that he was consciously think-
ing of Boehme at the time. It might well have been derived
solely from his alchemical studies. But it is easy to see now the
reason for his great enthusiasm, as the full possibilities of the
idea began to dawn on his mind.

The Urpflanze represents one further mystical symbol, the
resolution of duality in unity, which has been seen to form an
important part of alchemistic lore. It is already apparent that in
describing his typical plant, Goethe was obliged to disregard
many varieties of vegetable life as divergences from the norm.
Trees, cereals, grasses and mosses, for example, will scarcely fit
into his scheme, and as he himself admitted, there are wide
variations even among plants which do broadly correspond to it.
A modern critic writes: “The artistic economy of his exposition
was achieved at the expense of deliberate and ruthless exclusions,
which to some extent reduce the significance of the work.” [55]
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One of the most serious of these exclusions was that of the whole
classes of monocotyledons and acotyledons, that is, those plants
having only one seed-leaf or none at all. Goethe restricts him-
self to the dicotyledons, and from his point of view he had good
reason for doing so. “The cotyledons’, he says, ‘are generally
twinned’, [56] and mentions as an example the bean-plant, Vicia
Faba. That is, the first shoot of the plant carries with it as it
emerges from the soil the two halves of its seed-coverings, the
cotyledons, which appear on either side of the stem like small
mis-shapen leaves. From this, Goethe goes on to make a remark
which, he says, will subsequently appear ‘even more important’:
‘The leaves of this first node are often still paired when the
succeeding leaves of the stem stand alternately; there is here an
approach and association of parts which Nature, later in the
sequence, disjoins and separates from one another.” [57] Thus
the plant, while it is still almost in the seed-stage, and before the
stem has taken any definite shape, represents a unity which is
later disrupted by Nature. The cotyledons are ‘still’ paired
(‘auch dann gepaart’), that is, the initial unity of the seed, in
which the cotyledons are packed close together, has not yet been
disturbed in spite of the slight development which has taken
place. Later, the developing leaves are separated and held apart
from one another. Later still, however, they are joined together
once more, and this is presumably the point which Goethe had
in mind when he said that the initial separation was of some
importance. The reunion takes place at the stage where, from
the analogy with Boehme’s Qualities, one would expect to find
it: in the reproductive organs. The parts of the male organ, says
Goethe, offer ‘the most wonderful examples of the union of
plant-members which to begin with were truly separated’. [58]
The leaves have now become transformed into filaments and
anthers, which are concrescent organs, and thus demonstrate
the coming together of the separated members. But as Goethe
remarks, he has already alluded to this phenomenon several
times in the essay. This is particularly the case in his description
of the calyx, which he describes as a joining together of leaves.
[59] It now becomes clear why Goethe excluded from his typical
plant all but the dicotyledons. These alone could provide him
with the example of an initial unity in duality, such as appears
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in the mystical writings he had studied. In the beginning man
was believed to have been one and whole; his present condition
was one of duality, and, in Plato’s words ‘this meeting, this
becoming one instead of two, is the very expression of his
ancient need’. In the same way the seed of the Urpflanze was
one, and yet contained a duality, a duality which emerged very
shortly after the plant commenced its growth, as also it emerged
in Boehme’s system as soon as the world of appearances came
into being. The function of the plant in its normal development
was to restore this lost unity, and for that reason the Urpflanze
was necessarily a hermaphrodite (although again many plants do
not fit into this category). These two features of the Urpflanze,
the two cotyledons and the male and female organs on one stem,
were therefore retained by Goethe, to the exclusion of many
other possibilities, because they alone could symbolize the
philosophy he wished to express.

In later years this philosophy took on a more decisive shape,
and Goethe was able to express it in a general formula. ‘To
divide what is united’, he wrote in his Theory of Colours, ‘and
to unite what is divided, is the very life of Nature; this is the
eternal systole and diastole, the eternal syncresis and diacresis,
the rhythmical breathing of the world, in which we live, move,
and have our being.” [60] It is best known in the form which
Goethe gave it in the poem Wiederfinden. Here the world is
seen lying wrapped in the bosom of God, as yet unrealized,
passive, and unformed, until the divine fiat tears it from its
slumbers, and the All, shrieking in its birth-pangs, divides into
the separate phenomena:

Als die Welt im tiefsten Grunde
Lag an Gottes ewger Brust,
Ordnet’ er die erste Stunde

Mit erhabner Schépfungslust,

Und er sprach das Wort: Es werde!
Da erklang ein schmerzlich Ach!
Als das All mit Machtgebirde

In die Wirklichkeiten brach.

Light and darkness stand opposed, the elements flee asunder,
all is distinct and 1solated. God himself is now alone, until he
creates for himself Aurora, the dawn. Under the influence of
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the embrace which God now bestows upon his daughter, all
things draw together once more in loving union:

Und mit eiligem Bestreben

Sucht sich was sich angehért,

Und zu ungemessnem Leben

Ist Gefiihl und Blick gekehrt.

Seis Ergreifen, sei es Raffen,

Wenn es nur sich fasst und hilt!
Allah braucht nicht mehr zu schaffen,
Wir erschaffen seine Welt.

Here again is the Platonic myth of the lost union of male and
female, and the interpretation of Love as the ‘desire and pursuit
of the whole’. This, then, is the importance which Goethe
attaches to the ‘separation’ of the leaves and their reunion at
some higher stage of the plant’s development.

But there are symbolized in the Urpflanze two possibilities of
such reunion. These were expressed later by Goethe in the form
of a general law:

Anything that enters the world of phenomena must divide, in order
to appear at all. The separated parts seek one another again, and
may find each other and be reunited: in the lower sense, by each
mixing with its opposite, that is, by simply coming together with it,
in which case the phenomenon becomes nullified or at least indifferent.
But the union can also occur in the higher sense, whereby the
separated parts are first developed and heightened, so that the com-
bination of the two developed sides produces a third, higher being,
of a new and unexpected kind. [61]

There is thus on the one hand a union brought about by the
development of the two separated opposites, and on the other
one which results merely from their mixture, without either
having developed in any way. The former, which is a union ‘in
the higher sense’, has already been illustrated. The plant, in
order to appear at all, has to divide: the leaves are therefore
separated on the stem. But before they can be reunited in their
transformed state, either as sepals or as reproductive organs,
they are purified and perfected, that is, they undergo a process
of development. Their union, symbolizing that between God
and man, is thus a union in the higher sense. So Goethe
described it also in the poem Selige Sehnsucht, in which he
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speaks of the soul’s yearning for death in the divine embrace.
Lying awake at night in the marriage bed, it perceives the
burning candle close by, and flutters mothlike about the de-
structive flame until the desire for immolation overwhelms it:

Nicht mehr bleibest du umfangen

In der Finsternis Beschattung,

Und dich reisset neu Verlangen

Auf zu hoherer Begattung. {62]

This higher union alone makes earthly life tolerable, but it can
only be achieved by complete renunciation, by dying in the
flame:

Und so lang du das nicht hast,

Dieses: Stirb und werde!

Bist du nur ein triiber Gast

Auf der dunklen Erde. [63]
The plant in which this higher union is attained is that in which
the leaves have passed through the stage of transformation
represented by the calyx, that ‘circulation’ which was for the
alchemists a symbolical death. Only after this ennobling purifi-
cation does it reach the ‘summit of Nature’, in which the two
opposites are combined. “Through this progressive transforma-
tion of the parts the two sexes are at last produced, and these
then visibly and tangibly perform, in a rapid and forcible manner,
that which the plant could, by the other way, bring about only
slowly, and, be it noted, imperfectly.’ [64] Reproduction by the
two sexes is thus more perfect, as Goethe himself emphasizes,
than some other form of reproduction, as yet unnamed.

This other form is that generally known as ‘vegetative growth’.
In this, the leaves are not fully transformed, but retain what
Goethe calls ‘their earlier and lower vegetativeness’. [65] Goethe
is at some pains in the Metamorphosts essay to point out that the
plant can be reproduced not only by the seed, but also by the
grafting or planting of buds. He concludes a long passage of
demonstration with the remark: “We may venture to infer that
the seeds—which are distinguished from the buds by their
enclosed condition, and from the gemmae by the visible cause
of their formation and development—are nevertheless closely
related to both.” [66] Both buds and seeds are capable of pro-
longing the life of the plant into another generation. But the
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buds clearly do not undergo the same degree of purification and
perfection as do the leaves which are transformed into the calyx.
They appear, in close conjunction with leaves, at points on the
stem where the ‘saps’, in Goethe’s theory, are as yet still in an
unrefined state. Vegetative growth occurs, he says, ‘when crude
saps flood the plant’. Sexual reproduction, on the other hand,
results when ‘more spiritual or rarefied forces predominate’.!
As has been seen, the crude saps were for Goethe the equivalent
of the alchemists’ ‘elements’, which were also purified in the
process of the work, and which represented amongst other
things the elemental passions. While these are in control, the
final, higher union cannot take place. Only after the transforma-
tion in the calyx, with its symbolical death, can the purified
leaves attain this goal. Once the calyx has been formed, the
buds can no longer appear. ‘It will be seen’, says Goethe, ‘that
in this case (of flowering, as distinct from vegetation) no buds
develop, indeed the very possibility of such a development is
completely removed.” [67] The more spiritual forces predomi-
nate and render the higher union possible, the lower impossible.

Further differences between the two forms of reproduction
emphasize their symbolical content. Thus the higher form is
said to distinguish itself from the lower by the fact that it is
simultaneous, whereas the other is successive. [68] Botanically,
this refers to the momentary ‘union’ of the two sexes in the
flower during pollenization. Mystically, it is the instantaneous
contact of spirit with Spirit, the flash of intersection of the
timeless with time. The lower union is bound to time, to
temporality, and hence proceeds by a series of successive steps.
In the same way, Goethe goes as near as he can to suggesting
that the higher union is also beyond or outside space. ‘A plant
which vegetates’, he says, ‘spreads itself more or less . . . its

1 Goethe’s words are: ‘Jenes (vegetative growth) geschieht, wenn rohere
Siifte der Pflanze in einem grésseren Masse zudringen, dieses (sexual repro-
duction), wenn die geistigeren Krifte in derselben tiberwiegen.” (para. 113.)

His use of the word ‘geistig’, which Dr Arber translates as ‘rarefied’, is
typical of Goethe’s double-language. The normal meaning is ‘spiritual’, and
this interpretation clearly fits the present context. In order to interprét the
phrase in a botanical context, however, the word ‘rarefied’ is more appropriate.
Compare Goethe’s use of the word on p. 77 above, where although it clearly
refers to the rarefied pollen, it is used in conjunction with such words as
‘higher and better’, in opposition to ‘the material’ and ‘the baser’.
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leaves spread out from the stem on all sides. On the other hand,
a plant which flowers has contracted all its parts; increase in
height and breadth is, as it were, arrested; and all its organs are
in a highly concentrated state, and developed in close proximity
to one another.” [69] The reason for this contrast is evident. The
lower form of union demands by its very nature space in which
to expand and time in which to develop. The higher union
demands neither time nor space; it is, at least in the symbolical
sense, beyond both, just as the ideal hub of the wheel is beyond
movement. There can be little doubt then that in drawing this
distinction Goethe had in mind something akin to the distinction
which William Blake drew, between ‘this Vegetable Universe’
and the ‘real and eternal world’. The living and informing spirit
is for Blake the reality, the ‘corporeal’ or ‘vegetative’ form, the
passing shadow. (It should be noted, however, that Goethe
does not deny reality to the lower form; he is simply concerned
to distinguish between two grades of existence.) In the same
way, there is perhaps also a link with Boehme and the alchemists,
from whom of course Blake derived many of his beliefs. That
part of the plant which in Goethe’s view is concerned with the
lower union, remains as it were within the earthly ternary; at
all events it does not proceed beyond it. The ‘higher’ union takes
place within that part of Boehme’s scheme designated the
heavenly ternary. The question whether this was in fact Goethe’s
intention must however be left open for the moment. It will
appear the more probable after the symbolism of his Colour-
Theory has been described. What can be said with reasonable
certainty is that the Urpflanze contains these two potential
developments: it may proceed by ‘progressive’ metamorphosis to
the summit of nature, or it may turn off before its development
is complete and rest content with an uninspired continuance of
existence.

Goethe’s description of his discovery as a manifestation of
God, a ‘One and All’, and his enthusiasm for it, are now more
intelligible. Like Boehme’s scheme of development, which was
equally fully represented in man as it was in God, the Urpflanze
was a miniature reproduction of the macrocosm. At the basis
of all was the leaf, which through all its transformations remained
ever the same, whether it assumed the shape of the petals or the
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stem-leaves or the seed. More accurately, it is inadequate to
speak of ‘the leaf’: the word is simply a convenient means of
defining the undefinable. ‘For,” in Goethe’s words, ‘we can just
as well say that a stamen is a contracted petal, as we can say of a
petal that it is a stamen in a state of expansion.” [70] The
phenomena must be related to one another ‘in both directions’,
[71] that is, each must be seen as arising from and giving rise
to another. The leaf, then, is that which is transformed, the
ever-present substratum of Being, presenting itself now in this
shape, now in that.

In tausend Formen magst du dich verstecken,
Doch, Allerliebste, gleich erkenn ich dich;
Du magst mit Zauberschleiern dich bedecken,
Allgegenwirtge, gleich erkenn ich dich. [72]

Or again:
Ewig wird er euch sein der Eine, der sich in Viele
Teilt, und Einer jedoch, ewig der Einzige bleibt.

Findet in Einem die Vielen, empfindet die Vielen wie Einen;
Und ihr habt den Beginn, habet das Ende der Kunst. {73]

But the shapes themselves, stamen, petals, seed or fruit, are all
‘leaf’, all Being, as Boehme’s Qualities are all God. The leaf, or
whatever name we choose to give it, comprises beginning, middle
and end.

At the same time however the whole, though always present,
is constantly becoming. Its very being consists in becoming
something else. From the seed, which contains the whole
development in embryo, emerges first the stem, with its paired
leaves and their implied duality. Thence arises the highly con-
tracted form of the sepals in the calyx, in which the leaves, as it
were, renounce their individuality and become members of one
whole. The spiral or rotatory movement ceases, and the way is
made open for the union of the two opposites, which in turn
prepare the seed, in which once again the whole development of
the plant is concentrated. Thus the plant repeats over and again
the pattern of unity, duality, ‘death’, and restored unity. If
these abstractions are now isolated from their particular applica-
tion to the plant, and given a much wider reference, they are
seen to be not far removed from the cosmology of Goe