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REPORT OF SEVENTEENTH GENERAL MEETING.

THe seventeenth General Meeting of TuHE ALCHEMICAL
SocieTy was held at 8.15 p.m., on Friday, January 8th, at
1, Piccadilly Place, Piccadilly, W. The chair was occupied
?yctlge Acting-President, Mr. H. Stanley Redgrove, B.Sc.,

A paper was read by Mr. Gaston De Mengel on ‘“ The
Philosophical Channels ‘of Alchemical Tradition,”” which
was followed by a discussion. (The paper and an abstract
of the discussion are printed in the present number of the
Journav). :

A vote of thanks was passed to Mr. De Mengel for his
paper.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL CHANNELS OF
ALCHEMICAL TRADITION.
By Gaston DE MENGEL.

To LIFT more than a corner of the veil of mystery which
enswathes alchemical doctrine, to understand much of its
nature, to discern its purport at all clearly, to be enabled
fairly to estimate its value, it does not suffice to exercise the
imagination upon its possible meaning, with no more than
some vague idea of the swirl of medizval thought in which
Alchemy is bathed—we must know something of the channels
through which flowed the waters of thought creating that
eddy; we must catch a glimpse of their various sources.
For only thus can we separate, as by a kind of fractional
distillation, the discrete essences which commingle to wash
the roots of the mysterious tree.

To trace those channels by a process of pure induction
is a task beyond my meagre historical attainments. I will,
therefore, take another course, and, somewhat in the spirit
of the alchemists themselves, sketch deductively a hypothesis
which I think will, in its main lines, be verified by compari-
son with historical data.

It can be proved, by a chain of metaphysical arguments
which would be out of place here—even did space allow of
them—that the spiritual soul of man is free. Man’s spiritual
activities can exercise themselves, when sufficiently
actualized, on any object they choose, more or less indepen-
dently of extrinsic motives, thus escaping the determinism of
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the material world, as expressed in the law of cause and
effect. In other words, man enjoys internal freedom of
choice, in the measure of the actualization of his spiritual
potentialities. ~Yet man, as Socrates pointed out, cannot
but choose the good, once the good is presented to him; for
evil is no positive entity or attribute, but merely a limitation,
distortion or displacement of good. But, being gifted with
spiritual freedom in the likeness of his Creator, man must
have scope for its exercise, and can accordingly choose
between particular kinds and degrees of good—he can select
the greater good by becoming a willing and obedient instru-
ment of God’s Purpose; or he can select the lesser good by
centering his activities on the exaltation of self, in more or
less disregard of his relations to the Whole of which he can
never be aught but a part. The choice can be made in the full
light of truth—it was through no lack of wisdom that Lucifer
fell. Often, indeed, the greater the wisdom, the greater the
danger of the fall. The mystic who seeks God-union may
come perilously near to the brink of the abyss, should he
neglect that outward expansion which is sometimes called
the Macrocosmic Consciousness. He who seeks too ardently
the salvation of his own soul may lose it. This is a peril
from which Christianity itself has not always been free, es-
pecially in its later, more corrupt and puritanical forms;
whilst some Oriental religions and their Western derivatives,
seeking to avoid it, have fallen into an unwarrantable pan-
theism.

Now, according to the choice which the free spirit of
man has made, two disciplines and two traditions have
arisen : the ‘‘ White ’’ and the ‘‘ Black.”” These adherents
have—if we believe in disembodied intelligence—been helped
respectively by the Powers of Good and the Powers of Evil.
But, as man, not being pure spirit, seldom lives to become
wholly good or wholly bad, the White and Black traditions are
probably nowhere to be found in perfect purity. Everywhe-e
the two are commingled ; though in some races, the outcome
of a kind of spiritual selection, the White tradition predomin-
ates; and in others, become centres of spiritual rebellion and
a leaven of corruption, the Black tradition prevails. There
is a legend of one race in particular, giants born of the sons
of God and the daughters of men, according to the sixth
chapter of Genesis, which race became evil beyond others, so
that ‘‘it repented the Lord that He had made man on the
earth.”” This race of men, descendants of Enoch, son of
Cain, inherited the occult lore which, in the apocryphal Book
of Enoch, the sinful angels are said to have taught the
daughters of men. These things are referred to by Clement
of Alexandria and Tertullian, by whom (especially the latter)
all occult lore is on that account utterly condemned.
Indeed, the path of evil which clung to it through the ages
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had caused it to be suspect in the eyes of the Roman law.
Julius Paulus [Lib. iv., tit. 23: ‘“ad legem Corneliam de
sicariis et Veneficiis '] relates that the practice and even
knowledge of magic were forbidden in Rome, as well as
the possession of works on magic, which, when found, were
to be burnt. Tacitus [Annals, ii, 32] mentions an edict,
enacted under Tiberius, condemning all ‘‘ mathematicians,”
which term included astrologers and magicians. Now magic,
astrology and Alchemy were closely related, as witness
Tertullian and the Leyden Papyri, and the first alchemists
certainly did seem to promote the success of their art by
magical formule and the evocation of spirits. Accordingly
Diocletian consigned to the flames all alchemical works
found in Egypt. If we add that the condemnation of Ter-
tullian held its sway well into the Middle Ages, we have one
potent reason for the secrecy in which the alchemists
wrapped themselves and their works. Another was the in-
trinsic sacredness of the art in.the eyes of its adepts; for
in Egypt, its, probable birth-place, the knowledge of the
sacred art, relates Zosimus, was reserved to the sons of
kings. But in all except the earliest alchemical writings all
traces of magic have vanished, and they breathe a spirit
which is the very antithesis of that of the black art. Could
such a change have come about had Alchemy originated
with the sons of Cain? Let us, in answer, continue the
chain of consequences dependent on our starting hypothesis.

The essential feature of everything related to the Black
tradition is the quest of power, the secret for and practice
of every means which may serve to exalt the adept above
his fellows, make him the equal of angels and a pretender
to the throne of God Himself. Seldom, as we have seen,
does this gloomy ambition reach its nethermost depths; even
in what may be considered the remnants of the primeval
Black tradition—the voodoo practices of Africa and Austra-
lasia, the rites of the Shamans of Tartary or the Bon-pa
Bonzes of Thibet, the spells of the medicine-men of the Red
Indians—the magician remains content, at the most, with
the worship of evil spirits. Yet this essential feature, this
quest of a power more or less secret, may be easily traced
in the great religions, bearing witness to the commingling
of the White and Black traditions—in Elam and Chaldea it
was mitigated by the poetry of their cosmogony; in Egypt
it was well subordinated to a higher esoteric teaching,
which, among other things, seems to have had many points
in common with the Kabalah; in China it grew into Taoism;
in India it gave rise, by its fusion with the Vaidika reli-
gion, to the system of the Tantrika. In all such cases, the
tendency would evidently be to abjure the commerce with
evil spirits, and retain such arts as were not evil in them-
selves, turning to good ends the power that they gave. Thus
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the commingling of the Black tradition with the White
served in many ways a most useful purpose, by enlarging
the outlook and adding to the means of action which, by too
strict an adhesion to the White discipline, might have re-
mained too narrow and limited. If it be asked how such a
danger could accrue from a truly enlightened tradition,
answer may be made that, in his first apprehension of truth,
man uses, almost exclusively, his intuition; but, inasmuch
as he is not a pure spirit, but is limited by the corporeal
part of his substance, his intuition cannot at once grasp
the whole truth, and can see but a smal! part of it at a time.
To overcome this difficulty, there must either be brought
about a contact between minds seeing divers aspects of
truth, or there must be initiated that process of linking
together, as it were, successive glimpses of intuition, which
constitutes the discursive reason. For reason is not ‘n
essence distinct from intuition—it is only a process rendered
necessary by the limitation, in the semi-corporeal substance
that is man, of the intuitive act. A pure spirit would see
the truth as a whole—it can, by one spiritual glance, see
at once all round the sphere of truth; but man, to use the
same analogy, can only see a small part of the sphere at
a time, and must travel over it by systematic stages—the
act of vision is the same, it is only the limitation of its range
which makes the discursive process necessary.

It was the Greek mind, with its love of independence,
that first began to make systematic and deliberate use of the
discursive process. Yet it did not start with a tabula rasa,
but began by a blending of the new poetic independence with
the theogonies and cosmogonies of the ancient Mysteries,
themselves a blend of the White and Black traditions, with
the White strongly predominant. This introduction of in-
dependent, individual thought, still at first expressed in
poetry, the natural language of intuition, was bound sooner
or later to come about, given proper conditions, such as
those to be found in the lonian isles. It first appears in
Hesiod’s Theogony, in the ninth century, B.C. From that
time onwards, Greek thought passed gradually from the
purely intuitive to the reflective, and its vehicle changed
from poetry to prose.

Intuitively, the human spirit, being a reflection of the
Divine Reason, must apprehend, under normal conditions,
the order, proportion and harmony of the Universe. When
reflection brings it face to face, as it were, with apparent
contradictions, it seeks to reconcile them. This effort to
reconcile, by reflection, the apparently contradictory intui-
tions of partial truths with the vague general intuition of
universal harmony, seems to me the key to the proper under-
standing of Greek philosophical thought. 1 will not trouable
you with a review of the various phases through which *his
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thought passed, but will be content with a brief exposition
of a few of the doctrines which went to make that medley
of many waters in which, in the third century, A.D., *he
tree of Alchemy took root in Alexandria.

One of the first problems that, in the nature of things,
must first present itself to the mind, is precisely that whizh,
by its close connection with alchemical cosmogony, imme-
diatelv concerns us, wiz.: How to reconcile the evident
diversity and multiplicity of the Universe with the aspirati.n
towards Unity revealed to us in the general intuition of
universal harmony ?

Though there can be but one answer when the discur-
sive process is applied in all its rigour, a great diversity of
answers suggests itself to the philosophical mind before
reflection attains its maturity. With Parmenides and Zeno,
we can attempt a denial of becoming and multiplicity, by
treating them as mere appearances. With Heraclitus, be-
coming can be looked upon, on the contrary, as the essence
of things, and must therefore contain within itself all op-
posites, which combine in the universal harmony ruling ail
things. Fire, which was to assume such importance with
the alchemists, is with Heraclitus the universal principle of
being, waxing and waning in ordered rhythm, constituting
i its purity the soul, in its dimness and coarsening, the
body. With the Stoics also, the soul is assimilated to fire;
it is the fiery, thinking breath which penetrates matter, in-
forms it and contains it—it is the spermatic logos of the
Universe, and the human soul itself is but a part of this
universal soul; all things are produced from it by relaxati>n
of its tension; all things return to it by an augmentation of
this tension—truly here we have the “solve et coaguta '’ of
the alchemist. The Stoics, we see, answered the problem
by a materialistic pantheism. Before them, Plato had
answered it by an idealistic pantheism, inasmuch as he
seems to consider matter as a sort of limitation of Ideas in
the sensible world, the quasi-reality of which he explains by
postulating a participation of things in Ideas, which them-
selves owe their being to, and have their essence in, the
ultimate Idea of the Good, which is the living God, the
Absolute Being which has life, motion and thought. By thus
denying the reality of a matter, which can be reached
neither by sensation nor by thought, since it is neither
sensible, nor an lIdea, Plato seems to be seeking to avoid
the contradiction of what is practically non-being issuing
from Being, of what has none of the attributes of spiri
proceeding from the spiritual One. This contradiction the
Neo-platonist Plotinus boldly ignores, and, uniting the
cosmogonic processes of the Stoics to the spirituality ot
Plato, invents the Alexandrian Trinity, with its three hypos-
tases proceeding one from the other; the first, the Absolute
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One beyond all thought, radiates of its Being, without loss,
giving rise to Intelligence, the second hypostasis, which
itself gives rise to the Soul of the World, the form of all
things, and which contains them all. But since, says Plo-
tinus, there is form, there must be something which receives
the form, otherwise matter. And in this postulation of
matter and form, Plotinus, as the Stoics before him, was
influenced by Aristotle. Recognising the reality of 'both
being and becoming, distinguishing the essential difference
between the material and the non-material, Aristotle re-
gards all sensible things as the combination of matter and
form, two correlated entities of which the first is the sub-
strate of all things, in itself purely passive, and the second
the determining, actuating principle. "I will not here refer
at greater length to the Aristotelian doctrine of matter and
form, further than to say that the penetrating intellect of
““ The Philosopher,”” as the Middle Ages called him, thereby
gave to the world a clue which not only guided all philosophy
after him until quite modern times, but even to this day can
lead us to conceptions entirely in harmony with the most mod-
ern scientific thought. Refer to my paper in Vol. 1, Part 4 of
THE JOURNAL OF Tue ALCHEMICAL SOCIETY, replace the terms
« Aether” and ‘‘stress,”” on page 57 and after, by the
terms ‘‘ prima materia’’ and forma,”” respectively, and
you have Aristotle’s thought guiding us in the formulation of
a cosmogony comprehending the discoveries of modern
science. But so far as the alchemists were concerned, the
influence of Aristotle, great though it was throughout the
Middle Ages, seems to have been more indirect than direct;
the rays of his wisdom reached them after refraction through
the prisms of Stoicism and Neo-platonism successively. 1o
fact, the genius of the alchemists seems to have been more
intuitive than dialectic—in the realm of speculative philo-
sophy, they feel more at home with Plato and the Neo-
platonists; and their ideas, for instance, as to the prime
matter from which all things are fashioned, are derived,
through Plotinus, more from the Timaeus of Plato
than from the Metaphysics of Aristotle. For in the
Timaeus Plato attempted a more concrete definition
of matter than elsewhere in his works; he speaks of
it as an indeterminate something which is the source of
becoming, difficult of explanation and dimly . seen, a soft
substance, the natural recipient of all impressions, the matrix
or substrate of all physical change, and identified with space.
He postulates the four elements of Empedocles—fire, air,
water, earth, as composing the body of the Universe. Those
elements are not ultimate, but, with the exception of earth,
are convertible into each other, differing only in so far as
their molecules correspond to four regular geometrical solids,
the tetrahedron, octahedron, icosahedron, and cube respec-
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tively. To animate the body of the Universe, Plato postu-
lates a world-soul, fashioned by the Demiurgos according
to mathematical and musical relations. For Plato was,
as an intuitionist, influenced by Pythagoras, a link with the
ancient Orphic Mysteries which made it all the more easy,
for the seekers who regarded Alexandria as their Mecca,
to mingle the independent spirit of speculative philosophy
with the authoritatively inspired traditions of old.

The Pythagorean was one of the principal channels
which conveyed to Alexandria the ancient traditions, in
which the ‘‘ white’’ was strongly predominant. It mingle.l
freely with Platonism in the third century A.D., and ils
infiuence extended to the fifteenth century and even up to the
present day; for Paracelsus was primarily a Neo-pytha-
gotean, and some of the French secret schools of esotericism
in existence in our own time are largely inspired by Pytha-
gorean doctrines. Two other important channels of the
(mainly White) tradition were Judaism and  Christianity
Some notable elements of the White tradition flowed also
through Egyptian and Gnostic channels. The Greek alchem-
ists make mention of JIsis, Osiris, Typhon, Thoth, the
temples of Memphis, Alexandria and Serapis, and the
library of Ptolemy; they assimilate the tomb of Osiris to
Mercury. The philosophical egg is a symbol common to
Egypt and Chaldea, the religious systems of which latter
country greatly influenced the Gnostics. But in Egyptian
and Gnostic beliefs—particularly the latter—the Black tradi-
tion played a large part, and through it principally was the
attention of the alchemists drawn to the phenomena of
chemistry and especially the manipulation of metals. Of
the Egyptians as heirs of the Black tradition we have
already spoken. As to the Gnosis, it was a mixture of
Orientalism (principally Babylonian), Hellenism, Judaism
and Christianity, which flourished between the second and
fourth centuries, A.D. The Gnosis, among other things,
sought to probe the mysteries of Nature, and represented
by plurivocal signs those of her properties which they dis-
covered. It was strongly tinged with Chaldean lore, and
several of its sects made great use of magic.

Such a fusion of elements as we have indicated was
bound sooner or later to come to pass; eivilisation, like ali
the rest of the Universe and its phenomena, obeying the law
of progress from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous. As
a result, the birth of Alchemy might well have been pre-
dicted, for what wonder that, struck with the wonderful
transformation which the chemistry handed down with the
Black tradition had brought to their notice, the partakers
of the many waters of speculative philosophy should seek
in these phenomena the confirmation or correction of their
cosmogonical views?
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The alchemists, as we have already surmised, were not
particularly strong on the dialectic side; thus their philo-
sophical doctrines are apt to be misleading, and the philoso-
pher will be better employed in the critical study of the great
minds of Greece from which those doctrines were derived.
than in the reading of alchemical works. Likewise the
scientist is justified in viewing with suspicion the alchemical
operations, for the alchemists cannot claim to any mastery
of the experimental method. Where the real value of
Alchemy lies, therefore, is in what revelation it may yieid
us of the esoteric doctrines, imbued with all the fervour of
mysticism, for which it ultimately came to serve as one of
the repositories.

ABSTRACT OF DISCUSSION.

MRr. ABpur-Avl said that he thought the paper had covered
a very wide field, and he hardly felt in a position to criticize
it. He was not sure that he had even grasped thoroughly
the lecturer’s thesis, but it seemed good and agreeable to
him so far as he had understood it. The first point of interest
which occurred to him was in connection with The Book of .
Enoch, and the legend therein related of how certain angeis
revealed to women the secret of working in metals; and ne
knew that in one of its legendary aspects the origin of
Alchemy was held to be involved in this alleged event. He
had not quite gathered, however, the lecturer’s opinion on
this matter—that is, how he interpreted the story and how
it connected with the general thesis before them—and he
would be pleased if a little further explanation could be
given on this point. '

With regard to the general transmission of Alchemy,
he supposed that they could not go further back in the search
for historical origins than the period of Alexandria. There
was not, so far as he was aware, any trace of a theory of
transmutation in Egypt prior to the epoch of Greek influ-
ence. Of course, there was considerable knowledge of
metals and skill in working them, and he did not question
that, in the minds of some of these workers, speculations
would have arisen concerning the meaning of the familiar
facts and the possibilities which might open from a consis-
tent theory. But such a theory (except, of course, the
ancient astrological one, which from their present stand-
point was negligible) did not seem to have existed. The
possibility always remained of a system of doctrine not
preserved and never published in the ordinary sense, and
of a purely esoteric channel of transmission, but it was un-
desirable from the standpoint of historical research to make
any gratuitous assumption of that kind. _

It was doubtless in the period when Alexandria flour-
ished, he continued, that the so-called Hermetic works were
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written—that is, the works ascribed by tradition to Hermes
Irismegistos. At least that was the general opinion of
modern scholars—Dr. Louis Ménard, for example. [See his
work entitled Hermés Trismégiste : Traduction compléte,
précédé d’une étude sur Vorigine des livres Hermetiques,
1867]. It was at Alexandria in the early Christian centuries
that the peculiar fusion of Greek, Jewish and Egyptian
thought occurred, which produced that remarkable body of
speculation of which Neo-platonism was perhaps the most
important limb. Into Alexandria, and flowing from it as a
source, there would, the speaker conjectured, have been
various streams of thought, but it was not quite clear how
any of these came to be drawn towards the problems of
chemistry. There was Philo the Jew, for instance, speculat-
ing upon the doctrines of Judaism and presenting them in
a form acceptable to the philosophic mind of Greece; and
later there was Zosimus of Panopolis seeking, perhaps, to

bring the dreams of the Neo-platonists into touch with some
scheme of nature, or wvice-versa.

This was the general philosophic atmosphere, and its
chief element was mysticism. Possibly about this time, and
~certainly during the succeeding centuries, there would have
been men skilled in the working of metals—among the
Arabs, he suggested, and at Constantinople—and among
these there would no doubt have been some of a more
reflective or speculative type, who would have given some
attention to the philosophical aspect of their work. Such
minds, coming into contact with Greek thought, would pro-
bably have tried to assimilate it to their metallurgic know-
ledge, and thus would have arisen something rather more
definite in the nature of a chemical philosophy. Later still,
when the Arabs carried their knowledge into 'Spain, a
channel of transmission was opened into western and
northern Europe.

It was probably in these later years, continued Mr.
Abdul-Ali, though he was not prepared to say exactly when,
that the theories took on a somewhat more precise form by
becoming assimilated to Christian doctrine. The distinctive
Christian element he took to be the doctrine of the Philoso-
pher’s Stone as the ‘‘medicine of metals,” the redeeming
agent in the metallic world corresponding to Christ, the
Redeemer of Man. Gold, considered as the perfect metal,
might typify the regenerate man: it could withstand the
fire, and was beautiful and incorruptible. , But of itself it
had no transmuting or redeeming eflicacy : this belonged
only to the Philosopher’s Stone, which contained a!l the
qualities of the perfection of gold plus the power of impart-
ing such perfection to that which of itself was base.

Somewhat along these lines, the speaker thought, might
be traced the development of alchemical theory.

£-GT-00£TE6-€ NESI ‘00T X990PeID ‘SS Ja1y?4sydiay ‘P N SNWSHINHO “Z44 ‘snwsnuids 1d USIWWIH YdLUISH :zuel ‘Iausbia nz Bunzuehiz



42 Abstract of Discussion. [VOL. 1., PART 16

Returning to the paper itself, he said there were one or
two questions he would like to ask the lecturer. He sup-
posed it was true to say that Aristotle influenced the alchem-
ists more than Plato; but he wondered whether in some
cases, even where Aristotle’s works (in their Latin form,
that was) were quoted, the general trend of thought was
not rather in the direction of Platonism and its later develop-
ments. He remembered particularly the case of Thomas
Vaughan, who, although under the influence of Aristotle in
some of his books (dula Lucis, for example), refers to him
in another place as a mule, and contrasts him a little odiously
with Plato. It was not quite easy to understand the attitude.

He would like also, he said, to ask the lecturer what
precisely he meant by an ancient tradition of which white
and black magic were two manifestations. Did he refer to
any sort of traditional doctrine in the ordinary sense, or was
he hinting at certain fundamentals in the constitution of the
mind which tended always to predetermine or at least to
direct its highest speculation? _ :

With regard to the last paragraph of the paper, M-.
Abdul-Ali said he was in agreement with what was suggested
as to the purposes with which the study of Alchemy might be
profitably undertaken; and he would add one other, which
was to endeavour to answer the question as to how and
why these views came to be held. What, he asked, were
the internal and external causes which produced these amaz-
ing thecries—internal in respect to the nature of thought,
and external in respect to the philosophic outlook of their
period and of the period which preceded it?

Miss FrRENCH enquired whether in the lecturer’s opinion
the Gnostics practised black magic.

Tue CuramrMaN said that he had listened to Mr. De
Mengel’s paper with great interest. [t raised, he thought,
many topics of debate, an adequate consideration of which
was far beyond the time at the meeting’s disposal.

Mr. De Menge! had spoken of a ‘‘ black "’ tradition, and
that, the speaker said, he supposed might be taken as the
spirit of lust for power. It had, unfortunately, been rampant
in the hearts of some of the later pseudo-alchemists of the
““ Edward Kelly ”’ type, but he did not think that it was the
motive force that actuated the earlier alchemists, whose
ambition, rather, was to gain knowledge. And, judging
from their writings, many of the later alchemists were quite
free from it and acted from the highest motives. The words
of ‘ Eirenazeus Philalethes,”” doubtless well-known to the
members of the Society, might here be quoted—*‘‘ Would to
God all men might become adepts in our Art—for then
Gold, the great idol of mankind, would lose its value, and
we should prize it only for its scientific teaching.”



