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Translation of the alchemical explanation of the images from the original Dutch
text.

0. The Fool

The Foolishness of Alchemy, from Das Narrenschiff, S. Brant, Basel,
1494.

     Many people  practiced  what is  generally  called ‘alchemy’.  In
alchemy there were different branches. The Philosophers looked for
the knowledge of the secret workings of Nature. The Spagyric science
purifies the bodies in order to perfect them. The Chymical science is
the actual laboratory work.
     Some alchemists had purely egotistic or materialistic motives;
they  only  wanted  to  make  gold.  They  were  called  Sophists,  or
Blowers, because they worked with a lot of bellows. Others used the
mystique of alchemy to swindle rich people. Some alchemists misled
themselves because they did not see the spiritual aspect of the Great
Work. All these false alchemists gave alchemy a bad reputation. Thus
many  caricatures  appeared  in  which  the  futility  of  alchemy  was
shown.
     “One  recognizes  the  false  alchemist  because  he  does  not
understand the true working of Nature; he is misleading himself. He
sows his gold, but harvests only smoke, this means he spends his
fortune, his finances, and his energy on nothing. He ruins himself.
Then he begins to doubt the true nature of Alchemy, because he does
not reach the goal as he has taken the opposite road..” Dictionnaire
mytho-hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

1. The Magician



Spiritus  Sulfur,  from  Quinta  Essentia,  Leonhart  Thurneisser  zum
Thurn, Leipzig, 1574.

     Spiritus Sulfur, the Sulfury Spirit. He is the Sulfur, the Fire; both
are symbols for the Spirit of man, the monad, the divine spark, the
immortal divine part in every man, the pneuma of the Gnostics.
     In the image the Sulfury Spirit is depicted as Mercury with winged
helmet,   ankles  and  fore-arms.  Not  only   the  wings  refer  to  the
spiritual  principle,  but  also  the  clouds  and the  ascending  incense.
Mercury is the radiating (primal) light (shining behind him). Like the
Magician  he  holds  one  arm  up  and  one  arm  down,  forming  the
Hebrew  letter  Aleph.  Aleph  is  the  symbol  of  unity,  of  origin,  the
power, the immaterial center. Aleph is the link between heaven and
earth, like Mercury is the messenger between the gods and man.
     Here Mercury is shown in his male, penetrating, fertilizing and
vivifying aspect.
     “  Hermes,  also  called  Trismegistus,  or  Threefold  Great,  is
considered  the  father  of  Alchemy,  and  to  him  the  Hermetic  Art
derived its name.”

2. The High Priestess

     The Philosophical Quicksilver, from Turba philosophorum, Paris,
16th century.

     The inscription ‘Mercurius phorum’ is an abbreviation of Mercurius
philosophorum, the Philosophical Quicksilver.
     In Hermetic Philosophy quicksilver is the soul, the subtle body
clothing the Spirit. In general it is seen as female. The soul is our
great teacher, because it tells us what needs to be purified so it can
radiate  in  its  full  glory.  When  discovered  for  the  first  time,  she
appears to the alchemist as veiled Isis.  Only by working hard and
long the will the alchemist be able to see her naked.
     In the image quicksilver has been evaporated, hence the two
wings:  the  soul  is  being  purified.  As  she  is  wearing  a  crown  it
indicates that the purification process is over; it is the crowning of
the  Great  Work.  Above  it  the  Phoenix  has  risen  from  its  ashes.
Quicksilver,  now  naked,  is  standing  on  the  sun  and  moon,  the



opposites.  In the High Priestess  we also find the opposites  in  the
cross on her chest and the two pillars.
     Quicksilver is holding a moon in her left hand, symbol of the
female, the dark, the night, the unconscious. In her right hand she
has a chalice, symbol of the contents of the soul. 
     “  Universal  Quicksilver  is  the omnipresent spirit  vivifying the
entire  Universe.”  Dictionnaire  mytho-hermétique,  Dom  Pernety,
1758.

3. The Empress

Actorum chymicorum holmiensium, Urbani Hierne, Stockholm, 1712.

     The Great Mother in this card is fertile and pregnant. She brings
forth the Universe. In her body is the Eternal Fire (the oven at the
bottom of the picture), stirred by the power of Love (the cupids). In
her Uterus she harbors the Germ, feeds it and develops it. Thus the
three realms of  nature arise;  the mineral,  the vegetable,  and the
animal realms. The many breasts are a typical representation from
the ancient world to show her fertility, and that she gives life to all
beings. The two lions show that in this representation she is Cybele,
the mother goddess of the ancient near east. The lions are a symbol
of her force.
     The two vessels indicate Distillation. By its shape, the distillation
vessel also refers to the Great Mother. In alchemy both are called the
Vessel (of Nature). At the left is some alchemical apparatus.
     “When investigating Nature you will see that she has a threefold
characteristic, which is an imprint of the Trinity.” Dictionnaire mytho-
hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

4. The Emperor

The  Lord  of  Woods,  from  Petit  Traité  sur  la  Pierre  Philosophale,
Abraham  Lambsprick,  from  the  Musaeum  Hermeticum,  Frankfurt,
1678.



     The King is the alchemist who, by the Opus, has received the
power to rule Nature. Scepter and globe show his dignity. His feet
rest on a dragon; he has managed to control the primal life force
within himself. Now he has to use his newly acquired powers in the
right  way. The cubic  structure in which he is  sitting refers  to  the
philosophical stone, which is often depicted as a cube in its finished
state.
     “ The Lord of Woods has taken possession of his empire, and from
the lowest degree he has ascended to the highest.” from Petit Traité
sur la Pierre Philosophale, Abraham Lambsprick, 1678

5. The High Priest

I.M.D.R., Bibliothèque des philosphes chémiques, paris, 1741.

     Detail  from  ‘The  Images  of  Abraham the  Jew’,  a  series  of
drawings from a Jewish alchemical book found by Nicholas Flamel,
15th century.
     Christ is blessing the alchemist and his wife. Christ here is the
third phase of the Great Work; Rubedo or redness. It shows the end
of the work. In his left hand he has the philosopher’s stone. He is in
between the trinity of heaven (the three angels) and the duality of
earth (the two angels).
     “The Egyptian Priests were Philosophers chosen and taught in the
science  of  Nature  and  Religion  by  Hermes  Trismegistus.”  .”
Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

6. The Lovers

The  Union  of  Hermes  and  Apollo,  from  Les  Rudiments  de  la
Philosophie, Paris, 1665.



     Aphrodite,  the  goddess  of  love,  has  two aspects.  Her  lower
aspects (the torch pointed downwards) represents the passions, the
desires of man. The rock behind her is the alchemical symbol for the
body and the physicality. The higher aspect of Aphrodite is visualized
here by her partner Hermes, who is pure love, pure fire (he holds the
torch upwards).The task of the alchemist is to stir up his inner fire,
love, and to purify by drawing his attention to it. By doing this he
accomplishes  union  (coniunctio).  One  could  also  look  at  it  as  the
active cooperation of intellect (Hermes) and feelings (Aphrodite). By
coniunctio the soul (Aphrodite) will be purified by Hermes (the spirit).
     The stone on which Aphrodite is standing is a tetrahedron, the
most perfect of the five platonic solids, because each corner is at the
same distance from every other corner. By this there is no tension. It
is a symbol of the philosopher’s stone. Because the tetrahedron is the
smallest volume of all three-dimensional solids, it is a symbol for the
Spirit).
     “Love is the true scientific spirit leading to explorations, but is
certainly  not  the  egotistic  and  blind  curiosity  to  force  Nature.”
Nouvelle Assenblée, Claude d’Ygé, 1972.

7. The Chariot

Anonymous, 15th century.

     Every morning, Apollo, the Sun, with his nine muses rises up from
the sea with his four-in-hand.  He represents a new birth. The black
raven is the alchemical symbol for the first phase of the Great Work,
Nigredo,  or  Blackness,  which  stands  for  Decomposition.  The  red
driver is Rubedo, the last phase. Bow and Arrows are the symbols for
the Secret  Fire with which the alchemist  penetrates the body and
causes decomposition.
     The two brown and two white horses are spaced in such a way
that they are in balance, similar to the Chariot card.
“     The Chariot of Phaëton. This is one of the names the Chymical
Philosophers give to the Great Work. Phaëton is the symbol for the
false Artists, who, although they have everything to make the stone,
do not know the philosophical fire, or do not know how to steer it,
and thus burn the matter, symbolized by the scorched earth when



this  son of  the Sun did not know how to steer  the chariot  of  his
father.” Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

8. Balance

Image from Symbola  aureae mensae duodecim nationum,  Michael
Maier, Frankfurt, 1617.

     When practicing the Great Work all energies have to be balanced.
They  have  to  be  weighed  against  each  other.  The  opposites  are
inseperably linked to each other and have to work on each other in a
harmonious way. Thus the alchemist has to study the laws of Nature,
which are also present within himself. He has to know the result of
every cause. Otherwise the balance will tip over to one side and ruin
the Great Work.
     The cleric in the image is holding a book, a symbol of the Great
Work.
     The balance has the opposites of Fire and Water, and underneath
is the Earth and above is the Air; thus all Four Elements.
     “It is true, that what is above is below, and what is below is
above, to penetrate the wonders of one thing.” The Smaragd Tablet,
Hermes Trismegistus.

9. The Hermit

Image from Philosophia reformata, Johann Daniel Mylius, Frankfurt,
1622.

     The alchemist  is  sitting  with his  arms crossed.  He does  not
partake of the outer world. He has turned his attention inwards to
discover his inner world. It is here that lies the Secret.
     By turning one’s attention inwards, duality is transcended (the
two mountains) and unity is attained (the hill on which he is sitting,
the hill  is a symbol of the Self). The meditating alchemist is in an
abyss,  which  means  that  he  is  within  the  Earth  (=Body).  His



consciousness is turned to what is inside the body, namely the soul
and the spirit, symbolized by the two winged figures.
     The  seven  stars  are  the  seven  planets  which  exercise  their
influence on man, and on the Great Work. The two biggest are Sun
and Moon which will join into Coniunctio. 
     Wind (=air) and Fire in the corners of the image are the two
upper Elements. They are also symbolic for the thoughts and the will
of the alchemist. The alchemist has to purify his thinking.
     In alchemy this phase is called Meditatio.
    “Visit the interior of the earth and by rectifying you will find the
hidden stone”.

10. The Wheel of Fortune

image from Speculum veritatis, 17th century

     This image displays the different phases of the great Work on the
Tree of Life.  The tree of  Life  is  the central  axis around which the
Universe turns, and which is also in every man.
     The eight pointed star refers to the universal laws which keeps
the Wheel going. In the axis of the wheel is an arrow, symbol of the
Central  Fire.  The phases of the Great Work on this wheel  are not
especially in the right order. The alchemists gave different orders.
The order on this wheel: Different Colors (D), Nigredo or Blackness
(V), Incineration (H), Albedo or Whiteness (m), Rubedo or Redness
(E), Peacock’s Tail (G), Citrinitos or Yellow Color (C), Fire or Sulfur
(t ).
     The alchemist has to make the wheel turn, so the Great Work
continues and the phases succeed each other. It is important that the
alchemist  holds  the  wheel  steady,  so  the  alchemical  process  is
controlled.
     “ ‘To turn the Wheel’ is the controlling of the force of fire. ‘To
circulate the Wheel’ is make the actions start again, be it to make the
Stone,  be  it  to  multiply  it  into  quantities.”  Dictionnaire  mytho-
hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

11. Strength



Image from Philosophia reformata, Johann Daniel Mylius, Frankfurt,
1622.

     The Lion is a a symbol for the Fire. It has to be controlled and
purified by the soul (=the crowned lady). The Lion is the Fire in the
center  of  the  Earth,  which  is  indicated  by  the  water  well  (at  the
right), because the Fire is the source of existence.
     The pelican in the sphere refers to Multiplicatio, the Multiplying of
the Philosopher’s Stone.
     “Strength is also a scientific  Hermetic  term which means the
active property of the Mercury of Philosophers, and also the powers it
contains.” Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

12. The Hanged Man

Image from De Alchimia, 1526.

     This is an exceptional representation of Nigredo. The alchemist is
hung on a cross. A clear reference to Christ.
     It is remarkably similar to the Hanged Man card. The cross is
resting  on  the  Earth,  and  the  hanged  figure  is  not  crucified  but
blindfolded (thus he is forced to look inside).
     When looking inside one is immediately confronted with the four
elements  (the  cross).  In  alchemy  the  four  elements  must  be
transformed into each other.
     The sign at the left is the symbol for a chemical substance that
used to be called iron-steel, it referred to the active force of Mars.
     “ ‘In cruce salus’, salvation is in the cross; and therefore the
salvation of  our saved souls  was confirmed by the blood of Jesus
Christ  who  was  crucified  at  the  cross.”  Dictionnaire  mytho-
hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

13. Death

Image  from Viridarium,  Daniel  Stolcius  de  Stolcenberg,  Frankfurt,
1624.



     The body must be decomposed, and the metals (the signs in the
upper  half)  purified.  Sun and Moon influence the process  and will
unite in Coniunctio. The resulting unity is symbolized by the circle.
Death is the Great Dissolver in which everything returns to unity. The
Saturn star is black because Saturn rules over the process of Nigredo
or  Blackness,  which  is  Decomposition.  Mercury  is  in  the  middle
because he leads the Great Work. Fire and Air are the two higher
elements which bring the heavenly forces to the Body and maintain
the  Decomposition.  The  two winged  figures  are  the  Soul  and  the
Spirit,  separating from the Body.  The Raven is  also a well  known
alchemical symbol for Nigredo. 
     Death in alchemy was not seen as an end but a beginning. The
Great  Work  begins  with  Death,  Nigredo,  Blackness,  Putrefaction.
From this the Light will be born. Old forms perish and new ones will
be born.
     “Rebirth exists in death of the body, in dissolution into the first
matter, in absorption into this first matter. Then the body starts to
grow, that is, it makes the sleeping powers within itself awake, and
stimulates them to work, to produce, while with this birth he finds
himself  bereft of his soul and body.” Kabbale chimique, Franciscus
Kiezer, 1606.
     

14. Temperance

Title plate from Liber de arte distillandi, Hieronymus Bbrunschwygt,
Strasbourg, 1507.

     The image shows a distillation apparatus with a cooling system.
The entire  Great  Work  is  sometimes  described  as  one continuous
Distillation, that is, purification of the soul.
     When one has accomplished the first phase of the Opus, Death,
one comes into contact with the forces of  life.  The alchemist now
must utilize them harmoniously in his daily life. Thus the apparatus in
the image is quite symmetrical. As the fluids flow in a balanced way
left  and  right,  so  the  life  energies  must  flow  balanced  in  the
alchemist.



     There are four vessels  which one could interpret  as the four
elements. The central pillar could be seen as the Tree of Life from
which flows the Water of Life (the tap at the bottom).
     “The magician knows how to unite heaven and earth, the higher
and the lower energies.” Kabbale chimique, Franciscus Kiezer, 1606.

15. The Devil

Anonymous, 14th century.

     There is a striking lack of devil images in the alchemical works.
The closest image to the devil is the Greek god Pan who was declared
a devil by the Catholic Church. 
     Pan is the son of Mercurius, and in the image he forms the sign of
Mercurius: his head is the sun C; on his head he carries the moon È,
and his arms form a cross.
     Pan was born with hoofs and horns, a hairy face, and he was
crying and laughing at the same time. At his birth his mother fled
away  from  fear.  Because  of  his  animal  look  it  is  clear  that  he
represents a nature force. His name ‘Pan’ is Greek for ‘the all’, and he
was equaled  with  the universe.  He is  a  force  that  penetrates  the
entire universe, and vivifies all living beings. As Pan has a red skin
color, he is the lower Fire, the sexual energy, not only in the bodily
sense but also life force sense. Pan was also regarded as an aerial
spirit,  because  just  as  the  element  Air  he  penetrates  everything.
Because  of  his  aerial  nature  he  has  the  well  known pan-flute.  In
alchemy music was seen as a necessary ingredient because it brings
the energies into a harmonious play, and in harmony with Nature.
     But  Pan  can  be  dangerous.  If  his  energy  is  suppressed  by
conventions and restrictions, he will  rebel  and become destructive.
His  energies will  then become enslaving and addictive resulting in
using up one’s own energies.
     Pan, as the Red Sulfur, the lower Fire in the earth, who spoils the
soul with his animal nature, can become a subtle driving force for the
better.  Then the barren tree (at the left  in the image) will  bloom
again.  The  white  star  (at  the  right)  refers  to  the  next  phase  of
Albedo, or whiteness. Then pan will have been purified into the White
Sulfur, the pure Fire, the pure Light.



     Confronting the energy of Pan can be frightening. Pan was known
to frighten travelers in the mountains of Arcadia, but he was not evil,
just playful.
     “Yeah! He is doubting! At present one only has to deny; and for
man to deny is to confirm the existence of Satan.” La légende de
Raymon Lulle, Jean Ryeul, beginning 20th century.

16. The Tower

Image from Coelum philosophorum, P. Ulstadius, Strasbourg, 1528.

   The athanor is the typical alchemical oven. The oven was the most
important instrument of the practical Chymist. The fire needed to be
maintained continuously,  and the temperature had to rise and fall
slowly.
     In the Hermetic Philosophy the athanor was often depicted like a
tower. The athanor is a symbol for the Body on (or in) which the
vessel,  also  called  the  Egg,  was  placed  and  warmed  until  the
Philosopher’s Stone was born.
     The Fire in the Athanor is like the lightning in the Tower card.
Both create a new birth.
     “The Lightning of Jupiter, forged by the Cyclops under guidance of
Vulcanus,  is  the  Fire  of  the  Philosophers,  which,  by  its  dissolving
power,  first  and for  all  dissolves  all  imperfect  bodies,  and by the
fixating  power  reduces  them next  to  powder  or  ash which  fixates
itself  in  such  a  way  that  it  does  not  have  to  fear  the  worst  fire
anymore.” Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique, Dom Pernety, 1758.

17. The Star

Image from Philosophia reformata, Johann Daniel Mylius, Frankfurt,
1622.

     In alchemy the Star is the symbol of the second phase, Albedo or
whiteness.  After  Nigredo,  or  Blackness,  light  shines through. Then
the alchemist beholds his naked soul.



     The image shows the naked soul as a naked women seated on a
wale. The powers (the whale) of the sea (the unconscious, the soul-
contents) have been controlled. Milk is flowing from her breasts, as
the soul pours life energy into the Body. Man is both an individual but
he is also connected with a universal soul. Thus the milk flowing into
the sea.
     “Thus we can give them (the upper waters) also the name of soul-
heaven, because these upper waters are like a life source, a mother
source of souls which divides itself into the lower elemental bodies.”
Kabbale chimique, Franciscus Kiezer, 1606.

18. The Moon

Detail  from  image  from  Museaum  hermeticum  reformatum  et
amplificatum, Janitor Pansophus, Frankfurt, 1678.

     In alchemy the Moon is used for different purposes, but in general
she is the dark side of duality, the unconscious, the soul, the lower
elements, the spiritual that is fixated (like the eagle below).
     The  woman  is  holding  a  bunch  of  grapes  showing  that  she
represents  the spiritual  values in the alchemist.  The moon on her
body is her receptivity and the element of earth.  Her right breast
gives rise to the Milky Way. Thus she, as Soul, gives life to the Body.
     The figure to the right is the Actaeon. In Greek mythology Diana
(the woman here depicted), the moon goddess, changed Actaeon into
a deer because he had seen her bathe naked. In alchemical terms the
alchemist has seen his naked soul. Actaeon was then attacked by his
own dogs: a symbol for the transformation. In the image Actaeon is
holding  a  clover  leaf,  a  well  known symbol  for  the  Trinity  of  the
spiritual world. The twelve stars on the antlers of Actaeon also refer
to the transformation (having gone through the twelve signs).
     “Of the Hermetic Moon there are two kinds. The first one is their
quicksilvery  water  which  is  Isis,  the  mother  and  the  principle  of
things; that is why Apuleus calls her Nature, and he let her say that
she  is  one  and  all  things.”  Dictionnaire  mytho-hermétique,  Dom
Pernety, 1758.



19. The Sun

Title  page  from  Actorum  Laboratorii  Chymici  Monacensis,  seu
Physicae Subterranene, Joachim Becher, Frankfurt, 1669.

     The image shows an adept at the end of the Great Work. The
alchemist has been reborn as a Sun. He has become himself a Sun,
the Light. The Sun, or Fire, which had been locked up into the Earth,
has  become liberated  and is  now radiating  in  full  glory.  Man  has
found what he has always been.
     The adept now presides over the three nature realms: Triplex
Naturae  Officina,  the  workplace  of  threefold  nature,  which  is  the
mineral  kingdom  (the  mountain),  the  vegetable  kingdom  (the
threefold flower), and the animal kingdom (the new-born).
     As King  the adept  is  now a creator.  Thus the term FIAT in
between the globes. FIAT also means that the alchemist has used the
creation process in the entire alchemical work. He has made Light
arise from darkness.
     “Gold of the Sun, as we read in the Oracles of Porphyrus:
          The Sun, Osiris, Dionysus, Horus and Apollo
          And King, who, alone, leads day and night,
          Who vivifies the winds, the rains, and changes the seasons,
          King of the Stars and eternal fire.” 
                  Le Monde magique des Héros, Cesare Della Riviera, 1605

20. Judgment

Image  from  Mutus  Liber,  part  of  Bibliotheca  Chemica  curiosa,
Joahnnes Jacobus Mangetus (editor), Geneva, 1702.

     The alchemist and his wife, that is the Spirit and the Soul, have
united themselves. By their coniunctio (Sun and Moon as opposites),
the Philosopher’s Stone is born (the square made by their arms and
the rope).
     The alchemist has left his old body (below) and is being taken to
heaven as an adept. He is being crowned for accomplishing the Great
Work. Above him the Sun is radiating, symbol of his rebirth. 



     The scene is also a reference to the Jacob’s Ladder in Genesis 28,
12-19. Now the alchemist does not need the ladder anymore, that is
why the ladder has been laid down.
     The text on the banner is “oculatis abis”, “you go on clair-voyant”.
     “Judgment of the Philosophers; this is the work of the Stone, of
the projection of the perfect elixir onto the imperfect metals. By this
one makes alive what was dead; but in the course of the work of
Philosophers, the King who is dead is being resurrected.” Dictionnaire
hermétique, Guillaume Salmon, 1695.

21. The World

Image from Philosophia reformata, Johann Daniel Mylius, Frankfurt,
1622.

     The adept has united the male and female within himself. He is
ruling over the World,  over the Universe,  and knows all  the laws,
which he can use as he pleases.  He knows the three Worlds: the
Elemental World (the earth globe the figures are holding, the World
of Fixed Stars (=the astral or spiritual world; the big circle with the
stars), and the Divine World (what is outside the outer circle, with
Sun and Moon).
     The circle in a square in a triangle in a circle is a representation of
the esoteric wisdom of the perfection of man. The structure is a copy
from  an  image  from  Michael  Maier  (1617)  which  also  has  the
following text: 
         “ Draw a circle around man and wife,
          draw around this a square,
          make from this a triangle,
          draw a circle
          and you will have the Philosopher’s Stone”
     The first line is about the union of opposites. The second line
refers  to  the  four  elements.  The  third  line  refers  to  the  three
principles of sulfur, quicksilver and salt (or Spirit, Soul and Body).
Line four refers to the union of this trinity.
     “In the evening, their exalted eyes were following the myriad
stars in the sky; the nebula,  the many colored Suns and Spaces,
which in those Magicians illuminated the certainty of the continuous



moving Transformation towards Immortality throughout the Worlds.”
Comment on devient alchimiste, Jollivet-Castellot, 1897.

22. The Alchemist

image from Scrutinium cinnabarium seu triga cinnabriorum, Godfred
Schulz, Halle, 1680.

An adept is going on. 


