
Introduction to Alchemy
The Grand Principles

The Grand Principles

Alchemy is an initiatory path towards the deep understanding of nature, Life, Death, and the
Universe. Behind the mysterious terms and hermetic symbols lies an ancient wisdom that
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blends philosophy, science, and spirituality. For a beginner, understanding the basics of
Alchemy is essential to grasp the fundamental principles of this sacred Art.

The Great Alchemical Trinity: Salt, Sulfur, and Mercury

The Alchemical Trinity is based on three essential principles: Salt, Sulfur, and Mercury.
These elements should not be confused with the common substances we know in modern
chemistry. Here, they are philosophical principles.

- Salt (🜔) is the principle of materiality. It represents structure, fixation, and crystallization of
matter.

- Sulfur (🜍) is the active principle, the inner fire, the heat, and the vital energy that animates
all things.

- Mercury (☿) is the mediator, the link between body and spirit. It symbolizes fluidity,
change, and movement, being both volatile and fixed.

These three principles work together in the alchemical Work to achieve both spiritual and
material transmutation. When Salt, Sulfur, and Mercury are harmoniously combined, they
allow the alchemist to work both on matter and the soul.

The Great Work and the Stages of Transformation

Alchemy involves three main stages often called The Great Work. These stages correspond
to the purification and transformation of the soul as well as of matter:

1. Nigredo (Blackening) - This is the initial phase where impurities are removed. It is the
phase of dissolution and disintegration, a metaphor for letting go of old beliefs and limited
thoughts. This purification stage is essential for any transformation to occur.

2. Albedo (Whitening) - After the dissolution, the matter is purified, representing the
cleansing of the soul. This is a phase of illumination and new clarity. Symbolically, it
represents finding light after a period of darkness.

3. Rubedo (Reddening) - The final stage of the Great Work, representing integration and the
completion of the transformation. This stage signifies unity and wholeness, the perfect
balance between body, spirit, and soul. It is the manifestation of the philosopher's stone.

The Philosopher's Stone
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The philosopher's stone is the central symbol of alchemical tradition. It is often
misunderstood as merely a material capable of transforming lead into gold, but its true
significance lies in spiritual enlightenment. The stone symbolizes the perfection of the
alchemist, the unification of opposites, and the ultimate understanding of the mysteries of the
Universe.

Alchemy as a Spiritual Path

Alchemy is more than just a proto-scientific process; it is a profound journey of personal
transformation. The operations performed in the alchemist's laboratory are reflections of
inner spiritual processes. Each transformation of matter reflects an internal purification and
illumination.

The alchemist is not merely a technician; he is a seeker of truth who uses the laboratory as a
sacred space for the transmutation of both substances and the self. The goal of alchemy is
ultimately to achieve spiritual immortality, a state of unity with the divine, beyond the
constraints of time and matter.

The Four Elements and Their Alchemical Significance

Alchemy also works with the four elements: Fire, Water, Air, and Earth. These elements are
not simply physical substances but represent different aspects of reality and stages of
transformation.

- Fire is the agent of transformation, the energy that ignites change.
- Water represents dissolution, the emotional and intuitive aspects of existence.
- Air symbolizes elevation, intellect, and the movement of thoughts.
- Earth is the foundation, representing stability, form, and manifestation.

By working with these elements, the alchemist learns to balance and transform different
aspects of their being, striving for a perfect equilibrium.

The Diagram of Salt, Nitre, and Unity

As shown in the diagram (referring to the provided illustration), Alchemy rests on the idea of
Duality between Matter and Spirit, Passive and Active.

● Salt (the passive principle) is related to matter.
● Nitre (the active principle) is connected to the spirit.
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At the top of this structure is Unity, the source of all things, emanating from the Original
Light. The goal of the alchemist is to transcend this duality and bring all things back to their
primordial state of Unity, where matter and spirit become one.

The Seven Metals, Planets, and Gods

Metals are at the heart of the alchemical process, each associated with a planet and a god
from Greco-Roman mythology. Here are the metal-planet-god correspondences from the
most subtle to the densest:

1. Gold - Sun - Apollo - Apollo
2. Silver - Moon - Artemis - Diana
3. Mercury - Mercury - Hermes - Mercury
4. Copper - Venus - Aphrodite - Venus
5. Iron - Mars - Ares - Mars
6. Tin - Jupiter - Zeus - Jupiter
7. Lead - Saturn - Cronos - Saturn

These metals are used to represent the stages of transmutation and are often considered as
states of the soul or spiritual levels that the alchemist must traverse.

The Tripartite Human: The Soul in Thirds

Alchemy conceives the human being as a trinity composed of soul, spirit, and body. This
conception is often described as the "soul in thirds," where one-third is represented by the
soul, while the other two-thirds are the spirit and the body. The soul is what animates, the
spirit directs, and the body manifests. All three must be purified and harmonized to allow the
alchemical Work, which is none other than the transmutation of crude matter (body) into a
subtle essence (spirit and soul).

Paracelsus and the Three Principles

Paracelsus, one of the great masters of Alchemy, emphasized the three principles: Salt,
Sulfur, and Mercury. According to him, everything is made up of these three elements, and
by understanding their interactions, it is possible to heal, transform, and elevate both body
and soul. Paracelsus saw the universe as a macrocosm and man as a microcosm. This
principle of correspondence is fundamental in the alchemical worldview.

The Alchemical Bestiary

The language of alchemy is symbolic, and many animals appear in alchemical texts, each
representing a quality or state of matter. Among the most well-known animal symbols, we
have:

● The Wolf: Associated with antimony, the wolf is a symbol of the voracity of matter in
its raw phase. It devours imperfect metals to purify and reveal their hidden nature. It
also represents the destructive aspect necessary for purification in the alchemical
process.
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● The Bear: This animal is associated with the Nigredo (Blackening) phase, the first
phase of Alchemy. It symbolizes brute force and matter in a chaotic state, awaiting
transformation. The bear, by its nature, embodies heaviness, slowness, and
darkness before awakening.

● The Raven: A black bird, it symbolizes the putrefaction and death of matter in the
dissolution phase. The raven marks the beginning of the alchemical process where
matter is dissolved to be purified. It is often present in depictions of the Nigredo.

● The Unicorn: A symbol of purity and sublimated spirit, the unicorn is often
associated with the spiritual quest and illumination. It represents the union of spirit
and matter, as well as the purity of intention in the alchemical process. Its single horn
symbolizes the unity of opposites.

● The Dragon: A fundamental creature in alchemical imagery, the dragon represents
undifferentiated and raw prima materia. Sometimes winged or coiled around a globe,
it symbolizes the destructive and creative forces of chaos, as well as the hidden
wisdom in matter.

● The Eagle: It embodies sublimation and spiritual elevation. In Alchemy, it is linked to
the volatilization of substances and the spirit ascending to the heavens. The eagle
also represents the Mercurial Spirit, capable of rising above matter to attain wisdom.

● The Lion: Symbolizing strength, courage, and solar energy, the lion is often
associated with the Rubedo (Reddening), the final phase of alchemy where the
Philosopher's Stone is realized. The green lion represents raw, untransformed vital
force, while the red lion embodies transmuted matter.

● The Phoenix: A mythical bird reborn from its ashes, the phoenix symbolizes the
death and resurrection of matter during the Great Work. It is the embodiment of the
perpetual cycle of destruction and rebirth, corresponding to the alchemical
transmutation process.

● The Serpent: Associated with wisdom and transformation, the serpent represents
eternity and regeneration, as symbolized by the ouroboros, the serpent that bites its
own tail. It also embodies Nigredo and the cyclical nature of alchemy, where
destruction leads to rebirth.

● The Swan: Linked to purity and spiritual light, the swan represents the Albedo
(Whitening), the phase where the soul is purified. This is the stage of illumination and
spiritual renewal, where matter and spirit are in balance.

Conclusion

Alchemy remains a profound and enigmatic discipline, one that continues to inspire seekers
of wisdom. Its symbols, its principles, and its process are an invitation to explore deeper
layers of consciousness and to seek unity with the divine essence. The journey of alchemy is
both outward, towards understanding the secrets of matter, and inward, towards
enlightenment and self-realization.

For those embarking on this path, remember: Alchemy is above all a quest for the "Aur" —
the Light hidden within each of us and within all things.
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