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The double­
headed green lion 
in the foreground 
is spewing out the 
solvents on which 
the Worl<. is based. 
The seven steps 
symbolile the 
alternating phases 
of dissolution 
(left) and coagula. 
tion (right). At the 
top sit King Sul­
phur and QUl!l!n 

Mercury in the 
chymical bath, 
from which grows 
the tree with the 
golden apples of 
the Hesperides. 
Above thl!m are 
the she stars of the 
multJplkatio. 

A. Ubavius. 
Alchymfa, Frank· 
furt, ,606 

The Seven Steps of The Mystic Ladder of Alchemy 
from Libavius, ALCHYMIA, Frankfurt, 1606 



Introduction 

Alchemy in the West and Tantra in the East have much in common. 
This is well known to students of comparative religion. Alchemy was 
(and is) an esoteric tradition within Christianity. Tantra was (and is) 
an esoteric tradition within both Hinduism and Buddhism. Alchemy and 
Tantra are both contemplative systems, meditative systems. Less well 
known is the fact that "stages of consciousness" as described in both 
systems also have a good deal in common. In both there are different 
ways of numbering the "levels of awareness" up through which one 
moves on the way to Enlightenment. Some say the levels are 4; some say 
5; some say 6. The most common number in both Alchemy and Tantra is 
7. This parallel is remarkable. How is this possible? Could it be that both 
traditions have detected the same deep structure in the primal human 
architecture of awareness? To find an answer one must work through 
a dense forest of metaphors, and a complicated set of experiences. 

In Tantra, verbal and visual symbols for each stage have been codified 
for centuries. One does not find the same level of consistency in European 
Alchemy. Asian teachers of Tantra often have been part of stable 
monastic situations. Teachings were usually transmitted in a consistent 
manner, with each stage of progress often being marked by robe color 
changes and sometimes by public rituals. In Europe, Alchemists usually 
worked outside the mainstream of spiritual practice, often alone or in very 
small groups. The evidence indicates that "transmission" from teacher to 
student took place secretly, away from the eyes of The Church. 

Under these conditions, the European masters were highly individualistic. 
They seem to have been as different from one another as are shamans in 
personality, and in their use of verbal metaphors and visual metaphors. 
Nevertheless, a survey of Alchemical literature and visual art indicates 
there has been a core of consistency in the Alchemical tradition. 

The sources for the information in the following portfolio of images 
and words are well known Alchemical books of the 17th century 
(the Golden Age of Alchemical book illustration) and from studies by 
20th century authors whose books are standard references. 



The Tantric image at the end of this introduction is from a book by Lama 
Anagarika Govinda, FOUNDATIONS OF TIBETAN MYSTICISM. The 
essays on chakras in Tantra is from the Shambhala ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 
EASTERN RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY. This encyclopedia suggests 
reading Lama Govinda for more information on the chakras. Lama 
Govinda had a deep understanding of both Tantra and Alchemy. Few 
Tantric masters are more widely read in the West. He was raised in 
Germany before he went to Tibet, and was involved with Alchemy before 
turning to Tantric Buddhism. So he was uniquely qualified to discuss 
both traditions. It is no accident that he is featured in two of the best 
known modern books on Alchemy by S. K. de Rola and Titus Burckhardt. 

Lama Govinda was the teacher of de Rola, who records their relationship 
in ALCHEMY: THE SECRET ART. In 1975 in Paris I met with Vincent 
Stuart who published the first English edition of Burckhardt's book, 
ALCHEMY: SCIENCE OF THE COSMOS, SCIENCE OF THE SOUL, 
in London in 1967. At the suggestion of Sam Burckholtz, we were 
considering for Shambhala Publications a sequel to my RAINBOW BOOK 
which I would write under the title SACRED VISIONS: A SURVEY OF 
SYMBOLS IN WORLD RELIGIONS. We discussed the important debt of 
Burckhardt and de Rola to the East/West vision of Lama Govinda. 

Lama Govinda also was my teacher. I began to study Alchemy during 
the 1950s, under the guidance of my godfather, A. B. B. MacLeMore. 
I was encouraged to continue this study by Professor Rudolf Wittkower 
at Columbia University during the 1960s. My study and practice of Tantra 
under the guidance Lama Govinda and then Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche 
began during the 1970s. 

It was at Trungpa's invitation that I taught "Sacred Art, East & West" 
at the Naropa Institute (now Naropa University) in 1976. It was for that 
class that I prepared the first version of this study guide. There have 
been a number of revisions since then for students at the California 
Institute of Asian Studies, the University of California/Berkeley, and 
Humboldt State University. The core concept has remained the same: 
an introduction to the parallels. Students will learn more from reading 
the authors cited here, and much more from meditative experience. 

L.G. 
Kent Cottage, Brentwood 
January 1999 
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The Cbak-
1"115 & the 
paths or the 
Serpent 
Power. 

Chakra mill (cakra), SkI., lit. wheel, circle; I. in 
Hinduism a circle of worshipers. 

2. Term for the centers of subtle or refined 
energy (-+ priilla, -+ kili1dalinl) in the human 
energy body (astral body). They ' concentrate; . 
transform, and distribute the·energYthat streams 
through them. Though chakras·havecorrespon. 
dences on the coarse, bodily level'(fol- exampfe: 
heart or solar plexus), these correspondences are 
not identical with them but belong to another · 
level of :phenomenal reality. Thechakras are 



Diagram of the chakras with their most important 
I}'Dlbols 

points where soul and body connect with and 
interpenetrate each other. The seven-principal 
chakras oflndian -t kundalini-yoga (these cen­
ters are known: under other names · in other 
cultures) lie along the -'sushumna, the princi­
pal channel of subtle, energy, located in the 
spinal column, through which kundalini rises in 
the course of spiritual awakening. The first six 
chakras are located within the coarse body and 
the seventh outside of it above the crown of the 
head. When the kundalinl is aroused, which is 
generally brought about by the special practices 
of a yoga based on this system, it rises from the 
first, i.e., lowest, chakra, activating one chakra 
after the other, up to the seventh and highest. 
In every chakrato which the yogi.brings the 
kundalinl, he experiences a particular kind of 
bliss (iinanda), acquires a particular psychic 
power (~siddhl), and realizes a particular form 
of knowledge. Thus the chakras are also known 
as centers of consciousness (chaitanya). From 
each chakra radiate a specific number of energy 
channels (~ niidl). . . 

Mediumistically gifted persons who cansee 
the human astral body describe the chakras as 
"lotus blossoms" .with varying numbers of pet­
als; this is the way they. are traditio'nally de­
picted in illustrations. The number of petals of 
a given chakra corresponds to the number of . 
IIams radiating from it. These "lotus blossornsH 

are in circular motion, hence the impression of 
a wheel (for example,~e) 
and the name chakra. Accordmg to the system 
of kundalinl-yoga.each chakra corresponds to 
specific psychophysical properties, which are 
expressed through various symbols (shapes, col­
ors, mantric syllables, animal symbols, divini­
ties, etc.). The seven principal chakras and their 
most important attributes are as follows 

(I) Mlillidhilra·chakra . . It is located atthe 
lowest part ofthe sushllmnil between the root of 
the genitals and the anus. In the mliliidhilra­
chakra (in the unawakened state),· the kunda­
Iini, which is depicted as a coiled snake (whence 
the epithet "serpent power")" reposes, ~provid­
ing power and energy to the other chakras. Four 
niidfs radiate from this chakra, representing the 
four petals of the lotus. The symbolic shape is 
a square, its color is yellow, the associated seed 
syllable is lam, the animal symbol is an elephaJlt 
with seven trunks, and the divinities are";"""; 
Brahmd and DAkini, Brahma's --" shakti. 

The yogi Who by spiritual practice penetrates 
to the malildhilra·chakraconquers the quality 
of earth (prithivi-Ialtva) and no longer -fears 
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bodily death. Concentrating and meditating on 
this chakra, he attains "complete knowledge of 
kundalini and . thus thenleans · to arouse it. 
Arousing it, he receives the darduri-siddhi, the 
power to levitate ·and to control· breath, con­
sciousness, and seed. His -prtma enters the cen­
tral brahma'nlldi. His sins are·wiped away. He 
knows past, present, and future and enjoys natu­
ral bliss (sahaja-al/al/da)" (trans. from German 
edition of Sivananda 1935). 

(2) Svlldhishlhana-chakra. It lies in the energy 
channel sushumna at the root of the genitals. It 
corresponds to bhuvarlaka, and its bodily corre­
spondence is the plexus hypagaslriclls, which 
controls "the inner organs of' elimination and 
procreation. From its center. radiate six nfJdis, 
or petals. The symbolic shape is the half-moon, 
its color is white, the seed syllable is vam, the 
animal symbol is the crocodile, -· the associated 
deities are -t Vishnu with the lesser divinity 
Rakini as shakti. 

"One who concentrates and meditates on the 
devalii has no fear of water and completely 
masters the water element. He acquires various 
psychic powers, intuitive knowledge, complete 
mastery of his senses, and knowledge of the 
astral essences,' Desire, wrath, greed, deception, 
pride, and other impurities are wiped away. The 
yogi becomes victorious 'over death (--t 
IIIrilyuiljaya-siddh,l" trans. from ibid.). 

(3) Mallipara-chakra. It lies within the energy 
channel sl/shumlla in the navel region. The 
corresponding -bOdily center, the solar plexus, 
controls liver, stomach, and ' so on. From this 
chakra radiate ten nadis, the petals of this lotus. 
The symbolic shape is the triangle; its color is 
red, t!te seed syllable is ralll, the animal symbol 
is the ram, the ruling deities are --t Rudra and 
~ Ulkini, 

"The yogi who concentrates on this ' chakra 
attains salala-siddhi and is able to fond hidden 
treasures. He is freed of aU diseases and knows 
no fear of tire. ' "Even if he were thrown into a 
blazing tire, he would remain alive and without 
fear ordeath." (ibid.). 

(4)Al/ahala-chakra. It lies in the heart region 
within the sushumnii energy channel. The bodi­
ly center corresponding to · it is the plexl/s 
cardiaeus, which controls the heart: From this 
chakra radiate fifteen lIadis, the petals of Ihis 
101us. The symbolic shape is the double-triangle 
star, its color is grayish blue, the seed syllable is 
yam, the animal symbol the gazelle, the ruling 
deities --t Isha and Kakini. 

HIn . this' center, the sound an4hat [--t 
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alldhala-shabda], the sound of ~ shabda­
brahman, is evident. One perceives it very dis­
tinctly when one concentrates on this center. 
Whoever meditates on this center completely 
masters the vaYI/-lallVa (quality of air), which is . 
full of salivas (harmonious properties). He can 
fly through the air and enter the bodies of others 
(bJl/lchari-siddhi, kechari-siddhi, kaja-siddJIl). Cos­
mic love and other divine qualities come to 
him" (ibid.). 

(5) Vishllddha-chakra. It lies in the 
sushI/mila lIadi at the lower end ·of the throat 
and is the center of the ether element. From this 
chakra, which corresponds to the bodily center, . 
plexus larYlIgeus, radiate six.teen mldTs, the pet­
als of this lotus. The symbolic shape is Ihe circle,. 
its color is white, the seed syllable is ham, the . 
animal symbol an elephant with six tUSks, the 
ruling deities are Sada-Shiva and the goddess 
Shakini. 

"Concentration on the qualities (/all,a) of' 
this chakra is called akiishi-dMralld. One who 
practices this concentration will not perish even 
with the destruction of the cosmos (--t pra­
laya), for he attains complete knowledge of the 
four Vedas. He becomes a IrikMa-jllalli [~ 
Irikiila-jiMlla] and knows past, present, and fu- · 
ture" (ibid.). . 

(6) Ajlia-chakra. It lies in the S/lSh,lllll,a 
"lim and has its physical correspondence in the 
space between the eyebrows. In Western esoter­
ic systems this chakra is known as the "third 
eye," This lotus has two petals, i.e., it has two 
lIadis radiating from its middle. Its color is 
milky while, the seed syllable is short a, the 
associated deities are Parama-Shiva in the form 
of ~ Hamsa and the goddess I'iakinl. This 
chakra, the corresponding physical center of 
which is the plexus cavern US, is regarded as the 
seat of consciousness. 

"0 ne who concentrates on this chakra de­
stroys all karma from previous lives. Thus the 
benefits of such meditaHon, Whlch transforms 
the yogi into a iivanmukti (--t ;'ivaI/milk/a), one 
liberated in this Iifelime, are indescribably sig­
nificant. The yogi acquires all the higher and the 
thirty two lesser siddhis" (ibid.). 

(7) Sahasrilra-chakra. This chakra is located 
above the crown of the head, thus oUlside the 
coarse body, above Ihe upper end of the 
sushumnii, As the name of the chakra indicates, 
this lotus has a thousand petals. that is, a thou­
sand, or countless, IIams radiate from it. The 
physical correspondence of the sahasrlira-cllak­
ra is the brain, its seed syllable is am, the sacred 
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i utlerance (~ prallava). The fifty letlers of Ihe 
! Sanskrit alphabet run twenty times around the 
i thousand pelals of Ihis 10lus so Ihal Ihis 10lus 

blossom represenls Ihe 10lalily of all seed sylla-
• bles and all chakras, which the sahasrilra· 
, chakra. set above all the other chakras, encom~ 
passes. It radiates light "like tcn million suns" 

, and belongs 10 a higher level of rea lily Ihan Ihe 
other six chakras, which as the six chakras 
(shat-chakra), constitute the chakras in the nar· 
rower sense of the word. 

The sahasrllra·chakra, which is regarded as 
Ihe abode of Ihe god Shiva, corresponds 10 
cosmic consciousness. Ulfthe kundalinl is unified 
wilh Ihe god Shivs in Ihe sahasriira·chakra, Ihe 
yogi experiences supreme bliss (- para­
mal/auda), superconsciousness, and supreme 
knowledge. He becomes a ~ bra!zmavid· 
varishta, a perfeci jlliilli" (ibid.). 

A detailed exposition of the chakras and Iheir 
many aspects according to the teaching of 
kundalinl-yoga can be found in Arthur Avalon's 
The Serpellt Power (see Woodroffe 1919). 

Although developed by Hinduism, the system 
of the chakras also plays a role in Buddhism, 
especially Tantric Buddhism (- Taotra, .­
VajrayAna, - Tibetan Buddhism). In basic out­
line the system of energy centers (chakras) and 
connecting channels (niidr) is the same as in 
kundalinl-yoga. The symbolism connected with 
it, however, is taken from Buddhist iconogra­
phy, and the meditation practice based on it is 
significantly different in many respects from 
Ihat of kundalinl·yoga. An exposition of Bud­
dhist chakra-yoga can be found in Govinda 
1959. 

Chakrabandha III (Cakrabandha), SkI.; a state 
in which all the -t chakrasare activated, thereby 
enabling the -I klmdalinr to rise to the seventh 
center of subtle energy (sa!zasriira) and thus 
bring about illumination. 

Chakrava.rtln III (cakravartin) SkI., iiI. "wheel 
ruler"; a ruler ofwhorn it is said, "the wheels of 
his chariot roll unobstructedly everywhere," a 
world ruler. Four types of chakrayarlill are dis­
tinguished, symbolized by wheels of gold, silver, 
copper, and iron. Cllakravartin later became an 
epithet for a buddha whose teaching is universal 
and whose truth is applicable to the entire 
cosmos. 

Chakugo fl Jap. ~ jakllgo 

Chamatkiira III (Camatkara), Skt., iiI. "aston­
ishment"; a term referring to the uncommon or 

unusual, especially that which lies beyond the 
realm of the senses and thought; that which 
belongs to the realm of subtle consciousness and ' 
is revealed only through intuition . 

Ch'ao m B Chin. for -I Zen 

Chanehala III (Cancala), SkI., from cOlic: "to 
hop, spring, flicker"; unsteady, unreliable, in­
constant. The term refers to our usual un­
governed thought processes, which flit restlessly 
from one object to another, constantly mislead­
ing us and putting us in a state of agitation. 

In the sixth chapter of the BhagQl'ad·GTtli - Arjll lltJ 
says to Krishna, "The mind is verily restless, turbu­
lent, strong, and obstinate, and as difficult to control 
as the wind" (6.34). 

Chanda8 m , or Chhandas, Skt.; one of the six 
-I Vedlingas, the science of prosody. It is can­
cerned not only with the number and length of 
syllables but also with their "weight," that is, the 
value ascribed to any particular syllable. 

An important authority on this subject was -. . 
PingalA, author of the Chmldah-Siltm ("manual of· 
prosody"). For a long time, the teachings of Ihe -
Vedas were transmitted orallYi therefore: each syllable 
was treated with great attention so that it might be 
impressed deeply into the student's memory. The 
teachin,s ,were ullimately w,ritten down. 

Chandi III (CaQQi), SkI.; a sacred text in which 
the Divine Mother (~ Shskti is described as 
"ultimate reality"; part of the Shakta-TatUm. it 
consists of thirteen chapters. 

Chiindogya-Upanlshad III SkI.; the "secret les­
son of the Chandogya school" is the second­
oldest of the ~ Upanishads and belongs to the 
Siimaveda. It presents the fundamental princi­
ples of -t VedAnta, in particular the nature of 
one's trueself(- ii/mall), and contains the great 
precept -I Tat I\'am as; ("That thou art"). 
, The work is made up of eight chapters that offer a 

wealth of ideas regarding the origin of the cosmos, the 
universal soul and the individual soul, and lite in the 
afierworld. It also contains the famous conversation 
between the sage -. Uddt\laka Arunt and his son -
Shvetaketu on cosmic unity, that is, the teaching that 
existence is in everything and that the universe is 
everywhere pemteated by the Absolute. 

Chandrakirtl III ~ Miidhyamika 

Chandra-Niidi III (Candra-NiiQi), Skt.,lit. "chan­
nel of lunar energy"; an epithet for the -I ida. 
Chandrayama III (Candiayama), Skt.; a reli­
gious vow whereby one's food intake is de- ' 
creased or increased according to the waning or 
waxing of the moon (c!zandra). 
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PORTFOLIO 

OF PLATES 



Stages of Consciousness 
in the Tantric System 
A Diagram by Lanier Graham 
after Lama Govinda 

CHAKRAS Physical Points 

Muladhara Above the anus 

Svadisthana Genitals 

Manipura Solar Plexus 

Anahata Heart 

Vishuddha Throat 

Ajna Between eyebrows 

Sahasrara Brain 

Element 

Lower Stages 

Earth 

Water 

Fire 

Higher Stages 

Air 

Ether 

NOTE: Lama Govinda had a deep understanding of both Tantra and Alchemy. No Tantric 
master is more widely read in the West. It is no accident that he is cited in the two best-known 
surveys of Alchemy, both of which were written by authors who understood both symbol 
systems. He Was the teacher of S. K. de Rola, who mentions him in his book as teacher and 
friend. p.2l. Burckhardt reproduced a drawing of the chakras of the Avnlon-Govindn type in 
his book. p.132. The Avalon image from THE SERPENT POWER, and Lama Govinda's image 
(which is essentially the Same body-image diagram) are the best-known chakra diagrams in 
Western literature. When [ met Vincent Stuart, who published Burckhardt's book in 1967, we 
discussed Burckhardt's debt to Lama Govinda. Lama Govinda also was my teacher. I studied 
under him from 1974 to 1979. His verbal and visual articulations of the meanings of the chakra 
system are particularly clear. 



Stages of Consciousness 
in the Alchemical Process 
A Diagram by Lanier Graham 
after Titus Burckhardt 

MATERIA PRIMA (uncial'ified) Mercury 

Putrefaction Saturn/lead 

Sublimation Jupiter/tin 

Solution Moon/ silver 

Crystalization Venus/ copper 

Coagulation Mars/iron 

Completion Sun/gold 

MATERIA PRIMA (clarified) 

LESSER WORK 
Spirilizing the Body 
Ascent of the Soul 

GREATER WORK 
Embodying theSpirit 
Descent onhe Spirit 

(0 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
An outline by Lanier Graham after Gareth Roberts, THE MIRROR OF ALCHEMY, 1994 

GENERAL AGREEMENT AMONG THE NUMEROUS SOURCES, 
MANY OF WHICH RECORD STAGES OF DIFFERENT 
NUMBERS & NAMES FOR THE VARIOUS STAGES, p.57: 

Putrifaction or breaking-down 

Separation 

White Elixir (which can transmute metals into silver) 

Red Elixir (which can transmute metals into gold) 

Augmentation of the Red Elixir 

Transmutation 

Stages given by 
ALBERTUS MAGNUS, p.59: 

1 breaking-down 
2 sublimation 
3 fixation 
4 calcination 
5 solution 
6 distillation 
7 coagulation 

Stages given by 
MICHELSPACHER, p.44: 

caltination 
sublimation 
solution 
putrefaction 
distillation 
coagulation 
tincture 

NOTE: Roberts is correct in pointing out the wide diversity of terms, numbers, and colors used to 
describe the stages of the process. Alchemy has never been a tradition of fixed dogmas. Each 
practicioner usually has found the way alone, and often recalls each stage experienced with 
personal metaphors. Nevertheless, most modern scholars (including Roberts) regard seven as 
the most conunon number of stages described by the traditional writers. 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
An outline by Lanier Graham after S. K. de Rolla, ALCHEMY: THE SECRET ART 

Materia Prima ("Single & Indestructible") 

Separation 

Nigredo 
ends with the appearance of "stars", glisteninglike the night sky, 
& then the Peacock's Tail [or "rainbow" of colors] 

Albedo / whiteness 

Rosa Alba/White Rose 

The Stone 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
An outline by Lanier Graham after a plate in Michelspacher, CABALA, 1616 

1. CALCINATION 
2. SUBLIMATION 
3. SOLUTION 
4. PUTREFACTION 
5. DISTILLATION 
6. COAGULATION 
7. TINCTURE 

These are the seven steps whlch the tUlseeing seeker must climb 
up to the Temple of the Sun & Moon inside the Magic Mowllain. 
Guided by the Seven planetary deities, the seeker can attain 
the consciousness of the Crowned Phoenix, Illumination. 
TIlls bird is standing on the roof of the Temple of the Sun & Moon 
with one foot on each side of the apparent duality. Resolving 
twoness into nonduality is the precondition of Illumination. 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
A diagram by Lanier Graham after a translation of Ripley, MARROW OF ALCHEMY, c1650 

[MERCURY] 
CONJUNCfJO 
PUTREFACfO 
LAPIS 
FORMENTUM 
TINCfURE 
[CROWN! 

Tantric Parallels: 
MULADHARA 
SVADISHTHANA 

ANAHATA 
VISUDDHA 
AJNA 
SAHASRARA 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
A diagram by Lanier Graham after Saint-Didier, TRIOMPHE HERMETIQUE, 1689+1795 

Fire under Earth 
Fire above Earth 
Fire contained 
Double-Serpent 

Pelican 

Single-Crown 

Double-Crown 

Triple-Crown 

Tantric Parallels: 

Muladhara 
Svndisthana 
Manipurn 
Anahat« 
Vishudda 
Ajni 
Sahflsrflra 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
A diagram by Laniel' Graham after Libavills, COMMllNtARIORUM ALCHYMIAE, 1606 

GREENLTON 
THREE-HEADED EAGLE 
BLACK CROW or RA YEN 
WINGED DRAGON or COCKERAL 
WHITE SWAN 
KING-QUEEN 01' SUN-MOON 
PHOENIX 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
A diagram by Lanier Graham after a print by Malthieu Merian in 
Mylius, OPUS MEDICO-CHYMICUM, 1618 

BLACK CROW or RA VEN 
WHITE SWAN 
WINGED DRAGONor COCKEREL 
PELICAN 
PHOENIX 

Nigredo, the Blackening 
A Ibedo, the Whitening 
Solve [of body] et Coagula [of spirit] 
Sacri fice 
Rubedo, Illumination, the Resurrection 



Stages of Consciousness in the Alchemical Process 
Caption by Lanier Graham (after Roob) for the "Cosmic Eye" print in 
Khunrath, AMPHITHEATRUM SAPIENTlAE AETERNA, 1602 

Conceived as the plan view of an eyeball. The dark pupil represents Chaos. 
The anns raising the New Earth (Philosopher's Stone), from the Old Earth 
are the two arms of the Androgyne, that is, "the hvo major parts of the Work, 
the dissolution of the body [solve] and the hardening of the spirit [coagulal". 
Red & White Waters (the twofold aspects of matter) pour from the breasts of 
the Androgyne. Together, these two Waters form the viscose, "the vitreous 
body of the cosmic eye, the sea of time and space. The bird represents the 
phases of the Work. It is composed of the raven (putrefaction), the swan 
(albedo), the peacock (phase of bright colors), and the phoenix (rubedo)". 
In other words, in this very concise image of The Mystic Ladder, the 
traditional "birds of the craft" have been compressed into one bird. 
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Part 1. Introductory Studies 

BURCKHARDT, Titus 
ALCHEMY: SCIENCE OF THE COSMOS, SCIENCE OF THE SOUL 
Baltimore: Penguin, 1971 1st ed., 1960; 2nd ed., 1967 

An excellent, short introduction to European Alchemy by a leading scholar of the sacred 
art of the East & the West. Probably the IllOSt widely read book on the subject today. A few 
illustrations. 

ROLA, S. K. de 
ALCHEMY: THE SECRET ART 
London: Thames & Hudson, 1973; NY: Avon Books, 1973 

A good, short introduction that has the largest selection of color illustrations of any 
book on the subject. Written from a global perspective. He also edited in n masterful manner 
THE GOLDEN GAME [see below, Part 3]. 

ROBERTS, Gareth 
THE JltlIRROR OF ALCHEMY: 
ALCHEMICAL IDEAS & IMAGES IN JvIANUSCRIPTS & BOOKS 
FROM ANTIQUITY TO THE SEVENTEENTH'CENTURY 
London: The British Library, 1994; Toronto: Univ, of Toronto, 1994 

A fine introduction to European Alchemy, with short profiles of leading practitioners, 
and many excellent illustrations 

Part 2. Intermediate Studies 

ELIADE. Mircea 
THE FORGE & THE CRUCfBLE 
Chicago & London: Univ. of Chicago, 1962 

An overview of how the symbolism of Alchemy developed frolllmetalworking at the 
start of the Il'On Age, and from the earlier mythology of iron falling from the sky (meteorites). 
Written by the 20th century's most respected histol'ian of religions. Included are chapters on 
Alchemy of Jndia and China, and a note on Jung's penultimate understanding of the Alchemical 
process. The bibliography is the best concise gateway into the regional literature on Alchemy 
of Europe, Egypt, West Asia, South Asia, & East Asia. 
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HOLMYARD, E. J. 
ALCHEMY 
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1957 

A classic, concise survey of European Alchemy by a noted scholar who also wrote THE 
ARABIC WORKS OF JABIR IBN HAYYAN, Paris, 1928, a major study of the famous Arabian 
Alchemist. 

READ, John 
PRELUDE TO CHEMISTRY: 
AN OUTLINE OF ALCHEMY, ITS LITERATURE & RELATIONSHIPS 
London, 1939 

An excellent, well-illustrated, historical outline of how European Alchemy 
developed into modern chemistry. 

TAYLOR, F. Sherwood 
THE ALCHE.tvITSTS: 
FOUNDERS OF MODERN CHE.tvITSTRY 
London: Heinemann, 1951 1st ed. New York 1949? 

Another good book on the same subject. 

Part 3. Advanced Visual Studies 

McLEAN, Adam 
THE ALCHEMICAL MANDALA: 
A SURVEY OF THE MANDALA IN 
THE WESTERN ESOTERIC TRADITIONS 
Grand Rapids: Phanes Press, 1989 

An examination of a selection of circle-square diagrams in European Alchemy which 
have relationships with Asian mandalas. Written with considerable sensibility. McLean 
also maintains a "elY large and useful Internet website. 

ROOB, Alexander 
THE HERMETIC MUSEUM: 
ALCHEMY & MYSTICISM 
Koln, NY, etc.: Taschen, 1997 

A large "encyclopedia" of Alchemical images. The largest collection of full-color 
images published to date, with thoughtful annotations. 

page two 



ROLA, S. K. de 
THE GOLDEN GAME: 
ALCHEMICAL ENGRAVINGS OF THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
London: TIlames & Hudson, 1988; New York: Braziller, 1988 

All the images from many major books are reproduced. A beautiful treasury 
of instructional images from the Golden Eras of Alchemical books. 

Part 4. Books by or about Individual Alchemists 

NOTE: The bibliography of these books is extensive. Most editions are rare. 
A few are available in facsimile editions. The best preliminary bibliography 
for serious students is in Roberts, or. CIT. Among the key figures are: 

Albertus Magnus 
Aquinas 
Ashmole 
Bacon 
Boehme 
Dee 
Flamel 
Gerber 
Fludd 
Lull 
Maier 
Mylius 
Norton 
Paracelsus 
Ripley 
Valentine 
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like bees attractC!d bythC! scent of the 
rose, the lovers ofTheo·Sophla stream by 
from all directions to climb the seven 
steps of the ~mystk ladder," through ·the 
gate of eternal wisdom". This gate, narrow 
(angustus) but sublime (auguuus) Is the 
sf!phira chochma, the Cabalistic source. It is 
Nthe force of 1i9ht~ and wthe etern~1 cen· 
tre of life", which, according to Bohme, is 

The Seven Mystic Steps of Alchemy 
froUl Khunrath, 1602 

open everywhere in the darkness of IJoIt. 

world as wa little seed". The pass~q~~ " 
tains seven pieces of advice on de"I, ' t 
with the celesti~' powers, and (00'. "~ I t 
the (ombs of light ~nd d~rkness. 

(d. p. 271) 

Heinrich Khunrilth, Amphitheilt(um 
siJpientiiJeiJeterniJe, 1602 



Appendix 1. 

Stages of Consciousness 
in Modern Freemasonry 

The Alchemists of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance were individuals 
who worked alone, or with their partners. They did not organize into groups, 
as a rule. Although most of them were devoted Christians, who used their 
Alchemical meditations to bring them closer to God, the Church was opposed 
to their activities. That attitude changed during the 15th & 16th centuries, 
when Alchemy came to be understood as an acceptable form of prayer, and 
Alchemical texts were quoted as often as passages from The Bible. During the 
17th century, larger groups of practitioners formed. The best known were the 
Roscicrucians. The Rosicrucian Order still exists and has many members. 

Building on traditional insights of Alchemy, the Freemasonry movement 
developed into an ethical organization in Europe and the United States 
where it had, and still has, a powerful influence on social, economic, and 
political developments. Many of the Founding Fathers of the United States, 
such as George Washington, John Hancock, and Paul Revere, were Masons. 
By the end of the 19th century, the American membership was nearing a 
million men. Masonic Lodges can be found in most of the major cities of the 
u.s. Its membership often includes many of the leading men of each of these 
cities. Freemasons of the 18th, 19th, & 20th centuries continued many of the 
teachings and symbols of Alchemy, including both the image of the Mystic 
Ladder and the Seven Steps of consciousness. For a concise historical survey 
of the Masonic movement, and an llltroduction to the large literature, see the 
Freemasonry issue of GNOSIS: A JOURNAL OF THE WESTERN INNER 
TRADITION, Summer 1997. 

The following plates from late 18th century and early 19th century Masonic 
manuals have been reproduced from Roob, THE HERMETIC MUSEU1vf: 
ALCHEMY & MYSTICISM, 1997, pp.114 & 293-95. 

Plate 1. 
Plate 2. 
Plate 3. 
Plate 4. 

The All-Seeing Eye 
Jacob's Ladder 
7 -step Spiral Staircase 
7 -step Spiral Staircase 



While the ascent 
on the apprentice 
board leads 
strai9ht up a lad­
der - as an expres­
sion of the ori9inal 
will, fo1lowin9 a 
projection - at the 
more advanced 
level of the jour­
neyman, what we 
nowhaveisa 
curved path in the 
form of a seven­
step spiral stair­
case, in which it is 
no longer clear 
where the be9in. 
nin9 and end are. 
This expresses the 
slow and Qr9anic 
course of the 
pmcess of spir­
itual maturity. 
One image of this 
IstneearofcQrn 
9rowing beside 
the endless river 
of life. 

1. 8oIVring, 5N:ond 

CHgree 8oard, 1819 
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t.eNUM: Ladder 

The "''''0 columns 
of Ja<:hin and Boas 
indkate tnat we 
are now InsIde the 
temple of Solo· 
man. The seven 
steps symbolize 
the seven phases 
of the process, the 
seven levels of 
consdousness and 
the ,>even liberal 
arts. 

Here, everything 
still occur,> in the 
side (hambers of 
the temple: tne 
holyol holies at 
the (entre only 
discloses itself 
Rwhen One has 
come of Two~ and 
the portal of death 
and <:ornJption 
has been crossed. 
(d. p. 223) 

F. Curtis, Work 
(h~rt (or the 2nd 
Level, 1801 
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Appendix 2. 

Stages of Consciousness 
in Modern Theosophy 

"TIleosophy" means spiritual philosophy. The term has been used by many 
different esoteric groups over the centuries, notably by Bohme and his many 
followers. Below is a 17th century illustration from a book by Gichtel 
showing the position of the seven chakras (which he calls the seven "seals"). 

_ J, /;,.. Terre, ~ -;- Ia ~lIntl)llf. 

• _ J. L'I.,,, . 6 _ lO-Vei"c. · 

Nobody did 
greater ~eNice to 
the dissemination 
of Bohme'~ idea~ 

than the Reqel'lS' 
bun} writer Georg 
Gid'ltel( ,6J8-
1710), who w.)s 
himself devoted to 
a radical Sophian 
mystid~m, and 
who, in exile in 
Amsterdam, sur­
rouoded himself 
with a circle of 
celibate ' angelic 
brothers'. In his 
rheo50phia pfae­
r;ciJ (1696) he 
des(fibed how the 
wheel o f the 
planets lies on the 
body in seven 
diabol ical sea ls. 

G. Gichccf, 
Theosophia 
pf.]etica, 

189fJedifion 



This term reminds us of the "Seven Seals" that were opened in St. John the 
Divine's Book of Revelation. This final Book of the NEW TESTAMENT is 
filled with metaphorical images of the mystic number 7. Here are 7 churches, 
7 candlesticks, 7 "lamps of fire ... which are the seven Spirits of God", the 
Lamb with 7 horns and 7 eyes "which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth 
into all the earth". The Lamb, who had made the ultimate sacrifice, could 
open the book with Seven Seals. The story of the vision is told in Chapters 
5 - 8. 

When the Seven Seals were opened, they revealed (in order): 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 

THE SYMBOLS: RELATED MEANINGS: 
White Horse 
Red Horse 
Black Horse 
Pale Horse 
Martyrs 
Sun & Moon 
Living God 

The Rider the Conquer. 
The Rider is the Killer. 
The Rider holds a Pair of Balances. 
The Rider is Death. 
They died for Christ & were waiting for the rest. 
Earth is transformed & all are Fearful. 
Salvation & the Sounds of 7 Angels. 

Is this a story of the opening of the Seven Levels of Consciousness? The first 
three colors (white, red, black) are the three basic colors of Alchemy, and also 
the three colors perceived by those tribal people who perceive only three 
colors. There follows [Chapters 8 - 11] another story of seven Angels whose 
trumpet sounds bring forth seven earthly events that lead up to Kingdom 
Come. Is this another story of the Seven Phases of Consciousness? 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7 

TI-IE SOUNDS: 
1st sound 
2nd sound 
3rd sound 
4th sound 
5th sound 
6th sound 
7th sOllnd 

THE EVENTS: 
Hail & Fire mixed with blood on Earth. 
Earth burning in a bloody Sea. 
Burning star falls into Earth's water. 
Sun & Moon are darkened. 
Beasts torment the faithless. 
Angels kill people, but still no repentance. 
The Kingdom Come. 



In the last 100 years, the primary association of "theosophy" has been the 
name of a group organized by Mme. Blavatsky. Her purpose was to teach 
people in the West the wisdom of the East. The Theosophical Society 
remains one of the largest esoteric societies of the modern era. Here is an 
overview of Blavatsky and her Society from Roob, THE HERMETIC 
MUSEUM: ALCHEMY & MYSTICISM, pA30. In her vision, the seven 
stages of consciousness involve not only the awareness of each individual 
but the "whole cosmos". 

In the emblem of the Theosophical Society, a combination of the 

western Ouroboros, the eastern Swastika, the Jewish Star of David 

and the ancient Egyptian Ankh, its syncretic programme is very 

directly expressed. 
The society was founded in New York in 1875 by the Russian 

emigrant Helena P. BI.vatskY(183H8g1), described byW.B. Yeats as 
a "primeval peasa nt". In Joyce's Finnegans Wake, she appears as a 
hen scratching a mysterious piece of writing from a dung· heap. This 

is her 'Secret Doctrine', published in three volumes in 1888, a myth· 
ical pot-pourri such as is found, for example, in paintings by Max 

Beckmann, imbued with the spirit of fin·de-siecle salon spiritualism . 
. In 1879 the society moved its main seat to Adyar in India. The 

mixture of Eastern spirituality and Western 

occultism made a decisive contribution to the 
development of abstract painting_ Wassily Kandin 

sky and Piet Mondrian were among the society's 

devotees. 
Her programme of "science, religion and 

philosophy", which she sought to promulgate with 

a keen sense of dramatic effect, also makes 
Madame Blavatsky a herald of the New Age move 

ment of the late 20th century. 
According to her theory, the whole cosmos 

consists of a seven-stage process of evolution and 
involution. The goal of humanity is the upward 

development from the sexual, material body to 

the ethereal, light body. This path leads from the currently dominant 
Aryan mother-race to a sublimated race of people that she saw 

emerging in the America of her own time. 



Several years after its fOW1ding, the world headquarters of the Society moved 
to Adyar, a suburb of Madra. The present American headquarters is in 
Wheaton, TIlinois. Its purpose was, and remains, the study of all world 
religions in order to establish a universal ethical code. In the first decades, the 
primary focus was on Buddhism. After 1894, the focus was closer to Tantric 
Hinduism. The publications program remains quite active. The 
Theosophical Society has published more books that illustrate the chakra 
ladder with more precision than any other esoteric organization. The best­
known chakra diagrams were published in Leadbeater's book, THE 
CHAKRAS. 1927, and in Powell's book, THE ETHERIC DOUBLE, 1925. 
The following diagrams from those two books are illustrated as they were 
reproduced in Lanier Grallam, ed., THE RAINBOW BOOK, 1975. 



The "Vell" that Hparateaa mlJl·1n·lanorance from God Who 11 AD 
Knowledge. 11 10 .ubtle thlt enn the blgbe:tt IJld Oneat thoueht 
ca.n.not pierce tbrouah It. 11111 nll oonllJtI of UTen folds of .e,en 
dffferent, deep coloan. Each fold 11 tied with a aeparate knotJ thaJ 
there are Hven knott to the HveD foldt. The lenD coloon rtpretfnt 
the seven root dellret. cOrrelpondJne to the Ie'fen fundamental 
lmpreulon.) I.e. lu.t, greed, anger, etc.) connected wtth the .eyen. 
openlngl of .enutlon 10 tbe fact, m. (1) mouth, (2) right nolt,U, 
(3) left no.trII, (4) right ear, (5) left ear, (6) rtabt eye, (7) left el" 

-Meher Bab •• God Speaks (1955) 

Chakra S),stemfromLeadbeaterThe Chakras (1927) 
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The Chaleras byLama GoYindajron 
MystiC~Ol (1966) ' 

"But does any of this relate 
ourselves as we pored over t 
alter month. Do any of these' 
of awareness' follow a spectra 
way through our study, we we: 
that the answer is YES I Th, 
could believe in such a thing 
accept. It was so unlike anyll 
understand before. Usually, " 
from the literature of 'psychiCl 
that I first read the suggestion 
of what I read: ':! 

It is 'Yell to experiment with colors UI 

congenial. As we ascend' the ladder . 
tally, morally and physically, we find 
the degree of sensitivity to color and 1 
young woman who was quite physi~ 
dressed largely in red and had her aJ 
crimson. Later she became a student 
of her day In the libraries of the city. 
nothing of the psychology of colorS. 
she changed the decoration of her hCl 
yellows. StiU later she became a meta: 
her colors to the softest azure blues. It 
found student of the occult, and WIott 
ties. Then it was that she lived. move.! 
the delicate, almost tenuous, New AS 

-Corrinne Heline, Color anll 

But as we hegan to study th' 
were confronted by undeniable 
system of 'spiritual technolog 
concept of a 'ladder to Heaven 
are the colors of the rainbow. ' 

" ":'. 



.Dem" 
ns of 

[L~ & below) Cholera systemfrom LeadbealerThe Chakras (1927) 
alld Powell, The Etheric Double (1925) 
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