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FOREWORD

IN THE INTRODUCTION to this volume Sefior Cirlot shows his wide and
learned conception of the subject-matter of this dictionary, and the only task left
tomeisto present the author himself, who hasbeen familiar to mefor someyears
astheleading protagonist of avery vital group of paintersand poetsin Barcelona.
Juan Eduardo Cirlot wasborn in Barcelonain 1916, and after matriculating from
the College of the Jesuitsthere, studied music. From 1943 onwards he was active
asapoet, and published four volumes of verse between 1946 and 1953. Meanwhile
the group of painters and poets already mentioned had been fo rmed (Dau al Set),
and Cirlot became its leading theoretician. For historical or palitical reasons,
Spain had been slow to devel op acontemporary movement in the arts comparable
to those in other European countries; its greatest artists, Picasso and Mir6, had
identified themselveswith the School of Paris. But now avigorousand independent
‘School of Barcelona’ wasto emerge, with Antonio Tapies and Modesto Cuixart
as its outstanding representatives. In a series of books and brochures Cirlot not
only presented theindividual artists of thisgroup, but also instructed the Spanish
public in the history and theoretical foundations of the modern movement as a
whole.

In the course of this critical activity Sefior Cirlot inevitably became aware of
the‘symbolist ethos’ of modern art. A symbolic elementispresentinal art,inso
far asart issubject to psychological interpretation. But in so far asart hasevolved
in our time away from the representation of an objective redity towards the
expression of subjective states of feeling, to that extent it has become awholly
symbolic art, and it was perhaps the necessity for a clarification of thisfunction
in art which led Sefior Cirlot to his profound study of symbolism in al its
aspects.

The result is a volume which can either be used as a work of reference, or
simply read for pleasure and instruction. There are many entriesin thisdictionary—
those on Architecture, Colour, Cross, Graphics, Mandala, Numbers, Serpent,
Water, Zodiac, to give afew examples—which can beread asindependent essays.



FOREWORD X

But in general the greatest use of the volume will be for the elucidation of those
many symbols which we encounter in the arts and in the history of ideas. Man,
it has been said, is a symbolizing animal; it is evident that at no stage in the
development of civilization has man been ableto dispense with symbols. Science
and technology have not freed man from his dependence on symbols: indeed, it
might be argued that they haveincreased hisneed for them. In any case, symbology
itself is now a science, and this volume is a necessary instrument in its study.
HerserT READ



INTRODUCTION

ACTUALITY OF THE SYMBOL

Delimitation of the Symbolic On entering the realms of symbolism, whether by
way of systematized artistic forms or the living, dynamic forms of dreams and
visions, we have constantly kept in mind the essential need to mark out thefield
of symbolic action, in order to prevent confusion between phenomena which
might appear to be identical when they are merely similar or externally related.
The temptation to over-substantiate an argument is one which is difficult to
resist. It isnecessary to be on one'sguard against thisdanger, even if full compli-
ance with the ideals of scholarship is not always feasible; for we believe with
Marius Schneider that thereisno such thing as‘ideasor beliefs’, only ‘ideasand
beliefs', that is to say that in the one there is always at least something of the
other—quite apart from the fact that, as far as symbolism is concerned, other
phenomena of a spiritual kind play an important part.

When acritic such as Caro Baroja(10) declares himself against any symbolic
interpretation of myth, he doubtless has his reasons for so doing, although one
reason may bethat nothing approaching acomplete eval uation of symbolism has
yet appeared. He says: ‘When they seek to convince us that Marsis the symbol
of War, and Hercules of Strength, we can roundly refute them. All thismay once
have been truefor rhetoricians, for idealist philosophers or for agroup of moreor
less pedantic graeculi. But, for those who really believed in ancient deities and
heroes, Mars had an objectivereality, evenif thisreality was quite different from
that which weare groping for today. Symbolism occurswhen natural religionsare
degenerating.’ In point of fact, the mere equation of Mars with War and of Her-
cules with Labour has never been characteristic of the symbolist ethos, which
aways eschews the categorica and restrictive. This comes about through alle-
gory, amechanical and restricting derivative of the symbol, whereas the symbol
proper isadynamic and polysymbolic reality, imbued with emotive and concep-
tual values: in other words, with true life.
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However, the above quotation isextremely helpful in enabling usto mark out
the limits of the symbolic. If thereis or if there may be a symbolic function in
everything, a‘communicating tension’, neverthel ess this fleeting possession of
the being or the object by the symbolic does not wholly transform it into a
symbol. The error of symbolist artists and writers has always been precisely
this: that they sought to turn the entire sphere of reality into avehicle for impal-
pable ‘ correspondences’, into an obsessive conjunction of analogies, without
being aware that the symbolic is opposed to the existential and instrumental and
without realizing that the laws of symbolism hold good only within its own
particular sphere. This distinction is one which we would also apply to the
Pythagorean thesisthat ‘ everything is disposed according to numbers’, aswell as
to microbiological theory. Neither the assertion of the Greek philosopher on the
one hand, nor the vital pullulation subjected invisibly to the science of Weights
and Measures on the other, isfalse; but all lifeand all reality cannot be forced to
conform with either one theory or the other, smply because of its certitude, for
it iscertain only within the limits of theory. In the same way, the symbolicistrue
and active on one plane of reality, but it is almost unthinkableto apply it system-
atically and consistently on the plane of existence. The conseguent scepticism
concerning this plane of reality—the magnetic life-source of symbols and their
concomitants—explains the widespread reluctance to admit symbolical values;
but such an attitudeis lacking in any scientific justification.

Carl Gustav Jung, to whom present-day symbology owes so much, points
out in defence of this branch of human thought that: ‘For the modern mind,
analogies—even when they are analogies with the most unexpected symbolic
meanings—are nothing but self-evident absurdities. Thisworthy judgement does
not, however, in any way alter thefact that such affinities of thought do exist and
that they have been playing an important réle for centuries. Psychology has a
duty to recognizethesefacts; it should leaveit to the profaneto denigrate them as
absurdities or asobscurantism’ (32). Elsewhere Jung observesthat all the energy
and interest devoted today by western Man to science and technology were, by
ancient Man, once dedicated to mythology (31). And not only his energy and
interest but also his speculative and theorizing propensities, creating theimmea-
surable wealth of Hindu, Chinese and Islamic philosophy, the Cabbalaitself and
the painstaking investigations of alchemy and similar studies. The view that both
ancient and oriental man possessed a technique of speculative thought which
assured them of some success in prophecy is affirmed by, for example, the
archaeologist and historian, Contenau, who maintains that the schools of sooth-
sayers and magicians of Mesopotamiacould not have continued to flourish with-
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out a definite proportion of correct prognostications; and again by Gaston
Bachelard (1), posing the question: ‘How could alegend be kept alive and per-
petuated if each generation had not “intimate reasons’ for believing in it? The
symbolist meaning of a phenomenon helps to explain these ‘intimate reasons’,
sinceit links the instrumental with the spiritual, the human with the cosmic, the
casual with the causal, disorder with order, and since it justifies a word like
universe which, without these wider implications, would be meaningless, adis-
membered and chaotic pluralism; and finally, because it always points to the
transcendental .

To revert to the question of the limits of the symbolic and to fix more pre-
cisely theaimsof thiswork, let us consider how, on thefagade of amonastery, for
example, we may note: (a) the beauty of the whole; (b) the constructional tech-
nique; (c) itsperiod-styling, bearing in mind the geographical and historica impli-
cations; (d) theimplicit or explicit cultural and religious values, etc.; and also (x)
the symbolic meaning of the forms. In this instance, the appreciation of the
symbolical implicationsof an ogival arch beneath arosewindow could constitute
an item of knowledge different in kind from the other itemswe have enumerated.
To facilitate analyses of this kind without, let us repeat, confusing the symbolic
essence of an object—the transitory symbolic function which heightensit at any
given moment—with its total significance asareal object in the world—that is
our main aim. The fact that a Romanesque cloister corresponds exactly to the
concept of temenos (sacred precinct) and to the images of the soul, the fountain
and the central fount—like sutratma (silver thread), linking a phenomenon by
way of its centre to its origin—does not invalidate or even modify the architec-
tural and utilitarian reality of thiscloister; it enrichesits significance by identify-
ing it with an ‘inner form’.

SYMBOLISM AND HISTORICITY

One of the most deplorable errors of symbolist theory, in its ‘ spontaneous’ as
well asin its occult and even its dogmatic interpretations, lies in opposing the
symbalical to the historical. Arguing from the premise that there are symbols—
and, indeed, there are many—which exist only within their own symbolic struc-
ture, thefalse conclusion isthen drawn that all or almost all transcendental events
which appear to be both historical and symbolic at once—in other words, to be
significant once and for all time—may be seen simply as symbolic matter trans-
formed into legend and thence into history.
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The most authoritative students of religion, orientalists and even esoteric
scholars have recently raised their voices in protest against this error. Mircea
Eliade asserts that ‘the two points of view are only superficially irreconcilable .
.., for it must not be thought that a symbolic connotation annulsthe material and
specific validity of an object or action. Symbolism adds anew valueto an object
or an act, without thereby violating itsimmediate or “ historical” validity. Onceit
is brought to bear, it turns the object or action into an “open” event: symbolic
thought opens the door on to immediate reality for us, but without weakening or
invalidating it; seen in this light the universe is no longer sealed off, nothing is
isolated inside its own existence: everything islinked by a system of correspon-
dences and assimilations. Man in early society became aware of himself in a
world wide open and rich in meaning. It remainsto be seen whether these “ open-
ings’ are just another means of escape or whether, on the other hand, they offer
the only possible way of accepting the true reality of the world’ (18).

In this quotation we can see clearly formulated the distinction between the
historical and the symbolic. We can aso see the everpresent possibility of a
bridge linking both forms of reality in acosmic synthesis. The hint of scepticism
in the concluding words of this Rumanian scholar should be ascribed to his
predominantly scientific training at atime when science, with its emphasis upon
theanalytical approach, has achieved admirableresultsin every sphere of reality
without showing itself capable of grasping the overall organic pattern, that is: as
‘multiplicity in unity’. This scientific disaffection has been well defined by Mar-
tin Buber: Imago mundi nova, imago nulla. |n other words, theworld today lacks
itsown image, becausethisimage can be formulated only by meansof auniversal
synthesis of knowledge—a synthesis which, since the Renaissance and the de
omni re scibili of Pico dellaMirandola, has daily become more difficult.

In connexion with this question of the relationship between the historical and
the symbolic, René Guénon has observed: ‘ Thereisindeed over-eager acceptance
of the belief that to allow a symbolic meaning must imply the rejection of the
literal or historical meaning; such aview showsanignorance of thelaw of corre-
spondences. Thislaw isthefoundation of all symbolism and by virtue of it every
thing proceeding essentially from ametaphysical principle, which isthe source of
itsreality, translates and expresses this principle in its own way and according to
itsown level of existence, sothat al thingsarerelated and joined together intotal,
universal harmony whichis, initsmany guises, areflection, asit were, of itsown
fundamental unity . . . Oneresult of thisistherange of meaning contained in every
symbol: any one thing may, indeed, be regarded as an illustration not only of
metaphysical principles but also of higher levels of reality’ (25).
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The above considerations makeit clear that the symbolicin no way excludes
thehistorical, since both forms may be seen—from theideol ogical point of view—
asfunctional aspectsof athird: the metaphysical principle, the platonic ‘idea’; or
all three may be seen asreciprocal expressions of one meaning on different levels.
Going to the kernel of the problem, religion—which naturally absorbs so much of
his attention—Jung agrees with Eliade and Guénonin hisbelief that ‘ the psychic
fact “God” is a collective archetype, a psychic existent, which must not in itself
be confused with the concept of a metaphysical God'. The existence of the
archetype (that is, of the symbol) ‘ neither postulates a God, nor doesit deny that
he exists' (31); yet although this is, strictly spesking, unquestionable, it must
surely be agreed—if only in theory—that the universality of an archetype af-
firmsrather than deniesthe reality of the principlein question. Consequently the
symbolic, being independent of the historical, not only does not excludeit but, on
the contrary, tendsto root it firmly in reality, because of the parallelism between
the collective or individua world and the cosmic. And because of the great depth
of the hidden roots of all systems of meanings, a further consequence is our
tendency to espouse the theory that all symbolist traditions, both western and
oriental, spring from one common source. Whether this one source once appeared
intime and space asaprimeval focal point, or whether it stemsfrom the ‘ collec-
tive unconscious', is quite another matter.

We should like to emphasize that when we refer, in the various passages
quoted and paraphrased, to ‘tradition’ or ‘traditional doctrine’, we are referring
only to the continuity—conscious or unconscious—and the coherence of asys-
tem, asmuch in the dimension of space asinthat of time. Somewritersfavour the
doctrine of a spontaneous growth of historically unrelated ideas, while others
believe only in the spread of ideas through culture. Loeffler, for example, com-
ments upon the importance of proving that the creation of the storm-myth be-
longs neither to race nor tribe, since it occurred simultaneously in Asia, Europe,
Oceaniaand America(38); thisis akin to the contention of Rank that: ‘ The myth
isthe collective dream of the peopl€’, aconcept substantiated by Rudolf Steiner.
Bayley, following Max Mdiller, believesin the common origin of the human race,
which he contends is proved by the universal themes of folklore, legend and
superstition. Orientalism, the study of comparative religion, mythology, cultural
anthropology, the history of civilization and art, esoterism, psychoanalysis, and
symbological research have all combined to provide us with ample material to
substantiate ‘ psychological truth’, and this ‘ essential oneness'; further evidence
has been forthcoming from the psychic and also from physiological bases com-
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mon to us all on account of theimportance of the human body—its shape aswell
as its postures—in relation to the simplest elements of symbolist dialectic.

ORIGIN AND CONTINUITY OF THE SYMBOL

The Development of Symbolism Did rightly assertsthat the symbol isavehicleat
once universal and particular. Universal, since it transcends history; particular,
because it relates to a definite period of history. Without going into questions of
‘origin’, we shall show that most writers agree in tracing the beginnings of sym-
bolist thought to prehistoric times—to the latter part of the Palaeolithic Age. Our
present knowledge of primitive thought and the deductionswhich can justifiably
be drawn concerning the art and the belongings of early man substantiate this
hypothesis, but substantiation has been forthcoming particularly from research
upon epigraphic engravings. The constellations, animals and plants, stones and
the countryside were the tutors of primitive man. It was St. Paul who formulated
the basic notion of the immediate consequence of this contact with the visible,
when he said: ‘ Per visibilia ad invisibilia’ (Romansi, 20). The process whereby
the beings of this world are ordered according to their properties, so that the
words of action and of spiritual and moral facts may be explored by analogy, is
one which can al so be seen, with the dawning of history, in the transition of the
pictograph into the ideograph, aswell asin the origins of art.

We could adduce animmense weight of testimony offered by human faith and
wisdom proving that the invisible or spiritual order is analogous to the material
order. We shall come back to thislater when we define‘analogy’ . Let usrecall the
saying of Plato, taken up later by the pseudo-Dionysiusthe Areopagite: ‘What is
perceptible to the sensesis the reflection of what isintelligible to themind’; and
echoed in the Tubula Smaragdina: *What is below islike what is above; what is
aboveislikewhat isbelow’, and also in the remark of Goethe: ‘What iswithinis
asowithout.” However it may be, symbolismisorganized initsvast explanatory
and creative function as a system of highly complex relations, one in which the
dominant factor isalwaysapolarity, linking the physical and metaphysica worlds.
What palaeolithic Man evolved out of this process isimpossible to know except
through indirect deductions. Our knowledge about the | atter part of the Neolithic
Ageis considerably wider. Schneider and Berthelot both consider that this was
the period (that is: possibly the fourth millenary before history) when man
underwent that great transformation which endowed him with the gifts of cre-
ation and organization, qualities which distinguish him from the merely natural
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world. Berthelot, who has studied this process in the Near East, has given the
name of ‘astrobiology’ tothereligiousandintellectual culturesof that epoch. The
evolution of Man up to this point in history must have passed through the
following stages: animism; totemism; and megalithic, lunar and solar cultures. The
subsequent stages must have been: cosmic ritualism; polytheism; monotheism;
and, finally, moral philosophy. Berthelot considers astrology, astronomy, arith-
metic and alchemy of Chaldean origin, acontention which pointsconclusively to
asinglefocal point in time and space.

He definesthe value and significance of astrobiology inthefollowing terms:
‘ Between on the one hand the world-vision—in many other respectsvariable and
complex—of primitive races, and the vision of modern science and Western Eu-
rope on the other, an intermediary view has long held sway in Asia and the
Mediterranean. It is what may be termed “astrobiology” or the interplay of
astronomic law (the mathematical order) and vegetable and animal life (the bio-
logical order). All things form at one and the same time an organic whole and a
precise order. The domestication of animals and the care of plants (agriculture)
had become areality long before history began, both in Chaldaeaand in Egypt—
that is, before 3,000 B.C. Agriculture ensuresthe regular production of precisely
determined species of vegetable, and al so ensures an appreciation of their annual
“rhythm” of growth, flowering, fructifying, sowing and harvesting, a rhythm
which is in direct and constant relation to the calendar, in other words, the
position of the heavenly bodies. Time and natural phenomenawere measured by
reference to the moon before they came to be measured by thesun. . . . Astrobi-
ology hovers between a biology of the heavenly bodies and an astronomy of
human beings; beginning with the former, it tendstowardsthelatter’ (7). During
the neolithic era the geometric idea of space was formulated; so also were the
significance of the number seven (derived from this concept of space), therelation
between heaven and earth, the cardina points, and the relations between the
various elements of the septenary (the planetary gods, the days of the week) and
between those of the quaternary (the seasons, the colours, the cardinal points, the
elements). Berthel ot believesin the slow spread of theseidess, rather than in their
spontaneous and independent appearance. He points to their probable dissemi-
nation through either the northern or southern areas of the Pacific, mentioning in
passing that Americamay well have been, in spirit, acolony of Asiabeforethat of
Europe (7); and another stream may have been flowing in the opposite direction:
from the Near East into Central Europe.

The argument about whether European megalithic culture came before or
after the great oriental civilizationsisfar from settled. Here questions of symbol-
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ism arise. Theimportance of the Franco-Cantabrian zonein the PalaeolithicAge
iswell known; it is aso known that the art forms of this district spread across
Europe in the direction of Siberia and southwards across North Africa to the
southernmost part of the continent. There was, no doubt, a period of transition
between this early flowering and the great megalithic monuments. However that
may be, Schneider specifically saysin connexion with the symbolic forms stud-
ied by him (50): ‘In the sixth chapter | shall try to summarize this esoteric
doctrine, the systemization of which seemsto have been originally the work of
megalithic cultures.” And hisattitude towardsthe zone of originleaveslittleroom
for doubt for he statesthat ‘ the megalithic must have spread from Europeto India
via Danubian culture, a new stage of development beginning with the Age of
Metals'. He points out that there are marked similarities between the ideas of
regionsasfar apart asAmerica, New Guinea, Indonesia, Western Europe, Central
Asiaand the Far Eadt, that isto say, of areasin all parts of the world.

Let us consider now the similarity between the discoveries attributed by
Schneider to megalithic European culture and those ascribed by Berthelot to the
Far East. In Schneider’sopinion thefinal stage of neolithic development differed
fromtheearlier stage ‘in the preferenceit showed for static and geometric forms,
initsorganizing and creative genius (evolving fabulous animals, musical instru-
ments, mathematical proportions, number-ideas, astronomy and a tonal system
with truly musical sounds). The carrying over of totemistic mystical elements
into a more advanced, pastoral civilization explains some of the fundamental
characteristics of thenew mystique. . . . The entire cosmos comesto be conceived
after the human pattern. As the essence of all phenomenais, in the last resort, a
vibrant rhythm, the intimate nature of phenomena is directly perceptible by
polyrhythmic human consciousness. For this reason, imitating is knowing. The
echo is the paradigmatic form of imitation. Language, geometric symbols and
number-ideasareacruder form of imitation.” Schneider then observesthat accord-
ing to Speiser and Heine-Geldern, ‘ the outstanding cultural elements of megalithic
culture are: cyclopean buildings, commemorative stones, stones asthe dwelling-
places of souls, cultural stone-circles, palafittes, head-hunting, the sacrifice of
oxen, eye-shaped ornaments, death-ships, family-trees, signal-drums, the sacrifi-
cial stake, and labyrinths' (50).

It is precisely these elements that have most successfully preserved their
symbolic form down the ages. And did not these express, even in megalithic
times, the very essence of human life, bursting from the unconsciousin the shape
of a constructive and configurating longing? Or was it, rather, the ever-present,
primary formsof life, sacrifice and intellection of theworld which found everlast-
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ing expression in these cultural creations, making an ineradicable impression on
the mind of Man? One may unhesitatingly answer in the affirmative to both
questions, for they refer to the different but parallel phenomena of culture and

psychology.

SYMBOLISM IN THE WEST

It was Egypt who gave shape, in her religion and hieroglyphics, to Man's aware-
ness of the material and spiritual, natural and cultural duality of theworld. Either
independently or together, the various civilizations of Mesopotamia developed
their own particular systems; yet these systems were but outward variations of
theonetrue, innermost, universal pattern. There are differences of opinion about
dating the first appearance—or at any rate the final crystallization—of some of
the most important and complex symbols. Somewriters argue strongly in favour
of remote origins. Krappe (35) holds that the scientific study of the planets and
their identification with the gods of the Babylonian pantheon date only from the
7th century B.C.; but others trace these beginnings as far back as the age of
Hammurabi (2000 B.C.) or earlier. Father Heras, for example, says:. ‘ The early
Indians, as has been revealed by inscriptions, were the discoverers of the move-
ments of the sun across the sky—the basis of the zodiacal system. Their Zodiac
had only eight constellations and each constellation was supposed to be a“form
of God”. All these “forms of God” in the end became deities, each one presiding
over one particular constellation; this is what happened in Rome, for example.
The eight Indian signs of the Zodiac are: Edu (ram), Yal (harp), Nand (crab),
Amma (mother), Tuk (balance), Kani (arrow), Kuda (pitcher), Min (fish).” The
dodecatemorian system of the Zodiac first appearsin theformin which we know
it as late as the 6th century B.C. Egyptian and Chaldean science was partly
assimilated by the Syrians, Phoenicians and Greeks, reaching the latter largely
through secret societies. Herodotus points out, in writing of the Pythagoreans,
that they were obliged to wear linen clothes ‘in accordance with the Orphic
ceremonies, which are the same as the Egyptian . . .".

The mythol ogies of the M editerranean peopleswere characterized by avivid,
dramatic vitality which cameto be expressed both in their art and in their myths,
legends and dramatic poetry. These myths enshrined the moral principles, the
natural laws, the great contrasts and the transformations which determine the
course of cosmic and human life. Frazer points out that ‘under the names of
Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis and Attis, the peoples of Egypt and Western Asia rep-



SYMBOLISM IN THE WEST XX

resented theyearly decay and revival of life, especially of vegetablelife’ (21). The
tasks of Hercules, the legend of Jason, the ‘ histories' of the heroic age of Greece
which provided theinspiration for the classical tragedies, have such great arche-
typal power that they constitute timeless lessons for mankind. But beneath this
mythological and literary symbolism and allegory, a subterranean stream of orien-
tal influence was beginning to flow in from the East.

Principally during the Lower Roman Empire, when the cohesion of the clas-
sical world was beginning to dissolve, Hebrai ¢, Chal dean and Egyptian el ements
began to ferment. Dualist Manichaeism and Gnosticism began to threaten the
position of early Christianity. Among the Gnostics, the emblem and the graphic
symbol were used for the propagation of initiatory truths. Many of the innumer-
able images were not of their own creation but were compiled from various
sources, mainly Semitic. Symbolism veers towards the Unitarian doctrine of
reality and comes to be a specialized branch of speculation. Diodorus Siculus,
Pliny, Tacitus, Plutarch, Apuleius all reveal some familiarity with oriental sym-
bolism. Aristotelian thought also contained a strong element of symbolism. In
Syria, Mesopotamia, Transcaucasia and Egypt, oriental Christianity had ab-
sorbed a vast symbological inheritance. Similarly, those Roman colonies in the
West that survived the Nordic invasions retained many attributes of ancient
times, including traditional symbols. But, according to the Rev. Fr. Festugiére, in
La Révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste, one of the currentswhich weremost ableto
contribute to the formation of the symbolist and achemic ‘corpus was that of
the literature of the ‘Mirabilia’. This was apparently founded by Bolus the
Democritean during the 3rd-2nd centuries B.C. and was continued for centuriesin
avirtually unbroken tradition by Pseudo-Manetho, Nigidius Figulus, Demetrius,
Apollodorus, etc., culminating inthe Book of the Things of Nature, a Syrian work
of the 7th century A.D.

The concept of the analogy between the visible and the invisible world is,
then, held jointly by the pagan religions of the Lower Empire, by neoplatonic and
Christian doctrines, except that each one of these three systems uses this concept
for itsown ends. According to Eliade, Theophilus of Antioch would point out, to
those who denied the resurrection of the dead, the signs which God places in
reach of Man in the realm of natural phenomena: the cycle of the seasons, of the
days and nights. He would even go further and say: ‘May there not perhaps be
resurrection for the seeds and the fruits? (18). In his Letter number LV, St.
Augustine shows that teaching carried out with the help of symbols feeds and
stirsthefires of love, enabling Man to excel himself; he also alludesto the value
of al thingsin nature—organic and inorganic—as bearers of spiritual messagesby



XXI SYMBOLISM IN THE WEST

SYMBOLO
%

MBLEMATVM EX
¢ RE HERBARIA
j  DESVMTORVM
CENTVRIA VNA
COLRECTA

Title-page of book of emblems by Joachim Camerario
(Nuremberg, 1590) with symbolic tree, circle
precinct and grotesques



SYMBOLISM IN THE WEST XXii

virtue of their distinctive forms and characteristics. All the mediaeval lapidaries,
herbals and bestiaries owe their origin to this concept. Most of the classica
Fathers of the Church have something to say about symbolism and since they
enjoyed such a high reputation in Roman times, one can see why this was the
period when the symbol cameto be so deeply experienced, loved and understood,
as Davy emphasizes (14). Pinedo mentions the immense cultural value, particu-
larly during the Middle Ages, of the Clavis Melitoniae—an orthodox version of
ancient symbolism. According to Cardinal Pitra—quoted by Pinedo—an aware-
ness of this‘Key’ isto befound in most mediaeval authors. Thisisnot the place
to give a summary of their ideas or works, but we should like to mention in
passing the important works of: Alan of Lille, De Planctu Naturae; Herrad of
Landsberg, Hortus Deliciarum; Hildegard of Bingen, Scivias Domini, Liber
Divinorum Operum Simplicis Hominis; Bernard Silvestris, De Re Mundi
Universitate; Hugh of S. Victor, Didascalion, Commentarium in Hierarchiam
Coelestem, €tc. The Key of St. Mélito, bishop of Sardis, dates from the 2nd
century A.D. Some other sources of Christian symbolism are: Rabanus Maurus,
Allegoriae in Sacram Scripturam,; Odo, bishop of Tusculum; Isidore of Seville,
Etymologiarum, Johannes Scotus Erigena, John of Salisbury, William of &. Thierry,
etc. St. Thomas Aquinas himself speaks of the pagan philosophers as sources of
external and demonstrable proofs of Christian truths. Concerning the intimate
nature of mediaeval symbolism, Jung observes that, in those days ‘ analogy was
not so much alogical figure as a secret identity’, that isto say, a continuation of
primitive, animistic thought (32).

The Renaissance also showed great interest in symbolism, although in a
manner more individualistic and cultured, more profane, literary and aesthetic.
Dante had fashioned his Commedia upon abasis of oriental symbols. In the 15th
century particular use was made of two Greek writers of the 2nd and 3rd centu-
riesA.D. They are Horapollo, with his Hieroglyphica; and the anonymous com-
piler of the Physiologus. Horapollo, inspired by the Egyptian hieroglyphic sys-
tem, the key to which had been lost by histime, tried to reconstruct its meaning
upon the basis of its configuration and elemental symbolism. In 1467, an Italian
writer, Francesco Colonna, wrote awork, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (published
in Venicein 1499), which enjoyed widespread success and in which the symbol
had now acquired the particul ar, mobil e significance which has cometo character-
ize it in modern times. In 1505, Colonna’s editor published Horapollo’s work,
which in turn influenced two other important writers at the same time: Andrea
Alciati, author of Emblemata (1531), which was to arouse a disproportionate
taste for profane symbolism throughout Europe (Henry Green in his Andrea
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Alciati and his Books of Emblems, London, 1872, names more than three thou-
sand titles of books dealing with emblems); and Giampietro Valeriano, author of
the compendious Hieroglyphica (1556). In 15th-century painting there is abun-
dant evidence of thisinterest in symbolism: Botticelli, Mantegna, Pinturicchio,
Giovanni Bellini, Leonardo, for example; later, during the 16th, 17th and 18th
centuries, thisinterest tended towards the allegorical. One may say that, from the
latter part of the Middle Ages onwards, the West lost that sense of unity which
characterized the symbol and symbolist tradition. Yet proof of its continued
existenceisoffered by the occasional revelation of diverse aspectsin thework of
poets, artistsand writers, from Giovanni daUdine to Antonio Gaudi, from Bosch
to Max Ernst. In German Romanticism, the interest in the deeper layers of
psychic life—in dreams and their meaning, in the unconscious—is the fount
which has given rise to the present-day interest in symbology, which, although
still partially repressed, again dwells in the deep wells of the spirit, as it did
before being circumscribed by asystem with arigid cosmic pattern. Thus, Schubert,
in his Symbolik des Traumes (1837), says. ‘ The prototypes of the images and
forms utilized by the oneirocritic, poetic and prophetic idioms, can be found
around us in Nature, revealing herself as a world of materialized dream, as a
prophetic language whose hieroglyphicsarebeingsand forms.” Most of thelitera-
ture of the first half of the 19th century, especially the Nordic, presupposes a
feeling for the symbolic, for the significant. Thus, Ludwig Tieck, in Runenburg,
says of his protagonist: ‘ Insensitive from that moment to the beauty of flowers,
in which he believes he can see “the gaping wound of Nature” throbbing’ (the
theme of Philoctetes aswell as of Amfortasin Parsifal), ‘ hefinds himself drawn
towards the mineral world.’

Innumerable genera still conserve symbols in semeiotic form, ossified and
sometimes degraded from the universal plane to the particular. We have already
referred to literary emblems. In asimilar class are the distinctive marks used by
mediaeval and Renai ssance paper-manufacturers. [n thisconnexion, Bayley says
that, from their first appearancein 1282 up to the second half of the 18th century,
they had an esoteric meaning; and that in them, as in fossils, we can see the
crystallization of the ideals of numerous mystic sects of mediaeval Europe (4).
The popular art of all European peoples is another inexhaustable mine of sym-
bols. One only hasto glance through awork like that of Helmuth Th. Bossert in
order to find amongst the images such well-known subjects asthe cosmic tree, the
snake, the phoenix, the ship of death, the bird on the rooftop, the two-headed
eagle, the planetary division into two groups of three and of four, grotesques,
rhomboids, linesand zigzags, etc. Furthermore, legends and folktales, when their
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editors have been faithful, asinthe case of Perrault and the Grimm brothers, have
retained their mythical and archetypal structure (38). In the sameway, in lyrical
poetry, alongside works created within the canons of explicit symbolism—best
illustrated in the works of René Ghil—there are frequent flowerings of symbolic
motifs springing spontaneously out of the creative spirit.

THE SYMBOLIC MEANING OF DREAMS

What a myth represents for a people, for any one culture, or for any given
moment of history, is represented for the individual by the symbolic images of
dreams, by visions and by fantasy or lyricism. This distinction does not imply
dichotomy: many dreams have been known to express premonitions. But when
the symbol—or the premonition—goes beyond the particul ar and the subjective,
wefind ourselvesin the realm of augury and prophecy; symbolic lawscanexplain
both phenomena, but the latter may be a revelation of the supernatural.

Given our contemporary psychoanalytic concept of the ‘unconscious’, we
must accept the placing within it of al those dynamic forms which give rise to
symbols; for, according to Jung’'sway of thinking, the unconsciousis‘the matrix
of the human mind and its inventions' (33). The unconscious was * discovered’
theoretically by Carus, Schopenhauer and Hartmann, and experimentally by
Charcot, Bernheim, Janet, Freud and other psychologists. But this newly ac-
quired knowledge merely showed to be internal what had formerly been thought
to beexternal to Man. For example, Greek seersbelieved that dreams came from
‘without’, that is, from the domain of the gods. Now, esoteric tradition, in accor-
dance with the Hindu doctrine of the three planes of consciousness, had aways
been awarethat the vertical division of thought could also be seen onthreelevels:
the subconscious (instinctive and affective thought); consciousness (ideological
and reflexive thought); and superconsciousness (intuitive thought and the higher
truths). Hence, by way of simplification, we shall adopt the Jungian term ‘ uncon-
scious' instead of ‘subconscious, since one rightly asks oneself when dealing
with many authors: ‘How can they be so certain that the unconsciousis “lower”
and not “higher” than the conscious? (31).

The interest in dreams and their symbolic content goes back to Antiquity,
when, although the theory was never consciously formulated, it wasimplied that
the phenomenon could be considered as a kind of personal mythology, even
though the manner of its expression was the objective, collective myth. The
famous dreams of the Bible; the book of Artemidorus Daldianus; the interpreta-
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tive dictionaries of Chaldean, Egyptian and Arabic origin bear witness to the
attention paid to dreams as harbingers of hidden truths about the submerged life
of the psycheand, morerarely, about external and objectivefacts. The mechanism
of oneiromancy, likethat of other divinatory or prophetic techniques, isa univer-
sal phenomenon; for such techniques are based upon the higher activity of the
unconsciousin responseto certain stimuli, and upon the automatic acquisition of
unconscious stores of knowledge remaining unperceived until ‘read’ in accor-
dancewith the principles of numbers, orientation, form and space. Wemust again
underline theway in which Jung approachesthis universal phenomenon. He says
that the fact of ‘an opinion being held for so long and so widely necessarily
demonstrates that in some way it must be true, that is, psychologically true’ . He
explains psychological truth as afact, not as ajudgement or an opinion, and he
considersthat careful demonstration and corroboration are evidence enough for
this (31).

Since an extensive bibliography of dreams is already available, it is here
intended only to recall that they afford Man another means of making contact
with his deepest aspirations, with the geometric or moral laws of the universe,
and also with the muted stirrings of the submerged unconscious. Teillard points
out that indreamsall layers of the psyche arerevealed, including the deepest. And
just as the embryo passes through the evolutionary animal stages, so we carry
with usarchaic ‘memories’ which can be brought to light (56). On the other hand,
Carus believed that the soul was in communion with the cosmic, and that,
oneirocritically speaking, the soul was susceptible to truths different from those
which rule the waking life; in this way he associated dreams with those rituals
which enabled Man to enter into the great secrets of Nature. It isusually accepted
that modern ways of thinking differ from primitive thought-processes only with
regard to consciousness, and that the unconscious has hardly changed since the
Upper Palaeolithic Stage.

Oneirocritic symbols, then, are not strictly different from mythical, religious,
lyrical or primitive symbols. Except that, with the primary archetypes, one finds
intermixed a kind of subworld consisting of the remains of existential images
drawn from reality, which may be lacking in symbolic meaning, which may be
expressions of the physiologica—merely memories—or which may also pos-
sess a symbolism related to the material and primary forms from which they
originate. In this dictionary we have kept to traditional symbols only, but it is
evident that other more ‘recent’ symbols must derive from the older—as the
motor-car from the carriage—or else must be related through the symbolism of
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form, athough this must always be a question of similar symbols, not of the
same symbol nor of the same order of meaning.

Thereisanother problem which we cannot ignore: not all human beingsareon
the same level. Even if we do not accept the idea of radical differences, or the
concept of spiritual growth—a concept which always has a touch of the oriental
and esoteric about it—it is undeniable that differences of intensity (emotion,
inner life, richness of thought and feeling) and of quality (intellectual and authen-
tically moral education) bring about essentially different levelsof thought, whether
it belogical or magical thought, rational speculation or oneirocritic elaboration.
Havelock Ellis has pointed out that extraordinary dreams are confined to people
of genius, and according to Jung even primitive races make asimilar distinction;
the Elgonyi tribe in the Elgon jungle explained to him that they recognized two
types of dream: the ordinary dream of the unimportant man, and the ‘great
vision', generally theexclusive privilege of outstanding men (34). Henceinterpre-
tative theories of symbolic material must vary according to whether they are
drawn from the analysis of the dreams of more or less pathological individuals,
from the dreams of normal people, from those of outstanding men, or from
collective myths. The materialistic tone pervading the symbolic classifications of
many psychoanalystsis accounted for by the nature of their sources of informa-
tion. On the other hand, the symbology of philosophers, founders of religions
and poetsiswholly idealist and cosmicin direction, embracing all objects, seeking
after the infinite and pointing to the mysteries of the mystical ‘centre’. Thisis
verified by Jung, who shows that accounts of fantasy or of dreams aways
contain not only what is most peremptory for the narrator but also what for the
moment is most painful (i.e. most important) for him (31). It isthis‘importance’
which fixesthe plane upon which any system of interpretation must exist. Freud's
definition (‘ Every dreamisarepressed desire’) pointsto the same conclusion, for
our desires are the index of our aspirations and our potentialities.

THE SYMBOLISM OF ALCHEMY

In his On Psychic Energy, Jung has asserted that: ‘ The spiritual appearsin the
psycheasaninstinct, indeed asarea passion. . . It isnot derived from any other
instinct, but is a principle sui generis, that is, a specific and necessary form of
instinctual power.” Apart from the fact that this asseveration would seem to put
an end to the assumption that science is necessarily materialistic, itsimportance
liesin that it takes up the essential platonic doctrine of the soul, which we here
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equate with the Jungian principle of spirituality, even though at times it may be
necessary to treat the two principles separately. Plato in Timaeus, Plotinusin the
Enneads, elaborate the idea that the soul is a stranger on earth, that it has de-
scended from the spacel essand timel essuniverse, or that it has‘ fallen’ on account
of sininto matter, that it initiates a process of life-giving growth corresponding to
the period of involution.

At any given moment, the inverse of this downward and inward movement
can be produced: the soul recallsthat itsorigin isbeyond space and time, beyond
living creatures and the world of objects, even beyond images; it then tends
towardsthe annihilation of the corporeal and beginsto ascend towardsits Origin.
lamblichus explains this asfollows: ‘A principle of the soul isthat it is superior
to all Nature, and that through it we can rise above the order and the systems of
the world. When the soul is thus separated from all subordinate natures, it ex-
changes this life for another and abandons this order of things to bind itself
inseparably with another.” The idea of rotation is the keystone of most transcen-
dent symbols: of the mediaeval Rota; of the Wheel of Buddhist transformations;
of the zodiacal cycle; of the myth of the Gemini; and of the opus of the alche-
mists. The idea of the world as alabyrinth or of life as a pilgrimage leads to the
ideaof the‘centre’ asasymbol of the absolute goal of Man—Paradise regained,
heavenly Jerusalem. Pictorialy, this central point is sometimes identified with
the geometric centre of the symbolic circle; sometimesitis placed aboveit; and at
other times, as in the oriental Shri Yantra, it is not portrayed at all, so that the
contemplator hasto imagine it.

But constantly we find a given theme reappearing under the guise of a new
symbol: the lost object, the impossible or very difficult enterprise; or else it
comes to be equated with a variety of qualities: knowledge, love, obtaining a
desired object, etc. Alchemy was devel oped in two fairly well-defined stages: the
mediaeval and the Renaissance, the latter terminating by the 18th century, when
it split once again into its two original components: mysticism and chemistry.
Alchemy is a symbolic technique which, together with the desire for positive
discoveries in the field of the natural sciences, sought to materiaize spiritual
truths. Instead of confronting the mythical dragon in their search for ‘treasure’,
like Cadmus, Jason and Siegfried, the alchemists sought to produce it by means of
hard work and virtue. Their work was not aimed at asimplerevelation of esoteric
truths, nor was it materialistic: both purposes coalesced, however, to achieve
something which for them had the significance of the absolute. Each operation,
each detail, every subject, every instrument was a source of intellectual and
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spiritua life: they were authentic symbols. After being forgotten for a period,
alchemy was reassessed as ‘the origin of modern chemistry’, and recently
Bachelard, Silberer, Jung and others have come to see the true compl eteness
of its meaning, at once poetic, religious and scientific. Bachelard points out that
achemy ‘possesses a quality of psychologica precision’ (33) and that, far from
being a description of objective phenomena, it is an attempt to project human
loveinto the ‘heart’ of things (1). Jung insists that the experiments of the alche-
mists had the sole purpose—like the ancient techniques of divination, though the
former was more ambitious and persistent—of stimulating the deepest layers of
the psyche and of facilitating psychic projectionsin material things, or in other
words, of experiencing material phenomena as symbols which point to a com-
plete theory of the universe and the destiny of the soul. For this reason, he says
that ‘the investigator had certain psychic experiences which appeared to him as
the particular behaviour of the chemical process . Elsewhere he defines this as
‘chemical research which, through projection, incorporated unconscious psychic
materid’, aremark which herounds off by affirming that ‘ the real nature of matter
was unknown to the alchemist. He knew it only by allusion. Searching for a
solution, he projected the unconscious into the obscurity of matter in order to
illuminateit. To explain the mystery of matter, he projected another mystery into
what wasto be explained’ (32). The summa of this mystery, the deepest of secret
aspirations, was the coincidentia oppositorum, of which ‘the alchemists are asit
were the empiricists, whereas Nicholas of Cusaisits philosopher’ (33). But the
achemist did not merely pretend to carry out his experiments; he was, indeed,
profoundly and pathetically engrossed in his search for gold. It wasthisinterest,
together with his sense of dedication that—as in the search for the Holy Grail—
was the guarantee of final success, by dint of the virtuous