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It is important to restate here the Maranatha* of the Alchemists placed at the threshold of the Work to halt the profane.

ANDRÉ BRETON,
SECOND MANIFESTO OF SURREALISM

It could almost be said that time doesn’t pass in the Golden Lane in Hradčany. If you wish to live for five hundred years, drop everything and apply yourself to alchemy.

VÍTĚZSLAV NEZVAL,
ZPÁTEČNÍ LÍSTEK†

For myself, I am fraught with fear before the difficulties of analogy.

MICHAEL PSELLOS,
“DE AUREA CATENA,” PHILOSOPHICA MINORA

I don’t give instruction, I awaken.

VILLIERS DE L’ISLE-ADAM, AXËL






*As was brought to my attention by Jacques Simonelli, “Maranatha,” which is Aramaic in origin and means “Come, Lord!,” appears in the First Epistle of Saint Paul to the Corinthians and in the epilogue of Revelations. We also find this word in the first line of Nicholas Flamel’s Hieroglyhical Key (and often repeated therein), which is “filled with great execrations and curses against every person that should cast his eyes upon it if he were not sacrificer or scribe.”

†Vítězslav Nezval, Zpáteční lístek [Round Trip Ticket] (Prague: Editions Borovy, 1933). A signed copy of this book was in André Breton’s library.
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There is no reading after which we cannot continue seeking for the philosopher’s stone.

ANDRÉ BRETON,
LES PAS PERDUS (THE LOST STEPS)




Born at the end of the nineteenth century, a period often considered the golden age of esotericism and “occultism” (a rather catch-all term* coined shortly before by Éliphas Lévi), the intellectual development of the first generation of surrealists was truly immersed in the cerebral ferment that characterized this prewar period. A reaction against the prevailing positivist hegemony, this ferment shook the esoteric world, as evidenced by the emergence of a number of more or less secret societies. These included the various Rosicrucian orders in France, such as Sar Peladan’s Aesthetic Rosicrucian Order Emerging from the Shadow of Martinism,1 and the Golden Dawn in England, as well as the publications of individuals such as Leví himself, Papus, or Helena Blavatsky, to name but a few.

As noted by Patrick Krémer, André Rolland de Renéville, a prominent member of the Grand Jeu (a group organized by two young seers from Reims, Roger Gilbert-Lecomte and René Daumal, and their Czech friend Joseph Sima), emphasized in Univers de la parole* that “the fight of the Encyclopedists against religious dogmas had its counterpart in the freedom they gave to certain minds to devote themselves to the study of the philosophies and religious messages of all times and all countries, from which the obstacle of a traditional prohibition had just been removed.”2 He formulated the hypothesis that “the crisis of agnosticism that turned the Western world upside down was overshadowed by a leap toward the marvelous and a passion for the so-called forbidden sciences, something that could be seen in the most educated classes of society.”

From this point of view, and considering that this crisis lasted throughout the nineteenth century and only really ended in 1914, how could we not be struck by the blinding evidence that the surrealists were, at least in part, the heirs of these “accursed poets” who were engaged in the elucidation of what Baudelaire calls “the immense universal analogy”? Moreover, are they not cursed “by virtue of the fact that they follow a direction similar to that of the so-called accursed sciences . . . from which they draw the very basis of their thought”?3 These “accursed sciences” are those, Breton notes in his Prolegomena to a Third Manifesto, “with which a tacit contact has always been maintained through the intermediary of ‘accursed’ poetry.” Likewise, in “Before the Curtain,” the preface to the catalog of the 1947 exhibition at the Maeght Gallery, he observes that “it cannot be a coincidence that recent research has discovered at the intersection of poetic and social transformative thought (the great figures of the Convention, Hugo, Nerval, Fourier) the continuing vitality of an esoteric understanding of the world (Martinès, Saint-Martin, Fabre d’Olivet, the Abbé Constant).” And he adds that their more or less direct influence can be seen, crystalizing around Saint-Yves d’Alveydre, on “the major poets of the second half of the nineteenth century (Lautréamont, Rimbaud, Mallarmé, Jarry).” Rolland de Renéville, author of The Poetic Experience, went further, saying: “It is now possible to feel that the assertions of nineteenth- and twentieth-century poets about the meaning of symbols, the power of the word, and the infinite richness of the unconscious will be remote but undeniable consequences of the currents of thought expressed in the Martinist and Swedenborgian doctrines* at the dawn of Romanticism.” In support of his claim, he cites “Nerval, Baudelaire, and Poe,” but also Hugo,† Mallarmé, Rimbaud, and Jarry, not to mention Balzac and Villiers de L’Isle-Adam,‡ who were influenced by Martinès de Pasqually,** the founder of the Order of the Mason Knights Elect Cohen of the Universe. There were also Blake, Swedenborg, and several other “accursed philosophers [who] created their personal works in the secret radiance of the Kabbalah,* and thereby, without seeking it, earned credit as initiators of Romanticism.”

In the same spirit, Breton (in the third part of Ajours, the section that concludes Arcane 17), hails in a footnote “the publication of a major work entitled La symbolique de Rimbaud,” which definitively establishes that “the influence of Éliphas Lévi, about which A. Viatte had shown the predominant role it played in the development of Victor Hugo, was experienced by Rimbaud with equal importance.” Breton did this despite the fact that the author was “a young Jesuit” named Jacques Gengoux.† As a sign of his possible approval, he quoted the following sentences: “Fourier and Lévi formed part of a massive trend of thought that we can follow from the Zohar to its diversification in the visionary schools of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We then find it at the base of the idealistic systems, including that of Goethe, and in general in all those who refuse to believe that a mathematical identity is the ideal unifying principle of the world.” Breton emphasized Éliphas Lévi’s ties to the Phalansterian bookshop on Quai Voltaire, while pointing out that Fourier had insisted on “the symbolism of colors” before Rimbaud.

In words close to Breton’s, but which will not surprise anyone who is aware of the closeness of the two men, Pierre Mabille mentions in his preface to the new French edition of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass (published by Stock in 1947),* two works which he said “were almost as widespread in English speaking countries as the Bible,” “the initiatory nature of Art” that “can never be stressed too highly” (art in the sense he gives it), even if “membership in secret societies is not enough in itself to awaken poetic genius.”† Referring to the works of Auguste Viatte,‡ he writes: “To explain the extraordinary success of certain books, signed or not, the occultists of the end of the last century, Éliphas Lévi, Saint-Yves d’Alveydre, [and] Schuré stated that these works were initiatory and that their authors belonged to a kind of occult chain or, more exactly, a fraternity that has passed down a secret teaching since the dawn of time.” Then, recalling in passing Etiemble’s study of “the singular readings of Rimbaud at the Charleville Municipal Library when he was a child,” he concludes that while “definitive proof” has “not been produced”—how could it be?—“disturbing facts have been discovered.” This should come as no surprise, since “the poet expresses the resolution of that ancient conflict to which the initiate claims to hold the key through knowledge of the Arcana,” and since “poetry seeks through the word (words and images) to express the ceaseless communication between the world of external phenomena and that of the internal representation animated by the violence of our passions.”

This happens in the secret radiance of the Hebrew Kaballah, as Breton puts it, and of the Zohar, but certainly also of Hermeticism, whose foundational text, the Emerald Tablet, establishes precisely this analogy, that “targets the intelligence of the heart and its creativity,” as the manifestation of a universal law. In addition, as René Alleau points out, this analogy “arises from the poetic and forms the basis of traditional alchemy.”4 “It is one of the paths of the Living,” says Jean Biès, whose “definitions mutually converge, intersect, and fertilize each other and whose inexhaustibility leaves the seeker forever dissatisfied.”5 Alleau, in his Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle (Aspects of traditional alchemy), also pointed out that Hermeticism was based on the myth of Hermes Trismegistus, whom Neoplatonists and Christians, under the influence of Euhemerist ideas, considered to be an ancient Egyptian king and the inventor of all sciences, whose secrets he had enclosed in mysterious books. Their solemn procession was described by Clement of Alexandria.* This “thrice great figure”† whom “the ancient Egyptians,” Camacho tells us, “worshipped under the name of Thoth,” is the one “who knows the Word with which the gods gave birth to the universe, which they considered to be the heart of the god RA, and who possessed the knowledge of the secret language. This is the figure whom the Greeks . . . called HERMES, who by his nature corresponds to the Artist of our Hermetic Science” (italics and capitalization in the original).6 Meanwhile Henri Hunwald shares the view of Rolland de Renéville and writes simply and clearly: “It has thus been decided to designate in this way a set of doctrines, which according to tradition go back to Ancient Egypt in the figure of the legendary Hermes Trismegistus. All of those doctrines and the practical applications they promoted find a common denominator in the theory of correspondences according to which the entire universe is composed of a number of analogous realms, whose elements correspond to one another, and can thus be used mutually as symbols, to reveal their respective properties, or even to act upon one another.”7

Continuing his demonstration, Rolland de Renéville, alluding directly to Swedenborg, says: “By a bold and grandiose effort that surpasses all in the Romantic style of composition . . . Baudelaire, at the same time as Nerval,* and under the influence of a shared mystical theory, introduces the method of Correspondences into French poetry. This innovation had such a great impact on our aesthetics that neither the Symbolist movement nor the later Surrealist movement could exhaust its possibilities!” Speaking of the same correspondences Pierre Mabille notes,† “There is no question that Baudelaire borrowed this idea from the Swedish mystic Swedenborg,” to whom Baudelaire expressly refers in another passage in L’art romantique. “Swedenborg,” the poet says, “has already taught us that everything: form, movement, number, colors, and aromas in the spiritual as well as in the natural world, is meaningful, reciprocal, contrary, and corresponding.” “From there,” Mabille continues, “the poet’s task will be to follow his inner sense of divination in order to perceive the analogies and correspondences concealed by the literary aspect of the metaphor.” He continues, “The equivalence between the sensory elements, the reflection of the spiritual world in the material world, is where we see the first two levels on which correspondences develop.” The third, which is concerned with the ability to discern—not given to everyone—“through appearances reduced to the rank of signs and symbols, the reflections of a supersensory universe,” allows the poet to perceive “the Saturnine and profound unity” of the world, of which these correspondences serve as proof. Van Lennep confirms the existence of these correspondences, although he traces their origin only to Cornelius Agrippa,‡ the famous Kabbalist from the early Renaissance who “specifically revealed the magic liaison between the conceptual world, that of images, and the universe. These liaisons, which Bruno calls ‘chains,’ survived in Swedenborg’s ‘Correspondences’ and in Baudelairean analogies, to which the Surrealists were not deaf.” Before them they survive in Rimbaud’s work, whose “alchemy of the word,” according to Michel Carrouges, “was sufficient from the time of its inception to magnetize the entire line of great modern poets.”* In his Second Manifesto, Breton, while emphasizing its limitations, wanted to see this phrase “taken literally.” There is certainly a connection with those quoted above! Bernard Roger8 extends these correspondences “to the destiny of all humanity and the life of civilizations inasmuch as . . . the birth and death of religious systems is connected to astronomical events.” He points out in a footnote that this point of view is shared by René Guénon (in The Reign of Quantity), Pierre Mabille (in Egregores), and Isha Schwaller de Lubicz (in Herbak).

This is all the more significant because, as the author of Art and Alchemy reminds us, “nourished by the occult sciences [Rimbaud] composed a poetic science that he expressed in his ‘Sonnet of the Vowels,’ which reflects a profound initiation into the symbology of letters and colors.” “The Surrealist poet,” Van Lennep says, “who was enchanted by the relations between alchemical transmutation and poetic transformation, which Surrealism had to maintain with a particular fervor, found beyond Rimbaud and Nerval, the verses of Clovis Hesteau de Nuysement† or the prose of Hermes Trismegistus!”9 Not to mention that “alchemical emblems probably respond most perfectly to the imperatives of a magical art based on universal sympathy, as advocated by the humanists interested in the occult sciences or as later envisioned by André Breton.” Convinced that surrealism and alchemy could both be defined as “a kind of occultomaterialism” Carrouges, who had already noted “the deep bond between alchemy and surrealism, between alchemical transmutation and poetic transformation” in his André Breton and the Basic Concepts of Surrealism, plows the same furrow when stating, “And just as alchemical literature is an initiation to transmutation, surrealist poetic manifestations are an initiation into the transformation of the relationship between man and the universe.” “Because,” he goes on to say, “the practice of poetry, not as an object of verbal art but as an irreplaceable mental process, has immediate value as a first apprenticeship in the world of transmutation and transformation.” “In this way,” he states explicitly with the ability to state things succinctly and clearly, for which he is known, “alchemy is poetry in the strongest sense of the word and surrealism is really an alchemical transmutation.” (My italics.) To ensure that this is fully understood, he then notes, “Through the transmutation of matter, mineral or verbal, the goal of both is the metamorphosis of man and the cosmos.”* He then goes on to say that it is “this myth of the transformation of man, stripping himself of his wretched appearance in order to put on a glorious body by means of a transmutation analogous to that of the mystical lead of the alchemists transformed into mystical gold, that inspires the bulk of the essential themes of surrealist symbology, including that of Breton.”

Then we have Elie-Charles Flamand, who says in “La quete du verbe,” (his preface for his anthology Attiser la rose cruciale) “that some of the phases of poetic alchemy consist in recovering, as best as possible, the inflections and the rhythm of the mystical voice, in embodying the idea it expresses in living images that tend to make it possible to grasp what is most elusive, to precipitate, clarify and intensify this vibration, which is sometimes so tenuous and so difficult to capture and translate.” He goes on to say that although “throughout the ages, some poets have suspected or known that, as in the handling of the Great Work, the operations whose goal is the transmutation of verbal matter are inseparable from the work on the self that can give birth to enlightenment,” it was the Romantics, he adds—“and especially the French Romantics”—who “began to favor metaphor and to consider the system of correspondences that underlies it as one of the fundamental principles of poetry,” an “idea that has been further developed by Symbolism and more recent poetic movements such as Surrealism.” It’s this “concept of the image, so close to that of the hermeticists,” which, “accompanied by a clearer realization of the true essence of the [imagined] poetic act,” when it is “carried to its highest degree,” as a rebirth of the “whole psychological and spiritual individual” through writing, has made “the kinship between poetry and alchemy”* more immediately visible. As Bernard Roger puts it, in describing this kinship: “Like all activity that comes from poetry, alchemy is very receptive in its own depths to infinite possibilities and heavens. Access to it is all the more forbidden to those who have closed their ears to nature, just as poetry will always be to those who have lost contact with the spirit.”10 For this reason, Flamand resumes, “elements of the high wisdom of the Ars Magna can be detected” in the works of “Gérard de Nerval, Stéphane Mallarmé, Arthur Rimbaud, Oscar Vladislas de Lubicz-Milosz, and André Breton, for example,” while others such as Saint-John Perse, Pierre Jean Jouve, Paul Éluard, René Char, (and) Edmond Humeau,† “without having frequented the sanctuary of the Adepts, intuitively rediscovered the very spirit of the science of the Great Work and often practiced true verbal alchemy.”11

A little later in Great Britain, Toni del Renzio (1915–2007), a dissident surrealist who like Ithell Colquhoun* was expelled by E. L. T. Mesens and Jacques Brunius for the importance he attached to the same esoteric thought toward which Breton had turned, stated in his short manifesto, “Incendiary Innocence”:

Alchemy of the word—released from the limitations Rimbaud had placed upon it—plays a miraculous role in the surrealist drama, and as psychology becomes more precise upon the nature seen by Philosophers, so the accuracy with which Breton identified Alchemical and Surrealist researches continues to astound and to confound. Flamel and Lulle† have both been listed as Surrealists, while from the former’s transcription of the Book of Abraham the Jew‡ has been drawn a description typifying the surrealist picture. The parallelism of these two revolté movements, separated by several centuries, yet intertwined, is most marked in a recent important text, Genesis and Perspective of Surrealism, written by André Breton for the catalog of Art of this Century, where deliberate and conscious references are made to occultists and mystics such as Giordano Bruno, Joachim of Flora, Meister Eckhart, an intimate acquaintance with the Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz, and to the very fount of alchemy, The Smaragdine Tables of Hermes Trismegistus,** cited in the work. [Del Renzio’s italics, above.]

He then goes on to say: “Vision must return to its pristine clarity, which the occultists accord to innocence—an innocence more precisely situated than that mask beneath which ignorance and ill will have hid themselves—incendiary innocence bursting into the flames of the primitive temptations of Bosch.”12

Alleau, in his analysis, thought that “being only means actively being in every moment” and that “any ontology that overlooks this makes us slaves to an abstract idea of the being and leads us astray.” He counters this with “the ceaselessly reanimated life of ‘active being,’” in other words the ceaselessly recreating Word, for the preeminent poetic Word, essentially operative and concrete, which the ideological abstractions of contemporary “false consciousness” never ceases to take us away from. He then emphasizes “the primitive liaison between poetry and metallurgy,” “later vouched for by the double meaning of the Greek poiein,” and reminds us that fiction is “literally a transformation of ‘fact’ into ‘fiat,’ a recreation of the created. Hence the demiurgic nature of poetry and alchemy.”* “This is why,” Elie-Charles Flamand concludes in a similar vein, “Photius and the anonymous author of a papyrus text in the Leyden library, among many others, use the word ποιηεις (poiesis) instead of χρυσοποια (chrysopoeia),† which means the transmutation of metals into gold. Moreover, in some manuscripts, like one in Saint Mark’s Library in Venice, alchemists are called ποιητής (poietes).” “What’s at work here,” he adds, “is a play on words. These two words, which are connected to the root of the verb ποιειν, poiein, can be either taken in their etymological sense of creator and maker, or in the more common definition of poet and poetry.”13

This is why the sacred art, “according to the traditional expression of the Adepts,” should be seen as a means of considering the connections between the different levels of reality, to the extent that, as Mircea Eliade says, “the experiments of the alchemists on mineral or plant substances have a more audacious goal than simple experimentation; it is to alter their very way of being.”* This happens, according to Alleau and then Canseliet, “in the disruption of the balance of the logical mechanics of profane consciousness, the prime material and, consequently, the chaos of the Great Work on the mental and spiritual planes,”14 and “therein resides the esoteric explanation of some poetic works, the justification of the inspired poets, labeled as accursed.” This cannot help but cast a new light on the well-known formula concerning the “long, immense, reasoned derangement of all the senses” that Rimbaud wrote in a letter to Paul Demeny and which Breton repeated in the Manifesto. In a bit of a breathtaking abridgement, he even went on to say (in Surrealism), “we should recall, on that respect, with Yves Duplessis, ‘the gnostic meaning of the whirlwind of life that devours the darkness’ (Surrealism), and which could explain, for example, Rimbaud’s sonnets on the vowels, and also holds a certain kabbalistic connection with Raymond Roussel’s Poussière de soleils [The dust of the suns].” A sonnet in which the man with the soles of the wind mentions, as someone accustomed to the inn of the Great Bear,† alchemy and its “broad, studious brows,” and whose famous image, “O the Omega! Violet beam from his Eyes!,” inspired Fulcanelli’s disciple to write the following commentary (which will be helpful to remember later): “The last verse of the famous sonnet sings of Hermes’s small fish, the Ichthys of the Christian catacombs, the remora of the old alchemists, that tablet, which is miniscule in comparison to the mineral mass involved, and of which it is the pure and spiritual sulfurous part, laboriously gleaned during the course of the second work, and whose fracture reveals to be superbly shiny and purplish-blue.”15

In a very complementary way, Bernard Roger rightly shows, while leaving everyone to draw their own conclusions, that the birth of the two “liberating movements of the mind” that promoted an awakening of consciousness—Romanticism in the nineteenth century and surrealism in the twentieth century—coincides with the appearance “after centuries of silence” of books by two Sons of science, Cyliani’s L’Hermès dévoilé (Hermes unveiled) and the two books by Fulcanelli, The Mystery of the Cathedrals and The Dwellings of the Philosophers, in 1926* and 1930. Let’s say straight off that we know very little about Cyliani, whose book may have inspired Balzac to write La recherche de l’absolu (The search for the absolute). In any case it was obviously one of Canseliet’s first links to alchemy—at least with certain aspects of this “nebula with multiple configurations,” to use Jean Biès’s words. However, Papus wrote about this figure in his book La pierre philosophale (1889) saying, “the alchemist Cylani (1832) who, as he said, discovered the philosopher’s stone after forty years of labor, lived as a man of modest independent means after his wife persuaded him not to offer the precious secret to King Louis XVIII.”

“While alchemy in its operative aspect,” writes Jean-Louis Bédouin in Vingt ans de surrealism, “has as its goal the capture of the germinating energies of the ‘metal spirits’ in order to regenerate their bodies and bring them to perfection by means of the Art, we now see that the surrealist experience proposes nothing less than the discovery of the signifying principle of language in order to restore it to true life.”16 Indeed he later goes on to say, “On the basis of the testimony of those who have gone a long way along the narrow and steep path, sown with snares, that leads to the discovery of the ‘Golden Bough,’ there would be no impassable border, nor even a sharp demarcation, between certain revelations that can be produced in a state of poetic enlightenment and those that, as Artephius* says, come from the mouth of the student when he or she reaches the threshold of enlightening knowledge.” However, a word of warning is in order: “It is not a question of establishing a strict parallel between a ‘sacred science’ and poetic experience,† but of establishing, as the alchemists themselves seem to suggest, not only the analogy of the end but, to a certain extent, the analogy of the means between hermetic science and poetry, in the highest acceptance of the term.” For while “the alchemist is both the demiurge of the philosophical microcosm and the operator who leads the material to a regeneration whose nature is analogous to the transformation that poetry imposes on language,”17 poetry alone “is the guardian of that lost word, the true subject of the art according to Bernard le Trévisan. But it’s an art of connivance, capable of the ultimate reformation, of the final revolution, the one that carries away all the others after having prepared and fulfilled them,” Vincent Bounoure sums up in his “Preface to a Treatise on Matrixes.” He takes great pains at the beginning of this text to make it clear that the “purely profane” perspective he is expressing “is far from the intelligence of a science that has always presented itself as sacred,” but he nevertheless suggests that alchemy “fits into the great current that takes as its primary objective the regeneration of man,” a “project based on the primordial powers of thought, on the expectation of their restoration.”* He offers a “layman’s” way of saying what Stanislas Klossowki de Rola said in words more directly inspired by traditional esotericism, difficult to handle for a scientifically trained surrealist. Namely that “the Great Work, when all is said and done, is nothing other than the restoration of the primordial divine state and the universal salvation of all beings and all things.” Or, as Jean Biès puts it, alchemy is “entirely concerned with recreating the process that would allow this life to recover the fullness and purity of the time before the fall of Adam.”

We should not lose sight, however, of the fact that, as Bounoure goes on to say, “the Adepts may have devoted themselves to literary exercises” in writing their treatises, which is far less “evidence of their indulgence or commiseration for lost seekers than for the necessity of a writing, which is what we call poetry, in whose operations the same procedures are at work as in alchemical work.” While concluding that the “hermetic work . . . appeared as a particular case of a general poetics,” he added, “this is why for the Adept, the cabala and its practice are both a key to reading the texts, and the means of an invention that implements the same intellectual resources, whether its results are of an operational or poetic order.” However, it is a good idea to keep in mind what René Alleau said: “Although the symbology of the Great Work can receive a boundless expansion, its inner consistency is nonetheless so precise and rigorous that it cannot cater to the arbitrary or fantastic interpretations of its users, because its experimental basis makes it possible for mistakes to be found immediately.”18

In her short and little-known book, A razão ardente—do romantismo ao surrealismo, Nora Mitrani, who according to Fernando Sabido Sanchez “was one of those poet-philosophers for whom surrealism was inseparable from life,” anticipated in 1950 J. L. Bedouin’s later claim: “The art of the surrealists is only the constant tension toward the way of the Great Art, the ARS MAGNA according to Ramon Lull, the golden chain that connects all the events and things of this world—the desire to realize on the plane of language the effort of the Alchemists.”* She goes on to write, “From this perspective, we understand Rimbaud’s failure. Breton himself foresees his own—certain of not achieving it, but too little concerned about his own death to not reckon with the joys of such a possession.” Breton says, perhaps a bit hastily in 1955: “The whole point for Surrealism was to convince ourselves that we had got our hands on the ‘prime matter’ (in the alchemical sense) of language,” “something like language in the raw state, one on which the operation separating speaking from saying has not yet been performed.”* Words that could not help but complement this extract from one of René Alleau’s still-unpublished Notebooks, which is obviously on the same wavelength:


The whole point for Surrealism

was to convince ourselves

that we had got our hands

on the PRIME MATTER

(in the alchemical sense) of language;

AFTER THAT, WE KNEW WHERE

TO GET IT, and it goes without saying

that we had no interest in

reproducing it to the point of satiety; THAT’S for those

who are so surprised that the practice

of automatic writing among us

had been abandoned.†




Jean-Claude Silbermann, in a rare text entitled Le saumon, la cerise et le gardien du trait, texte sur l’art (The salmon, the cherry, and the guardian of the line), brought his own evidence to bear on this question of the relationship between surrealism and alchemy, stating:

I don’t have the expertise to identify the reasons and place the circumstances (Christianity? The Renaissance? The Enlightenment?) that led us to cut ties with our own primordial myths, but there is at least one traditional discipline in the West: alchemy. The “Sons of Science” have brought the “Art of Hermes into our day.” Poets—Jean-Pierre Brisset, Raymond Roussel, Ghérasim Luca, Guy Cabanel—have, in this century, known how to loosen the bridle on the “horse of the word.” Artists who, for the most part, emerged from surrealism in a specific and decisive fashion, among them Jorge Camacho, may well have succeeded in momentarily “fixing the volatile” and “volatilizing the fixed.” But this traditional art, like all others, is transmitted by initiation, and in the study, reading, and rereading of inspired texts. The secret it holds is the key and the lock that this key fits is it own imprint.19

It is Gherasim Luca who writes, for example, “For us, the dream of the alchemists, like all dreams, belongs to a reality,” and it was again Jean-Claude Silbermann who in 2019 created a series of original drawings for the deluxe edition of Philippe Audoin’s previously unpublished Les capucines aux lèvres d’émail by Editions du Grand Tamanoir. Some of these drawings, such as the court jester spurting out of a flask, undeniably bear the stamp of the Art of Music! With respect to this Art of Music, “we know,” Bernard Roger writes in his introduction to The Light Coming Out of Darkness by Itself, a book attributed to Marc-Antonio Crasselame20 (which was also cited at length by the author of L’alchimie expliquée sur ses textes classiques, Eugene Canseliet), that many authors “use this periphrasis to refer to alchemy” in order to thus convey that on the practical level of the work the concern was to achieve harmony between the elements by means of the “salt” while on the level of theoretical instruction, the texts are considered to be a unique musical theme—engendered by the word of Hermes, regarded as the “Father of all alchemists.”

But in any event, it is clearly an expert in this field, Eugene Canseliet, to whom I should give the last word. In a later text from 1978 happily dismissing one of the inescapable assumptions of the current of thought represented by Breton and his friends, he deemed “that it was not disputable that surrealism had played a large role in the revival of alchemy, just as Atlantis had played no less important a role.” “Between the two great movements,” he added, “the dissimilarity is only in appearance because the first recovers from dream what atheism had caused it to lose on the level of reality.”21



*It was René Alleau who, in a 2010 interview in the magazine 3ème Millénaire, called occultism a “catch-all” and “a kind of junk room in which everything is piled up: esotericism, Kabbalah, theosophy, witchcraft, alchemy, Gnosticism, cartomancy, paranormal phenomena, astrology, tea leaves, ghosts, magic, high initiation, talismans, and so on.” (The words alchemy and artist will appear in either uppercase or lowercase in quotations in accordance with their authors’ preference.) This term appears again in Alleau’s preface to Louis Figuier’s L’alchimie et les alchimistes (Bibliotheca Hermetica), in which he harshly criticizes the “scientism style” of that time. As far as I know, the word occultism never appeared before 1853, the time of the Revue progressive founded by Alphonse Louis Constant, better known as Éliphas Lévi.

*Renéville is also the author of L’expérience poétique.

*I think it is important to make a distinction between Martinism and Martinésism, the latter arising directly from the thought and writings of Martinès de Pasqually personally while, according to Rolland de Renéville, “under the impetus of Claude de Saint-Martin [sic], the doctrine inaugurated by Martinez [sic] de Pasqually tends to blend with that of Swedenborg,” and, with the help of Papus, creates Martinism.

†In his introduction to Basil Valentine’s Twelve Keys of Philosophy (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1956), Eugène Canseliet writes that the “sketches and drawings” of Hugo, which alone showed his “inclination . . . for transcendental poetry,” are “overwhelmingly a precursor to Surrealism.”

‡With respect to Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, for example, Jacques d’Ares recalls that Canseliet considered his posthumous book Axël to “contain a substantial initiatory doctrine of real value” (Atlantis, n° 322). And according to Van Lennep, Mallarmé (about whom, Breton recalls in “Fronton Virage,” the “enchantment” he felt when he discovered one of his “little sonnets”) “also believed in the magic of words” and “stated that occultism [was] the commentary of pure signs, which all literature followed because he was convinced that each letter transmitted a portion of sidereal power.” He added moreover that “occultism partially uncovers the mechanisms of universal symbolism,” a “fervor” he shared with Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, who was often his confidant on the subject. Robert Amadou devoted the tenth issue of his journal, La tour Saint-Jacques, to J. K. Huysmans.

**Breton quoted Le crocodile by his disciple, Louis-Claude de Saint-Martin, the “Unknown Philosopher” in his text “Languages of Stones.” Breton was familiar with the work of his friend Robert Amadou whose “silhouette” crosses through the pages of “Surrealism in its Living Works” in 1955, according to Etienne-Alain Hubert. Breton’s library also contained a copy of Gnostiques de la révolution by Claude [sic] de Saint-Martin, a collection of texts presented by André Tanner and published in 1946 by Éditions Egloff (Paris and Fribourg).

*There is a clear distinction between the Hebrew Kabbalah, which is an esoteric tradition of Judaism, Christian Kabbalah, the philosophical trend, due to the Neoplatonic philosophers of the Renaissance who made it possible to use kabbalistic techniques to interpret the New Testament in particular, and the phonetic cabala—which is nothing other than the Language of the Birds.

†The exact title of the book, published by the Parisian publisher Éditions du Vieux Colombier in 1947, is La symbolique de Rimbaud: Le système, ses sources. But the book in Breton’s library was this author’s La pensée poétique de Rimbaud, which he had inscribed to him. Jacques Gengoux abandoned his plans to join the Jesuit order.

*In this text, republished in Traversées de nuit (Paris: Éditions Plasma, 1981), Mabille points out that the work of Lewis Carroll “constitutes . . . a text of the highest occult scope by directly questioning the foundations of logic and reason and by demonstrating the weakness of our certainty.”

†It seems helpful to me to recall that Mabille knows what he’s talking about here as he was a Freemason of high degree in Le Droit Humain.

‡“Who isn’t,” Mabille thought it worthwhile to spell out, probably intended to silence malicious critics, “an occultist but a lucid and well-informed professor.”

*René Alleau, Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle (Paris: Edition de Minuit, 1953). However, in the book he wrote on Alleau (René Alleau et l’écriture philosophale, Saint-Gervais: SELENA Editions, 2022), Gilles Bucherie points out that as “in Fulcanelli’s two books, The Mystery of the Cathedrals and The Dwellings of the Philosophers,” few developments are carried out in Alleau’s work “around the study of Egyptian myth and its connection with the Great Work.”

†“Thrice great,” writes André Coia-Gatié in his book Chevalerie errante (Paris: La Table d’Emeraude, 1992), “because he acts simultaneously in the heavens, earth, and hell.”

*Nerval was highly esteemed by the members of the Grand Jeu. Van Lennep writes that “his poem ‘El Desdichado’ was conceived as a typical hermetic riddle, revealing in a remarkable way the influence of alchemy” (“L’art alchimique et le surréel”).

†In his first press conference on poetry, included in Traversées de la nuit (Paris: Editions Plasma, 1981).

‡Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486–1535), a highly influential German esotericist best known for his work De occulta philosophia. Breton compared Max Ernst to the “great Corneille Agrippa.”

*Michel Carrouges, “Poésie moderne et alchimie,” in L’alchimie, by E. J. Holmyard. Incidentally, Michel Carrouges was a good friend of many of the figures appearing in this book, with whom he maintained correspondence. This included René Alleau, Eugène Canseliet, Henri Hunwald, Maurice Fourré, and Breton, of course.

†Clovis Hesteau de Nuysement (1555–1623), poet and alchemist and author of Traittez de l’harmonie, et constitution generalle du vray sel, secret des philosophes, & de l’esprit universel du monde.

*Jörg Völlnagel, in his book Alchimie, l’art royal (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale editions, 2012), explains that alchemists believe their art “like a hermetic promise of salvation . . . would be able to complete and perfect the divine creation of nature and lead humanity into a new era of paradise.”

*A reversible proposition, as can be seen in the highly poetic nature of numerous titles for alchemical works, such as those cited by Caron and Hutin: An Open Entrance to the Shut-palace of the King, The Great Work Unveiled in Favor of the Children of the Light, The Light Coming Out of the Darkness, The Desired Desire, The Book of Twelve Gates, The Tomb of Semiramis Open to the Wise, and The Great Mirror of the World.

†Edmond Humeau (1907–1998), a friend of E. C. Flamand and author of, most notably, Le tambourinaire des sources. He was one of the “comrade-kings” who channeled all his brilliance into La tour de feu (1946–1981), the magazine of Pierre Boujut (1913–1992).

*To whom he was briefly married.

†Raymond Lulle, or Ramon Lull (1232–1315), was a poet and mystic philosopher of the thirteenth century. Numerous alchemical treatises have been attributed to him, such as Testament in Two Books of the Complete Universal Chemical Art—Of which one volume concerns how to transmute the soul of metals, and On the Secrets of Nature and Its Quintessence, but recent scholarship has called this into question.

‡This would be no less than “the lost work of Rabbi Abraham, the Ash Mesareph, that was believed to have been totally destroyed,” according to Jacques Sadoul in Le trésor des alchimistes (Paris: Editions Publications Premières, 1970).

**The “Smaragdine Table” is also known as the “Tabula Smaragdina” or more prosaically as the “Emerald Tablet.”

*René Alleau, “Hypnos et thanatos ou le philosophe dans le paysage” in Jorge Camacho, la danse de la mort, exhibition catalog, Galerie de Seine, Paris, for the first part of the citation, and Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle for the second. It will easily be seen that this expression, “recreation of the created,” was reused by Bernard Roger in the introductory “text” dedicated to Alleau in the republication of Basil Valentine’s De la nature des métaux.

†Speaking of chrysopoeia, we may recall that a painting by Leonora Carrington from 1964 is entitled Chrysopoeia of Marie the Jewess. This woman is considered to be one of the founders of alchemy. She invented a number of tools and procedures and for this reason was cited in the treatises by Zosimus of Panopolis. Marie the Jewess is believed to have lived in Alexandria between the second and third century CE.

*Mircea Eliade, Le mythe de l’alchimie suivi de l’alchimie asiatique. Eliade’s statements are confirmed by Stanislas Klossowski de Rola in Alchimie: Florilège de l’art secret, when he asserts that “while the transmutation of metals is not the final goal of the Great Work, it is nonetheless certain that it plays a major and absolutely indispensable role, so that the Great Work is both a spiritual and material realization.”

†Arthur Rimbaud, “Ma bohème” (Cahier de Douai, 1870): “My Inn was at the Grande Ourse [the Great Bear, the Big Dipper—trans.],” which in an alchemical context assumes a very specific meaning.

*As Richard Khaitzine points out in his Secrets d’alcôves—Fulcanelli et la cosmosphère (Bosguérard-de-Marcouville, Eure: Editions Philomène Alchimie, 2020), 1926 was the year in which Werner Heisenberg formulated—he only released it in 1927—his famous Uncertainty Principle, which in a nutshell expresses that the results of an experiment can vary according to the quality of the observer, or even because of the observer’s presence or absence. We should not fail to emphasize that, according to Canseliet’s remarks in the preface to the second edition, “when the Mystery of the Cathedrals was released in 1922, Fulcanelli had not received the Gift of God yet but he was so close to supreme illumination that he deemed it necessary to wait in personal anonymity, which he consistently observed.” Other documents published by Canseliet give reason to believe that this event took place before 1920—perhaps occurring between 1917 and 1919.

*Artephius is a twelfth-century Jewish or Arab alchemist “whose works,” according to Bernard Roger,” “were circulated in Latin through the scholarly world of the cloisters at that time.” Michel Caron and Serge Hutin have suggested that “the poet Al-Tughräi (executed for apostasy around 1120),” who “founded the alchemical art on revelation and initiation,” “was none other than the mysterious alchemist known as Artephius.”

†It seems appropriate to recall that René Alleau, in his foreword to the republication of Nicolas Flamel’s Book of Hieroglyphic Figures, said that “the poetic experience in the most general sense of the term . . . was not limited to art, to works, or even less, to their forms, because it extends to any magical experience of the Sacred.” He added, “It involves, even in the most trivial activities, a pure ability to recreate the data of the outside world, our lifestyle, and the logical modes of our understanding, within.” (The uppercase and italics are Alleau’s.)

*Vincent Bounoure, “Préface à un traité des matrices.” The Trévisan who Bounoure discusses is Bernard “Earl of the Trévisan Marches,” and notably author of the Songe verd who is supposed to have attained the Adeptat at the age of eighty-two, and whose book La parole délaissée is cited in La nouvelle assemblée des philosophes chimiques by Claude d’Ygé. Vincent Bounoure, a member of the surrealist group during Breton’s time, attempted to prevent the rupture of the group after Breton’s death.

*Nora Mitrani, A razão ardente—do romantismo ao surrealismo (Cuadernos Surrealistas, 1950). The capitalized letters are in the original. Breton had a copy of the typewritten manuscript in French in his library.

*André Breton, “Du surréalisme dans ses oeuvres vives,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. 4. As Etienne-Alain Hubert points out, the phrase quoted was first published in the fourth issue of Médium, and the second part of the citation corresponds to an “author’s note connected with language.”

†The capitalization is René Alleau’s. This dates probably from the beginning of the aughts.
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The surrealists are the investigators of a new kind of science—and they must follow the same path as the candidates for the status of Adept [Sons of Science], the path of illuminated knowledge.

JEAN-LOUIS BÉDOUIN,
TWENTY YEARS OF SURREALISM




It might be a good idea here to say a few words about surrealism, which cannot be reduced to a simple “avant-garde” philosophy while overlooking the fact that it took root in symbolism, “the flowering of all the secret and mystical philosophy that French Romanticism possessed,” as Rolland de Renéville noted. In fact surrealism, like symbolism before it, grew out of Romanticism, a movement of reaction against the Enlightenment. Chateaubriand, the “surrealist in exoticism” so often quoted by Breton’s friends, was a figurehead of this movement in France. Mainly through the intervention of the “Knight Errant of Theosophy,” his friend Louis-Marie de la Forest-Divonne, a disciple of Louis-Claude de Saint Martin,* Madame de Staël, herself quite close to the author of Memoirs from Beyond the Grave, grew familiar with the philosophy of the man known as the Unknown Philosopher, Saint-Martin, and those Canseliet called the “Illuminated theosophists.” Not to mention that other link between Chateaubriand and Illuminism in Lyons,* Pierre Simon Ballanche (1776–1847) who Paul Bénichou ironically called “a progressive counter-revolutionary!” Therefore, as one thing leads to another, we can’t help but observe when following the course of ideas that the movement founded by Breton† was also influenced to some extent by the Illuminism of the second half of the seventeenth century, the “illuminated Masonry singularly illustrated by Martinez [sic] de Pasqually.”‡ It also drew on even earlier systems of thought such as those of “that strange Swiss-German Faustian figure of the sixteenth century,”1 Paracelsus, “the spirited innovator, [the] fierce tribune of Nuremberg, Saint Gall, and other places, [the] brilliant wild man to whom modern medicine seems to owe the very basis of its therapy.”2 There is also Jakob Böhme, who “according to some critics . . . was the last to seriously pursue the quest of the Adepts, but by altering its symbols so that under [his] pen . . . alchemy became . . . a Christian mysticism.”* This can only irresistibly bring to mind Mircea Eliade’s observation in The Myth of Alchemy, “In short, all alchemists say that their art is an esoteric and mystical technique.”3

It is not so easy, however, to define surrealism, a movement of thought that is still alive today and that, without being, with all due respect to the university, just another simple literary or artistic school, has produced a good number of the masterpieces of the last century. If Breton initially presented it as “pure psychic automatism by which one proposes to express . . . the actual functioning of thought . . . in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern,” this definition was soon revealed to be too narrow. Although he also said in La révolution surréaliste he wanted “to come to a new declaration of the rights of man,” and made his watchwords those of Marx, “to transform the world” (which evolved into re-enchanting the world), and Rimbaud, “to change life,” and later Fourier,† “to remodel human understanding,” it soon proved to be clear that the primary goal of surrealism was to restore full power to the imagination by opening oneself to the marvelous—the marvelous that, in the words of the author of Nadja, is located “at the extreme point of the vital movement.” Although by only seeking, out of disdain for the beyond, to explore reality as it is by all means even if it means, as Fabrice Flahutez notes, drawing from “the timeless storehouse of traditional images and symbols in order to create something new.” All this was to restore to Man his freedom—hence the political commitment of surrealism and its revolt against the rich and the system they built, a revolt that is undeniably echoed in this extract from the third paragraph of Fulcanelli’s Mystery of the Cathedrals, cited by Bernard Roger, in the tone that is still so appropriate today:

In our day, cant is spoken by the humble people, the poor, the despised, the rebels, calling for liberty and independence, the outlaws, the tramps and the wanderers. Cant is the cursed dialect, banned by high society, by the nobility (who are really so little noble), the well-fed and self-satisfied middle class, luxuriating in the ermine of their ignorance and fatuity. It remains the language of a minority of individuals living outside accepted laws, conventions, customs and etiquette. The term voyous [street-Arabs], that is to say voyants [seers] is applied to them and the even more expressive term Sons or Children of the Sun.4

A friend of Bataille, but also of Roger Gilbert-Lecomte, André Rolland de Renéville, and Antonin Artaud, the last of whom he invited to give lectures at the Sorbonne to the members of his association of philosophical and scientific studies for examination of new trends, Doctor René Allendy, author of a thesis on “medicine and alchemy,” was thus in good company when he asserted in his Paracelse, le médecin maudit (published by Gallimard in 1937): “The very idea of alchemical transformism and the ideal of transmutation automatically leads, on the social level, to a reformist attitude that takes on a revolutionary spirit when it confronts the institution with immutable and definitive claims.”

At any rate, while Fourier’s maxim, “Remodel human understanding,” forms one of its pillars, the convergence of surrealism and alchemy’s goals becomes quite clear when compared to this sentence from Alleau’s Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle: “The ancient dream of the alchemists,” “the most illustrious dreamers humanity has ever known,” he adds elsewhere, “was to transform the human ape into a true man.” (Italics are mine.)

This point of view, expressed by Flahutez, is shared by Alain Joubert, who brings it back to the subject by writing: “What interests us in Alchemy is first and foremost the inexhaustible reservoir of images that it consists of, as well as a certain poetic practice of language, of which the image is an intrinsic part.”5 This is explained, according to Carrouges, by the fact that “the writings of the alchemists have a distinctly pre-surrealist look” and that surrealist poetry “takes place precisely as an extension of that of the alchemists.6 The example he cites, a phrase attributed to “Hermes” that Breton borrowed from Éliphas Lévi for a text on Matta in his book Surrealism and Painting—“The raven’s head disappears with the night; by day, the bird flies without wings, he vomits the rainbow, his body becomes red, and on his back floats pure water”—is in this regard quite meaningful.

And this is, in a sense, what is implied by the question with which Bernard Roger opens his preface to the new edition of Basil Valentine’s De la nature des métaux (On the nature of metals):7 “How could alchemy not have made the most extensive use of the image since it recognizes in its founding principles that no knowledge is possible without images?” René Alleau, however, deemed it wise to qualify this by reminding us that images especially “of sexuality, however veiled, are given free rein behind the décor of a religious lyricism intended to pull the wool over the eyes of the inquisitors,” and that “by all evidence, the claims of religious orthodoxy that abound in medieval alchemical literature are repeated too often to not appear somewhat suspect.” Now, while this cautious attitude is obviously caused by the “prohibition of the traditional magical arts” orchestrated “by the dominant religion” and the consequent risks incurred by their practitioners, everything here suggests that it arises from a desire, more or less assumed, but objectively consistent with that of surrealism, to subvert the system—or at least skirt the attempts, “in all eras, to censure by any means the manifestations of the collective unconscious, source of the permanent claims of human desire, always considered as dangerous for the established order.”8 But we should also bear in mind the warning of Jacques Van Lennep who saw alchemical art “in no way as an illustrative art but forming a complete and autonomous language.” He topped off this observation by pointing out that “it is primarily in accordance with the desire to evoke objects that could not be perceived by any rational operation that alchemy has one of the most fertile symbolic imaginations.”9

René Alleau (in his book Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle) takes great pains to recall “that profound and grandiose idea that we have despised and lost,” namely “that traditional thought does not separate the physical world from the social world,” and that it is “linked to the metaphysical world of which it is simply an adaptation.” Alleau doesn’t fail to emphasize that it still involves “initiation into mysteries that cannot be attained through reason alone,” and goes even further when he asserts, “It seems that alchemy corresponds less to a physical science than an aesthetic knowledge of matter and that it should be situated halfway between poetry and mathematics, between the world of symbols and the world of numbers.”

Meanwhile, Elie-Charles Flamand (who, however, did not thumb his nose at transcendence), in his book Les méandres du sens (The meanders of meaning),10 writes a few lines on the philosophy of the movement, which, with their multiple implications, seem to ring quite true:

I have always been deeply sensitive to the marvelous that lies hidden beneath the everyday appearance of things. Breton initiated me into the quest for the disturbing glimmers of pure Reality that come thick and fast—but only if one keeps their attention on full alert—in the sudden cracks of appearances, the overlaps of events, the margins of life, and the auras of objects. These signs, intuitions, and premonitions bring us a piece of true knowledge and make us aware that quite often, reason is far from being right. Here life rises to a sublime intensity. Just like knowledge, begins with awe and wonder.

Surrealism, which Michel Leiris (in the first issue of Archibras) considered to be “a new poetic humanism,” is for Stanislas Rodanski nothing less than “a free cause at the heart of men who walk,” and for Jacques Abeille, “the incandescent demand of reality, in other words, since always, since before history, the quest born of passion.” Meanwhile the cofounder of the Chicago surrealist group, Penelope Rosemont, calls it “the search for that moment in history when the awakening of the mind and the romantic magic of the imagination cease to be seen as contradictory.”11

As I’ve had occasion to show elsewhere,12 André Breton and his friends, including Rolland de Renéville, who in this instance shared these ideas, “sought to expand the perception of reality by all possible means, including traditional ones,” as Marc Kober points out. “Hence,” he adds, “this great moment of surrealism, which lasted some several decades, when an esoteric reading of the world was honored.”13 In fact they exhibited a systematic and great interest in all the forms esotericism took,* an esotericism whose message is even more scrambled today that only a few are capable of grasping it. This is even more true of alchemy, which Bernard Roger tells us “is primarily situated in the subtle world of transitions, mutations, and births.”14 “It is one of the most vertiginous interrogations experienced by surrealism,”15 which appears as “one of the major secular expressions of the universal unconscious,”† and at the same time is that “traditional magic art.”‡ Van Lennep demonstrated* how it allows the “sounding of the collective unconscious, going back to the very origin of myths.” These are characteristics that, in his opinion, “explain the favor that Alchemy continues to enjoy in our age of demythification, especially among the surrealists, who systematically focus on tuning in to the unconscious.”16

So it is no cause for surprise to see that so many surrealists (as well as Canseliet and Amadou, for example), curtly rejected the author of the magisterial Psychology and Alchemy,† Carl Gustav Jung, first published in German in 1944. This is probably due to the greater influence of Freudian ideas in France, in contrast to what was already beginning to happen in the English-speaking world,‡ so it is not surprising to see his influence was stronger among surrealist women, of mainly English origin like Ithell Colquhoun, who was close friends with Jungian psychoanalyst Alice Buck** of London, Dorothea Tanning,†† Leonora Carrington, and her friend Remedios Varo as well. But there were also a few men like Kurt Seligmann, Tristan Tzara, and Elie-Charles Flamand who studied the—yet consistent—work of the man from Zurich. Flamand even went so far as to write in Les méandres du sens, “It is certain that everything is within us. Cosmogonic and mythic knowledge, all the knowledge of the human condition has been transported thanks to the genetic heritage and the memory of the species. . . . And beyond, throughout the fabled almost inconceivable geological past, this chain continues through our animal nature, connecting us to the very source of life.” He adds, “To attune again with our roots like this is to open ourselves to the sovereign freedom of the creative spirit; to regain harmony with our ancestors, which is to reconcile with ourselves.” He concludes by noting: “As Carl Gustav Jung observed, ‘I am an answer to one of my ancestors’ questions’.”

It was probably Flamand who established the most direct parallel between the two systems of thought by pointing out (in the same book) the unsettling similarity between the objective chance dear to Breton and the synchronicity discovered by Jung, even if he scolded both, despite the rigor of their “effort of interpretation,” of having stayed “within the narrow confines of logic” and therefore “not grasping the symbolic resonance and the metaphysical dimension of these manifestations,” which he had the opportunity to experience and saw as “true hierophanies . . . an unveiling of the sacred.” “Close to this same time,” he writes, “when Breton was passionately interested in these same phenomena,” “these coincidences that carry a value, a decisive meaning and that occur at certain essential times of life,” “and was trying to craft a theory to encompass them, Carl Gustav Jung’s mind was also occupied by these kinds of major encounters. And I would note that this too forms a case of objective chance or synchronicity—the name the Swiss psychologist gives to these manifestations.”

While “Jung never made any reference to surrealism,” Breton, whose references are essentially Freudian, was hardly any more loquacious about the writings of Freud’s rival, as Danielle Dumas-Pux points out, even if “their procedures for approaching the unconscious” are similar. “However,” she explains, “Jung and Breton have much in common. They were contemporaries who granted an important place to intuition, to the association of ideas, and to dreams. To their shared interest in alchemy, parapsychology, and travel to remote places we can add their taste for Oceanic and Native American art.”17 There is also “the attention to inner images, raw matter for the work to come,” “the constant exploration of levels of the mind located above or below the threshold of everyday logic formed by means of explorations within the confines of waking life,” the “desire to go beyond the ordinary mental and emotional conditions,” the “series of creative acts aimed at freeing the imagination,” and the “desire to shed light on the irrational forces that influence the conscious mind of each and every one of us.” Not to mention the “desire for individuation” and the “search for a new myth!” In fact, as Mircea Eliade points out in his brief study of Jung and alchemy, published this time in the French edition of E. J. Holmyard’s book cited above, for the psychologist, alchemy, “with all its symbolism and its operations, is a projection into the concrete of the archetypes and processes of the collective unconscious.” “In the depths of the unconscious, processes take place which bear a surprising resemblance to the stages of a spiritual work—gnosis, mysticism, alchemy—which . . . contrast sharply with the profane world” and lead to “the discovery and possession of one’s own self.” He therefore saw in “the process of individuation through which one becomes the Self,” “a foreshadowing of the opus alchymicum, or more precisely . . . an ‘unconscious imitation’ . . . of an extremely difficult initiatory process and thus reserved for an elite few,” who, “on the level
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		16 Elie-Charles Flamand in the Steps of the Daughter of the Sun



		17 Ithell Colquhoun and the Goose of Hermogenes



		Conclusion: Total Liberation of the Mind



		Appendix: Documents of the Hermes Circle
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