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SATYRS' PROGRESS 

(Exhibition Statement) 

"Opposites attract," we say to explain the particular fascination t\vo people have for one 
another. As our story opens, the man and woman shown in the sequence of t\velve 
metaphorical lithographs, titled "Satyrs' Progress," have costumed themselves to attract 
each other. And they react with all the healthy instincts of the animal sides of their 
natures. But when their satyr masks and outfits fall away in the consummation of their 
desire, they emerge as human beings. What they have each imagined the other to be now 
must be revised as they confront the naked truth of their separate identities. Moreover, 
they feel that they are less than they once were, for their partly animal selves, with which 
they had once identified, are gone and they don't yet know their real, potentially higher, 
more human selves. 

Now, to continue our narrative, a kind of alchemy occurs to remedy the sense of 
loss experienced by our couple. The woman puts mud on the man. Perhaps she is 
playfully trying to reconnect with him, but her intuitions may also be directing her to 
bring that which is hidden or dark and "muddy" in her own nature to the surface, in this 
case, the surface of the man, for much of her attraction to him, she senses, resides in the 
mysterious, unknown, but highly-desirable opposites as yet undefined in herself that she 
initially sees in him. The man picks up on the game, and soon, using the metaphor of 
mud, they are again wearing one another's unknown opposites . 

This is what they must now work with and perform their alchemy upon. They 
bake the mud, which combines with their sweat and a heaven-sent rain to form a kind of 
slurry, or three-part soup, made up of the unknown elements they once thought they'd 
found in one another, the sweated-out truth of their own natures, and the heavenly rain, 
graciously provided by a sudden storm as well as by their own emotions. Alchemically 
speaking, this muddy soup is the prima materia, or base material, that they must redeem, 
transforming it, in metaphor, to gold, while at the same time transforming themselves into 
higher, "nobler" beings. The long distillation that our couple must perform upon their 
base material corresponds to their growing consciousness. As they clarify the dark liquid, 
holding it up to the light, what was once dark and unknown and seemingly located only 
in the opposite sex, becomes clear to them. No longer do they see these elements located 
in their pa;rtner, but in themselves, and this realization is the gold for which they've 
worked so arduously. Making tea from their purified elixir, they drink it, internalizing 
through conscious awareness that which they had previously thought was only in the 
other. And thus they become whole individuals, she united with those sides of her nature 
she had once experienced externally through him, he united with his opposites, once seen 
only in her. 

Resting from their labors, refreshed by their new-found understanding, delighting 
in one another's company, they take tea. May they enjoy many cups. 

Karl Barnebey 
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Introduction 

In an essay presented at the 2001 conference on Art and Alchemy, in Denmark, James 

Elkins, author of Painting as Alchemy, a popular work among contemporary artists, 

maintained that alchemical references, themes, and inspirations, as far as contemporary 

art was concerned, were a "marginal" phenomenon. He summarizes his thinking: 

Let me suggest four conclusions: first, few modem artists out of the total 
number were influenced by alchemy; second, the influence was often not 
alchemy proper but the idea of. it; third, not much of any given artist's 
production can be explained by appealing to alchemy ... and fourth, what 
is explained is often not the work's most important feature. 1 

Elkins may be right. Post-modem art seems to carry a degree of cynicism and 

irony quite at odds with the alchemical search for meaning. Certainly the inspiration for 

my own recent work has not come from contemporary art, but from studies of alchemy 

and alchemical art from the Renaissance and Baroque Periods and in particular two 

alchemical texts which rely on sequential images to tell their story, the Rosarium 

philosophorum, (1550) and the Mutus liber (1667), narrative works, published as books, 
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and, therefore, particularly well-suited for depicting psychological or spiritual changes 

which, by their nature, take place over time. The Rosarium philosophorum and the Mutus 

liber, like other alchemical treatises, show us how, by working in our physical and 

spiritual "laboratories" with the elusive properties and meanings that we intuitively sense 

lurks behind or within things (chemical substances, flowers, trees, animals, the heavenly 

bodies, the sea, and human beings, to name but a few), we can broaden and deepen 

ourselves, growing from lesser to greater beings, from bestial to noble creatures, just as 

one might analogously, or in metaphor, starting with base materials, earth, lead, organic 

- matter, attempt to change them into "nobler" elements such as silver or gold. 

The Rosarium philosophorum and the Mutus liber rely heavily on the 

instructional immediacy of the graphic and book arts traditions. Determined to follow in 

their footsteps, I, too, envisioned my sequential images as a "book," a series of printed 

images that could either be bound into a volume or presented loosely, along a gallery 

wall, or unbound, collated in a box or folder. The images, drawn directly on grained 

aluminum plates and processed in the traditional manner used for lithographic stones, 

were rolled up with ink and then "offset" onto a rubber blanket that then transferred the 

ink to the paper. This allowed the images, which otherwise would have been mirrored, or 

reversed left to right, to be re-mirrored by the blanket so that they would appear as I had 

drawn them, increasing the fidelity of the printed sheet to the original drawings on the 

plates and permitting the numbering of the images or the text of any potential title page or 

colophon to be lettered directly on the plates without my having to write them in reverse . 
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The Spiritual Goals of Alchemy 

In order to present "Satyrs' Progress" as a symbolic depiction of psychological 

growth, I would like, first, to explore the spiritual goals of alchemical work in general, 

following that with a look at the imagery of the two treatises which inspired my own 

work, the woodcuts of the Rosarium philosophorum and the engravings of the Mutus 

fiber, approaching them symbolically, that is, on a psychological or spiritual level. 

One of the central tasks of alchemical operations was the union of opposites, the 

coniunctio, which produced something, known variously as the philosophers' stone, the 

philosopers' son, the elixir of life, the permanent water, all referring both to a tangible 

product capable of producing miraculous transmutations of a physical nature and to a 

spiritual element transforrriing the alchemists themselves. The psychologist, C. G. Jung, 

whose detailed studies of alchemical texts provided historical evidence for the existence 

of the archetypes of the human psyche, begins one of his major works, Mysterium 

Coniunctionis, with these words: 

The factors which come together in the coniunctio are conceived as opposites, 
either confronting one another in enmity or attracting one another in love. To 
begin with they form a dualism; for instance-the opposites are moist/dry, 
cold/warm, upper/lower, spirit-soul/body, heaven/earth, fire/water, bright/dark, 
active/passive, volatile/solid, precious/cheap, good/evil, open/occult, East/West, 
living/dead, masculine/feminine, Sol/Luna? 

There are.of course other pairs of opposites, but Jung provides a good beginning 

list. In alchemical symbolism, all the potential opposites were typically summarized or 

4 
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• represented by just a few, and, among these, the more or less synonymous pairings of 

masculine/feminine, king/queen, sun/moon, gold/silver, sulfur/mercury were used with 

particular frequency and form the primary pairs of opposites seen in the Rosarium 

philosophorum and Mutus fiber. Both treatises make scant use of words; the latter, in 

fact, takes its name, the mute book, from the fact that, except for its title page, it has no 

words at all. 

Rosarium philosophorum 

A quick overview of the pages of the Rosarium philosophorum, reproduced in Figure 1 

• (Pictures 1, 3 through 1 Oi suggests the following story: Within the primordial chaos, 

characterized by serpents, stars, cloudy vapors, and a circular fountain, signifying 

original totality, a pair of opposites, represented by the sun and moon, have sorted 

themselves out. These then take a form closer to human consciousness, a king and queen, 

standing on their related symbols, the sun and moon. Initially, in Picture 2 (not shown), 
•· 

they are wearing their royal robes, but they shed these in Picture 3 to confront each other 

as honestly as they can at this point in their relationship. But, in their nakedness, the 

masculine and feminine principles feel incomplete and they call out to one. another. "0 

Luna, let me be your husband./ Oh Sol I must submit to you." Having entered a 

relationship, they begin to dissolve into one another. This leads to complete immersion in 

each other through coitus. Now the masculine and feminine elements are no longer 

• independent of one another and the separation which allowed them to distinguish 
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Figure I . Illustrations from the Rosarium philosophorum, Anonymous, (Frankfurt, 1550). Source: Edward F. Edinger, 

The Mystery of the Coniunctio: Alchemicallmages of Individuation, (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1994), 33-103. 
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themselves from the original chaos by seeing themselves as opposites has been reversed . 

They feel more complete. They have become one, shown by the hermaphrodite in the 

next picture. But now they are lying on a mortuary slab. Perhaps one of them has died or 

gone away. What' s more likely is that they've looked at one another and seen themselves 

for what they are, no longer the repository for all the respective opposites that each has 

projected onto the other, but real people with real limitations. In short, they've fallen out 

of love and the oneness they thought they'd achieved by union with all their opposites 

within the other, of which they'd been previously unaware, has died. The old relationship 

now rots. (The word "putrefactio" appears above them.) With the death of this initial 

relationship based on projections, the soul, which represents all those opposites which 

they once had thought they'd found in one another, ascends to heaven, and the body is 

left to decompose and return to primordial matter. But now a heaven-sent dew descends 

to bathe the rotting corpse of the relationship. Perhaps the dew represents the kind of 

grace one experiences after weathering a long and major grief, in this case the grief that 

seems to result from one's perceived separation from all those opposites represented by 

the opposite sex. But only following this grief and decomposition does the soul, or 

complex of lost opposites, return to the body, which now rises up from the earth to a new 

spiritual plane, complete and whole in itself. As we see in the final picture, the masculine 

principle, having now united with (or taken into itself) something of the feminine 

principle and the feminine principle, having now internalized the masculine, are joined or 

reunited in a new "chymical" wedding, resulting in a living "philosophical" relationship, 

a unity represented by the hermaphroditic king/queen which, like gold, is no longer 

COlTUptible . 
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Mutus liber 

The Mutus liber,Figure 2 (A through H),4 tells much the same story. The opening title 

page (Figure 2, A), depicting Jacob's dream, shows the original chaos starting to sort 

itself out into light and dark. Jacob, himself, however, still remains asleep in the 

primordial chaos of unconsciousness. Figure 2, B shows two angels on the heavenly or 

spiritual plane holding up the Philosophic Egg, containing Neptune, center, who 

announces the birth of the masculine and feminine opposites, represented by Apollo and 

Diana, whose union will give birth to the philosopher's stone. On the earthly, physical 

plane we see two adepts, as practicing alchemists were called, male and female, before 

their athanor, or furnace, containing the hermetically sealed Egg or flask, about to begin 

the alchemical separation of opposites. In an analogous and parallel operation, they will 

be confronting themselves as opposites, symbolized by their respective genders, and the 

Work which they are engaged in will be their child. 

I have included most but not all of the plates from this treatise, selecting 

representative illustrations showing both the adepts at work and the parallel spiritual 

transformations which accompany that work. We see the adepts gathering dew and 

ringing it out in basins (Figure 2, C). In Figure 2, D we see the adepts in their laboratory 

dissolving the prima materia by adding the collected dew and then distilling it over the 

fire of their furnace . 

7 
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Figure 2. Illustrations from the Mutus 

tiber, Altus, (La Rochelle: 1677 to 

1702). Source: Stanislas Klossowski 

DeRola, The Golden Game: 

Alchemical Engravings of the 

Seventeenth Century, (New York: 

George Braziller, 1998), 266-284 . 
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Figure 2, E shows further work on the earthly level, with the creation, in the 

psychic dimension, of a preliminary son (a symbol of wholeness) of the masculine and 

feminine principles, the Philosophic Mercury. Figure 2, F depicts additional 

manipulations culminating in the union of Apollo and Diana. In Figure 2, G, depicting 

the final laboratory stage, the preliminary white stone (or moon condition) appears in the 

vessel on the left and the final Solar Perfection appears in the vessel on the right.5 

Figure 2, H represents the apotheosis and spiritualization of the adepts, whose 

labors like those of Hercules, seen below, now lie behind them, perhaps finding rest in 

the death of their old opposing selves and in their newly transformed whole selves 

containing these opposites.~ 

Satyrs' Progress 

8 

In my own depiction of the alchemical story, I wanted to combine the strengths of 

the two works which inspired it, showing both the spiritual transformation of my adepts, 

as in the Rosarium philosophorum, and the operations they have to perform in order to 

achieve it, as shown in the Mutus liber. Moreover, I wanted to create a story that was 

sufficiently visually interesting and narratively convincing for contemporary viewers to 

enjoy it and make the effort to follow it. Detailed representation of each sequence, it 

seemed to me, would add to the overall significance and credibility of the events 
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depicted, strange as they might seem, and the relative "realism" that can be achieved in 

the medium of lithography would support that effort. 

As in the books that inspired it, Satyrs' Progress (Figures 3 through 5) begins 

amidst the primordial chaos of nature from which my adepts have sorted themselves out 

as opposites. Each feels incomplete, however, and thus they are violently attracted to 

each other on the only level, at this stage of their development, that they can understand. 

And so they merge. However, their physical union, they soon realize, is not the whole 

story. They sit on the river bank contemplating the masks that once carried all their 

projections toward one another and which they have tom off in their pursuit of a truer 

relationship. Each feels empty, disappointed that their "opposite" cannot support all that 

they had hoped for. 

The woman makes the first alchemical move, leading toward the laboratory . 

9 

Perhaps merely in play she puts mud on the man, but the activity continues until they've 

covered each other completely with the darkness that represents the death of the 

projections which had originally attracted them to one another. This blackness, the 

putrefaction of their initial relationship, becomes their prima materia, the base material 

they must transform (by calcination, dissolution, and distillation) in their laboratory. The 

adepts now bake themselves, symbolically, for what is to happen to the prima materia 

must happen to them as well. Together they grieve for their lost projections. Their bodies 

weep, sweating out the impurities of their earlier, more bestial natures and these are 

absorbed by the drying mud of the prima materia and add a human component to it. 

They grieve a long time, until all that can be extracted of their false view of one 

another has gone out of them and into the mud. And then grace, in the form of rain, a 
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heavenly dew, descends to wash them, dissolving the putrefied prima materia together 

with the bestial impurities it contains. The adepts draw off the black slurry. They distill it 

And with the resulting mixture of their own purified sweat and heaven's rain they now 

replenish their dehydrated spirits with the permanent water, the elixir of life, containing 

their lost but redeemed opposites. No longer hiding within their animal masks and 

costumes, happily united, both internally (she with her opposites, he with his) and 

externally as well, they make tea from their elixir and, resting from their labors, 

delighting in each other's company, they drink it 
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