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      “Etymology, mythology, and esoteric thought converge in a fascinating journey through the worlds of tall tales we tell in jest, yarns we spin for laughs, and fairy tales we weave to put the kids to bed. Indeed, Roger’s book shows that what we think of as a ‘hidden’ path to enlightenment is in fact written into the very fabric of our daily lives, in every story we tell ourselves. What we are shown is that these tales of fancy have within them the kernel of truths humanity has known for thousands of years. The book knits together a compelling genealogy that links our stories, our hopes, and our dreams. A compelling read for the novice and initiate alike.”

      JESSE BRANSFORD, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR 

OF ART AND ART EDUCATION, 
NYU STEINHARDT

      ”Bernard Roger was a close friend of surrealist leader André Breton, the esoteric painter Jorge Camacho, and of Eugène Canseliet, the disciple of Fulcanelli, the most important alchemist of the twentieth century. Roger, familiar with the mysteries of alchemy and Freemasonry, is obviously one of the most qualified to help us penetrate the heart of the Western Tradition. His book takes us to the threshold of the labyrinth and unveils the secrets of Mother Goose, an avatar of the sun, freshly emerged from her primordial egg, and a messenger between the Earth and the Other World.”

      PATRICK LEPETIT,

AUTHOR OF THE ESOTERIC SECRETS OF SURREALISM

    

  
    
      Bernard Roger, Mother Goose, and the Language of the Birds

      
        Know ye that we have given many names to it, which
are all true—an example of which, for those that possess
understanding, is to be traced in corn that is being ground.
For after grinding it is called by another name, and after it
has been passed through the sieve, and the various substances
have been separated one from another, each of these has its
own name, and yet fundamentally there is but one name, to
wit, corn, from which many names are distinguished.
      

      
        THE TURBA PHILOSOPHORUM
      

      The enigmatic Fulcanelli notes that the stories told by Mother Goose
“are hermetic narratives in which esoteric truth is combined with the
marvelous and legendary décor of [...] the Golden Age.”

      This “golden age,” the time when all animals had the power to communicate 
together, is also, as Bernard Roger indicates, identical to the first days of 
human existence, when humanity took the first step on its own path of 
initiation. Knowledge of this primal language, more commonly known as the language of the birds, is essential for understanding the hidden meanings within alchemical texts (just as it is also indispensable for interpreting the symbology of any initiatory path such as Freemasonry). This language is characterized by word games, puns, and homonyms that are used to simultaneously designate different actions and objects. This designated action or object, Roger notes, “can simultaneously belong to planes of existence that are supposedly quite distant from each other.” Fairy tales, whose own origins the author demonstrates can be traced back to these “first days,” also contain “signs, clues, and counsels related to the operative phases of the Great Work and to the stages of the path of initiation.” His etymological investigations are the veritable descent Pierre Mabille speaks of in his book The Mirror of the Marvelous, which makes it possible to regain “the primitive ground that borders the central fire [...] or where the first incandescent desire found its form.”

      Bernard Roger has been a trustworthy guide for the children of Hermes for over fifty years, and his considerable expertise in this field allows him to identify these “signs, clues, and counsels” as they appear in a body of lore where they may be least expected. In this book he highlights these clues in the classic folk tales he has selected from the collections assembled by the brothers Grimm and Emmanuel Cosquin, among others, by the use of quote marks and italics. The quoted material generally identifies terms known by the initiates as symbolic phrases that identify the alchemical path. The italicized material underscores analogous terminology used within the stories, which likewise identifies alchemical keys and coded phrases for those on the initiatic path.

      Introduced to alchemy when a member of the surrealist group in Paris in the 1950s, Roger became friends with René Alleau, who at that time was giving lectures on alchemy at the Geographical Society on Boulevard Saint Germain. These lectures were consistently attended by the surrealists. Alleau in return began to join the group at their meetings and became a regular contributor to Médium, the surrealist journal of that time.

      The ties forged between Alleau and Roger proved significant as both men were instrumental in bringing modern translations of classic alchemical texts to a much broader audience. Until 1960, students of “the art of music” (a term used by initiates to conceal from clerical ears their pursuit of arts forbidden by the church) would have to diligently hunt for these texts in the dusty collections of old libraries. Their ready availability today can be partially traced back to the efforts of Bernard Roger, who translated important texts by Basil Valentine, Lambspring, and Francesco Satinelli, texts that his mentor, Alleau, arranged to have published in his capacity as director of the Hermetic Library series published by Éditions Denoël. Roger also began writing texts for exhibition catalogs and other publications by his fellow surrealists, especially for Cuban painter Jorge Camacho, who credits Roger as the key influence for his own lifelong practice as both a speculative and operative alchemist. Roger’s writings include several books on alchemical symbolism such as Hibou Philosophique [The Philosophical Owl], Mythe d’Isis et d’Osiris [The Myth of Isis and Osiris], and La cathédrale de Séville, ou le Bestiaire Hermétique [The Cathedral of Seville, or the Hermetic Bestiary]. Bernard Roger is also the author of a magnificent study Paris et l’Alchimie [Paris and Alchemy], published in 1981, and À la découverte de l’Alchimie [Toward Discovering Alchemy], published in 1988.

      One of Bernard Roger’s first interventions as a member of the surrealist group was creating the blueprints for a marvelous movie theater for a special edition of the journal L’Age du Cinéma. Drawing on his training as an architect (he studied under the brilliant Aguste Perret), he drafted the design for a cinema that would—like Rimbaud’s famous drawing room—sit at the bottom of a lake. Such a cinema would be the ideal venue for showing the filmed versions of the fairy tales whose secrets he has so ably revealed in this book.

      JON E. GRAHAM,

TRANSLATOR

      Jon E. Graham has translated more than forty books from French, including the award-winning Books on Fire by Lucien Polastron, Demons and Spirits of the Land by Claude Lecouteux, and Immaculate Conception by André Breton and Paul Eluard. His translation of Jean-Luc Steinmetz’s Arthur Rimbaud: Presence of an Enigma was selected by the Los Angeles Times as one of the ten best translations of 2000. As a graphic artist, his works have been displayed in galleries in New York, Philadelphia, San Diego, Seattle, Vancouver, Paris, Prague, Stockholm, and the National Art Museum of Portugal in Lisbon. His illustrations have appeared in various books and magazines. He is the acquisitions editor for Inner Traditions International, a position he has held since 1996.
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      PREFACE

      Not a moment of daily life goes by without the possibility of seeing dreamlike images behind our conscious thoughts. Reverie would be the most common example, while the “journey” taken by the shaman could perhaps represent the extreme case. Beneath our most logical discourses, the “mouth of shadow” is speaking nonstop from unknown cellars.

      The lives of so-called primitive peoples long took place in mental regions where the beings of the day and beings of the night spoke to each other. But even today there are circumstances in which modern “Westerners” find it possible to go beyond the normal waking state without having to cross through the portal of paradoxical sleep.

      This is notably the case with poetic creation. But everyone can personally experience it if he or she knows how to lend an ear to certain old tales that, transcending the images on which our common culture is based, pierce the wall of contemporary assumptions and reveal their role as vehicles for an amazing ability to make both sides of the mirror visible simultaneously.

      Is this ability due to some ancient, imperious yen for emancipation that was responsible for the emergence of what would evolve into the human mind out of the ebb and flow of nature? Could it have been engendered by a light that shot out from what was “the beginning of time” for humanity?

      Hearing the tales that arise out of this light makes visible colors and intensities that vary according to the listener’s sensitivity and cultural orientation. It is as if they were filtered through panes of glass arranged in such a way as to cast on each individual the gleams to which he or she were most sensitive.

      The following study has no other ambition than to suggest, with the help of some examples, the possible existence of a certain lighting angle.

      But this does not mean that the teachings in these tales cannot be heard—albeit in a whisper—and will be overlooked.

      In one of these tales, a very haughty maiden always succeeds in finding, when looking out the magic windows of the highest tower of her palace, the hiding places of each of her suitors, even when they conceal themselves in the darkest and most secret spots of this vast world. And once she finds them, this same maiden takes great pleasure in always seeing that her unfortunate wooer is deprived of his head. The last prince, though, who was shrewder than his competitors, hid himself in her hair above the nape of her neck. Staying there, he proved impossible to find and caused her great distress. He was the one she wed.

      The exegesis of a story, true as it can be within the arcana of its own domain, will never be more than a suitor whose head may one day be lopped off, forever ephemeral in contrast to the profound and silent impregnation with which these “tales of a bygone age”—the lifeblood of civilizations—enrich our unknown inner depths.

    

  
    
      1

      THE TALES

       

      
        Mademoiselle,
      

      
        People will not think it odd that a child took pleasure in writing the tales in this collection, but they will be surprised at his boldness in dedicating them to you.
      

      
        Nevertheless Mademoiselle—however great the distance between the simplicity of these narratives and the intelligence of your mind—if these tales are closely examined, it will be seen that I am not as blameworthy as I might at first appear. They all contain a very sensible code of morality, which is discovered to a greater or lesser extent, in accordance with the penetration of their readers.
        
          
          1
        
      

      This epigraph is from the epistle that opens the 1697 edition of Charles Perrault’s Stories or Tales of Times Past (Histoires ou contes du temps passé), which was dedicated to Elizabeth-Charlotte d’Orléans and written under the name of his son, Pierre Darmancour. However, the engraving on the book’s frontispiece suggests another title. It is written in capital letters on a plate held by four nails to a door opening onto a room lit by both candlelight and the flame cast by a large fireplace. It reads CONTES DE MA MÉRE L’OYE (Tales of My Mother the Goose). Seated before the door, her head level with the keyhole, an old woman is spinning wool and telling stories to three children, two boys and a girl. A cat is blissfully warming itself in front of the hearth.

      It would be hard to find a more concise and more illuminating definition of these traditional tales than the one whose key Perrault gives here secretly in a few words. Who in that time—the century when France was at its height of power—would have believed that stories that had been heard and heard over and over again by everyone, from the most insignificant peasant to the heir of the greatest lord, from the mouth of his wet nurse or grandmother, or even during communal gatherings, would have been “invented” by the child of a contemporary? This was not Perrault’s intention. Wouldn’t the “child” to whom he attributed his collection rather bring to mind a certain level of consciousness that would vouchsafe a glimpse of panoramas customarily hidden from so-called adult perception?

      “They all contain a very sensible code of morality,” Darmancour allegedly writes, “which is discovered to a greater or lesser extent, in accordance with the penetration of their readers.” It is hard to believe that Perrault is speaking here of the superficial and conventional “morals” he places at the end of each of his tales. Wouldn’t he instead be trying to evoke the plurality of meaning they reveal and the multiple domains toward which they extend their perspectives and whose secret woods they enter?

      It is one of these domains that we are going to try to visit, without overlooking the fact that many other directions, some of which have already been taken, would be equally rewarding.

      
        TALES AND LEGENDS

        It is customary to label as legend the story of a fabulous “fact” attached to either a place—a nation, forest, lake, tree, spring, or stone—or historical figure. This fact is often dated and rooted with the memory of a clearly defined social group. The nature of legend is “historical” and sedentary.

        The tale, to the contrary, is a free traveler. Its origin is impossible to pin down, and its ubiquity has enthralled more than one folklorist. It is not rare for a specific theme to be found almost everywhere across the globe. In the “Observations” that follow each of the tales in his Contes populaires de Lorraine (Folk Tales of Lorraine), Emmanuel Cosquin shows how he found the theme of Jean de l’ours (Bear John) or its principal elements in most of the nations of Europe, in India, and “in the four corners of Asia.”2Cinderella and Donkey Skin, in guises as varied as the nations and villages in which they can be found, enchanted the evenings of the entire Old World. Episodes from The Green Bird or The White Cat can be found as far afield as Algeria, and old stories reminiscent of those found in Europe have been collected from the mouths of Native Americans with no demonstrable proof of any transmission between continents. There is nothing that can pin the origin of a tale down to this or that specific region of the world, although each region has always conferred its spirit and color to the story.

        Nor is there anything to date its origin. The famous “once upon a time” immediately introduces the reader into a space where no chronology applies, a perpetually renewing mythical time. “Once upon a time . . . these words,” René-Lucien Rousseau writes, “belong to a magic rite that transports us outside space into the timeless realm of the tales, a sanctified world in which everything is possible.”3

        Storytellers often used phrases of varying length to place their audience into the most receptive state for listening. Paul Delarue transcribed an actual dialogue established between the storyteller and his audience preparing to listen to the tale of Jean le Teigneux (Crusty John) in upper Brittany:

        Tric! Trac! Clog! Serving Spoon! Shoe from Dieppe!

        Walk with them! Walk today; walk tomorrow, for by walking you will go a long way. When I knock on the door, everyone opens. . . . The more I say, the more I lie, no one pays me a penny for telling them the truth. . . . Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, there was a man and a woman.4

        Just as with the three knocks that in French theater signal the curtain is about to be raised on an adventure that is not everyday life, these icebreaking phrases before the story open the minds of the audience to worlds in which everyday logic gives way to the simple pleasure of listening.

      

      
        THE ORIGIN OF THE TALES

        Since the nineteenth century there has been a greater interest in discovering the origin of these tales whose themes have circulated among various people for time beyond reckoning. During the time of the Grimm Brothers, it was believed that the tales contained remnants of the myths of the Aryas, that ancient folk who allegedly lived in the highest plateau of central Asia and from whom the Aryans descended. These Aryas were considered to be the ancestors of the people of India and the bulk of those living in Europe. When scattering throughout Europe, the Aryas spread the themes of their now forgotten mythology, which found a new home in folk tales.

        Cosquin destroyed that hypothesis by noting the existence of identical themes in the tales of the majority of the non-Aryan peoples scattered throughout the European continent.5 His research following the texts back through history led him to the Mongol tribes north of India. However, it is still legitimate to wonder from where the Mongols had drawn the themes of their stories and why these themes were universally adopted over the centuries by such a diversity of cultures and mentalities. Without seeking to give new life to the often-fanciful nineteenth-century theories of “mythical interpretations” that Cosquin condemned so helpfully,6 we are led to acknowledge as the origin of folk tales an omnipresent inspiration unaffected by place, time, and even cultural environment. Rather than looking in this or that country or civiliza-tion, whether “civilized” or “primitive,” we should probably be seeking these origins in the domain of certain images, images that Carl Gustave Jung called primordial “in so far as they are peculiar to whole species, and if they ever ‘originated’ their origin must have coincided at least with the beginning of the species.”7

        “Fairy tales,” writes Marie-Louise von Franz, “are poetic creations of the folk storyteller who draws his inspiration from the well of all the poets: the collective unconscious.”8

        To designate the corpus of traditional tales, each language coined expressions peculiar to itself. Examination of some of these (among those given in French) seems capable of providing valuable clues for what direction to take in order to come close to the sources of their inspiration.

      

      
        HOW DID TALES OF WONDER GET THEIR NAME?

        The origin of the French noun conte (tale) has some surprising elements. It can be found in the eleventh-century Song of Roland, where it means “calculation,” and at the end of the twelfth century in the work of Jean Bodel, where it means “narrative.” Rendre conte, like the contemporary rendre compte,*1 once meant paying off a debt as well as telling a story. Conte, from the Latin computo, I reckon, did not take its current form for the meaning of “calculate,” compte, until the thirteenth century, which it did to distinguish it from conte in the sense of “story.” In short, both conte and compte were derived from a Latin word meaning “to calculate.” A comparable situation exists in Spanish, where cuenta is an “account” and cuento a “story.” What could be the relationship between an operation of pure discursive logic like a calculation and a fairy tale? The Latin etymology of the word can help us find an answer. The verb computo is formed from puto, which, depending on the context can mean “I clean,” “I make clear,” “I evaluate,” “I appraise,” “I think,” “I imagine,” “I suppose,” or “I believe,” and is combined with the prefix com, equivalent to the preposition cum, which carries the idea of a spatial, temporal, or causal support.

        With his famous cogito ergo sum,*2 the philosopher, mathematician, and writer René Descartes expressed his conviction of finding the proof of his own individual existence in the movement of his thoughts. Cogito can in fact be translated literally as “I shake with (myself),” in other words as “I shake thoughts inside myself,” thoughts that are in discussion, if not more precisely in conflict with each other.

        Computo does not include this idea of contentious agitation, no more than it presumes “doubt.” The numbers on which an “account” is based do not converse among themselves any more than sensations, feelings, or mystical or imaginary experiences do. In this sense an “account/ tale” is always true because like the “account/tally,” it is based on innate primordial convictions within the person, convictions without which the notions of thought or the individual have no meaning. Like numbers, the themes around which the tales handed down through the generations revolve were born with humanity, or perhaps it is thanks to them that humanity came into existence. Like numbers, these themes form part of the foundations on which humanity relied to emerge from the animal kingdom.

        The same kinship existing between compte and conte can be found in the old English tall, which has the meanings of words, as well as the German zählen, “to count,” and erzâhlen, “recount.” But for what we commonly call a fairy tale, the Germans use the noun Märchen. This word was once spelled Mährchen, a diminutive of Mähre, which designated both a tale of this nature and a bad horse. There are many old European tales in which the hero must set off on his adventure riding a lame donkey, some aged Rocinante who proves to be, during all the ordeals suffered by the protagonist, the most prestigious of steeds, and often her rider’s wisest counselor. The German tongue was clever enough to combine with the image of the tale that of a very old mount, an aged and despised vehicle that carries as its insignia words that came down from the depths of the millennia.

        And are we so sure that this old horse, depicted in some tales as the one ridden in the prime of youth by the sovereign father on the day of his marriage, was such an object of scorn? It is this poor nag who is given to the prince entrusted with the mission of going to the ends of the earth in search of the brother or a former comrade-in-arms of the old king.9 This display of derision was never anything more than simpleminded snobbism, bourgeois ignorance, or fear when confronted by the unknown of a mysterious domain; it was never influenced by the great authors whose multiple borrowings from the popular stories are common knowledge. These stories have been called blue stories, tales of Mother Goose, old wives’ tales, cock-and-bull stories, stories of the stork, airy tales, donkey skin tales, fairy tales, and so forth.

        
          
            Blue Stories
          

          A collection of children’s stories was published in pamphlets with blue covers, Pierre Larousse explained in his Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle. It has been concluded that this name, blue stories, came from a simple publishing custom, without wondering at all about its origin. However, the color blue was seen by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in noteworthy fashion in his Theory of Colors: “This color has a peculiar and almost indescribable effect on the eye. As a hue it is powerful, but it is on the negative side, and in its highest purity is, as it were, a stimulating negation.” Later the author writes, “A blue surface appears to retire from us.”10 Rather than negation, perhaps we should use the word void in the sense that the void is the attraction of everything in potential. The blue of the sky, the diurnal transparency over the black of the interstellar void, draws the gaze toward its depths like the ocean initially invites one to see the other side of the horizon. “Entering the blue,” writes Pierre Grison, “is a little like Alice in Wonderland: going to the other side of the mirror.”11

          Blue is the color of the inaccessible depths of the sky on nice days, of the remote planet Jupiter whose dominant gleam pierces through the nights, the color of moonlight, of the robe of the Virgin Mary, and of the ancient statues of Mercury as a psychopomp, that is, a guide of a person’s soul into the afterlife. Blue is the color of air and of time, of the sensual and nostalgic rhythms of jazz and blues; it is the color of water, which endlessly circulates around our globe and penetrates it everywhere, streaming up and falling down, and traverses all the world’s living creatures, for which it forms the largest part of sap or blood, leaves, flowers, flesh, and marrow. Blue is the color of the vanishing horizon and the wind. Blue evokes a universal, primordial vehicle on the paths toward the infinity of space and time. In this way blue stories are like fairy tales.

        

        
          
            Mother Goose Stories
          

          “The Tales of My Mother the Goose (mother law, first law),”*3 Fulcanelli wrote in his study of the obelisk in Crecy Forest as an appendix to the revised edition of his Les demeures philosophales (Dwellings of the Philosophers), “are hermetic narratives in which esoteric truth is combined with the marvelous and legendary décor of the Saturnalia, paradise, or the Golden Age.”12

          The “golden age” is “the time when the animals spoke,” a mythic time when all beings could communicate together through the verb. Given that oie (goose), like oye or oïe, once designated not only the large guardian bird of the farmyard but also the sense of hearing, Mother Goose is also the primal hearing, that which hears the primal language, the “language of nature” spoken by the “little naked man seated on a stone,” whom Cyrano de Bergerac met on reaching the world of the sun.13

          As for the animal itself, the great migrator, who twice a year carves a furrow through the sky between the north and south, is necessarily the transmitter of something between the distant lands in which it alights. The goose was often considered to be a messenger. In both Egypt and China it connected the heavens and the earth. For the Gauls, it brought signs from the other world.

          The legend of Lebadeia in Boetia, recorded by Pausanias, connects a goose with a spring that has water of unique properties. Hercyna was a companion of Persephone and guarded her geese. One day when frolicking in the grove, one of these birds escaped her supervision and hid in a cave. Persephone found it at the very moment when, under the rock beneath which the goose had found refuge, water started gushing from what would be the source of a river to which the name of the nymph was given. Since that day, beneath the greenery, a gulf sucked down into its depths those who wished to consult the oracle of Trophonios after they had been purified in the water of the Hercyna, whose source was the hiding place of the goose.14 Could the “grove” or “garden of the goose,” the sixty-third square and the objective of the famous goose game*4 that was “renewed by the Greeks,” be a recollection of this sacred grove?

        

        
          
            Old Wives’ Tales
          

          How far back do we have to go to find the oldest wife and storyteller? Wouldn’t it be the “Mother of the gods,” the extremely ancient goddess known as the Great Mother, the above ground and underground Mother Nature herself? While Christianity cast this “black Madonna” into Saint Anne, Christ’s grandmother, she can be found in some tales in the ambiguous role of the ogre’s wife or the surprisingly kind one of the “devil’s grandmother.” She can often be recognized beneath the ugly, wrinkled skin of the witch.

          Among the names given these tales, that of one-eyed stories is certainly the least gracious. Figuratively speaking, the adjective “one-eyed,” which can mean “shady” in French, describes a suspicious spot of ill repute, or one that is unkempt. A one-eyed tale is one that has been established in a suspect manner. And individuals who have lost the use of an eye have long had a reputation in the countryside as people to steer clear of, as they were suspected of being in league with the devil and capable of casting spells. They were attributed with powers their fellows did not possess, such as the same ability possessed by serpents to hypnotize birds. They also possessed a disturbing clairvoyant ability owed to their contact with the spirit world.

          However, the one-eyed had illustrious ancestors. A Roman legend tells how the hero, Publius Horatius Cocles, in the sixth century BCE, denied the troops of the Etruscan King Porsenna passage across the Sublicius Bridge over the Tiber, thanks to the paralyzing power of his one remaining eye, thereby saving the young Roman Republic. And the Scandinavian god Odin, also with only one eye, could, with a single glance, freeze his enemy or dull the cutting edge of his weapon. A completely amoral warrior god, he was capable of awarding victory to the most undeserving, as stated in this verse of an Eddic poem.

          
            Shut up Odin

You have never known how

To divvy up victory among men;

Often you give it

To he whom you should not have given it,

To the poltroon, the victory.
            
              
              15
            
          

          It was in exchange for one of his eyes that Odin obtained his magical powers as well as his poetic knowledge, from a giant named Mimir, whose name means memory.16 Later, Odin embalmed and preserved this giant’s large head, which he consulted when he needed to make a big decision. Grand master of magic and poetry, god of storms, the dead, and of war, over which he presided not by valor but by ruse and artifice and psychopomp, and incorporated with Mercury by the Romans, the supreme shaman Odin, according to Régis Boyer’s description, “did not, strictly speaking, teach so much as inject”17 his wisdom. Hanging for nine days from the world tree Yggdrasill, a harsh initiatory ordeal, gave him knowledge of the sacred meaning of the runes.18

          The Germanic Wotan corresponds exactly with the Scandinavian Odin, and he can also be compared with the Irish Balor, king of the Fomorians, he of the dark powers who also saw with only one eye.19 Balor’s daughter coupled with one of the Tuatha de Danann, the celestial race, and gave birth to the luminous Lugh, who was skilled in all the arts. One day Lugh assured victory to the troops of his father’s side by hopping on one leg around the army with one eye shut, before slaying his maternal grandfather by destroying his single yet formidable eye with a cast stone.20

          The adjective one-eyed, used to describe “old wives’ tales,” cannot help but reveal the sacred and powerful nature of these singular figures, which lies beneath the amusing form of the stories. Like the “one-eyed” individuals of the Roman legend or Norse myths, these tales have the power to captivate those who hear them and into whom they inject their force and teaching.

        

        
          
            Cock-and-Bull Stories
          

          “Cock-and-bull stories” is the common English translation for the French term that means “tales to send one to sleep while still standing up!” This is quite a strong image: it is easy to envision the listener hypnotized by the storyteller’s words and paralyzed on both legs. While some think this expression can only tell of the boredom of hearing “said things that are so absurd the listeners are caught by an irresistible urge to sleep,”21 others believe that preferring to listen “with only one ear,” following the advice of the Pontiff Bacbuc,22 will open other doors.

          On the frontispiece of the first edition of Perrault’s Stories or Tales of Times Past, the posture of the three young listeners remarkably illustrates the trance into which the spinner’s words seem to have plunged them. Each has his or her eyes fixed on the storyteller.

          A young boy is sitting on the right in a chair with his back to the fire. He has a tranquil expression on his face in which the hint of a smile can be seen. He is obviously enjoying the beauty of the story and the movement of the plot on which his full attention is focused. The boy in the middle is kneeling in front of the woman with both hands affectionately placed on her apron, as if trying to feel closer to her. His gaze is telling of the emotion in which the dangers incurred by the story’s hero have plunged him, as well as perhaps a growing interest for a sleeping beauty whom he would also like to arouse with a kiss.

          The young girl standing to the storyteller’s left has moved into the other world of the story. It is easy to see that she is no longer in the shadow-darkened country room. Her wide-open eyes are looking through the spinner, beyond whom her gaze is allowing her to visit rural huts and palaces, cross seas, enter forests, and scale mountains where princes, wild animals, king’s daughters, and turkey maids are cavorting. Her hair is arranged in the way of a noble lady of the time of Louis XIV, as is the laced bodice over which opens her dress. For the time of the story, in the center of the action, she is a daughter of high birth enduring trials and tribulations and passing through wild adventures. Entirely tuned in, she has crossed the threshold of the door of the Tales of My Mother the Goose, whose engraver took pains to place the keyhole level with the storyteller’s head. In her active-dreaming state, the girl may be able to bring back some object of her desire from the old woman’s world. The image’s creator, to assist her in this operation that reason and common sense tell us is impossible, has visibly left her an essential tool: near the center of the composition, placed on a corner of the fireplace, a brightly burning candle is illuminating the scene. The vertical height of this light indicates the direction of the journey that this young girl seems to have achieved within herself in order to sow the seeds of the imagination inside the reality of the structure of her mind. By hearing this story, the young girl has grasped the small flame from which she has received the power to sleep upright.

          We know that during the dreaming stage of sleep, the mind “recharges” itself with new energies. “Sleeping upright” in the waking state while listening to a story could signify that the listener is drawing the elements for this “recharging” from the progression of the story.

        

        
          
            Airy Tales
          

          A “story in air”*5 is of course a story that has no foundation on solid ground or in the everyday visible reality. It sometimes happens, when speaking thoughtlessly, that someone will speak “words in the air” (i.e., empty words), which are forgotten as soon as uttered or which the speaker wants the listener to forget, as they have caused the listener pain or resentment. One would therefore like to ignore, but more importantly let the interlocutor ignore, what kind of profound earth is actually represented by this “air,” in which such words without our knowledge have been able to set their roots.

          There are also “promises in air” (empty promises) that are made out of extravagance or necessity, but are never kept. These expressions allude to the instability of air, an invisible and impalpable domain that can only hold up birds, smoke, and clouds when our flying machines are not grumbling through it. The air in which we are immersed and that fills our lungs, which breathes around us in all directions, which can bring in the space of a moment heat or cold, sunlight, rain, storm, or tempest, or give in the silence of an evening the feeling of a serene eternity, belongs to the subtle world of breath that in several languages has given its name to the spirit.†1 The spiritus Dei ferebatur super aquas of the Vulgate is the Latin translation of the second verse of Genesis, whose meaning closest to the Hebrew is “the wind of God fluttered over the surface of the waters,” or “the breath of He-the-gods,” according to Fabre d’Olivet’s translation.

          “The wind has carried it in her belly,” The Emerald Tablet tells us in regard to the philosopher’s stone, expressing the subtlety of the body-spirit that gave it birth and that the alchemists called “mercury.” The episodes from airy stories do not originate in the density of perceptible concrete events in history, no more than the heroes or gods of antiquity are the glorious recollections of dead figures, as the partisans of euhemerism try to see them. Their progenitor is the subtle breath of mental facts, undoubtedly capable of engendering such events, but first and foremost responsible for the emergence and perennial nature of the human race. In this sense “fairy tales” could be conceived as factual stories. These facts, which are impossible to place in our space-time, these “once upon a time” figures can be incorporated on the psychological plane as what Jung called archetypes. They form the roots of the upturned tree that George Ripley described as being buried in the “ground of paradise,” which alchemical treatises also called the “terrestrial heaven” or quite simply the “air.” Some of these texts teach that this tree bears fruits that are nothing other than the “metals” inside the earth. The Hindu Bhagavad Gita, for its part, presents the tree’s sprouts as “objects of the senses.”23

          We can take as a given that these airy stories, these tales “from the time when animals talked,” were actually born, as often said, during the mythical and timeless period of the golden age. This is on condition, though, of not affixing this “age” to the source of an impossible to determine origin of humanity, but rather to extend it through all time to the origin of human nature perpetuated within each individual of this species.

        

        
          
            Stories Told by the Stork
          

          These stories evoke the popular image of this large migratory bird in full flight like an arrow in the sky, with its long feet tucked under its body and its beak clasped around a knotted cloth, inside of which lies a sleeping baby. Larousse, in his definition of these tales as whimsical or nonsensical, acknowledges that the “term is ancient” and compares it to a figure who appeared on the stages of puppet theaters at the side of Harlequin and Pulcinella: the fat Mother Gigogne,*6 famed for her large progeny and whose fertility induced some to seek her name’s origin in the Latin gigno, “I engender, I generate.” While Mother Gigogne has vanished from memory with the puppet shows of our grandparents, we are still familiar with trundle beds and nesting dolls, which emerge ad infinitum one from the other. Gigno is related to the Greek gignomai, “I become,” used by Plato in opposition to eimi, “I am.”

          The stork, like the Gigogne, stands out as the privileged image of the mother, she who multiplies, brings into the world, engenders, and sends toward the future what she has engendered. It is, in some way, a symbol of the origin of life, ever renewing, of spring or the first days, and generally speaking a symbol of what “becomes” as opposed to what “is.”

        

        
          
            Donkey Skin Stories
          

          “If Donkey Skin was told to me . . .” The extreme pleasure that the fabulist Jean La Fontaine in 1678 said he could take in this was certainly not limited to the single hearing of the fine tale, which was later rendered in verse by Perrault, who dedicated it to the Marquise de Lambert for its first publication with Griselidis and the Souhaits ridicules (Ridiculous Wishes), the year preceding the La Fontaine’s death.†2 In the verses of La Fontaine, Donkey Skin was taken, as it was long before him, to generally designate a tall tale. But why was the title of this particular story able to prevail over so many others in this way?

          It was probably not by chance that Perrault chose the story of Donkey Skin for his first publication of a narrative embracing the marvelous. Perhaps he held a particular affection for that story; perhaps he also saw it as a prototype of this category of stories because of its central theme evoked by the title: the greatest beauty in the world hides beneath the vilest form of clothing, the skin of the most rustic and scorned mount, one often considered as the stupidest. There is a clear allusion to the contrast between the coarseness and absurdity that “freethinkers” and delicate courtiers alike could attribute during this era to stories taken from folk tradition and the actual extent of the wealth of teaching and poetry they carried.

          There is nothing appealing about a donkey skin, and the poor beauty herself was often taken as a symbol of a mount leading toward darkness, a darkness some saw as Satan and his works and others as the obscure nature of beliefs they called superstitions. However, the reputation of this animal is far from always being negative, as it was the mount used by the Holy Family on their flight into Egypt, then again by Christ on his triumphant entry into Jerusalem. Its praises were also sung during the high point of the Middle Ages in the Mass of the Donkey.

          The strength and quality of the ass

Have brought into the Church gold

From Arabia, with the incense

And myrhh of Saba.

You work, Lord Donkey, you work! 24

          More exactly, the donkey is the image of a vehicle from the other world, that boundless ocean that stretches from “the other side of the mirror,” which is known in the common tongue as the “beyond” and one of whose domains in psychoanalytical vocabulary is designated by the notion of the unconscious.*7 It is certainly from this beyond that the donkey brought the church “gold from Arabia, with the incense and myrhh of Saba,” just as the nasty skin of the one from the tale teaches and hides the very precious and beautiful princess once she flees from the palace.

          
            Tel et si net la forma la Nature (So clean had nature formed him [the donkey])
          

          
            Qu’il ne faisait jamais d’ordure, (that he never produced dung)
          

          
            Mais bien beaux ecus au soleil (but pennies gold as the sun)
          

          
            Et louis de toute manière. (and coins of all kinds)
          

          
            Qu’on allait recueillir sur la blonde litière, (that would be collected from his blonde bedding)
          

          
            Tous les matins a son réveil. (every morning when he awoke.)
            
              
              25
            
          

          The Tales of Donkey Skin are the stories that beneath their rough and simple appearance transport the gold from nature’s imaginal realm to you and me.

        

        
          
            Fairy Tales
          

          The expression fairy tales is the most widespread one today. Perhaps this has been true since the beginning of the eighteenth century, when these narratives became a literary genre that was quite popular with the French court. Fairies, however, rarely appear under this name in the tales of authentic folk origin and never as the main characters. They are generally discreet assistants who magically step in on the heroes’ journeys to help them achieve their ends, and their support plays a decisive role in how the plot unfolds. There are no “tales of wonder” without the intervention of players like these. It is precisely the presence of these mysterious agents that distinguishes “fairy tales” from other kinds of stories such as the “moral tales” intended to educate people to conform to the moral norms of society,*8  26 the “facetious tales” told to amuse one’s audience, and the “animal stories” and “nursery rhymes” and other stock phrases children used in their games.

          The role of the fairy or a being of that nature is major in the unfolding of the stories in which a relationship with initiation can be seen, in the sense of this word as I will define it later. But the major role can also be taken by one of a host of other characters: the devil’s daughter or grandmother, the ogre’s wife or the Holy Virgin, the future spouse of the hero or the horse on which he travels and who generally talks to him and gives him guidance, the animals that cross his path, a plant, a stone, an object given as a gift or that was found or stolen, and sometimes even several of these beings or things at the same time.

          It is worth noting that the word fairy is closely connected to that of the fata, whom the Romans saw as the mistresses of destiny. In this way we sometimes see the fairies step in at the birth of the heroes or heroines to bestow on them certain positive or negative qualities, which will determine the direction their futures will take. But they never fail to appear at the crossroads of the hero’s adventure to indicate through inspiration what road to take. Who, moreover, could deny with any certainty their actual existence, under whatever form they might be envisioned in the life we call “real,” or their being behind the past encounters that put us on our particular paths that led us toward these encounters?

          Fairy, like the Latin fata, forms part of a family whose origin revolves around the Indo-European root bha, which expresses the illumination of the word, as shown by the Greek verb phemi, “I make visible, I manifest my thought through words.” We find the same root in phonè, “voice,” in symphony, in phanos, “lantern,” in phenomenon, in diaphanous, and in fantastic. The fairies are the words of the horse on whose back each of us have traveled through the spaces and times that separate our births from our deaths. Their voices guide us on the paths we take each day, and they shed the light of their unpredictable lanterns on us. We can choose whether to believe in them or not, to listen to the good or the bad ones or not, to distinguish one from another or not, or to follow or ignore their wise advice or ill counsel. The fates leave us full freedom to choose. As for their magic wands, they are the keys to concealed doors, hidden in the familiar décor of our world that gives access to other worlds.

          Vehicles for invisible horizons in both space and time, the words of Mother Nature, the deep blue sea that teaches those who fish for golden fish—these voices come from the “land of Paradise” to help grow those they awaken to the rustic arks where slumber all the treasures of the first days and their miracles. “Tales of wonder” are paths toward the light that gleams in the depths of the night.

        

      

      
        THE FUNCTIONS ATTRIBUTED TO THE TALE OF MARVELS

        While Charles Perrault claimed to find a “very well thought-out morality” in the Tales of Mother Goose, the Grimm Brothers saw them as “fragments of a broken precious stone that had been scattered over the ground in the middle of the grass and flowers,” the “last echoes of ancient myths.”27

        In the middle of the last century, Louis Marin deplored the educational role played by these tales on language and the influence on education and social integration played by the conditions in which they were passed on during the evening.28

        In the domain of psychoanalysis, Bruno Bettelheim emphasized their therapeutic and formative influence on children and adolescents,29 while Jung and the members of his school saw them as archetypes of the collective unconscious and the keys to a dialogue with the powers of that unconscious.30

        René-Lucien Rousseau, for his part, envisions the tale as the expression of a collective dream of humanity, a “waking dream” that would be a veritable engine for awakening individual awareness.31 Jack Zipes adopts a more particular point of view when he explains how the literary composing of folk themes can be twisted in such a way to shape children’s minds so that they yield to the rules of the society in which they are born and are destined to grow, thereby inspiring the development of the society in a desired direction.32

        Whatever the case may be, the old themes have traveled through the millennia and through all lands, indifferent to all beliefs and politics as well as any moral or civic rules, beyond which they have been able to keep their messages intact. These messages are as varied and numerous as the individuals they reach, whom they never stop addressing personally because the stories are both universal and different from each other, just as everyone who hears them is unique. The horizon of a fairy tale is as impossible to place as that of a landscape, and this is why analysis of them will always be infinitely incomplete. No matter what one thinks to have discovered in this horizon, it is never worth what will always remain possible to discover.

        There is a story in the Grimm Brothers’ anthology of a poor fisherman who one day finds a golden fish in his net.33 Heeding the animal’s advice, he tosses it back into the water. Upon his return home he finds in the place of his wretched shack a palace where his wife, magnificently clad, happily awaits him. They are given a life of ease with a cupboard that never runs out of food. But his wife’s curiosity—she cannot stand not knowing the origin of this sudden fortune—quickly spoils everything. No sooner has the secret been revealed than the palace vanishes and his wife finds herself once more clad in rags inside her miserable hut, and the inexhaustible source of food has vanished.

        The fisherman must go back to sea to earn his pittance. With the first cast of his net, he again catches the marvelous fish, who this time agrees to let the couple dine on him. Nine months after this feast, two gold children are born who are destined to go through perilous adventures before fulfilling their high destinies. One of the messages of this story, among many others, is transparent. When left alive in the sea, that is to say not exposed on the land of consciousness where it can be dried out by an explanation, the treasure that dwells within the depths of a story transmit riches that it can take back from whoever attaches it to a dry analysis.

        This is clearly what Marie-Louise von Franz expressed at the beginning of her book L’Interprétation des contes de fées when recalling that “Jung said of dream that it is its own best explanation.” She added that “as much can be said about fairy tales” and that an explanation, “in one sense, is a dimming of the original light that shines in myth or even dream.”34

        But he or she who eats the golden fish can know adventures and transformations. The themes of authentic folk tales are signal carriers that seem to mark stages on the paths of initiation in the universal and the highest meaning of this term. It is in quest of these signals that we shall try to attach ourselves, not through attempts at explanation from which charming fossils might emerge, but through the more direct means that only living analogy can provide.

      

    

  
    
      2

      THE INITIATION

      In the etymological and true sense of the word, initiation means “to put on a path, to introduce someone into a way.”*9 It involves a dynamic projection starting from an initially static position.

      The origin of initiation is one with that of the existence of humanity, as it is with the birth of each of its representatives. With respect to these latter, the first initiator is the mother when she expels the fetus that forms part of her body and projects the child into the world, where it will grow and become an individual.

      With respect to humanity, myths on the one hand and the scientific hypotheses concerning the emergence of the human race on the other offer their own versions. In the Western world, the most widespread myths concern the “original fall” among monotheists, whereas the polytheism of antiquity evoked the interventions of Prometheus and Pandora in man’s fate. When one refers to the contemporary evolutionary model, it seems that the humanization of certain creatures of the animal kingdom was not unconnected with the acquisition of the mastery of fire by these creatures, coinciding with a selection from within this kingdom.

      Was it through his “initiation” to the art of fire that man was able to extract himself from the womb of nature? The “first man” of the religions of the Bible would have allegedly lived in blessed ignorance if it were not for the intervention of the woman, who, inspired by the “adversary,” made him eat the forbidden fruit. “‘Behold, the man has become like one of us by knowledge of good and evil,’ the Creator then said. ‘Now, he must not stretch forth his hand to take also from the Tree of Life, so that he might eat its fruit and live forever.’ And Yahweh drove him from Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken,” and posted at the garden’s gate in order to forbid entrance, “the cherubim and the flame of the turning sword.”1

      On the other hand, the story of Prometheus, to which that of Pandora gave the finishing touch, tells how the fire guarded so jealously by the King of Heaven was stolen for mankind by the one who had created them with his own hands. Pandora, whose name can be translated as “the gift of all” and as “she who gives all,” was the creation of Hephaistos, who crafted her from clay. She was sent by the gods to humanity, which was then living in the tranquil bliss of the golden age. She gifted them with trials and tribulations that spread over the entire world once her mysterious box had been opened. In its depths, still hidden, was the invisible light of discreet Hope.

      Here the myths are eloquent. At humanity’s origin—meaning at the starting point of the initiation of individuals summoned to leave the state in which nature had set them to take the path of becoming human beings—we find in direct relationship with the process of separation, whose principal agent is fire in all its demonstrative forms,*10 the transgression of a law. This transgression, according to the Bible, is responsible for the fall into matter; in pagan myth it brought about the end of the golden age.

      Here we find man sent off on the path of mental development; he must start to “work the ground from which he had been taken.” This is a necessarily ambiguous path as it is based on—to use the expression from the sacred text—the “knowledge of good and evil.” We know today how it gave man, among other powers, the ability to destroy the fruit of billions of years of evolution in an instant or, if he chooses, to transform life on the planet into a waking nightmare.

      Yet there is good reason why the contemporary scientist Carl Sagan defined humans as “star stuff,” and why an anonymous philosopher, who two centuries ago dedicated his work “to virgin, unsoiled Nature,” thought to describe himself as “a mote of dust from paradise.”2 Each of these individuals acknowledged, in his own way, the luminous origins of human nature.

      Upon his arrival on the moon, where Cyrano de Bergerac fell by good fortune, he says that without a certain secret he would “have been killed a thousand times over.” By the Tree of Life growing at the center of the Garden of Eden, he tells the story of his encounter in a “forest of myrtle and jasmines” with the prophet Elijah, who entrusts him with this secret about the Tree of Knowledge.

      Its fruit is covered with a skin that produces ignorance in whoever eats it, and it is beneath this skin that the spiritual virtues of this fruit of knowledge are contained. After God expelled Adam from this blessed place, he rubbed his gums with this skin so that he could not find his way back.3

      In the biblical narrative, man is sent away from Eden to cultivate the earth from which he had been made. But to cultivate the “dust of paradise,” mentioned by the erudite “inhabitant of the North,” it is first necessary to eat, beneath its thick “skin,” the subtle pulp inside the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge to find the way back to the Tree of Life and cross through the curtain of fire. This is the true object of “initiatory Work.”

      Common language uses the term initiation in a wide variety of circumstances. A person can be “initiated” into the art of handling arms or the secrets of the stock market. An individual can “initiate” himself into the rudiments of a trade or art.

      But this term will only be used here in its traditional sense, which involves departing on an ascending path—toward an inner light. Yet his first steps on this path will plunge the initiate into the darkness of a mystery. Its direction is indicated by the extremely orthodox etymology of the word, formed from the Latin in, “in” or “on,” and iter, “path.” Inere can be translated as “to penetrate” and as “to begin.” Initiate literally means “to set off on the path that leads within.”

      Initiation is a perilous journey by boat toward a sacred center, the crossing of an ocean where the navigator quickly loses the trace of any signs of land. To protect his vessel, the course must be maintained by an expert pilot, coming from the depth of ages through what is customarily called an “initiatory tradition” in the specific sense of “transmission of a spiritual influence,” to use René Guénon’s term.4 Transmitted from person to person, generation to generation, this “spiritual influence” is not of human origin because it belongs to the domain of universal light out of which humans were created.

      Initiation is not directed at the intellect. It is not communicable in the way a technique, knowledge, or science is taught. Closer to art because it, too, requires inspiration, initiation is the upheaval of the personality triggered by painful moral or physical ordeals, which can sometimes leave deep marks in the flesh of the initiate. Once this radical stage of upheaval has been traversed, initiation is the re-creation of the individual and his or her greater receptivity toward the interior world and the inner self.

      So while information is the horizontal communication of knowledge by the exterior path of a mental representation and is directed at the “skin,” initiation is vertical participation with universal rhythm through the inner path of a ritual and involves the “pulp.”

      
        INITIATION AND FAIRY TALES

        The valuable collection that Emmanuel Cosquin has assembled under the title Contes populaires de Lorraine opens with the story of Bear John and begins like this:

        Once upon a time there was a man and wife who were woodcutters. One day when the wife was bringing soup to her husband, she was caught on a branch in the middle of the woods. While she was struggling to free herself, a bear grabbed her and carried her off to his lair. Some time later, the woman, who was pregnant, gave birth to a son who was half-bear and half-human. He was named Bear John.

        Endowed with superhuman strength, Bear John, when he was seven years old, removed the boulder that sealed the entrance to the cave where he and his mother had been imprisoned, and both returned to the woodcutter’s house. Increasingly unruly and dangerous, the child was sent to apprentice to three successive smithies. After performing deplorable work, he learned the trade in which he eventually became quite skilled. He then decided to set off in search of adventure, but not before he forged for himself a walking stick to fit his enormous size. He used his last employer’s entire stock of metal: a quarter ton of iron.

        The story of Bear John is often considered to be one of the oldest that people have passed down, and not without good reason. Its introduction, in Cosquin’s version, immediately draws attention to elements worth emphasizing because they evoke the time of “beginnings.” The first two characters we meet are a woodcutter’s wife and a bear. The scene takes place in the woods, a wild natural place in which any trace of civilization is absent: one of those places that in the Middle Ages were called “deserts.” The woodcutter’s wife is trapped there, snagged by a branch; in other words she is entirely dependent on nature in its primordial state. The bear has just rescued her in order to carry her off to his cave, where he makes her his mate.

        The woodcutter’s wife is a woodswoman, or wild woman, from the family of “wild men,” “green men,” and “woodsmen” who were depicted in the Middle Ages as covered with hair and clad in leaves. This is a close relative to our probable tree-dwelling ancestors, whose instincts even today are probably responsible for the pleasure children feel when climbing trees, where they can dream for hours while sitting in the hollow formed by its branches—a secret world that adults have totally forgotten.

        The word bear alone summons multiple resonances. In many Northern regions in both the Old and New Worlds, the bear was regarded as man’s ancestor. Depending on the time and place, the bear was “a former man, a remote ancestor, or the brother of the tribal ancestor, or the direct ancestor, the father of all humans. It could also be considered to be the maternal or paternal uncle, grandfather, grandmother, or father.”5 It was also a “culture hero that gave human beings fires and various tools, and taught people how to use them.”6 Painted “on the lower half of the leather surface of the shamanic tabor, beneath the line representing the underground world,”7 it is a psychopomp like the Greek Hermes Chthonios. As the two constellations of Ursa Major and Ursa Minor, the bear indicates the axis in the night sky (for an inhabitant of Earth) around which the universe revolves. In the boreal hemisphere, these constellations dominate the Arctic region, whose name derives from the Greek word for bear, arktos. Until the invention of the compass, sailors used the pole star in Ursa Minor as their guide. The two “Bears” are also the Large and Small Chariots.*11 The Saxons considered the Large Chariot as the vehicle of the mythical King Arthur, and Japanese tradition even today considers it as that of the emperor.

        The bear of the story does not simply free the woman from the branches holding her captive in order to bring her to his lair, and no one is capable of sounding the depths of the den of the bear, the abyss in which the pole resides. By all evidence, the bear as a “culture hero” is an initiator and world axis. The bear is the vertical path that travels through the visible surface to soar upward and to dive downward into the invisible; it is the ladder up which the individual must climb to cross through the gates of death.

        Bear John was born in the cavern of the pole, the preeminent candidate for initiation. A brutal and undisciplined child and an individual of low birth who is endowed with incredible strength, he learns the trade of forging iron, in which he becomes highly skilled, and he uses that skill to cast his cane for taking the high roads of adventure of his shining destiny. A man born of an animal, John represents the dawn of the human race, which can be viewed either from the evolutionary perspective or from that of the faith of those who see an angelic spirit that has come down to inhabit the human animal’s physical envelope. When studied closely, the two theories are not so contradictory. The beginning of Bear John’s tale suggests a fundamental parallelism between the birth of humanity in the axis of the universe and the start of its initiatory progression.

      

      
        INITIATION IN THE WESTERN WORLD

        In all nations under all skies, the reason for the existence of initiation is the same, but the paths it takes can be different for different cultures. “If the goal is the same for all,” Guénon writes on this subject, “the starting points are infinitely varied and can be compared to the many points on a circumference from which emerge an equal number of radii that meet at a single center and are thereby the image of the very paths in question here.”8 The pragmatic orientation of the nations of the Western world has encouraged paths based on the working and transformation of matter. These are in fact the paths offered even today by Freemasonry and alchemy, which can thus be considered the only two traditional paths whose remnants have managed to survive in our culture, despite the erroneous interpretations that both have often inspired.

        Freemasonry, in its current form, based on the medieval guilds and on the symbolism of builders, assigns itself the purpose of the symbolic construction of Solomon’s Temple, in whose highly inaccessible center resides a soaring abyss.

        Alchemy, which is both a practical and a symbolical discipline similar to “a physic-chemical science” but also and more importantly an “experimental mysticism,” to use René Alleau’s expression,9 first endeavors to create the salt of wisdom, which could just as easily be described as the “Salted temple” or the “temple of the salt of Ammon,” expressions that make two allusions to a “Lanternois”*12 justification of the renowned “wisdom of Solomon.”

        While their practical progression is made by means of very different vehicles, the symbolism of Freemasonry and that of alchemy are parallel, and the final direction of the first one’s trajectory is analogous to that of the second, about which Alleau says, “It desires to free spirit through matter by freeing matter through spirit.”10

      

      
        THE STAGES

        In order to be put on the path of Masonic initiation, the postulant must first be recognized as a candidate for initiation. In parallel, on the paths of practical alchemy, the first step consists of identifying the eligible subject in the mineral kingdom, that is to say the prime matter from which the Work can be started.

        The human “subject” must feel as if he has been called. Where does this call come from? The one who hears it will recall a day, or a single circumstance, that aroused desire within for the other world, hidden behind his practical concerns and the objects of his everyday life.

        Where can the origin of this desire be situated; how is he to recognize the chain of encounters and crossroads, the succession of paths chosen, the web of “coincidences,” dreams, and words of disconcerting resonance—everything in short that speaks to him of the castle in which Beauty lies sleeping? Fairies probably have their part in this.

        Every veritable initiation begins with a descent into the subterranean reaches of consciousness, the visit “inside the earth” for which the Masonic sigil V.I.T.R.I.O.L. is an invitation. Is it by chance that the most powerful acid discovered by ancient chemistry was the one it called “oil of vitriol,” the SO4H2 of the French nobleman and chemist Antoine-Laurent de Lavoisier’s successors? As if under the effect of a powerful corrosive, the mental construction of the “profane” would be dissolved during this fall into darkness. This is the phase in which the aspiring Freemasons “strip their metals.” This takes place in a dark cave where silence and solitude hang heavily. The alchemists, meanwhile, often designated their mysterious prime matter with the name of “vitriol.” Medieval iconography and alchemical symbolism everywhere have depicted the initial dissolution, the prerequisite for opening the “door of the temple,” as the battle between a knight and a dragon.

        The obvious consequence of the dissolution of a structure—whether that of a metal or a mind—is the death of all it supported, and the physical result of this produces chaos. It is from chaos that the “canonical” labor of the alchemist begins. And it is only after the death of his “profane” ego*13 at the threshold of Masonic initiation that the neophyte is introduced into the sacred enclosure and deprived of sight in order to undergo ordeals, the first of which follows a plunge into a world before the “beginning of time” in a space of complete disorder and imbalance. However, there is no lack of attentive hands to help support the neophyte, invisible guides who seem to have loomed up from elsewhere and without whose assistance he would never escape from the labyrinth.

        The destruction of the form inside the ground has liberated a seed. Below it plunge its roots and above it rises the stem of the new plant that spring will cause to emerge into the air, shape with water, and bloom beneath the sun when it has successfully passed the test of fire to prove itself worthy of receiving the sun’s light. This is how the initiate is born on a level of existence that places him on the path of higher consciousness.

        Operative alchemy has a similar process for the “stone” during the “First Work,” whose purpose is the creation of primal mercury or “common mercury.”

        There are countless “fairy tales” bearing signs, clues, and counsels related to the operative phases of the Great Work and to the stages of the path of initiation. It is in search of these that the following pages will be devoted, thanks to the examination of stories taken for the most part from the collection of the Grimm Brothers and that of Emmanuel Cosquin, as well as Paul Delarue and Marie-Louise Ténèze’s Le conte populaire français (The French Folk Tale) or the regional anthologies published by Erasmus Editions in the middle of the last century.

      

    

  
    
      3

      THE STAGES

      
        Never be alarmed, reader

If sometimes your hunger goes unsatisfied.

You will keep your appetite this way

And perhaps get your hand on a meal.

      

      ANONYMOUS

      
        THE CANDIDATE FOR INITIATION (OR THE SUBJECT OF THIS BOOK)

        The stories of wonders and marvels generally begin with the introduction of the hero.

        In the domain of my interpretation, the hero represents the candidate for initiation as well as the prime matter of the Great Work. This matter is commonly described as “scorned by the common folk.” The tales often show us boys and girls who have been marginalized by the societies in which they live or by their own families, who have rejected them. They can also be the victims of some kind of handicap or evil spell, or have been born poor or fallen from high estate.

        Here are a few examples, the number of which should not discourage my reader’s charity.

        
          
            The Boys
          

          
            
              The Bad Eggs
            
          

          Bear John was a rough, antisocial boy, similar in this way to the little savage of La canne de cinq cents livres (The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane), “who had been found in the woods and was quite wicked,”*14 as well as a “little rascal” named Leopold, who was expelled from school for threatening his teacher with his father’s sword.

          While John was the son of a bear, Leopold owed his birth to a strange circumstance. A good man and his wife had long yearned for a child, but the happy event never materialized. That is not until one day when the man was visiting a neighboring village and ran into an old woman, whose uncommon nature he sensed immediately. “Where are you going?” the fairy (old woman) asked him.

          “I am going to the next village, my good woman.”

          “You would really like children, wouldn’t you?”

          “Oh yes, my good woman!”

          “Very well. You will see some dogs over there; try to make them bite you and you shall have a son.”

          The man caused himself to get bitten, returned home, and told his wife all that had just happened. Nine months later she gave birth to Leopold. “The larger the child grew, the more wicked he became. His parents thought it was because the father had been bitten by a dog.” Ill-disposed to keeping such an evil child in his house, the father eventually led him “to the end of the road” and abandoned him to his adventures.

          
            The Youngest Sons
          

          The hero is often the youngest son of the family, who may also be mentally deficient or physically handicapped.

          The most famous example is that of Perrault’s poor Hop o’ My Thumb. But it could also be the youngest son of a king, as in The Magic Whistle, in which the child receives a fairy’s help after he has behaved courteously toward her. Just like in The Golden Bird, he is the only one of three brothers who does not surrender to sleep when it is his turn to stand watch over the fruits of his father’s orchard. He is also just like the Little Hunchback, “who was only loved by his mother,” and the Witling in The Queen Bee, who urges his brothers to spare the lives of the inhabitants of an anthill, then a hive, and finally a pair of ducks whose necks the bad brothers are preparing to wring so they can roast them. And he is like the boy in The Three Feathers, who remains sitting next to the feather that has fallen at his feet, blown there by his father, while his brothers race into the distance in pursuit of theirs, one to the west and the other to the east. He is again the young man in The Water of Life, who responds “very politely” to the “little dwarf” questioning him on the purpose of his journey, when his brothers had only made fun of the man. He shares the frankness of Stupid Hans in The Griffon, which earns him the help of a “bizarre little man in his iron-gray clothes.”

          The godson of the good lord in The Beauty with the Golden Hair is the last child born of “folk who had as many children as there are holes in a sieve.”

          In The Sea Hare, the youngest of three brothers is shrewd enough to spare a raven, a fish, and a fox, who would later show him their gratitude. But the hero may also be “a little stupid like me,” as said by the storyteller of The Princess and the Three Brothers, who picks up the most incongruous objects on the road for no reason.

          The third son of an “enchantress” in The Crystal Ball had fled his mother’s home to avoid being transformed into an animal like his two brothers. She had done this out of fear they would steal her powers: she had changed one into an eagle and the other into a whale.

          
            Birthmarks
          

          Sometimes the hero has been marked at birth by a sign or unique feature that distinguishes him or sets him apart from the social norm.

          Bear John, “who had never been scared a day in his life,” refused to marry “for so long as he had never felt fear.”

          In The Devil and the Three Gold Hairs, in which the hero is “born with a caul, it had been predicted he would wed the king’s daughter when he turned fourteen.” This news had greatly displeased the king, who immediately purchased the newborn from his parents so he could put him in a box, which he cast into the river.

          In The Gold Children, two twins owed the precious material of their bodies to the two pieces of a golden fish that their mother had eaten before they were born.

          Hans-My-Hedgehog owed his existence to an imprudent wish: “I want a child. I want one even if it is a hedgehog,” his future father had said to any who would listen. Several months later his wife gave birth to a child “whose top half was a hedgehog and whose bottom half was normal.”

          And the Little Donkey was truly a king’s son, beloved by his father although he was born with long ears, four hairy legs, and hard hooves. He was therefore “well-cared for and well-raised, and as he grew his ears grew longer and thinner, straight and tall. He was a very cheerful lad who jumped and frolicked about but what he loved most of all was music.”

          
            Sold to the Dark Man
          

          Tragic circumstances exist under which a father can be compelled to give or sell his child to a stranger.

          In The Wondrous Wand, this is what happened to young Benedict’s father, who, weighed down in debt, accepted this tempting offer from the “devil”: “If you promise to give me in twenty years what your wife is carrying, I will give you two million.” The man thoughtlessly signed and was given the money, but his wife gave birth a short time later to a boy whose throat was marked with a large B, from which he took his name. And in The King of the Golden Mountain, a ruined merchant unknowingly abandons his young son to the hands of “a little black man” he met in a field. “If you promise to give me, twelve years from now, the first being that touches your leg when you return home now, you shall have all the money you could wish for,” this disturbing figure told him. The father made this promise, thinking it could only be his dog, but once he got home, his infant child, elated to see him, had clung to his calf.

          
            The Former Soldiers
          

          Some themes, traveling through the garrisons, star a soldier who has left the army. Quite often he’s called La Ramée.*15

          “Once upon a time there was an old soldier called ‘La Ramée,’” starts an old Lorraine folktale titled The Iron Man,†3 “who was always drunk and drank from morning to night. One day when his colonel scolded him, he drew his sword and slashed him across his face, killing him.” Arrested so he could be brought before the War Council, La Ramée escaped out of a window and fled to England.

          It is also a La Ramée who at the beginning of The House in the Forest obtains a leave from his captain so he can “go speak to the king.”

          In the similarly titled The Man in the Forest, the soldier is “a strapping young fellow who enlisted in the army and conducted himself valiantly. He was always the first to charge into battle when his fellow soldiers hesitated before the bullets. So long as the war lasted, everything went well for him, but when peace was declared, he was discharged and told by his captain to go wherever he thought best.”

          The hero is “a poor solider who has been crippled and discharged from the army” in The Worn-Out Dancing Shoes, but in the version from the Nièvre region of France, Princesses dansantes de la nuit (The Night-Dancing Princesses), it is the robust La Ramée, who “had served in the king’s armies for fourteen years at the country’s borders, and despite his fine service never received any stripes or reward. So he stated outright that he had had enough of army, officers, and king, and asked for his discharge. He was allowed to leave with his uniform, twelve crowns in his pocket, and some hardtack. And he set off on the road back home, gaily singing.”

          The Devil and His Grandmother tells the story of three army deserters, the youngest of whom manages to pull himself out of a tricky situation, and in The Drummer the hero is a handsome lad who carries off his boasts through ruse and the drumming of his instrument.

          
            The Poor Man’s Son
          

          The hero of the tale can be the child of a very poor family, as in The King of England and His Godson, in which the hunting-obsessed British king had become lost in the French countryside while pursuing “a beautiful bird of a species he did not know.” He was given shelter in a miserable hut, where he became the godfather of the child that had just been born there, to whom he gave “the name of Eugene.”

          The hero of The Princess’s Slipper was the youngest son of folk “who were dirt poor.” His father was dead and because no mass had been said for him, he came knocking on the walls of the house every night, to the great terror of the whole family.

          Hansel and Gretel are the children of poor woodcutters. Because the parents cannot feed the children, they do as Hop o’ My Thumb’s parents and abandon them in the heart of the forest.

          But many other circumstances at the beginning of these stories can evoke the mental conditions of the candidate for initiation as well as the physical condition of the tales’ heroes.

          The “young man named John” in The White Cat is the child of a rich family that has just been ruined through gambling when he “meets a handsome gentleman.” It is the devil, who loans him a huge sum of money, and who asks him to come find him in the space of a year and a day in the Black Forest. In The Green Bird, “a young man who was the son of wealthy folk” just simply “enjoyed strolling through the woods.” In The Prince and His Horse, the son of a king, despite his father’s interdiction, goes into a forbidden chamber, where the water of a fountain covers his hair and clothes with gold. Fleeing the castle and his father’s punishment, he then has to conceal himself beneath the disguise of someone suffering from ringworm. This deplorable appearance will later earn him a glorious destiny.

          The youngest of the three cobblers traveling through a forest in The Gifts of the Three Animals takes “the middle path,” while his companions choose the ones on the right and left. In The Little Shepherd the young man is “looking for a teacher,” and in Fortuné the young man sets off on the road “to seek his fortune.”

          A prince, whose faithful servant was named Iron Heinrich, was transformed into a frog by a wicked witch

          Trustworthy John features a young king threatened by great perils if he looks at a certain portrait, something which inevitably occurs at the beginning of the story.

          In The White Snake, a servant brought the king, every day at the end of his midday meal, “a certain dish,” for which the king “waited until he was entirely alone before uncovering and eating.” One day the servant’s curiosity got the better of him, and he lifted the lid and saw that it held a white snake. He immediately ate a tiny piece, which immediately endowed him with singular hearing. He could understand everything the animals were saying. But a short time later he was accused of stealing the queen’s most beautiful ring. When his innocence was proven, the king gave him a magnificent horse on which he left to see the world.

          In the story The Juniper Tree, a young boy whose mother died in childbirth is killed by his father’s second wife. In The Gnome the youngest of three hunters pays attention to the clues given him by a gnome that are necessary to free the princess held captive underground by a dragon. In The Poor Miller Boy and the Cat, “the third apprentice was only a drudge” whom the other two deemed too stupid and unfit to own the mill, which its owner had promised as an inheritance to whichever one of his three apprentices brought him the best horse. The hero of Donkey Cabbages is “a young hunter who went to lie in wait for game in the forest.”

          Ferdinand the Faithful and Ferdinand the Unfaithful is the story of a poor boy who, at the age of seven, learns that his godfather has left him the key to an invisible castle. The hero of The Iron Stove is a prince who has been imprisoned in an iron stove in the middle of a forest by a witch’s evil spells. A young prince in The Six Servants is in love with a girl “of dazzling beauty,” whose mother, “an old queen who was a witch,” caused the death of all the suitors at the end of the trials she imposed on them. In the Grimm’s Iron John, the king’s eight-year-old son “is playing one day in the castle’s courtyard with a golden ball.” In the tale of The Glass Coffin, which seems to display a strong Masonic influence, the hero is a skilled young journeyman tailor who is also honest and poor.

          In Strong Hans the hero is a very young, courageous boy who is being held prisoner, along with his mother, by bandits inside “a very large rock that had a door.” The Goose Girl at the Well opens with the story of a young man who is caught in the snare by his compassion toward an old woman while he is traveling through the forest. In The Riddle the hero is a king’s son, accompanied by his “faithful servant.”

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          In all the stories I just cited previously, the main character is a boy. There are just as many where a girl is the heroine, but her role is quite different.

          Everyone knows the tragic adventure of Little Red Riding Hood; and the tale of Sleeping Beauty, who dreamed of her prince for a hundred years; and that of Snow White, who had to fell the evil spells of her evil stepmother, the witch; as well as the story of Cinderella and the story titled Donkey Skin. I could mention countless others, like that of the poor Eglantine, who was persecuted by her mother-in-law and her half-sister, Garcette.1

          In The Golden Apple, the heroine is a princess hated by her maternal aunt.

          In The Twelve Brothers, she is the thirteenth child of a king.

          In Sweetheart Roland, she is the daughter from a first marriage whose stepmother tries to decapitate her.

          In The Singing, Springing Lark, the heroine is the youngest of three daughters, her father’s favorite, and the one who loves him best, but he finds himself obliged to promise her hand to a lion.

          In The Goose Girl, a princess is traveling on a horse that has the power of speech; she is protected by three drops of her mother’s blood, but is soon betrayed by her serving maid.

          “A little daughter who was still so young that she had to be carried” was changed into a bird in The Raven by the impatient outburst of her mother one day when she was exasperated by her little girl at the very moment a flock of these black birds was flying around the castle. “Oh, I wish you were a raven and would fly away with them, and then I should have some peace.” Her wish was granted on the spot. In The Old Woman in the Wood, it is a “poor servant-girl traveling with her employers.”

          The True Bride is the tale of a “beautiful, young maiden who had lost her mother many years before” and who was poorly treated by her stepmother.

          Rapunzel “was a young girl and the most beautiful under the sun” who was abducted from her parents by the witch from whom her father had stolen to satisfy the yearning of his pregnant wife, “for some superb rampions, which, with their gleaming green flowers looked so fresh and appetizing” had made the lady’s mouth water.

          La petite soeur et le frere joli (The Little Sister and the Handsome Brother)2 recounts the adventures of a young girl who has gone off in search of her seven brothers, who had fled when they heard the announcement of her birth. On that day the boys had stood a flail up in the barn and a distaff in the manure pile. The distaff spun, “and the boys left in great wrath.” They sang in a choir.

          
            “If the flail beats

It will be a boy.

If the distaff spins

It will be a girl.”
          

          The brother-and-sister couple sometimes shares the starring role, as in the story of The Brother and Sister, in which the two children are beaten by their stepmother, or in that of Finon-Finette,3 in which twelve-year-old twins “who were always together” were abandoned in the forest by their parents, who could no longer feed them.

        

      

      
        THE RAW STONE

        Behind the situations or the characters of these heroes and heroines stand out images of the qualities through which even the Freemasonry of today can recognize the viable candidate for initiation beneath profane appearances.

        In the mineral context of operative alchemy, these qualities analogically correspond to those of the matter that the authors recommend be used for the start of the Work.

        In both disciplines, these are qualities that are specific to the “raw stone.”

        
          
            On Society’s Margins
          

          The unsociable Bear John and the wicked Leopold behave toward their fellow beings as disreputable characters. Yet John begins his career by freeing his mother from the bear’s cave. Because of his ancestry, he is quite close to the primal fountain of life, from which he draws a strength that grows in a clandestine manner and allows him to free himself from mineral inertia to soar into a boundless future. Still attached to the sublunary world represented by his mother, he first heads toward the light of the father-sun, which he is not long in rejecting for an even greater adventure.

          The dog whose bite was responsible for Leopold’s birth transmitted to him, through his father’s blood, some of the blood of its own species. All the world’s peoples have myths in which this animal communicates with the world of the dead and is responsible for psychopomp duties, guards the gates of hell, or guides souls between the visible and invisible worlds.4 Western civilizations, for their part, have awarded these duties to dog-headed beings, such as Hermes Cynocephali, for whom the dog was sacred; the Egyptian Anubis, Hecate, accompanied by her pack; Cerberus; and the dog the Germans named “Garm,” who was the guardian of the land of darkness. The Christian artists of the Middle Ages passed on a trace of this belief when they sculpted dogs at the feet of the recumbent figures on funeral monuments.

          Along with the dog’s blood circulating in the veins of the “wicked” Leopold is the nature of Mercury and that of Diana, the gods of crossroads and passages.

          The place of the bear’s son, Bear John, is at the roots of humanity. No education was capable of stabilizing him in some predetermined social personality. He forged his own destiny at the same time he forged his powerful iron staff.

          The prime matter of the Great Work has always been described by the authors of the best treatises as the “root” of the metals, undefined in the mineral kingdom—primitive and mercurial.

        

        
          
            The Youngest Sons
          

          In an earlier time, the younger children had no right to any family inheritance. They had to fall back on their own resources to make their way through life, as if they had been severed from their lineage. But in the tales they always possess a quality that their older siblings are lacking. Hop o’ My Thumb is the shrewdest. Among the kings’ sons, the young prince of The Magic Whistle, the one of The Water of Life, and Stupid Hans show proof of their courtesy to the fairies they meet. The youngest son of The Three Feathers and those of The Griffon and The Princess and the Three Brothers maintain with beings and things relationships characteristic of the “simpleminded.” The hero of The Golden Bird has the power to resist falling asleep. And the hero of The Sea Hare, like those of a good number of these tales, shows proof of a remarkable empathy toward the animals he encounters on his route.

          In the stories, the youngest son, the product of his parents’ ultimate fertility and legally deprived of any inheritance, is endowed with qualities that allow him to find, either in another lineage or in his own, but through the transgression of certain laws, the path of his star.

        

        
          
            Birthmarks
          

          A birthmark can be favorable or unfavorable. But at the beginning of a tale it generally represents a handicap or danger to the one who carries it.

          To be born and remain fearless can be advantageous for the destiny of a hero, but it forbids Bear John from taking a wife. It was once said that the children born with a caul were destined for an illustrious and happy life, and in The Devil and the Three Gold Hairs, when it was seen that a piece of the amniotic sac remained glued to the forehead of the newborn son of some poor folk, someone predicted that “he would wed the king’s daughter when he turned fourteen.” The monarch, who found this prediction quite unpleasant, had the child cast into a deep river. The precious metal from which the bodies of the gold children are made inspires the mockery of the people they encounter and makes the company of men intolerable for them. And it is easy to imagine the distress that was also felt by Hans-My-Hedgehog, whose head and torso were that of this animal while his lower half was that of a man, and that of the Little Donkey, that young prince who looked like a donkey, on the fateful day when, while strolling “wherever his thoughts led him, he suddenly found himself by a fountain where he saw his reflection in the mirror of the water.”

          Although different in the forms they take, these “birthmarks” inspire in those who bear them the enthusiasm for another state. The swashbuckler who seeks fear, in other words the light touch of night’s wings, the young peasant predestined to “royalty,” and those who are aware that they are monsters in the world in which they have been born, are all moved by the necessity to take paths of which common men know nothing.

          In the mineral domain of the Great Work, the prime matter, which is also “signed,” is described by all the trustworthy authors under the features of a repulsive monster, yet it is in this monster that the “gold of sages” is to be found.

        

        
          
            Sold to the Dark Man
          

          Through ruse but also in return for money or other remuneration, a being of darkness obtains from a man the promise to hand over his own son. In The King of the Golden Mountain, this is done when the child reaches the age of puberty, while in The Wondrous Wand, it is when he reaches the age of majority. Perhaps the mention of these stages of life reveals a recollection of ancient rites of passage. But the position and relationship of the child to his father place this dramatic event in a particular context. For the boy, sold for the profit of his father, is not informed of his fate until the moment he is handed over to the stranger. Yet it is from that moment that he goes of his own free will to accept his destiny.

          The Freudian school did not fail to find an allusion to the intervention of the super ego (the booming paternal voice) in the behavior of these young men. A yet more obvious intervention, connected with the well-known theme of murdering the father, can be found in The Wondrous Wand. Here, Benedict, several days before the fateful day of his twentieth birthday, is perplexed by the sorrow his father has exhibited since the day of his birth. “Why is my father always grieving?” he asked his tutor.

          “If you want to know,” his teacher replied, “ask your father to walk with you to the woods and once you get there, ask him the cause of his sorrow. If he refuses to tell you, threaten that you will blow his brains out and then blow out your own.”

          For Benedict, the conflict was resolved once he had followed this advice and received the answer he was waiting for. Now free, he could in full awareness embrace the dangerous adventure to which his father’s encounter had destined him. He could now take his own measure against “the dark man,” whom the Christianization of the story often portrayed as the “devil.” This is the adversary that must be overcome: the stumbling block or “stone of scandal” that the builder must make the cornerstone of his planned building.

        

        
          
            The Soldier La Ramée
          

          Whether they are strapping swashbucklers or old crippled drunks, deserters or honorably discharged, the soldier La Ramée and his colleagues are dropouts. They have been excluded from the hierarchized society in which they had a place and could make a living.

          At the onset of an initiatory progression, the position of the candidate who has been “called” can be similar to when his social milieu reveals itself unfit for providing the food his spirit demands. Then finding himself “indigent” or “disabled,” he becomes the architect of his own exclusion. Moved by the desire for a larger world, he can be induced to look for where “to knock on the door of the temple.”

          The practitioners of the art of Hermes, for their part, would focus on the martial nature of this man of war. But the name La Ramée, which has often been given to this soldier, contributes a detail that concerns the domains of alchemy and initiation equally. A leafy bough (ramée) can refer to the interlaced branches of a tree as well as the leafy vault of a woodland through which the sun’s rays gently pierce, as once extolled in the octosyllabic verse of an old refrain:

          
            O Magalie, ma bien aimée,

Allons tous deux sous la ramée,

Au fond du bois silencieux. . . .
            
              
              *16
            
          

          This ramée can also be a branch cut with all its green shoots that, when stuck in the ground at the right time, will find the way to set down its roots in order to become a large tree. The name La Ramée heralds a character predisposed to fertile rejuvenations, and this is probably one of the reasons why (in Europe) the spring holiday of Palm Sunday*17 was considered by the children of Hermes (alchemists) as the most propitious day of the year on which to begin their Works.

        

        
          
            The Poor Man’s Son
          

          These are the humble, which is to say the individuals who have remained close to the soil, the raw stones for whom every shape and determination remains in the domain of possibility.

          In The King of England and His Godson, it was in the innocence of the cradle that Eugene received the name of “well-born” from a king of the “land of Angles” who had become lost in a strange countryside while pursuing a bird of an unknown species. This king had been made welcome into the rustic cabin of the humble family where the child was born who became the king’s godson.

          The corpus of fairy tales is a kaleidoscope. In the beautiful, multicolored images that can be seen forming when the device is turned in a certain way, characters are reflected behind whom a Masonic lodge can recognize a “candidate for initiation” and in whom an alchemist, a practitioner of the art of Hermes, can see the signs beneath which he will find the mineral matter suitable for his Work.

          The heroes in these tales are close to the source of life: primitives, men of the woods, in the prime of youth, simpleminded. They are eager for another world toward which Mercury is the ferryman. Humble, for they sense that “all light comes from on high,” they hold the key that opens the door of the large rock in which brigands have imprisoned them, or it could be that of a certain “invisible castle.”

          They head off for adventures in which they run the risk of going astray, haunted by the feeling of owing a debt to night’s domain or exalted by their love for an unknown beauty whose image they caught in a furtive glimpse.

          Considered by their families or societies as moronic, abnormal, or marginal individuals, in truth they are moved by a quality of empathy beneath which we feel the attraction toward what Jung called the “self,” which long before him Masonic symbolism had placed in the “middle chamber.”

          In the alchemical discipline, the “root of the metal” is vile and despised, yet it is the foundation for the Work. It lacks any specific qualities and extends toward the universal.

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          The sexual symbolism of the racy couplet that the seven boys sing at the beginning of The Little Sister and the Handsome Brother is unambiguous.

          
            “If the flail beats

It will be a boy.

If the distaff spins

It will be a girl.”
          

          But the manure pile in which the distaff is stuck cannot help but be seen as a sign of their fairly detestable scorn of young girls. This agrarian joke probably raised the rafters of yesterday’s farms with the hearty laughter of the men and was received with an indulgent shrug by the women. However, behind its vulgar rusticity, the appearance of the manure*18 pile is not devoid of meaning.

          The land is spread with manure, or “smoked,”†4 to make it fertile. We need only recall that for millennia the earth and the woman have been found in the same symbolic category for the majority of people,*19 for the role given to the manure pile in which the distaff is spinning is revealed as that of giver of life. It also reveals, underneath the indelicate bawdiness of the story, how the evocation of their (earth’s and woman’s) mysterious ability to create life has never ceased to fascinate men. Prehistoric men have passed down the evidence of this fascination in the images of the naked “goddesses,” to which Jean Przyluski believes they attributed a power in the fertility of the living world:

          Mana was only conceived as a physical agent. Just as a ray of light projected on a certain point determines a rise in temperature, the mana emanating from the Genitrix, particularly from her breasts and sex organ, is a source of abundance and prosperity. The naked statuette with its legs spread acts as a mana projector.5

          Could the loss of an ancient intimacy with nature be the reason why the universal symbol was reduced in the tales to the agrarian reality of the utilitarian manure pile?

          Behind this rustic avatar, however, an image remains hidden, on the trail of which, at the crossroads of an analogy with the mineral world, can be revealed secrets about a certain “fire” without whose help the practice of alchemy would remain futile.

          Le Cosmopolite (Michael Sendivogius) writes, “The wise man will find our stone even in the dung heap, while the ignorant will not believe that it is in gold.” Dom Pernety reminds us that in the language of the adepts, “horse dung” designates the stone in the black state, in other words at the central phase of the Great Work called putrefaction, destruction, or conversion. Other texts explicitly instruct that the compost should be cooked at the temperature of this “dung heap,” underscoring the power of its inner, secret force.

          It is precisely a fire whose function is analogous, the artisan of every change of state, which is designated under this rustic image at the beginning of this tale from Nièvre. Ardent and occult, it hatches in the center of female nature, which earns her the aggressive distrust of the male gender as well as its boundless adulation.

          Chaos was first of all, but next appeared broad-bosomed Earth, sure standing place for all the gods who live on snowy Olympus’ peak and misty Tartarus in a recess of broad-pathed earth, and Love most beautiful of all the deathless gods. He makes men weak, he overpowers the clever mind, and tames the spirit in the breasts of men and gods.6

          The woman is an initiator by nature because she carries in her secret, innermost depths this fire, which is also a “stone of scandal,” sometimes called “infernal fire” and not without reason, as according to Hesiod, who calls it Eros, it is the issue of Chaos and the Earth and rules as master from within her womb.

          The rest of the story of The Little Sister and the Handsome Brother confirms this vocation because when she turns seven the little girl sets off in search of her missing brothers. But later in the story, when through clumsiness she loses the fire she guarded, the seven boys, whom she had since found, are transformed into animals.

          In the majority of tales in which the main character is a woman, her essential role consists of imposing tests on a male partner. It is to find Sleeping Beauty that a prince travels through an impassable forest, and another, seeking to free Rapunzel, is struck by thorns that put out his eyes. We know the man who fell sick with love for Donkey Skin almost died. The Frog King, thrown violently against a wall by a delightful princess, regains his human form, thanks to this act. The twelve brothers are threatened with death by the birth of their sister and flee the palace. In Sweetheart Roland, Roland is transformed into a lake by his fiancée. A brave boy is sent toward the worst dangers by a maiden changed into a raven; from the moment when he first met her, “following a path in a dark forest,” he decided to free her.

          But it is often the girls who suffer the worst abuse. The century-long slumber of Sleeping Beauty is a mirror of the death that Snow White experiences when she eats the red apple. Rapunzel has been imprisoned since the age of twelve by a witch “inside a tower that stood with no door or stairs in the center of a forest.” The princess Donkey Skin, fleeing her father’s advances, leaves her native land and is reduced to the level of a slattern in the lower courtyard of a castle. In the Auvergne story The Red Mountain,7 the daughter of the terrible lord of the red castle, the beautiful Aurore, allows herself to be cooked in a pot and dismembered by Jean so that this valiant lad can make a ladder from her bones with which to scale the glass mountain, at the top of which he has to destroy an eagle’s nest. The same thing happens to the devil’s daughter in the tale from Saint-Mars-la-Brière, The Green Mountain.8

          In the Gascony story The Stepmother,9 a young girl who has set off to marry a king is compelled during her trip to gouge out her own eyes and give them to her stepmother’s daughter, who then has her thrown into a bog. Other themes tell the story of a maiden whose own mother, stepsister, or the devil in person has her hands or arms cut off. In Marie de la Chaume du Bois (Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood),10 a girl, after marrying a king, is no better treated by her own sister, who cruelly mutilates her. Eglantine must also go through many harsh ordeals after crossing through “a beautiful but slightly rusted metal gate that lets her enter the forest,” beyond which she is reckless enough to pick “a red rose in very poor condition.” The cat, Beau-Minon, her savior, would find her “half-nude, scorched, deaf and dumb, with her eyes stubbornly squeezed shut.”

          The most famous of these victims is, of course, the heroine of Little Red Riding Hood, swallowed up in a single gulp by the wolf that had already eaten her grandmother before disguising itself as her. Little Red Riding Hood, in fact, constitutes quite a noteworthy case. In the Grimm version, her adventure is akin in a certain way to that of Sleeping Beauty.*20 The young traveler goes through the woods and is not crunched up, as could be feared, but swallowed whole and finds herself undamaged in the wolf ’s belly, just like Sleeping Beauty inside her deep sleep.

          A French folk version, which takes her to a crossroads where she has to choose between two directions, the path of needles and the path of pins, underscores a common point between the young girl’s drama and that of the sleeping princess. These two tools, like the spindle that pricked Sleeping Beauty, have sharp points, and all three are used in sewing work. It seems that the girl’s choice of the “path of pins” is less an allusion to her laziness, as one psychological interpretation would have it,11 than to her ignorance of spinning, which connects her again to the king’s daughter climbing “from room to room up to a small garret at the top of the keep where an old crone was spinning alone at the distaff.” And here, too, occurs another event that connects the two heroines, the encounter with an old woman that plays a decisive role in each of their fates: the spinner in Sleeping Beauty and the “grandmother” in Little Red Riding Hood.

          The grandmother who is sewing a beautiful red garment in her cabin deep in the depths of the woods and the extremely ancient and forgotten spinner in the castle attic, both are leading the girls on the trail of the Great Mother whose memory looms up from the Paleolithic mists; she is the Genitrix who spins beings—gods and mortals alike—and for whom devotion has spanned millennia, during which time her worshipers called her Mother Earth, Cybele, Astarte, or Aphrodite, as well as Helen, the Virgin Mary, or Nature, and countless other names.

          When she awoke from her century-long slumber, Sleeping Beauty had gone past the age of a great-great grandmother while remaining in the prime of youth. Perrault stresses this with a little wink.

          The prince helped the princess to get up, he says, she was dressed, and most magnificently; but he refrained from telling her that she was dressed like her grandmother.

          The heroine of Little Red Riding Hood, for her part, will be commingled in the wolf ’s stomach with her grandmother, and when she is brought back into the light at the same time as the old woman, she finds herself suddenly endowed with a wisdom that she had scant acquaintance with before her adventure. “Never again as long as you live, will you leave the path to go running through the forest, as your mother forbid you,” she tells herself once she has emerged from the gulf that could have swallowed her up forever.

          At the end of their ordeals, both young girls are marked with the sign of the Great Mother (or perhaps, the Grand Mother). The two tales teach that a woman is initiated, which is to say put on the proper path for her female nature, when she is fully conscious that she is originally identical with this Great Initiator.

          There is no one familiar with traditional alchemy texts who can hear or read a tale of marvels without recognizing, in the unfolding of the plot, frequent analogies with that of the operations of the Great Work, over the course of which an “agent” and a “patient” will clash. The authors refer to these two respectively, depending on the circumstances, as sulfur and mercury, sun and moon, man and woman, king and queen. This couple can be found in all fairy tales without exception, whether they involve a prince and a princess, a king and a shepherd girl, or quite simply a boy and a girl.

          The cruel ordeals that the heroines undergo find their exact correspondences in the “torments” that, according to the testimony of the practitioners, mercury suffers for the liberation of its partner sulfur during the course of the mineral process.

          The instructions that the “devil’s daughter” gives to her companion in The Green Mountain for destroying her body are echoed by those for making the alchemist’s “matter” at the beginning of Jacques Le Tesson’s L’oeuvre du lion vert (The Work of the Green Lion). Here is how she addresses him, under the appearance of a green lion with six horns and six ears who was full of quick water:

          You must realize that I have come down from the celestial regions and fallen into these so-called concave caverns of the earth, nourished myself here for a time and desire nothing more than to return, and the means to do this is that you should kill me and then resuscitate me, and with the instrument you use to kill me you shall resuscitate me, for, as the white dove says, “He who kills me gives me life.” You shall warm me without any violence, with a heat suitable to cause my death, for there is nothing save that which can kill me, and it must be a languorous not sudden death, for that would be damnable.12

          For her part, the devil’s blonde daughter from The Green Mountain gave the following instructions to the young man who had recklessly lent his services to her father and who remained powerless and desperate at the foot of the mountain, slippery as crystal,*21 from whose peak he had to bring back three turtledove eggs.

          Listen, I am going to tell you of a matter that is quite difficult. Here is a pot I have brought you, fill it with water and make a good fire beneath it, and put me in, one piece at a time, to boil. You will then take my bones and remove the flesh, and you will stick one bone at a time in the mountain to use as a ladder; with all my bones you will reach the top.

          Once the operation was concluded, the climber came back down and needed only place the bones back to boil in the pot for the blond girl to come back to life, joyful and more beautiful than ever, ready to marry her dismembering hero.

          In all tales of wonders and in all initiatory journeys and during the course of the mineral Great Work, two protagonists are present: a “male” and a “female.” At the commencement of an initiation as at the beginning of the Great Work, we could say that the male plays the role of impassioned agent and the female that of the active patient. This couple forms the prime matter of alchemy. It is also found in the mind of the individual to be initiated, whether man or woman. But the ways that are propitious for women are not the same as those that are suitable for men.

        

      

      
        DEPARTURE ON THE QUEST

        
          
            Discovery of the World
          

          A story always tells why the hero has left home.

          Sometimes it is a question of going “to see the world,” which is often with no specific purpose, such as Bear John when he leaves his country after becoming skilled in metallurgy and arming himself with an enormous iron cane. Or like the lad of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, “who had been found in the woods and was quite wicked.” Or again like Strong Hans, who like the first two came out of the wild forest armed with a staff, a more modest one that still weighed sixty pounds.

          All three had spent their earliest childhood in a cave or rock where they were imprisoned with their mothers, and all had fled in order to find their fathers, after which they had manufactured a formidable “cane” to set off on their adventure or had received it as a gift.

          No one will contest the clearly sexual symbolism of these episodes, though it would be wise to not imprison it within the context of Freudian interpretation. The enormous cane, crafted or received as a gift after each character’s “reunion” with his father, is obviously evocative of the potency, in every sense of the word, of its owner. The essential walking staff for the pilgrim, as well as for the craftsman of the Tour de France,*22 while primarily a support for their journeys, can also occasionally serve as a weapon. The iron from which it is forged connects it with the god Mars, who conveys the universal and perpetual warrior ability that gives all beings, whether animate or not, from the primitive cell to the most complex, highly evolved individual, from the crystal to the galaxies, the strength to continuously resist the hostility of one’s environment as well as the power to draw nourishment from it. On all levels of existence, Mars fights tirelessly to pull order out of chaos. This is the role for this walking staff, which, in this sense, held vertically by the walker to gain support from the solid ground, is his axis of the world.

          While the young men in The Fisherman’s Sons had no walking staffs, they were still nonetheless solidly equipped for traveling. Nine months before their birth, on the advice of a fish he had just caught, their father had given his wife three drops of blood from this generous beast to swallow, and he had given three drops to his mare and three drops to his dog. He had kept the gills and also had filled three vials with the fish’s blood, as it had told him if misfortune were to befall one of his future children, the blood would start to boil. His wife gave birth to three boys, the mare to three fine colts, and the dog to three fine puppies, and three spears were found in the place of the gills. It was on these three horses, accompanied by these three dogs, and armed with these three spears that the three boys, half-bloods of the fish who had thus equipped them, set off on adventure one day, each picking his own direction.

          In The Gold Children, the youngsters set off “to see the world on two golden horses born of a mare who, like them, had eaten two pieces of the golden fish caught by their father.” Setting off “to see” or “to discover” the world is the most natural approach for an individual who wants “to see the country” and experience adventures that will open his mind and raise his level of existence. It is a rupture with habits and certitudes and an opening toward the unknown and all its possibilities. But the children in whose veins flows the blood of the “fish” pulled from the depths of the waters, like those who own the large “iron cane,” a line uniting earth and sky, carry with them baggage that will inspire them to take far from common paths.

          Alchemists call their mercury the “traveler,” and the iconography often depicts it as a pilgrim armed with a tall staff and a hat adorned with a scallop shell.*23 This shell, come ashore from the ocean’s depths, is akin to the one in which at time’s beginning, Hesiod tells us, Aphrodite, Heaven’s daughter, was born.

          They also speak of double mercury—male and female. And in the story of The Brother and Sister, as if to explain this, it is specifically the brother and the sister who were mistreated by their stepmother and who leave to “travel the wide world together.”

          In The White Snake, it is a unique ability that the king’s servant acquired, before riding off on his horse, when he ate a little piece of the secret dish reserved for his master’s table. “Hardly had he touched it with his tongue, when he heard a strange murmur at the window of small delicate voices. . . . Having tasted the snake had given him the power to understand the language of the birds and other animals.”

          In another tale, a prince’s faithful servant strips away the cloak beneath which is hiding the chambermaid sent by the princess to the prince’s bedside to steal the secret of the mystery from his dreams.

          In The Little Donkey, meanwhile, another king’s son was quite fortunate to have had the opportunity to learn to play the lute and thereby gain a perfect understanding of music, which would offer him the greatest support during his travels.

          These three tales are obviously inspired by the art of Hermes. This is revealed first and foremost, beyond any possible shadow of a doubt, by the presence of certain expressions whose meaning we should now consider.

          The “language of the birds,” understood by the servant once he tasted the royal table’s white snake, permits him to communicate with all nature’s creatures. Contrary to ordinary idioms, which are shaped by the conventions necessary for social exchanges, the language of the birds gives life to sounds in the form of uttered speech that has completely freed itself from all rules of grammar. They can then assemble themselves in multiple ways, thereby revealing images that are as varied as they are beyond suspicion in the literal meaning of a phrase or word. This idiom is also called diplomatic language,*24 because it makes it possible to give a double meaning (at the least) to the discourse.

          Knowledge of the language of the birds13 is necessary for anyone who wishes to understand anything in alchemical texts. But it is equally necessary for anyone seeking to “receive the light” from an initiatory order like Freemasonry, in which without this language no one would be able to grasp the shifting variety of values of the symbols in order to implement them. A dominant presence in the language of the birds, which is also called the language of the gods, the phonetic cabalah, the solar cabalah, and so on, at least on the plane of form, are word games, puns, and phonetic approximations, and on the plane of ideas, the principle of analogy. They are used in such a way that a group of sounds can simultaneously designate, beyond any grammatical logic, different actions and objects, while the same designated action or object can simultaneously belong to planes of existence that are supposedly quite distant from each other.

          Recall that the royal dish tasted by the curious servant was a snake, which was described as white. It is similar to another serpent, “the most cunning of all the animals of the fields that Yahweh had made,”14 which a well-known, traditional iconography wraps around the trunk of the Tree of Knowledge. According to the author of Genesis, it was the one responsible for the strange tribulations that befell our oldest relatives. “And the eyes of both were opened”15 after they had heeded its advice and bitten into the apple. In our story it is not the eyes of the servant that opened once he tasted the snake, but his ears.

          In alchemical iconography, the snake depicts the prime matter, but it is also a symbol for mercury. “The name ‘serpent’ has been given to mercury because it runs like water and weaves like a snake” Dom Pernety explains.16 This “serpent,” which is black and stains the fingers when extracted from the mine, has become a gleaming white at the end of the labors of the First Work. It then becomes the “faithful servant” who will henceforth never leave the artist, carrying him through all his metamorphoses like the horse the rider and the cabalah the cabalist. The language of the birds or phonetic cabalah and the faithful servant have a similar role in this “art of music” in which verb and matter combine in the orchestration of this grand opera more commonly called the Great Work.

        

        
          
            In Search of Something or Someone
          

          The motive for departure is often more precise.

          A young man in The King of England and His Godson leaves in quest of his godfather, who is none other than the sovereign of that “land of Angles.”

          In The Bird of Truth, the son and daughter of a king, whom their grandmother had tossed into the sea shortly after their birth, are rescued by a couple of merchants. Once they have reached the right age and strength, they set off in search of their father, about whose name, home, and rank they know nothing. The same thing plays out in The Three Little Birds*25 for two young princes and their little sister, whom their jealous aunts had thrown into a river.

          The Shepherd Boy is seeking a master when he meets the king. Bear John, who refused to get married until he had experienced fear, was sent to see his uncle, a village priest.

          In The Queen Bee, there are “two princes who have set off in quest of adventure,” whom their younger brother, nicknamed the Witling, sets out to find.

          Sometimes the tales feature girls who are looking for their brothers.

          In The Twelve Brothers, the thirteenth child of a king wants to find her siblings, who had fled the death to which the announcement of her birth had condemned them. In The Seven Ravens, the eighth child in another family sets off in search of her brothers, who had been changed into ravens, as does another princess, who is looking for her six brothers, who had been changed into swans. In The Golden Apple, it is the daughter of a queen who is simply paying a visit to the “king her brother.”

          Then there are the main characters who are going to serve the devil, like the young man ruined by gambling in The White Cat or the brave Benedict, whom his own father had sold to the demon in The Wondrous Wand.

          The valiant soldier of Bearskin, discharged from the army and rejected by his brothers, set off on adventure and found himself in the center of a wide heath. He had lost all hope and was seated beneath a grove of trees contemplating his fate when he saw “a strange man standing before him all dressed in green who would have looked quite regal, but for his hideous cloven hoof.”

          A similar adventure befell the one who would later be called the Devil’s Sooty Brother, who had also been dismissed from the army. “He went into the forest where it was not long before he came across a little black man who was none other than the devil.”

          On the plane of morality or sentiment, there is every reason to expect a wide gulf between the search for a relative or a teacher and that for the devil. However, the profound motivation of this step remains the same: the quest for a structuring agent. And despite his poor reputation, the devil in the stories contributes equally to the teaching and success of those who are clever enough to escape his grip.

          Over the course of the First Works of operative alchemy, the famous Ironclad Knight is the artisan of the initial separation. For its part, Genesis tells us how the diabolos, literally the one who divides, who separates, was responsible for humanity’s great departure.

        

        
          
            The Pursuit of a Bird
          

          This is a very frequent theme.

          A young man “who liked to walk in the woods” one day encountered the green bird there. “He set off in pursuit, but the bird hopped from one branch to the next and drew the young man deep into the forest.” Mounted on a fox’s back, the youngest son of a king is striving to catch the golden bird that had stolen his father’s apples.

          In The Green Pigeon,17 a pigeon committed the same kind of crime. Every night it would make off with a farmer’s large pears. The youngest son had caught sight of it in the moonlight at midnight, and the father and his three sons headed off toward the spot where they had seen it come down, by the “Large Oak with bonds.”

          In The Magic Whistle, the two sons of a king have set out in search of a bird much loved by their father, who “was feeding it one day when the door was open” and it had flown away.

          The two sons of a dead man in The Princess’s Slipper are praying at their father’s grave when the younger one “sees a bird flitting toward him; he tries to catch it, and the bird flies off to some distance. The young man sets off in pursuit and allows himself to be led so far that at the end of the day he finds himself in the middle of a large forest.”

          In The Three Feathers it is not a bird but three feathers that a king, who feels his strength declining and is contemplating his imminent death, has blown up into the air. The king’s sons follow the feathers along their paths, each in his own direction, in search of the most beautiful carpet. The one who finds it will be chosen as heir to the throne. Each picks his feather, and that of the youngest, known as the Simpleton, spins about in the air before landing on the ground right next to him. “The Simpleton sat down next to his feather, feeling quite sad.”

          Nothing seems to be less affected by the laws of gravity than a feather. Like the bird that provided it, it is an image of the mind or spirit, a synonym in the alchemists’ vocabulary for what they designated as the volatile but also as the subtle. To pursue a bird, like following the capricious flight of a feather, can have several meanings at the same time. It is first and foremost indicative of freeing oneself from the fixed nature of the letter to join with the moving qualities of the spirit. This mental action can apply to a language but also to a situation in life, a disposition, an encounter, an idea, or an object. The word symbol,*26 through its Greek etymology, refers to the same dynamic.18

          Whether it is a question of “knocking at the door of the [Masonic] temple” or of entering the arcanum of Hermes’s art, the person in search of initiation has no chance of achieving it if he does not learn, first of all, to work on the level of the subtle.

          When a postulant presents himself in the lodge for the first time, he is plunged into total darkness, assailed from all sides by voices giving him notice that he must strip away the social mask he has constructed and beneath which he has presented himself over the course of his life. Later, he will be asked to strip away “his metals.”

          In the practice of alchemy, it is all the “common metals” that need to be rejected to the benefit of their “spirit,” the true subject of the art. It is only possible to extricate it by climbing back to the “root” of these metals, called the prime matter of the Great Work. To do this, it is necessary to heed the counsel of the famous text: “You will separate the earth from the fire, the subtle from the gross, with great care and wisdom.”

          It is certainly not irrelevant that the bird encountered by the walker in the woods is green. Green brings to mind grass and foliage, the rivers whose moving mirror of wavelets lets a soft floor of algae be seen. A green fruit is a promise of maturity, and the green of the leaves manifests their appetite for the red rays of light given off by the sun.19 The green bird combines with his quality of flight the evolutional faculty that it owes to the latent force for which it is the receptacle. In this respect he is akin to the “green lion” of the alchemists, who give this name to their “mercury” when in the spring phase of their Work it takes on a beautiful olive enamel color.

          In the stories I just cited, the cause for the main character’s departure is the pursuit of a being-object whose nature is connected with the image of flying. In five of them there is a direct link between this object and the hero’s father, and the Freudian school would undoubtedly have some reason to see this as an intervention of the “superego” or “ego ideal” in the main character. But in none of these stories do we encounter the famous “policeman” who should, from the depths of his awareness, inspire the hero to adopt a moral code for his integration into the social fabric.

          The paths of the tales run in other directions. Recall that one of the birds, which is all gold, stole the father’s golden apples every night and that a second bird pilfered the golden pears from another father. The third bird, who had a marvelous song, escaped through the door when the hero’s father was giving it food, while another flitted over the tomb of a dead father, frustrated by a funeral mass. We should also recall that the three feathers were sent flying by the breath of the king, who, at the end of his life and weakened by age, wished for one of his sons to bring him back the most finely woven carpet. In all these stories, the objective is to recover something the father has lost, something that has fled his domain, or something he desires*27 brought into it. He has promised his kingdom to the one who succeeds in this task.

          What Freemasonry and alchemy are equally proposing to recover, each in its own way, is specifically the “lost Word.” The first seeks this through the quest for the tomb of Master Hiram, and the second, through the quest for the fire needed for the labors of the Great Work, mentioned in this admission by an adept:

          Here we touch on the highest secret of the Work and we desire to keep our oath. It is Trévisan’s Verbum dimissun, the lost Word of the medieval Freemasons, the one that all the hermetic brotherhoods hoped to find and whose search formed the purpose of their labors and the reason for their existence.20

        

        
          
            The Quest for Water or a Horse
          

          Sometimes the hero is sent in search of water endowed with a particular property, but sometimes also a horse.

          The father in The Little Hunchback wanted water that rejuvenates. Because the two older sons had failed the quest one after the other, the youngest son, whom the father detested because of his hunchback, set off in turn in search of this water.

          In The Water of Life, an old man revealed the existence of this life-giving water to an ailing king, which led to the youngest of three princes setting off in search of this remedy, after the desertion of his two brothers who had left before him.

          In a tale from Nièvre, a king is blinded by swallow excrement that fell into his eye while his youngest son was removing the fledglings from their nest. “After some time had passed, the king told his sons: ‘If you would go seek for me the water from the Isle of Cacafouillat, the one who brings it back to me shall have the crown.’”21 It is water that is necessary for the “wavering shape” of the little newborn girl who is scrawny and thin, and who will set off in search of her seven brothers after they were transformed into seven ravens “of a shining black, who flew away in a flurry of wings.”

          In The Poor Miller Boy and the Cat, the “little servant,” in order to get the mill of his master, who wants to retire “and remain by the fireside,” needs to bring him a splendid horse. He leaves with the miller’s other two apprentices, his rivals, who abandon him in the middle of the night in a very dark cave.

          Here it is no longer a question of heroes chasing a bird to wherever the chance of its flight takes them. They head out with precise goals: to find and bring back water endowed with healing properties or a good horse.

          Tangible experience and reason are in accord in testifying that a pitcher filled with water has little in common with a horse. So reason would be fully justified in refusing to treat the story of the Poor Miller Boy as part of the same category as the other four. However, while the justification for this approach cannot be found in everyday observation, cabalistic tradition can come to its defense.

          We can find evidence of this tradition at 87 rue Vieille-du-Temple in Paris, in the composition of the superb bas-relief executed by Robert Le Lorrain in 1738. It is located above the door of the former stables of the Hôtel de Rohan, which today houses the National Archives. It is visible on the eastern side of the second courtyard. The rays of dawn are lifting above scattered clouds from which the four “horses of the Sun” mentioned by Ovid are emerging.22 These horses are Eoüs (Dawnsteed), Æthon (Scorcher), Phlegon (Blaze), and Pyroïs (Fiery). In the center of the composition, one of the horses is drinking from a large scallop shell held out by a man who, like the horses, is emerging from the mists scattered by the sunrise.

          The horse incorporates this water, which is commingled with it, in a lone, single body. The mare, a vehicle of the sun, like the solar cabalah that transports sounds, is revealed as identical to the fire-water held in the shell, symbol of the “mercury” that in operative alchemy carries the invisible “sulfur” in its belly.

          Water that rejuvenates, water of life, water from the Isle of Cacafouillat that restores sight to the blind, baptismal water that confers spiritual life—all these waters have a function similar to that of the “very splendid horse,” who in other tales carries his rider from dark caverns into the world of celestial constellations.23 The search for such a horse, as the one for such water, is the quest for the remedy that will free the individual from his current state of existence and open to him access to the limitless paths of being.*28

        

        
          
            Winning a Princess
          

          “Once upon a time there were three brothers. The youngest was a little stupid, like me. Now at this time there was a princess who was ready to wed, but whose hand was not easy to win,” because it required, the tale says, that a young man must know the answers to her questions. In The Princess and the Three Brothers, the two older brothers set off to try their chances, followed by their simpleminded brother, whom they had forbidden from accompanying them.

          “There was in these bygone days, an old queen who was a witch, and whose daughter was the most beautiful creature under the sun,” the tale of The Six Servants assures us. But “every time a suitor came, she informed him that he who wished to obtain her daughter would have to pass a test or else die.” And all those who tried had their heads cut off. “However, a prince who had heard of the extraordinary beauty of this princess begged his father to give him permission to go seek her hand.” “Never!” responded the king, fearing for the life of his heir. But so sick with love for this princess that he could die, the young gallant set off once he managed to gain his father’s consent.

          The princess in The Sea Hare “was so haughty that she wished to be subject to no one and to rule alone. She therefore caused it to be proclaimed that she would only wed the one who could conceal himself from her so well that she would be unable to find him. However, whoever accepted this challenge and failed would have his head cut off and mounted on a stake in front of her palace.” In the highest room of her castle she had twelve magic windows that allowed her to see everything in the wide world. And ninety-seven heads planted on an equal number of stakes formed a sinister hedge in front of the castle gate. The princess had been delighted at the prospect of thereby remaining single her entire life when three new suitors—three brothers—came before her to attempt the trial.

          Another king’s daughter, this one the victim of enchantment and a captive in the Castle of the Golden Sun, was waiting for a champion to deliver her. “Already twenty-three young men had found a miserable death there, and as only twenty-four could accept this challenge, only one more was left to free her.” Thus begins the tale of The Crystal Ball, in which the son of a enchantress, who “had a heart that did not know fear,” set off in search of this Castle of the Golden Sun.

          An old king, feeling the end of his life was imminent, had summoned his favorite servant, Trusty John, to his bedside to request that he take great care of his son, “still of that tender age when he does not know how to behave in heed of his reason,” and gave him this express command: “After my death, show him the entire castle, all its rooms and halls and vaults, and the treasures they hold; but the last chamber at the end of the long hall, you shall not show him. For within is the portrait of the princess of the Golden Dome. If he sees this picture he will immediately fall desperately in love with her and fall into a swoon, and thereupon expose himself to great perils for her sake. You must spare him this.” But after the king’s death, what would inevitably occur, occurred. The prince insisted so strongly that the faithful servant was soon forced to open the forbidden door, “and his eyes had no sooner caressed the dazzling image of the beautiful princess when he fell into a swoon, and his entire body lay stretched out on the ground, for she was truly superb and gleaming with gold and precious stones.” Restored to consciousness by a good glass of wine, which helped him recover his senses, the new king asked the identity of the woman with whom he had become so desperately smitten. He then gave orders for a long maritime voyage for the purpose of meeting her. He departed without delay, accompanied by John, both disguised as merchants. In his ship he brought five tons of magnificent gold objects skillfully wrought by his kingdom’s goldsmiths.

          In The Gnome, the three princesses being sought by the three hunters had been swallowed up by the ground of the palace garden immediately after eating a beautiful red apple from the tree that their father, the king, loved so dearly he had sworn that any who took one of its fruits would be sent a hundred fathoms underground. “‘Oh, dear sisters,’ said the youngest after taking a bite, ‘taste this! Never have I tasted anything so good!’ Her two sisters bit into the apple and all three were buried so deeply in the earth they could no longer even hear the cock crow.”

          Although far from the light of the sun, each of the princesses spent her time picking lice from the heads of a dragon while their father searched for them throughout the kingdom. He promised that whoever returned all three safe and sound would have the hand of the one of his choice.

          It was in order to rid himself of Leopold that his father, weary of this rascal’s violent actions, abandoned him at the end of a road. The boy made his way to a village, where he found everyone in tears.

          “What do these imbeciles have to cry about?” he guffawed. He was told that a princess was soon to be eaten by a beast with seven heads. “Is that all?” said Leopold. The people asked each other: “Isn’t that that bad egg Leopold?” He continued on his way and came across an old woman: “Where are you going, my friend?” “Those imbeciles crying back there just told me about a beast with seven heads. I have never seen a beast with seven heads; I almost feel like fighting him.” “Get going, my lad,” replied the old crone. The people who overheard this exchange spoke to each other: “How frankly he spoke to that old woman! Yet he is quite wicked!” Leopold made his way to the woods and found a princess there, singing.

          “Once upon a time there was a king who had a beautiful daughter, gracious and sweet. But what she did at night remained a complete mystery.” This is how The Night-Dancing Princesses opens, in which the king, after questioning astrologers, mages, and doctors, decided to have “proclaimed throughout the Kingdom and neighboring lands that whoever discovers his daughter’s secret shall have her hand in marriage, and a dowry of half the kingdom, while waiting to ascend the throne in turn. But any who try and do not succeed will be mounted atop a donkey facing its tail, which they will clutch with both hands, and will be sent away in shame to the booing of the populace.”

          On the road he was walking in order to return to his homeland, the soldier La Ramée had given all his bread and a few coins to an old beggar woman. In truth she was a fairy, and she gave him an invisibility cloak as a gift and some good advice on the way to shed light on the mystery of how the king’s daughter spent her nights. Resuming his journey homeward with a song on his lips, “he soon arrived at the gates of the capital. Immediately the bells began ringing, the cannons roared, and salvos of gunfire rang out.”

          In these tales, with the exception of the first, in which he is deemed “a little stupid,” the hero is warned of the danger that the quest for the princess represents. Her hand is “not easy to win,” whether the beautiful maiden is a prisoner, haughty, bewitched, or on the point of being devoured by a horrible beast. Going in search of her is the transgression of a taboo, whether it comes from the father’s wishes, the door he is forbidden to open, his older brothers, or simply the instinct for self-preservation. In order to deliver her the hero must free her from captivity or death, discover her secret, beat her at a game or a race, or thwart her riddles by the correct answers or skilled subterfuges. Winning the heart of the princess forms the sole desire of the hero.

          Oriented toward his only star, whether consciously or not, this desire draws on his inner strength to attract the encounters or circumstances necessary for its realization. This is when the fairies step in—when the “heart is pure.”

          The princess that is the object of desire is the very image of love and beauty. But she is also the key to a kingdom. The path of elevation toward the light of a new reign, the “quest for the princess,” is the masculine path of initiation. In the feminine initiation, the candidate for initiation will discover her innermost being in the mirror of her union with the “prince,” who in the beginning may be no more than a humble shepherd. Alchemical treatises teach that the “bride” and “groom” of the “chemical wedding” are extracted from a vile and despised matter, although both may be the issue of a very high lineage.

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          It clearly seems that as a general rule in the tales that the girls leave for reasons that are different from those of the boys. Some maidens also set off to find family members, like the princess of The Golden Apple, who, accompanied by her aunt, although she is “already practically grown-up,” goes to visit her brother, the king. However, none ever seem to have taken to the road to see the world, to pursue a bird, or to go on a quest to distant lands to find some animal or magical object.

          Many set off in search of a fiancé or a husband who has vanished or been bewitched.

          The “beautiful and good” heroine of Sweetheart Roland, to start, barely escaped her stepmother’s hatred. In the middle of the night, this abominable witch thought she had cut off her stepdaughter’s head, but it was that of her own daughter—a wicked and ugly girl, we are assured—with whom the beautiful one had skillfully managed to swap places in bed. Once the old woman had left, satisfied with her ill deed, the young girl “got up and got dressed to flee and went to find her sweetheart who was named Roland. She knocked at his door, and when he opened, said: ‘Listen, dearest Roland, we must hasten away with no delay.’” On Roland’s advice, she went back to steal the witch’s magic wand. She dripped three drops of blood from the severed head on the ground to answer the first three questions asked by the witch, to make her think that her daughter was still alive in the house. When the young couple, after many adventures, finally escaped the fury of the old crone, whose death they eventually brought about, the boy went to his father’s house to prepare the wedding. While waiting for him to return, she changed herself into a “pretty red milestone.” But she waited longer than she expected because once “Roland returned home he fell into the snares of another maiden, who captivated him so fully that he forgot all about the one who was waiting for him, and for whom he had traveled here.” The forgotten maiden, after much grief, despair, transformations, and adventure, regained her courage and set off to win back her fiancé.

          The theme is similar to the second half of The True Bride. A young girl had become the owner of a “magnificent castle.” However she “was unable to reconcile herself with her good fortune” and promised to wed a prince, who forgot her as soon as he returned home to his father, the king, to request permission to marry. She traveled far and wide in search of him, then took on the life of a shepherdess “with her heart full of sorrow and her thoughts of her beloved filling her mind.”

          In The Goose Girl, a maiden “who was very beautiful and promised, when she was of age, to a prince who lived far away,” went to meet her fiancé, riding a horse “who knew how to talk and was named Falada.” Along the way she went through many misadventures that for a time found her tending geese.

          And it was in The Singing, Springing Lark that a young woman, while in search of her husband, was transformed into a dove, and she, who once longed so desperately to possess the lark, wandered the wide world. Earlier, in order to save her father, she had set off to give herself to a lion.

          A good many heroines were forced to set off on the high road to adventure while performing the most mundane of tasks. The most famous—and most dramatic—is certainly Little Red Riding Hood, who was simply bringing her grandmother some cake.

          The House in the Forest is the story of the three daughters of a woodcutter, who, one after the other, go missing in the forest after leaving to bring their father dinner.

          “In a lonely thatched cottage in the middle of the forest,” Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood “was by herself spinning” when “she heard a knock at the door; when she opened it a handsome young man in hunting clothes came in” who was none other than the king. She married him several days later, arousing her mother’s wrath, for she would have preferred that her oldest daughter became queen.

          Her mother and her two sisters despised the young girl of the tale One Eye, Two Eyes, and Three Eyes because she had “two eyes like everybody else.” One day, when taking the goat to pasture, she sat down in the grass and began weeping because she was so hungry. It was then that a fairy appeared before her.

          The “poor servant-girl traveling with her employers,” who were all attacked by bandits in The Old Woman in the Woods, escaped the massacre by hiding behind a tree.

          And it was simply by exploring the rooms of her parents’ castle that Sleeping Beauty discovered the forgotten attic where she pricked her finger on the spindle of the old woman who was spinning.

          The younger of two sisters let herself be seduced, during a family visit to the country, by all the riches and fine manners of a lord, although his body hair “made him so hideous and terrible that there was not a woman or girl who wouldn’t flee in fright from him,” and he was called Bluebeard.24

          In some cases, though, the young girl leaves her parents’ house, most often because she has been mistreated or is in danger there. “Eglantine and Garcette grew up with the first treated like a slattern and the second swaggering about in the most becoming clothes under the sun; the situation became so dreadful for Eglantine that she decided to flee.” The family situation for Cinderella was almost exactly the same, although the subsequent part of her adventure was quite different.

          The famous Snow White, when she was seven years old—on the orders of her stepmother, a witch whom the revelations of a magic mirror had made jealous of the child’s beauty—was taken “far into the forest” by a hunter who had been commanded to stab her in the heart with a knife. Spared by this man’s pity, she fled and vanished into the woods.

          It was when she was changed into a raven, following a reckless oath of her mother, that the princess, still hardly more than a babe, “flew from her mother’s arms out the window.”

          At the age of twelve, Rapunzel was imprisoned by a witch “inside a tower that stood with no door or stairs in the center of a forest.”

          As for the princess Donkey Skin, it is because she was more beautiful than her mother in Perrault’s version, and because she was her “living portrait” in that of the Grimm Brothers, titled All Kinds of Fur, that she was hounded by her father’s shameful lust, then obliged to flee under the nasty hide of the animal from whose belly the kingdom owed its wealth.

          We also find the theme in which the young girl becomes lost while taking a walk, like the one who “went into the forest, lost her way there, and could not find the road home to her father’s kingdom.” She had wandered for nine days from one side to the other when she suddenly spied in the midst of the trees the iron stove in which a prince, “bewitched by an old witch,” had been imprisoned for years.

          In the tales, the maidens do not have to wander the world in search of magical objects because they themselves are the guardians of such objects or know their secrets. They do not have to worry about solving puzzles, for it is they who pose them. They do not have to fight monsters or ferocious animals, but when they voluntarily offer themselves to such a beast, they liberate with this same gesture the lover who had been concealed beneath the beast. In cozy silence they spin the warp and weft of the fine cloths in which life is woven. But sometimes they flee the servitude or abyss that threatens them in their own homes and where the person responsible is almost always an individual of their sex.

          The quest for the amnesiac fiancé corresponds in truth to the awakening of a memory in which lives the recollection of the “true fiancé.” It can be described as vertical, because it plunges into the innermost depth of the individual. Its headquarters is “the intelligence of the heart;” it transcends by the paths of natural analogy all levels of existence and connects the individual to the sacred center of life. The “false fiancé,” the usurper in whose net the amnesiac has fallen once returned to his father’s land, belongs to the domain of intellectuality where rules the rigid identity principle whose field of vision is confined by the horizon of a world structured by “profane” utilitarian reason. The “fiancé” being literally the one who has given his fiancé,*29 his faith or word, the quest for the amnesiac fiancé is that for the lost Word.

          The texts concerning the alchemical practice portray a similar couple, into which they often shoehorn “the brother and the sister.” Though born of the same mother, they are nevertheless “the fiancé” and “the “fiancée” of the Great Work. Designated by some authors with the names of Gabertin and Beya, they are destined to be united by the sacrament of marriage that will make them king and queen, future parents of a child of light. And at the beginning of the labors of the First Work it is clearly the “female” material that should, during the violent attack it will suffer, awaken the “male” dazed by a vulgar metallic form, the “false fiancé.”

          In her unconscious progression, the princess in The Iron Stove, lost in the “forest” (in matter), and discovering the stove, is pursuing a goal in this story that appears as a clear and authentic allegory of the practice of the Great Work.

          The circumstances in the stories that cause the girls to leave their parents’ home almost always have a certain relationship with the nature of their sex: the final wishes of a mother, who dies in labor, in Donkey Skin; a desire for rampion in Rapunzel; the anger of the mother in The Raven; and the jealousy of Snow White’s stepmother or that of the maidens in Cinderella and the story of Eglantine. The heroine’s departure is always motivated by the behavior of a woman.

          And the relationship of this woman with the victim at one moment of the story suggests that she is none other than her own shadow image. The essential aspect of the progression, for the girl, will be to free herself of the yoke of the black enchantress she carries within.

          Quite often, the great departure takes place while the heroines are occupied with their mundane daily tasks or pursuing harmless pleasure.

          They can be busy “spinning” or dancing in the magnificent rooms of the castle of a Bluebeard, bringing sweets to their grandmother or a meal to their father, leading their goat to pasture, accompanying their masters during a journey, or then again, alone and bored, amusing themselves by exploring the rooms of their father’s castle.

          It is during one of these common occupations, in the completion of one of these ordinary gestures that are repeated a thousand times, that suddenly a door will open on the adventure the universe had concealed there, invisible, beneath the habitual appearance of everyday events and objects.

          The sudden upsurge of the marvelous in the banal reveals, for those to whom it happens, an awareness that opens simultaneously on the wealth of their deepest psyche and on the limitless expanse where the many faces of things disclose themselves. These are the secrets of the fairies. Herein resides one of the secrets of their power.

          From this point of view, the tales let it be known that the initiatory progression accomplished by a woman ignores all intellectual detours. Contrary to a man, for whom the direction of the center only seems to be identifiable after a long journey that first took him far away from it, a woman can find the direct path to the inner realm from the get-go.

          Female initiation essentially depends on the woman’s aptitude at recognizing the initiator within herself.
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      V.I.T.R.I.O.L., OR THE DOOR OF THE TEMPLE

       

      
        Midnight sounds—the Midnight when the dice must be cast. Igitur descends the stairs of the human mind, goes to the depths of things: as the “absolute” that he is.
      

      STÉPHANE MALLARMÉ

      Enough publications on contemporary Freemasonry can be found in bookstores for everyone to have heard tell of a certain dark retreat in which the postulant can see the seven letters “V.I.T.R.I.O.L.” drawn on a wall. These are the initials of the words making up the famous Latin precept inviting one “to visit the interior of the earth” to uncover there, by “rectifying,” the “occult stone.”

      This acronym is well known to the students of the art of Hermes. It appears on three illustrations in Azoth ou le moyen de faire l’or caché des philosophes by Basil Valentinus, in three phylacteries, of which one, in the second engraving, unfurls on either side of an Atlas holding up the celestial sphere, and the two others make a circle around symbols related to the Great Work, on the third and twelfth illustrations of the book!1

      Visiting “the interior of the earth,” in alchemy as in Freemasonry, is to first transgress the conventional appearances that govern the surfaces, beings, and events illuminated by common daylight, and to descend into the depths, recognize ordinarily hidden nature, and find the “base mineral” there that the artist plans to realize. While the future Freemason is urged to find within the raw stone that later he will have the task of squaring off, a piece that will make it compatible with the construction of the future building, in the art of Hermes, the student must choose—from among the numerous individuals of the mineral world—the unique matter with which he can begin his labors. A selection cannot take place without several encounters in the primal regions of consciousness. And both these approaches equally, when executed with perseverance and in the firm intention of succeeding, never run smoothly, but incur wandering, dangers, anguish, the loss of reference points, and personal tragedies.

      Illustrating the end of the chapter “On the Symbolic Group of the Prime Matter” of his magisterial first book, René Alleau cites a text that gives a glimpse of the dreadful places the traveler enters.

      Have you heard tell, stranger, of a labyrinth that Solomon drew the blueprint for in his mind and had constructed with stones assembled in a circle? This drawing depicts its arrangement, its shape and complication, drawn with fine lines in a rational order. By seeing its thousand circuits moving outward from within, its spherical routes that return in circles, from here and there, upon themselves, you learn the circular course of life that is displayed to you this way by the slippery curves of paths abruptly closed in upon themselves. Through its spherical, circular evolutions, it subtly coils into compound cords; just as the pernicious serpent, in its folds, slithers and slides in a way that is sometimes overt and sometimes secret. There is a secret door that is set obliquely and difficult to access. The more you rush from outside seeking to take off, the more it, through its sudden detours, will draw you inside, toward the depths where the exit is located.2

      
        THE UNDERGROUND WORLD

        With Millstone John, Push-Mountain, and Twist-Oak, three hearty fellows he met on his path, Bear John moved into an abandoned castle, where each of them had to take turns preparing supper while the others went hunting. At the time when the cook of the day would go to ring the bell to call his companions to dinner, a giant would knock him down and vanish. But when his turn came, Bear John split the giant in two with his iron staff. “Bear John next went to visit the castle. When he struck the floor with his cane, it sounded hollow: he sought to learn why and found a large hole. His companions came running.” Each of them tried to climb down into it with the help of a rope, but the first three were terrified by howls coming out of the depths and quickly climbed back out. When he went down, Bear John did not even hear a peep and made his way peacefully to the bottom, where a fairy came to meet him. “You are not scared of the giant?” she asked him. “I slew him,” Bear John answered. “You have done a good thing,” the fairy told him.3

        The little boy in The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, “who had been found in the woods and was quite wicked,” now grown into a young man and also equipped with a heavy iron cane, came on a deep hole by chance and had two comrades he had met on the road lower him down in it. He found an old witch there who told him in response to his pressing demand “where maidens to marry could be found.”

        It was right next to him that the feather his father had just blown into the air came gently down to rest, and that was where the Simpleton in The Three Feathers spied a trapdoor. “He raised this trapdoor, uncovering a staircase, and descended its steps into the earth. At the bottom, he came to a second door, and knocked on it. He heard a voice inside that cried out:

        
          ‘Mademoiselle Tree Frog

Little green frogling

Daughter of the froggy race

Hop now frogling

And bring me my large box.’”
        

        The Poor Miller Boy, who is a little simpleminded and had set off to find a horse for his master, was abandoned by his companions at the bottom of a cave.

        When the sun rose and little Hans woke up, on finding himself in this dark cavern he cast scared glances around himself and cried out: “Good God, where am I?” He got up and groped his way as best he could to the cave entrance and headed into the forest, all the while saying to himself: “Here I am, all alone and deserted, however will I find a horse now?” Lost in his sad thoughts, stumbling forward with no good idea of where he was going, Hans met a small tabby cat that kindly spoke to him. “Little Hans, where are you off to like this?”

        Strong Hans, when he was no more than a child of two, was alone in a forest with his mother when they were both abducted by bandits who dragged them to “a very large rock that had a door. The bandits knocked at this door, which opened at once, and they went down a long, narrow, dark passageway into a great cavern lighted by the large fire burning in the hearth. Hanging on its wall were swords, sabers, daggers, and other deadly weapons, gleaming sinisterly.”

        In The Devil’s Sooty Brother, the young man, meanwhile, simply enters into the service of the little black man he met in the forest, who takes him straight to hell while telling him how he would have to conduct himself over the coming seven years: “You shall not have the right to groom yourself during this whole time; nor shall you have the right to wash and comb yourself, blow your nose, nor cut your hair or nails, nor even wipe your eyes.” During those seven years, with all the zeal of a good cook, he kept the fires burning under the pots in which the damned were stewing.

        The most memorable descent is probably that made by the soldier La Ramée in The Night-Dancing Princesses. La Ramée had been engaged to discover what the king’s daughter was doing at night that left her in her bed exhausted with fatigue, twelve pairs of threadbare dancing shoes lying on the ground around her. For his investigation he was moved into a room adjacent to that of the king’s daughter. She gave him a glass of wine that he discreetly discarded, for he suspected it contained a sleeping potion. Once she thought he was deep in sleep, the princess knocked on the floor three times. Then, through a trapdoor, “the eleven other night-dancing princesses appeared in single file, clad like her in starry gold and the veiled blue color of the moon.” The twelve maidens put on their dancing slippers, went back through the trapdoor, and began their descent, followed by the invisible La Ramée, in his magic cape. “Down, down, down they went, finally coming to a tunnel sealed by a bronze door. The first princess knocked on this door three times with her finger, which opened and the entire procession entered the magic forest. They crossed through a wood whose trees bore copper leaves. La Ramée plucked a leaf and the entire tree shuddered.” Next they crossed through a second wood “whose leaves were silver,” then a third with gold leaves, and La Ramée never failed to pluck off a specimen, each time causing the trees to tremble and the king’s daughter’s growing unease: “A being of earth is following us, I am certain of it,” she murmured at the third time. “They finally reached a large body of water, waiting on its banks were twelve gondolas with bunting and flowers, and with twelve princes in ballroom dress.”

        As for the young man “called Fortunate, who had set off to seek his fortune,” he transformed himself into an ant to enter the underground lair where a princess was guarded by a leopard.

        
          
            The Forest
          

          Sometimes the entrance to the subterranean world is located in a forest, as is the case with Strong Hans, who is in one with his mother when they were carried away by bandits, or for the Devil’s Sooty Brother, as he met the little black man there. But the depths of wooded regions are enough on their own in a large majority of tales to bring to mind that of the drama that captures the neophyte’s consciousness in the Freemasons’ “cabinet of reflection”*30 or that of the student searching for the prime matter in the first labors of the art of Hermes.

          While everyone has heard of the woodland tribulations suffered by Hop o’ My Thumb and Little Red Riding Hood, and of the impenetrable woods whose heart must be reached in order to awaken Beauty from her century-long slumber, it is in a host of other stories, often less well-known, that the hero risks the shadows of the tall trees in which he often goes astray.

          Near a cross, the King of England’s godson meets a hunchback who steals his identity and threatens to kill him.

          The eldest of the fisherman’s sons enters a wood to fight the seven-headed beast who is about to devour a princess. The “wicked” Leopold does the same thing.

          The Green Bird draws “deep into the forest” its pursuer who, after managing to catch it, becomes lost, but spies a tiny light in the middle of the night.

          It is in the heart of a forest, in The Gifts of the Three Animals, that the youngest of three cobblers who had chosen “the middle path met a lion, an eagle, and an ant quarreling over a dead donkey.”

          Following the advice proffered by a fairy and equipped with the magic whistle she gave him, the king’s youngest son goes “into the forest of Ardennes” to hunt for the bird of which his father was quite fond. And in The Princess’s Slipper, the son of a poor man was praying at his father’s grave when he was drawn into a large wood by the little bird flitting around him.

          In The Iron Man, as it is told in Lorraine, the soldier La Ramée was fleeing the War Council. “One night as he was traveling through a wood, he spied a wretched hovel.”

          The “young man named John,” who will later win the love of the White Cat, sets off in search of the devil in the Black Forest, to pay back his loan.

          Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood was living “in a lonely thatched cottage in the middle of the forest” when the king of the land came in looking for a drink. He was so struck by her beauty that he asked her to marry him.

          The Little Shepherd Boy had been hired by the king to guard the princess’s sheep, and she had advised him to never enter a certain wood infested by three giants. “But no sooner had she left when he entered the woods; out of his pocket he pulled a two-penny jackknife with a whistle and began gaily playing it.” It was with this singular instrument that he later slayed three giants and took possession of their treasures of steel, silver, and gold.

          Fearless John’s uncle, a priest, had failed in all his attempts to acquaint his nephew with that primal emotion that can clasp all living things. He then made a decision. “‘John,’ he said, ‘you can stay here no more. Come, take this stole and wand. With the stole, you can be visible or invisible as you please; and everything you strike with your wand will be soundly stuck.’ John therefore bid his uncle adieu and set off, walking through rain, wind, and snow. Night caught him by surprise in a large forest. After wandering for some time at random, he spied a gleam in the distance and headed in that direction. He came to a rustic hut that was some distance away from the place where the gleam had appeared.”

          To erase his father’s debt, the young Benedict bravely set off to find the devil, when, a long way into the forest, he met an angel who gave him the wondrous wand, thanks to which he was able to get himself out of this fix. “Benedict took the wand, and resumed his journey where, after a long walk, he arrived at the devil’s house.”

          Right next to the king’s castle, the story The Frog King or Iron Heinrich tells us, “extends a vast, dark forest; and beneath an old linden tree in this forest there was a well. So, when the day was hot, the king’s daughter would go into the forest to sit at the edge of the cool water of the fountain. To stave off boredom, she had a gold ball that she would throw up in the air and catch in her hands, and this was her favorite game.” A strange frog lived in this well.

          Having discovered on the clothesline, “one day of much washing,” the shirts of her twelve brothers who had escaped the death that, by decree of her father, the king, would befall them on her birth, the young girl “who was goodhearted and fair of face, with a golden star in the middle of her forehead,” took them “and went straightway into the vast forest. She walked all day and when evening was falling, she came to a small, enchanted cabin.”

          Mistreated by their stepmother, the children in The Brother and Sister one day decided to flee their father’s house. “In the evening they came to a large forest, where, weary with hunger and their long journey, they climbed up a tree and simply fell asleep.”

          As for Hansel and Gretel, they had been abandoned in the heart of the forest by their parents, who had become too poor to feed them. After walking all night, and all the next day, and the morning of the day after that, “toward noon they spied on a branch a beautiful bird that was white as snow and was singing so sweetly they stopped to listen. When he finished his song, the bird spread his wings and flew before them, and they followed it until they came upon a little house, and the bird perched on its roof. When they drew nearer, they saw that the house had spice bread walls and cake for a roof, and the windows were all of spun sugar.”

          The Riddle tells the story of a king’s son who has gone off to see the world, accompanied by a single servant. “One day he came to a large forest and as night was falling and not knowing where to find an inn, he wondered where he could spend the night. He then spied a maiden walking toward a small cottage, and when he drew closer to her, he saw that she was young and beautiful. He spoke to her.”

          In The Devil and the Three Gold Hairs, the young hero escaped drowning, like Moses, thanks to a couple who adopted him. He was with these good folk when he turned fourteen and was found by the king, who immediately sent him to see the queen with a message, which was a command to put him to death. “Message in hand, the boy set off, but soon lost his way and evening surprised him in a vast forest. Seeing a light in the darkness, he headed that way and came upon a small cottage. When he entered he found only an old woman warming herself by the hearth, who leaped up with a start when she saw him there.”

          It was in a large forest where he had gotten lost that a king, in The Six Swan Brothers, found his second wife. Daughter of a foul witch, she was extremely pretty, although he could not “look at her without a shudder of horror.” This did not prevent him from taking her as his wife. But to shelter them from the ill intentions he suspected were harbored by the new queen, he sent the six sons and the daughter given him by his first wife “to a lonely castle that stood in the heart of another forest.” This castle was so well hidden “and the path so hard to uncover that the king himself could never find it without a ball of thread endowed with a magical virtue given him by a fairy. He had only to drop this ball in front of him and it would unspool by itself and show him the way.”

          Snow White was brought far into the forest to be slain by a hunter, who spared her life. She continued to live there in the house of the dwarves, and it is where she died. But in her glass coffin, “she was still fresh and sweet, and as white as snow, as red as blood, and her hair was as black as polished ebony.”

          The father of the twins in The Two Brothers had killed a golden bird in the forest. One of the children ate its heart and the other its liver, and each morning they awoke to find a gold piece beneath their pillow. Their uncle, a jealous old goldsmith, maligned them, and their father abandoned them in a forest.

          All Kinds of Fur, the German version of the French Donkey Skin, tells that after obtaining from her father “a dress as golden as the sun, a dress as silver as the moon, a dress as shiny as the stars,” and finally a fourth one made from fur of all the animals in the kingdom, the young girl

          decided to flee before the fateful hour. That very night when all the world was asleep, she got up and took three things from her treasures: a gold ring, a miniature golden spinning wheel, and a gold reel (winder); her three dresses of the sun, moon, and stars she put into a nutshell then slipped into the mantle of all furs. Then, after darkening her hands and face with soot, she commended her soul to God and left. She walked throughout the night without stopping until she finally reached a vast forest. And as she was weary, she slid into the hollow of a tree and went to sleep.

          People made fun of the Gold Children because of the precious material of which their bodies were made. One of the twins returned home, but the other, overcoming these mocking jibes, continued “on his way and eventually found himself in a great forest” full of bandits.

          It was to the very heart of the forest in The Singing, Springing Lark that the young girl, whose father had brought her this marvelous bird, was making her way to hand herself over to a ferocious lion. But “she was full of confidence.”

          Once she flew off, the little girl who was changed into a bird in The Raven flew deep into “a dark forest where she stayed a long time, and her parents heard no news whatsoever about their child. Later a man was making his way through this dark forest and heard the raven calling to him. He listened and followed the direction of her voice.” When he stood before her, the raven-princess told him how he could help her regain her girl body. “By going deeper into the forest,” she told him, “you will find a house where lives an old woman who will offer you food and drink. You should accept nothing from her; otherwise you will fall asleep and not be able to free me.”

          “Having nothing to his name but his rifle,” the destitute, discharged soldier who would later become Bearskin “put it on his shoulder and set off into the wide world. Reaching a vast heath where stood only a single grove of trees, he wandered aimlessly before sadly falling into the shade, bitterly contemplating his cruel fate. . . . All at once, hearing something rustling behind him, he turns around to see a strange man standing before him all dressed in green who would have looked quite regal, but for his hideous cloven hoof.”

          Hans-My-Hedgehog had asked his father for some bagpipes and to have the rooster shod.

          He then sat astride the rooster and rode away on it, but not without bringing with him the pigs and donkeys that he planned to keep far away in the forest. When the rooster and his strange rider reached the forest, he made the rooster fly him to the top of a tall tree and there he long remained, keeping watch over his donkeys and pigs, whose number continued to grow until he had a large herd. Yet during all this time, his father heard nothing of him. Seated atop his tree, Hans played his bagpipes, and his music was very beautiful.

          It was after crossing through a forest in pursuit of a huge stag that the hero of The Two Kings’ Children found instead of the animal a man of huge size, who told him, “‘It is a good thing that I have you finally! I have already worn out six pairs of glass skates running after you without being able to catch you.’ He dragged him through a great lake to a royal castle, where he had to sit at the table with the king to eat something.”

          The hunter in Donkey Cabbages was “lying in wait in the forest when he met a little old woman who was horribly ugly.” In return for his generosity, she gave him extremely valuable clues that triggered his adventures and led to his good fortune.

          The poor servant-girl in The Old Woman in the Wood was traveling through “a vast forest” with the family for whom she worked when “their coach was attacked by bandits who leaped out of the thickets and killed everyone they found. There was not a single survivor except for the servant-girl who had jumped from the coach in fear and hid behind a tree.” Her destiny lay in wait for her amidst the hoary trees of this immense forest.

          The entire first part of The Iron Stove takes place “in the very heart of the forest,” where, with the help of a knife, the king’s daughter delivers a prince who has been imprisoned in this iron household object thanks to an evil spell.

          The hero in Grimm’s Iron John was a terrifying individual, “a kind of wild man whose body was as brown as rusty iron,” who lay at the bottom of a marsh pool from which he caught and did away with any living being that passed by. The king had him captured and locked in a cage, but one day the little prince opened it to retrieve his golden ball. As soon as he was free, the wild man fled, taking the young lad with him on his back. Once he “was back in the safety of the dark forest, he let the boy down and told him, ‘You shall never see your mother or father again, but I am going to keep you with me out of gratitude and also because I have pity on you.’ The next day, after the child had slept on the bed of moss he had made for him, he took him to a spring.”

          In The Hut in the Forest, it is while bringing their father supper that the three daughters of a woodcutter, one after the other, became lost in the forest. When night fell, each saw “a tiny light gleaming far away in the trees” and soon found themselves before a house inhabited by an old, gray-haired man.

          The tale of The Goose Girl at the Well tells us that one “morning there was a handsome young man traveling through the forest. The sun was shining, the birds singing, and a sweet breeze was rustling the leaves, and the young man was overjoyed,” when suddenly he met “a little grandmother older than the stones,” who was preparing to return home with an enormous sack of herbs and two large baskets full of wild fruits.

          The hero of The Crystal Ball, who has gone off in quest for the Castle of the Golden Sun, is vainly seeking for the way out of an immense forest in which he strayed when he comes across two giants, who ask him to be the arbitrator about a hat over which they are quarreling. Whoever puts this hat on has only to wish to be somewhere and he will find himself there at once.

        

        
          
            The Castle
          

          While the Castle of the Golden Sun may be the goal of the journey, there are much darker dwellings in the tales that suddenly loom up before the traveler at a bend in his path. These are disturbing and often dreadful places, yet it is still necessary for the traveler to enter them.

          Bear John will find the deep well that leads to the underground world beneath the floor of a large, deserted mansion.

          The tales feature empty castles and palaces of ill fame, and some whose strange atmosphere puts the visitor on his guard. But the old building can also be a simple and once-familiar dwelling, of which all memory has been lost and whose inhabitants no longer recognize the ones who return.

          The brother and sister who are the heroes of The Bird of Truth are unknown to their father because they had been shut up in a box at birth and cast into the sea on the order of their grandmother. Merchants rescued them from drowning, and they later set off in search of their family origins with no idea in which direction to go. “They soon arrived before a large castle; they entered and asked if they had any need for a dishwasher and a stable hand. This castle was actually the castle of their father. The king’s mother did not recognize them but she seemed to suspect something for she gave them a wary glance and said, ‘These are some fine servants! Show them the door!’ She never relented though they performed their duties well. The old queen kept repeating, ‘These children are good for nothing; send them packing.’”

          Following the failure of his two brothers, the Little Hunchback left in turn to hunt for the rejuvenating water. Losing all he owned during his journey, thanks to his generous actions, “he had nothing more to eat” and was preparing to kill a fox when the animal gave him some food and spoke to him.

          “You are looking for the water that rejuvenates. It is in a castle that is far, far away. The castle is guarded by an ogre, then by lions and tigers. To get there, you must cross a river; on this river you will see a small boat that a man has been rowing for one thousand and eight hundred years. Take care to enter the boat feet first, for if you get in with your feet behind you, you will take this man’s place forever. Once you reach the castle, do not be charmed by its magnificence. You will see two mules in the stable adorned with gold harness; take the uglier one. You will also see two green birds. Take the uglier of the two.”

          La Ramée, who had murdered his colonel in the Lorraine version of The Iron Man, had found refuge in a “wretched hovel” in the depths of a wood. This was the home of an old woman who, after providing him lodging, gave him these instructions on the morning he left, for he had no idea which direction to take.

          I know something that can make both our fortunes. There is a castle that I will tell you how to get to. Once you reach it, boldly enter. In the first chamber there is gold and silver on a table, in the second, lions, in the third, snakes, in the fourth, dragons, in the fifth, bears, and in the sixth, three leopards. You must cross through all these rooms quickly and without fear. Once you enter the seventh chamber, you will find a man of iron seated on a bronze anvil. Behind this iron man is a lit candle. Blow it out and put it in your pocket. You will next have to pass through a courtyard where there is a guard room. The soldiers will look at you but you must not turn your eyes toward then, keep them fixed on the ground. It is most important that you do as I say; otherwise misfortune shall befall you.

          In The Beauty with the Golden Hair, the Good Lord, in the form of a mule, is carrying his godson on his back. The young lad, despite his godfather’s advice, picks up a feather with which, upon his arrival at the king’s place, he makes the filthiest stables beautiful and he makes the horses that were also quite ugly, handsome.

          In obedience to the commands of the dead king, Trusty John guided his new master, the prince, through the maze of his father’s house. “‘It is time you learned your heritage and I shall show it to you,’ he said. He then took him through the entire building, from top to bottom, and showed him all the treasures and riches of the chambers and cellars with the exception of one room that he refused to open. The one in which the dangerous portrait was kept.” The young king was greatly astonished at this. “Why won’t you open that door for me?” “It is because there is something within that will cause you fear,” his faithful servant answered.

          The Witling, the youngest of three princes who had set out to find adventure in The Queen Bee, had spared the lives of several small creatures during their travels when the young men “came to a strange castle. In its stables they found many horses, but they were all of stone, and not a living soul did they find inside.”

          The three hunters who had set off to find the king’s daughter in The Gnome also entered an uninhabited castle. “They went in and found many richly furnished chambers, and in one room a table was set with dishes that were still smoking as if they had just been served. But they did not see a single living soul in the entire castle.”

          The castle that was entered by the young man who had been abandoned, who had just escaped “a little black man” and who would later become the king of the Golden Mountain, also appeared to be equally empty. “One after the other he went through every room and it was only in the last room that he found an adder coiled in a ring. It was not a real serpent, but a young maiden that had been transformed into one, and who was very happy to see him.”

          The fountain in the story The Water of Life was located in an enchanted castle that the third son of the ill king was able to enter thanks to the advice given him by a dwarf.

          And Strong Hans, long after he left his mother and father, lived in an “old, abandoned castle.” It was from here that he set off in pursuit of a dwarf who led Hans “into the forest where he saw him slip into a hole in the rock.” At the bottom of this hole, Hans entered an underground world.

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          It is often closer to the light of the sky that girls have the opportunity to “visit the interior of the earth.”

          This is the case with Sleeping Beauty during her encounter with the old woman in the highest room of the tower and of the unfortunate Two Eyes, to whom a fairy appears in the meadow where she is keeping watch over her goat. It is also the case with the True Bride, whose trials begin in her father’s house, and the heroine of The Golden Apple, who finds herself on the road “a bit far” from home when betrayed by her own aunt.

          This is especially the case with the sister in the story of The Seven Ravens, who sets off to find her brothers, “going farther, ever farther, to the very ends of the earth,” including going close to the sun, whose heat was too strong, and the moon, which was too cold, and then the stars, “which were good and treated her kindly, and each of them sat on its own little chair. Then the morning star rose and gave her a small knucklebone. ‘If you do not have the knucklebone,’ it told her, ‘you cannot open the Glass Mountain, and it is inside the Glass Mountain that you shall find your brothers.’”

        

      

    

  
    
      5

      THE PATHS OF V.I.T.R.I.O.L.

      As clear as it may appear at first glance, the image of Bear John’s stout iron staff (or those of similar characters), in combination with that of the deep hole he plunges into with it, goes beyond the simple sexual allusion it obviously carries. It is certainly not hard to see behind the scenes in which a “giant” is slain or a “dwarf ” is given a good thrashing, a transgression of the superego and a victory over the anxiety that accompanies sexual initiation. “You have done well,” the fairy tells John, the giant murderer. But these episodes shed light on less familiar domains as well.

      It is in fact with an “iron rod” that the children of Hermes are advised to strike the primal matter; the “womb” that swallows it up is then like the “large hole” that swallows John and his staff. The seed is thus liberated from inside this fecund “mercury.” And the body there vanishes, just like the “old man” who is erased in the Masonic cabinet of reflection, in the darkness of this cavern that serves as the womb for the future Freemason. Wasn’t it in his mother’s company that Strong Hans entered the bandits’ cave, the walls of which were covered with “deadly weapons, gleaming sinisterly”?

      Meanwhile, it was due to his natural simplicity that the Simpleton could also find at his very feet the path that leads inside the earth.

      But one of the most beautiful descriptions of this descent—and the most instructive—is undoubtedly that of La Ramée plunging down a staircase following the “twelve princesses.” Like many stories, The Night-Dancing Princesses tells how a man achieved a higher state of being by freeing a woman. But here we find the singular circumstance in the fact that the man achieved his initial descent by following in the exact footsteps of this woman. When the princesses began going down the staircase “that plunged into the earth, with the king’s daughter last,” the invisible La Ramée followed them “by running, and carried away by his enthusiasm, he stepped on the train of the king’s daughter who took fright and cried out, ‘Someone is behind me, who just held back my train!’”

      The magic forest discovered behind the bronze door is literally the “land of leaves” about which alchemical texts speak, and the crossing of the three woods in succession—whose trees hold increasingly valuable leaves—brings to mind the sequence of the three reiterations necessary for the purification of the “first mercury.” Those who have tried this experiment can note in the telling of each crossing that there is the noise of a certain “trembling” that the matter emits at each reiteration. And when La Ramée finally plucked a gold leaf, “the entire woods shudder at length.” The king’s daughter then started in fear and clasped at her heart with both hands. But the first princess just said, “A stag just jumped in the woods.” It was then they “reached a large body of water.”

      In the Masonic ritual, the three purifications are achieved “by air,” “by water,” and then “by fire.”

      On a universal scale, the cave and the underground world are images of the murderous matrix in which everything is born, dies, and is born again. On an individual level, they refer to the darkest and deepest levels of consciousness.

      Another reflection of these concealed and boundless regions is found in the dark forests, in which pernicious paths misdirect the traveler and lead him astray.

      Life in the forest is born from the rotting of the autumn leaves that feed the trees, which are its organs. In this way, the living being loses its identity so it can receive a new one. This is what happens to the King of England’s godson before the central and unpredictable point of a crossroads, a cross.

      It is also into the forest that the Green Bird, volatile spirit of nature and vessel of mutations, lures his pursuer to the heart of the night that will swallow him up.

      The “young cobbler” was quite wise, so when he reached the crossroads he took “the middle path,” for that is the only one that leads toward the East, in which light is continuously being born out of darkness. In the 3rd degree of Masonic initiation, it is in the middle chamber that this mystery takes place, at whose end the substituted Word is uttered. To receive the grade of master, the journeyman must follow the course of the master who possessed the Word and suffer his tragic fate. But in the cabinet of reflection it only involves the death of the “old man,” whose reflected image signals the crossing of the mirror, followed by the birth of the neophyte or “new plant.”

      At the beginning of the Masonic initiation, the disappearance of the profane in the waters of the mirror is analogous, in its own domain, to the dissolution that the phonetic cabalah, in the domain of language, causes a word or phrase to undergo.

      The “profane” mind is structured by the rules of the “grammar” that govern the social milieu in which it was educated. From this point of view, it can be considered as a legible message that has emerged from the illegible chaos, in whose eddies it can dissolve again with an eye to its rearrangement at another level of being, just as in the language of the birds, in which the body of an initial message is vaporized in the spirit of the sound that just attached itself in a new body of more ample resonance.

      This is a perilous trajectory, in the course of which the individual’s mind, like the sound, in order to avoid being annihilated in the confusion of noise, must preserve in its dismantling the memory of a musical harmony. It is precisely to help him in this way that the fairy gave to “the king’s youngest son” the magic whistle with which he entered the forest. For his part, the Little Shepherd Boy, equipped with his twopenny jackknife with a whistle, began playing joyfully when he entered the wood. And it was by blowing his bagpipes, whose “music was very beautiful,” that Hans-My-Hedgehog spent all the time he remained perched in a tree in the middle of the forest, while on the ground beneath his herd continued to multiply.

      But musical instruments are not the only instruments suitable for preventing the pilgrim from losing himself forever in the forest. The wand can play a similar role, or, in a certain way, the ball of thread.

      Whether it is given to the hero by an “angel,” fairy, or some entirely different character in contact with the spiritual sphere (the priest uncle, for example, in the case of Fearless John), the wand is the exact image of the axis around which the transformations are carried out. In the great European myths there are two famous ones, the one around which two serpents are coiled to form the caduceus of Hermes and the rod with which Moses struck the rock to release the water needed to quench his people’s thirst.

      “Everything you strike with your wand shall be soundly struck,” the priest told his nephew as he set off on a quest for “fear.” In the middle of a game of cards, the young man uses his wand to strike “the devil,” who immediately vanishes from the castle that he had invaded “every night at midnight,” in the heart of the forest.

      In The Wondrous Wand, Benedict received a wand from the angel he met when he went into the forest, and it allowed him to rid himself of the Evil One.

      But the angels and the priests*31 of the tales are not necessarily good Christians. The angel is actually the watcher that lives in the private heart of every human being, to which many remain deaf. It is a messenger,†5 like the ancient Hermes as a psychopomp, a master of communications between the different planes of existence. Transitions are forged around the wand he provides, as much for the consciousness of the future neophyte in the Freemason’s cabinet of reflection as for the matter struck in the crucible by the “secret fire,” the “magic wand” of the children of Hermes.

      What is both strange and convenient in the “ball of thread” that a fairy gave to the king in The Six Swan Brothers is that it only had to touch the ground to unwind, by itself, toward the heart of the forest, where stood the “solitary castle” that housed the six princes and the princess.

      This “ball” is a thread coiled around itself in the form of a sphere, inside of which, like a seed, lies the possibility of a development. The rolled-up thread is a labyrinth, at whose center the tale, tacitly, places the castle. Superimposed over the labyrinth of the ball of thread is the maze of the forest itself, as the center of one is the heart of the other, and this is where the children of the king, the future of his reign, live.

      So what is this “ground” on which it is enough to let the ball fall for it to unwind by itself while showing the way? On the psychological plane, it resembles that for which the inscription V.I.T.R.I.O.L. invites the future Freemason to visit the inner world. On the plane of alchemical practice, it is reminiscent of the “land of the wise,” where is found “the open entrance to the closed palace of the king,” which is cherished by Eirenaeus Philalethes1 and on which it is enough to cast Ariadne’s thread to find the route. With this thread, Batsdorf made a net in the title of his treatise,2 by all evidence to identify it with the “subtle net or snare undone” with which the good authors recommend a certain fish called a remora be caught. (For more on this remora, see here.) And just as the ball of string can only be the gift of a fairy, the discovery of the net in question, which is equally spiritual and material, was always considered by adepts*32 as the very rare and inestimable “gift of God.”

      We can ask ourselves what kind of bird “flies” around a poor young lad while he is praying at the grave of his father who had been denied a mass, before luring him into the middle of a deep woods when he tries to catch it. The suggestion could be given to this boy, who sought to stay the flyer (stabilize the volatile), as was once upon a time given to small children, to “put some salt on its tail.” Undoubtedly ignorant of this shortcut, he followed the bird to the end of the day, and when night fell, he climbed up into an oak tree to sleep in safety.

      But far from sinking into slumber on this world axis, he saw three men approach the tree. One carried bread, another meat and wine, and the third fire. They gathered wood and set it alight and made a large fire to cook their meat. It so happens that these men were thieves. They began talking about a castle they wanted to rob; one sole thing held them back—the small dog that guarded the castle gate and barked at all who came near. They were arguing over which one of them would kill the dog, which none of them wished to do.

      Descending to the foot of the tree to stand among the bandits, the young man found himself obliged to commit the transgression that would determine his destiny: “‘It’s you who shall kill the dog,’ they told him. ‘If you don’t want to, we shall kill you ourselves.’ ‘I will do as you like,’ replied the young man. He did indeed kill the small dog and entered the castle by a hole he made in the wall.”

      While the tale exhibits no misgivings about the oddity of this strategy—kill the dog guardian to finally go through a hole contrived in the wall—it is probably because the murder of the “small dog” and the opening of the hole refer to one single breaking-and-entering event. Here the threshold is not guarded by the “terrifying dragon” that in alchemical parable blasts the transgressor with “his deadly breath,” but by the small domestic pet that with a few yelps can drive off the intruder. The familiarity of a door warden like this is evidence of the intimacy of the operation evoked by this episode.

      The “grave of the father” finds its Masonic correspondence in “Hiram’s tomb,”3 and while there is no question in Masonic tradition of saying a mass for the master’s rest, on the other hand, there is no skimping on seeking, uncovering, and punishing his murderers, the “three evil journeymen” who desired to steal the Word, like those in the story wanted to rob the castle. It was toward them that the bird guided the young man, who finally gave them the punishment they so richly deserved. “The thieves passed him an axe to chop down the door; but he got them to come in through the hole he had made. One of the thieves slid through and the young man chopped off his head and pulled the rest of his body inside. ‘Your turn,’ he told the second, ‘hurry up.’ And he cut off his head, too. The third thief suffered the same fate.”

      On the apron of the 10th degree of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry a square fortress (Jerusalem) is painted. Stakes have been erected over three of its walls, on which the heads of the three guilty men have been impaled.

      John, in The White Cat, rode for a long time looking for his disturbing creditor.

      Finally, after a year and a day, he reached the Black Forest, and near the devil’s house he met a fairy who told him: “There is a well in which three feathers are bathing: the green feather, the yellow feather, and the black feather. You shall try to catch the green feather, remove her dress, and give her a kiss.” John went to the well and caught the green feather, and despite her resistance gave her a kiss. “The devil is my father,” she then told him.

      This is a text that could find a place among the parables of the most “charitable” kind of alchemical treatise. For it is precisely in the “black forest,” also called “the land of leaves,” that the dwelling of the old dragon is located. And it is also where the fairy appears, in other words, the fire without whose assistance any operation would be no more than a pipe dream. The lightness of the feathers bathing in the fountain attests to their spiritual nature, and the color of the chosen one is that of the universal spirit, recognized in the beautiful green enamel that should be obtained during the canonical operation during the time of the year when falls the heavenly dew. “In these moments,” writes Eugène Canseliet, “the alchemist strengthens his accession. He has entered the transcendent domain, where none pay any heed to the ordinary. Not only does he now know that the spirit of the cosmos is green in color, but he has also verified that the ungraspable agent of life has shown it is nonetheless ponderable and, consequently, has physical gravity”4 (italics added).

      In Scottish Freemasonry, allusion to this color can be found in several degrees: first and foremost in the depths of the earth in the play on words evoked by V.I.T.R.I.O.L., which can be translated as “oil of glass,”5 then at the 3rd degree on the leaves of the acacia that has taken root on Hiram’s tomb. In the 5th degree, this color appears during the evocation of the master’s funeral when the walls are hung with green cloth. It is present in the 8th degree, where Johaben—given the task of building a secret chamber by Solomon—is kneeling and holding a branch of acacia in his hand, with his face covered by a bloodstained cloth, and he is then raised back up, as was Hiram, by “the five perfect points of mastery.” Finally, green appears in the 15th degree, in which the “Knight of the East and the Sword” is wearing a green sash on which a bridge is depicted.*33 In all of these rituals, green is associated with the destruction of a state to give the spirit freedom of passage.

      In Bearskin, it is the devil himself, “all dressed in green,” who appears to the soldier. Literally, it is the “green devil”†6 to whom those people one never wishes to see again are still urged to go today. In some way this French expression*34 signifies the very ends of the earth, beyond which there is nothing else but the invisible world.

      It was definitely to this most remote point that the poor young soldier had come when, stripped of all he owned, he collapsed beneath the shadow of the trees, weighed down with his dark thoughts. “Alas,” he thought, “I see that I am doomed to die of hunger!” But what made him turn around to see the green devil? A “rustling” behind him alerted him to a presence, just as an intuition will sometimes let us foresee the imminence of an event capable of changing the course of our life.

      In his commentary on the third key in the Les douze clefs de la philosophie (The Twelve Keys of Philosophy) by Basil Valentine, Canseliet makes a singular observation about the cock, which comes out unexpectedly given the general thrust of his analysis: “Kottos, which means cock in ancient Greek . . . also means the back of the head, there where intuition has its seat.”6 Although it was completely unknown to Canseliet, who owed nothing to Freemasonry, this phrase clarifies the meaning of the presence of the rooster painted on one of the black walls of the cabinet of reflection, associated with the words vigilance and perseverance, under the seven letters of the acronym V.I.T.R.I.O.L. Herald of the light of a new day, image of the god Mercury, messenger and psychopomp, the rooster’s presence evokes the turn around that the profane individual must achieve in order to reveal himself through reflection in the mirror of his own nature. These are the circumstances, at the beginning of the Masonic initiation, of the death of the old man.

      Le Cosmopolite’s Nouvelle lumière chymique offers similar clues in regard to the mineral practice.

      After the sudden and unlooked-for departure of Saturn, I again fell asleep, whence Neptune came to me in visible form. Congratulating me on this happy meeting in the Garden of the Hesperides, he showed me a mirror in which I saw the whole of Nature unveiled.7

      When he turned around, the young soldier of the story discovered this nature beneath the appearance of the disturbing individual with the “hideous cloven hoof.” The devil took off his green coat to give it to the soldier. “As long as you wear this coat,” he told him, “you will always have gold in your pocket.” Thus clad, and covered, to boot, by the bearskin, he embarked on the undertaking of lengthy ordeals while forbidden to groom himself in any way for a period of seven years.

      All encounters are possible in the forest. Quite often it is a woman, who is not always in the prime of youth.

      For the prince of The Riddle, it is a ravishing young girl. He is instructed to “walk toward a small cottage” where she lives with her stepmother, whose desire to cause the young man’s ruin will open the path to his success.

      But in Donkey Cabbages, it is a horrible old crone, who instructs the young hunter on how he can obtain a cloak that allows its wearer to “find himself immediately at whatever place he desires to be.” She also advises him to eat the heart of the bird he killed, which will allow him to find a gold piece beneath his pillow every morning.

      People refrained from passing too close to the “little grandmother older than the stones” who was reputed to be a witch in The Goose Girl at the Well. She exhibited a mischievous pleasure in weighing down with increasingly heavier burdens the young count who had kindly offered to carry her enormous sacks of herbs and wild fruits. She finally mounted him herself, sitting astride the crushing burden he already bore on his back. “Under this load the young man’s knees were buckling; but if he stopped moving forward, she whipped his legs with a switch and some nettles.”

      “Older than the stones”! The readers of René Alleau’s first book will recall here the verses from Proverbs that he transcribed in his chapter on the prime matter of the Great Work.

      The Eternal One created me first of all his works
Before his oldest labors.
I have been established from eternity,
From the beginning, before the origin of the world.8

      The “little grandmother older than the stones” is a splendid image of the base materials for the Works of alchemy, just like the raw stone on which labors the Freemason when he discovers himself by visiting “the interior of the earth.” In either discipline, the old Great Mother never fails to sting the flanks of the one who wavers beneath her burden.

      But it is also she, in The Goose Girl at the Well, who will place in the count’s hands, as reward for his good service, “a magnificent emerald that had been carved, hollowed, and worked to serve as a case,” before later helping him achieve happiness and fortune.

      Many women in the tales haunt the depths of the forest, and often their presence forms the main plotline of the story. She is the heroine destined to undergo trials, like in Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood, the king’s daughter who comes each day to sit beneath the old linden near the fountain where the Frog King paddles about, Snow White lying dormant in her glass coffin, Sleeping Beauty, All Kinds of Fur huddling in the hollow of her tree, or the little girl who an exclamation of her mother had changed into a raven.

      The children of Hermes should have no problem recognizing here the mercurial “patient,” the luminous matrix that must be removed from its gangue, which is so dark and dirty “it stains the fingers,” as noted in the old texts. And the old women who are ugly or wicked, and who, whether they want to or not, in one way or another reveal the beautiful young maiden to the hero. This is how, each in her own way, they show how best to operate with the “old dragon.”

      We often find allegories in alchemical treatises in which the alchemist is identified with “mercury.” They underscore the simultaneity between the trials the artist imposes on the mineral material and those that his labors impose on himself, the fraternal empathy that joins the microcosm of the worked mineral to that of its worker.

      The Masonic correspondence to the alchemists “mercury” is the “cubic stone,” the object on which Works the “apprentice,” who himself forms part of the “raw stone.” Just as the “mercury” is found in the “dragon” and the “cubic stone” in the “raw stone,” the young maidens of the tales, either living in the forest or travelling through it, get lost in it.

      At times they are next to a fountain, and it is here where, better than anywhere else, their vocation as initiator is revealed. The bewitched young sovereign could have remained a frog for a long time if he had not, in his Bactrian form, the ability to restore to the king’s youngest daughter the golden ball that had fallen to the bottom of the water, then the audacity to eat from her plate, and more importantly, finally sleep pressed against her in her bed.

      If we often find the maidens in the forest, it is probably because of an intimate connection between their nature and the sacred center concealed by the deep foliage. They are so close to it sometimes that they reach it immediately, like the one who did not hesitate to travel “to the heart of the forest” to give herself fearlessly to the lion that had owned the Singing, Springing Lark, or the one who came every day to play with her golden ball next to the fountain, or the little girl “still barely more than a baby” who in The Raven flies off to a “dark forest.” And especially, like the girl in Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood, who lives there with her mother in a lonely cottage.

      Others need circumstances to bring them there. This is the case with the little girl who, learning “on one big laundry day” that her birth had obliged her twelve brothers to flee, set off in search of them “straight into a vast forest.” The story says, “She walked all day and when evening was falling, she came to a small, enchanted cabin.”Psychoanalysis would probably have something to say about this “big laundry” and about the subject of her arrival at the “cabin” at nightfall, after a long walk. In the context of this investigation, the two propositions are complementary, as the laundry is the equivalent of a cleansing of the diurnal horizontal memory that establishes access to the enchanted cabin, in which dwells the nyctalopic vertical memory.

      Other girls are led into the forest by life’s circumstances: in All Kinds of Fur, the young girl flees there when threatened by an incestuous union, Snow White is taken there to be killed, and the king’s daughter, taking a stroll, gets lost in one.

      The “poor servant-girl” of The Old Woman of the Wood, the survivor of a massacre, alone and in despair, has collapsed at the foot of a tree when she sees “a white dove flying toward her holding a small gold key in its beak.”

      
        THE CASTLE

        The castle the heroes of the tales enter often appears deserted. Abandoned by its original inhabitants, it is haunted by dubious individuals who make a sudden appearance. In Bear John, it is a giant. It is the little gnome in the Grimm story who shows up to beg a piece of bread from each of the three hunters. It is the “insignificant, shriveled-up dwarf ” who asks for meat in Strong Hans. It is the “twelve black men laden with chains” who relentlessly torment the young man destined to become the king of the Golden Mountain for three nights in a row. However, these monsters indicate the road the hero must follow. It is just after he slays the giant that Bear John discovers the entrance to the pit. And the three hunters, like Strong Hans, are directed to the castle by the flight of the dwarf, to whom they had just given a sound thrashing. For his part, it is only after the twelve black men have cut off his head that the young man sees before him—after she has reattached his head to his body—the beautiful face of the maiden that an evil spell had changed into an adder.

        Equally strange is the castle in Queen Bee, which is visited by the Witling and his brothers, who only find there a “little gray-haired man” in the farthermost room, behind “a door sealed by three locks that had a small opening in its center, which let them to look inside.” This discreet figure, “without breathing a word” and with simple gestures, informed the three brothers of the nature of the “three trials that had to be attempted in order to break the spell holding the castle.”

        Another castle that is similarly unwelcoming is the one “guarded by an ogre, then by lions and tigers” that the Little Hunchback enters in search of “the water that rejuvenates.” However, this young prince, disgraced by nature, was not eaten by the ogre, who thought he was too scrawny and was satisfied to employ him to fight his enemies: “beasts like him.” This was a task in which he acquitted himself in wondrous fashion thanks to the arrows given him by a shepherd. “Now there was in this castle a princess who the ogre wished to marry, but who wanted no part of him.”

        A similar kind of water, in The Water of Life, gushed from a fountain in the courtyard of an enchanted castle.

        Because he politely answered a question asked by a very tiny little man, the young knight was told what steps to take to find this fountain. The man gave him an iron wand and two small loaves of bread, with instructions on how to use them. “Strike the castle’s iron door three times with the wand and it will open. Inside two lions are waiting who will hurl themselves upon you with jaws gaping wide. But if you toss each of them one of your loaves, they will become tranquil and let you pass.”

        While it is not literally water that reveals the castle visited by the dashing La Ramée, it is still a fire, that of the candle whose servant is the Iron Man.

        A powerful and solid edifice, the castle functions as the seat of an authority and the guarantor of a structure, whose vacuity corresponds to its disappearance. The empty castle is evidence of chaos, in the sense of a “gap,” as vouched for by the Greek kaos, which meant “an open gulf, an abyss.” So we find the gate to the world underground in the empty castle. And it is within its surrounding wall that we find the fountain of life or a serpent coiled within its most secret chamber, which will resuscitate the dead when its pernicious ophidian envelope is removed. This serpent-fountain is the “mercury” of the alchemists, who also call it their candle; they describe it as a fire “that doesn’t burn the hands” and define it as the “key that opens the door of their labors.” It is identical to the little gray-haired man who tells the visitors what they need to do to free the castle from its enchantment.

        For the hero of The Bird of Truth and for that of Trusty John, the dwelling is not empty; it is, to the contrary, the house of their father, where they were born and where lies the root of their existence. And if in The Bird of Truth, the brother and sister find each other without recognizing one another, in the other tale, the young heir to the king is guided to his discovery by his faithful servant, John.

        These two stories describe a recognition of the “root,” a necessary discovery for both the “laborer” during his preparatory Work with an eye to the manufacture of the “stone” and the Freemason postulant in the darkness of the cabinet of reflection. For alchemists, “faithful servant” designates the agent for the transformations of their material, and its appearance is connected to that of the “color black.”

        It is when Trusty John has transgressed the instructions of his late master that the prince, by discovering the portrait in the secret chamber of the girl he will try to win, becomes king in his own right. From that point the reign of the prince has replaced that of the old sovereign. This is the same in Freemasonry, when the “death of the old man” brings about the birth of the “neophyte.”

        The adepts say that their “secret fire” is a “gift of God.” So it should come as no surprise that the Good Lord himself, in the rustic form of a mule, helps his young godson find his way out of some bad predicaments, accomplish the impossible missions imposed on him by the slander of the king’s domestics, and then become the husband of the Beauty with the Golden Hair.

      

      
        OTHER PLACES

        It is not possible to “visit the interior of the earth” without breaking, in some way, with the everyday world that the initiatory traditions characterize as profane. In the tales, this rupture is often suggested by the hero’s presence in a place of passage.

        Sometimes it’s a transitional site between two natural milieus, such as the border of the forest where the youngest son met the fox, who told how to obtain the Golden Bird and, later, did even better, or the shore of the lake where the Drummer steals the dress of a great monarch’s daughter. She is the prisoner of a witch on a crystal mountain; she came each day there to bathe with her two sisters. Another such site is the edge of the fountain where the Little Donkey saw “his reflection in the mirror of the water.”

        Sometimes it is the site of the violation of a taboo, like the chamber entered by the hero of the Lorraine story The Prince and His Horse. He is obliged, for his crime, after having been covered with gold hair and clothing, to flee his father’s wrath on his talking horse, Bayard. Another such site is where John’s new master catches sight of the princess with whom he immediately falls—in the literal sense of the word—in love.

        The event can also take place on the road the hero is following. It happens to Stupid Hans when he meets along the way a “bizarre little man in his iron-gray clothes” who gives the apples in his basket the power to heal the king’s daughter and who will later render him great service when he has to face the dangers inherent on his quest for the griffon.

        There is also the place where paths cross, for example, where a fairy gives the king’s youngest son the magic whistle that he will use to find the bird belonging to his father.

        It is the place in which the youngest son is praying at his father’s grave when he is drawn into the forest by a “little bird” flying around him; it is in a place and at a time of communication with the other world that the rupture occurs.

      

      
        TRIALS

        Every true initiation consists of a re-creation, that of a little mineral world in alchemical tradition, and the human microcosm in Freemasonry.

        With Freemasons, this objective is depicted by the symbolic construction of Solomon’s Temple. Among alchemists it is depicted by the manufacture—both real and surreal—of the philosopher’s stone. In both cases, it involves producing a genesis out of a chaos that Freemasons call “raw stone” and the alchemists call “prime matter” or “metallic root.”

        In both disciplines, this re-creation presumes a series of trials primarily intended to determine the selection of the “materials” that will be put to work by the rejection of the unsuitable ones, then to assure the assembling of those chosen by guaranteeing their cohesion.

        In the bulk of wondrous stories, these trials form the very heart of the tale. Some are directly related to the initial separation of the “light” and the “darkness,” for example, the battle against a dragon.

        
          
            The Combat against a Dragon
          

          In the first part of The Fisherman’s Sons, the eldest of three brothers met a princess kneeling on her knees in the forest, praying to God. “What are you doing there?” the young man asked. “Alas,” she replied, “I am the one fate has designated to be devoured by a seven-headed beast. Get away from here, quickly!” “No,” said the young man, “I will wait for the beast.” Then “he had the princess mount up on his horse behind him.” The beast appeared. With the help of his dog, he knocked off the seven heads with his spear, cut the monster’s seven tongues out, and wrapped them in a handkerchief marked with the princess’s name, which he kept. He turned down her invitation to accompany her to the castle and returned home. Three charcoal burners then approached the young maiden and took the seven heads. They threatened to cut hers off if she did not present them to the king as her saviors. “The king, wild with joy, declared that he would give his daughter to one of them. But the princess refused to wed before a year and a day had passed. She was sorrowful and ill.”

          The Gifts of the Three Animals includes a similar episode in which the beast is keeping his victim prisoner with the help of a giant. She (the victim) courteously furnishes the cobbler, who arouses her heart, the swords he uses to cut off the beast’s heads one after another. In the last one, following the princess’s instructions, he finds three eggs, the first two of which he uses to slay the giant. The third, thrown against a wall, produces a horse-drawn carriage, in which he finds himself by the side of the young maiden, who gives him “a handkerchief whose four sides are embroidered in gold.” But when they both set sail to return home to the king, who lives on the other side of the sea, a vile fellow, who had not managed to slay the beast, throws the cobbler to the waves, where a whale swallows him. “If you don’t say that it was I who freed you, I will kill you,” the treacherous blackguard tells his captive. She is forced to obey him. At the palace “it was decided to hold the wedding in three days.”

          In the forest, Leopold was highly surprised to hear the princess, whom the beast intended to devour, singing. “Better to sing than to cry,” she told him, “but you best leave right away if you do not want the beast to eat you, too.” They then “heard the beast far off in the woods breaking the trees as he passed through them. Once he spotted the princess, he began yelling: ‘Oh! There you are with your lover.’” The battle was started, and on the first day Leopold lopped three of its heads off with his saber. The princess gave him three rings and half of her handkerchief. On the second day, after three more heads suffered the same fate, Leopold received three more rings. On the third day, he assumed the appearance of an old man with a white beard and cut off the remaining head. As his reward he received the seventh ring as well as the other half of the princess’s handkerchief.

          We see the episode of the seven-headed dragon again in the middle of the tale The Two Brothers. Abandoned in the forest by their father, the two children were adopted by a hunter who, after several years of apprenticeship, declared them “free hunters” after each of them had shot down two geese from either corner of a flock flying in formation.

          One day as they were traveling “to end their journeyman status by going throughout the vast world,” they decided to take their separate ways, each accompanied by one of two lions, two bears, two wolves, two foxes, and two hares that the animals’ respective parents, whose lives the brothers had spared, had given them as a token of their gratitude. But before they bid each other farewell, each brother stuck the “brand new shiny knife their foster father had given them” on the day they left home into a tree at the spot where they separated.

          Reaching a village draped in black crepe, one of the twins learned that the king’s daughter, the last remaining virgin in the land, was to be devoured on the next day by the monster, who demanded a yearly tribute and threatened to destroy the entire country if he did not receive it. Scaling the mountain on which this tragedy was fated to take place, the young man, after drinking the contents of three cups placed on the altar of a chapel, found beneath the threshold a sword, with which he made short work of the beast, helped by “his animals which tore the dragon to pieces.” Overjoyed to find herself safe and sound and to know the kingdom had been freed of this monster, the princess gave the animals her valuable coral necklace as a reward. She promised her rescuer that she would marry him and gave him “her fine handkerchief on which her name was embroidered.” The young man hastened to use it to wrap the seven tongues he had made certain to cut from the dragon’s seven mouths. But they soon fell asleep, he because of the battle and she out of emotion, lying side by side. The lion, bear, wolf, and fox quickly imitated their example, followed lastly by the hare, their final guardian, who also nodded off.

          It is both wise and easy to compare the seven heads of the dragon to the traditional “seven metals” that correspond to the seven planets of antiquity: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the sun, and the moon. A princess mentions her hopes for a new reign. Whether as its prey or only its prisoner, in both cases, her parents’ kingdom is subjugated by the “beast,” who, at the same time, prohibits the advent of the new reign. How not to form from this glimpse a possible connection between the dragon’s tongues and the “colors” about which Basil Valentine wrote a short treatise titled Révélation des mystères des teintures des sept métaux (Revelation of the Mystery of the Colors of the Seven Metals)?9

          In Freemasonry, the sevenfold decapitation of the monster is translated as the traditional “stripping of the metals.” For their part, the alchemists allude to the number seven as the minimum number of reiterations necessary in the operations they call “washings,” “sublimations,” or “eagles,” through which they seek to obtain the “animated” or philosophical mercury out of common mercury. This result of the first labor is often depicted by a dragon. Eirenaeus Philalethes states, “The operation is perfectly executed with a number of seven or nine eagles.”10

          But it is necessary to acknowledge that while the techniques of the two disciplines are different, as are their respective objectives, “stripping one’s metals” is no less difficult for an apprentice Freemason (a Freemason has a duty to “always be an apprentice”) than it is for a child of Hermes to achieve Philalethes’ eagles.

          The hero’s astuteness when he cuts off the dragon’s seven tongues to keep them in his pocket shows some amazing foresight on his part, which will turn out to be of major importance for his future. But it also supplies the listener of the tales a detail that is useful in certain domains. The majority of the dragons appearing in the tales are endowed with speech. “What are you doing here, little earthworm?” laughingly scoffs the adversary of the young man who received the gifts of the three animals. “Let’s put the rest of our match off until tomorrow,” prudently says the one who has had three of its heads lopped off by the wicked Leopold. “What are you looking for here,” says the startled, future victim of the “second of two twins” in The Two Brothers. These words, coming from the terrifying mouths of monsters, have a comic effect and keep the listener in suspense. But in the context of the present study, their value stems mainly from the fact that they cause us to hear the language of the beasts, more commonly called the language of the birds, the universal language by which means all the beings in nature, in the mineral kingdom as well as the other two, communicate between each other in the subtle world, to which specifically belong the tongues removed from the heads of dragons. They are the spirits of the metals, what Valentine would call their color, which the vanquisher of the dragon carries off with him for his subsequent labor, leaving behind the coarse and useless body.

          There is a certain piece of personal cloth that in the first four tales plays a major role: the “handkerchief” of the princess. Whether it is “marked with her name,” as it is in The Fisherman’s Sons, or “embroidered in gold,” as in The Gifts of the Three Animals and The Two Brothers, or given in two halves, as it was to Leopold, it is always in this delicate item of feminine apparel that the vanquisher wraps the seven tongues of the monster he has slain. This little pocket linen must represent something important, as it is found in many other tales, where it always figures as a hyphen connecting the two lovers. Isn’t it this item that is always waved from the platform when the train pulls out of the station or from the dock when the boat sets sail as a sign of farewell and in the hope of a return? It is a symbol of the tears one promises to shed, perhaps, but in the tales, it is also a discreet allusion to a cloth of more lugubrious fame.

          The Romans called the handkerchief, a piece of cloth intended to mop up a few beads of sweat, the sudarium, a word that also designated the linen in which the dead were wrapped and which became permeated with the sweat released by the body’s decomposition. The same linguistic proximity can be seen in German, where the word tuch is used for both “handkerchief ” and “shroud,” as well as for a “bedsheet.”

          This is the vessel that the deliverer of the princess uses to carry the dragon’s tongues, and it is at the end of a long voyage that his valuable cargo allows him to be recognized so that they may be joined together. The “chemical weddings” of the children of Hermes are celebrated in similar conditions.

          In The Gifts of the Three Animals, the beast conducts itself like a true knight. For the first combat and for the three following matches, he gives his adversary the sword he needs to attack him. What we are seeing here is an actual duel, in which the monster observes the rules of perfect courtesy. We should also note that while in the tale the beast provides the weapon, the same is true during the first alchemical workings, in which the opening of the material, at the end of an operation following three reiterations, is due to the action of an agent that has emerged from this material itself, as charitably stressed by the author of “L’ancienne guerre des chevaliers” (The Ancient War of the Knights). “How admirable is this thing that holds within itself all the things it needs; it slays itself then next restores itself to life.”11

          We can see faithful likenesses of this material in both the beauty and the beast: two stages of its evolution that are far apart from each other.

        

        
          
            The Pit
          

          Some tales place their trials within the vertical environment of a pit.

          In The Gnome, they are associated with the battle against the dragon.

          Instructed by the dwarf to whom he had just administered a harsh correction in the deserted castle, Simple John, the youngest of three hunters, had himself lowered by his two colleagues down “a pit that plunged deep into the earth but in which there was no water.” There he found three captive princesses, each sequestered in a room and removing lice from the heads of a sleeping dragon. One had nine heads, the second, seven, and the third, four. He decapitated the three beasts with his hunting knife. The first princess gave him a passionate kiss and “her red-gold necklace.”*35 He raised the three young maidens from the pit in the basket he had used to come down, and when this vehicle was lowered back down for him, he placed a heavy stone in it. His evil companions, thinking to be rid of him, let go of the rope when it was halfway up the shaft, then fled with the princesses, whom they made swear, on penalty of death, to say that they were the ones who had freed them.

          As for Simple John, he could have remained in the depths of the earth until the end of time were it not for a reed pipe he found and on which he “started to play a small tune to keep himself company when gnomes, many gnomes suddenly appeared—as many gnomes as there were notes coming out of his flute. Each latched on to one of the hairs of his head with their hands.”

          Bear John had no better luck with his three companions. Visiting a castle he had found at the bottom of a pit, “which was more splendid than the one above,” where “there were magnificent gardens, trees laden with golden fruit, meadows shining with thousands of bright flowers,” he broke through the grilled gates of the first two rooms, then killed all the devils he found in the third, where he also freed the “three beautiful princesses” imprisoned there. But Millstone John, Push-Mountain, and Twist-Oak had divvied up the three sisters among themselves, and when Bear John was coming back up in the basket, they cut the rope when he got halfway up. “He fell back down and broke his leg. Fortunately he had the pot of ointment that the fairy had given him; he rubbed his knee with it and his problem went away.”

          Then, when he was trying to figure a way to climb out, the fairy again helped him out of his predicament. “If you want to get out of here, follow this path that leads to the castle above; but do not look at the little light that will follow you, else it will go out and you will no longer be able to see your path.”

          The theme of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane is close to that of Bear John. Once grown, the “little boy who had been found in the woods and was quite wicked” also had himself lowered down a deep hole by two companions he had met in his travels who were as strong as he was. At the very bottom he met an old witch, who, giving in to his insistent demands, told him where he could find marriageable maidens.

          “I definitely know of one, but she is guarded by a leopard.” “Oh well, it is not always the Devil as the Devil is in your bed,” responded the intrepid young man, before leaving to kill the leopard who stuck its head out of a cat door. But it was not until he had broken down a second, then a third door, that he found a beautiful princess who told him: “Before my sisters and I were imprisoned here, my father gave each of us a silk handkerchief and a golden apple, to give as a present to the one who freed us.” And she offered him the handkerchief and the golden apple. The young man took them, then had the princess drawn up the hole by his companions along with all her riches. He sought to go back up himself, but when he had almost reached the top, his companions let him go and took the princess and the treasure.

          The same scenario played out again with the second princess, whose jailer was a serpent, then a third, who was guarded by a “flying serpent.” Once the three princesses were pulled up to the surface, the felons took off with them while their unfortunate rescuer, fallen to the bottom of the hole for a third time, went off to inform the witch of his despair.

          “My companions each have their own princess, and they also have taken mine!” “I have no more princesses to tell you about,” replied the old crone, “but to help you get out, here is an eagle that will carry you aloft and a pot of fat. If the eagle starts screeching, you must cut your calf and let him eat it, otherwise he will let go of you and let you fall. Then rub your leg with this fat and it will be as if it never happened.” The young man allowed the eagle to take him up. When they were almost at the top, the eagle began to screech. The young man cut off his calf and gave it to the bird, then rubbed it with fat, and it was entirely restored. Once they reached the top, the eagle placed him on the ground.

          Almost thematically identical to Iron John is Strong Hans, at least at the beginning of the story, only the mother and child were abducted by bandits and not a bear.

          Years later, when he had settled into an empty castle, armed with his “good, five-hundred-pound cane,” and after he had seen the gnome—on whom he had just bestowed a hearty pair of slaps—disappear in a hole in the rocks, Strong Hans had himself been lowered in a basket by his two companions, Fir Twister and Rock Splitter. Once at the bottom of the hole, he spied a door, and upon opening it

          greeting his eyes was a maiden as pretty as any picture, nay so beautiful that no words can describe her. And next to her sat the dwarf who cast such a glare at the intruder that he looked like a rabid troll. The wondrous fair maiden was bound in chains and looked at Hans so mournfully that he felt great pity for her and swore to himself that he would deliver her out of the power of the evil dwarf. He gave him such a blow with his club that he fell down dead and at the same time the maiden’s chains fell away. Her beauty was so ravishing that Hans was completely enraptured.

          Hans asked her what she was doing at the bottom of this hole when all at once he noticed “a ring that shone and sparkled marvelously” on the finger of the dwarf that he had just slain. Once he put it on and twisted it on his finger, “he heard a funny noise above his head, similar to the rustling of wings.” It was air spirits that had come to offer their service, and once he asked for their help out of the hole, “Hans had the impression he was flying.”

          Toward the end of his adventures, the Little Hunchback had successfully passed through many trials and was returning to his father’s castle with “the uglier” of two green birds, “the uglier mule, who traveled seven leagues in one step,” and the water that rejuvenated—all of which he had stolen from the ogre thanks to the fox’s advice. He was accompanied by the princess “who the ogre wished to marry, but who wanted no part of him.”

          It was during this journey that when passing “near a pit, which was easily one hundred feet deep,” he was thrown down it by his elder brothers, two bad boys he had just rescued from the gallows and who, once their ill deed was performed, fled away with his treasures.

          But “when they arrived at the castle, the princess was languishing, and the bird and mule were unhappy. The mule was placed in an old stable while the bird was stuck in an old cage. The water could not rejuvenate the king and was stashed away with the old drugs.” And the poor prince, trapped in the pit, uttered such anguished cries that the fox heard them and hastened to the pit. He descended to the bottom, took the hunchback on his back, and climbed back to the surface. “Once outside, he stood him back up, and the young man, his hump removed, became an accomplished prince.”

          The image of the pit brings to mind the idea of depth, which Eugène Canseliet has noted forms “that fourth dimension about which Saint Paul speaks in his Epistles to the Ephesians.” It is a term, he adds, “that must be taken literally and figuratively, both with the sense of penetration, on the one hand within matter, on the other, within the spirit.”12

          The journey in the pit conveys a vertical penetration, in the gulfs of consciousness and in space, as well as in the nature of time, which is no longer linear time here, but the rhythm in which the instant develops. The descent and climb back up are expressed in alchemical tradition by the unique, dual, and central operation that the adepts call solution and coagulation. “Dissolve and coagulate” they repeat in their texts, sometimes specifying the inseparable complementarity of the two movements by teaching it is necessary “to dissolve by coagulating,” which can be translated on a more general level as “spiritualizing matter by materializing the spirit.”

          In Freemasonry, the architect of Solomon’s Temple is murdered inside the building under construction by “three evil journeymen” who wish to steal the “Word.” In the tales, these are the traveling companions of the hero, most often three in number, who help him go down into the hole, but that is not how his own brothers do it: they toss him down the hole.

          Taking into account the respective methods and objectives of these two disciplines, operative alchemy’s correspondent to the central myth of Freemasonry would be the death of the compound and its putrefaction, evidence for which is shown by the appearance of the color black. Those who have taken the first steps in this practice will not have failed to note the presence in these tales of not only the basket in which the hero descends, woven like the surface of the prepared material, but also of the large stone that Simple John placed in it or the iron club in Strong Hans, both of which fall back to the bottom of the pit.

          The verticality of a pit follows the direction indicated by the plumb line used by masons to erect walls. It is called the perpendicular in a Masonic lodge. This is the tool symbolically employed by the second warden in charge of the instruction of the apprentices, who must learn by following this line to go down toward the center of the tradition at the same time they are descending toward that of their own mind. There, much later, if they persevere, they can enter the middle chamber.*36

          At the bottom of the pit are found prisoners held captive by monsters: prisoners forced to perform tasks unworthy of their royal rank.

          And this is where the instant develops.

          We know that a dream in which a long series of events takes place can only take a fraction of a second in the “real” time of sleep. In this isolated instant, the dreamer’s awareness has developed a temporal expanse that is different from that in which daily life develops, just like once upon a time small gray capsules†7 were placed on the water to develop into large, luxurious, multicolored flowers for the amusement of children.

          When a lodge of apprentices stops its Works on “the stroke of midnight,” those in attendance form the circle of the “chain of union” around the center of the temple. The ritual gives the understanding that on this instant and place the life and death of the Freemasons of all time are concentrated. This is where the true Masonic secret lies. For it is in this time and place that the descent and re-ascent are produced simultaneously, there where consciousness is emancipated from the monster. “At the same time,” the tale says, when Strong Hans slew the dwarf, “the maiden’s chains fell away.” But we should not forget that everything beneath our moon starts over again and again ceaselessly and forever.

          It is obvious that the hero abandoned at the bottom of the pit has no chance of climbing back out by his own means. He would never manage it without a magical intervention, the nature of which varies from one tale to the next. Simple John finds himself lifted up by the sounds of a reed pipe that turn into gnomes; the same service is provided to Strong Hans by the spirits of the air when he twists the ring he stole from the dwarf on his finger. Bear John knits his knee back together with the ointment that the fairy below had given him; she also pointed the way out to him, illuminated by a tiny light. As for the wicked rascal of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, it was a witch, also an inhabitant of the lower world, who gave him the eagle on whose back he flew back out of the pit as well as the therapeutic pot of ointment. Only the Little Hunchback received help from outside; his faithful companion the fox came to help him out of the hole.

          In each of these tales, it is only when he thinks all is lost that the hero receives help. When he goes down the pit of his own free will, it is at the bottom of the hole that he will find aid.

          The “bottom of the hole” can mean the despair that sucks down its victim like the whirlpool in a river, which every good swimmer knows—no questions asked—must be dived to the bottom before ejecting oneself with a vigorous kick. In the tales, it is the door that the hero opens.

          But in the cycles of nature as in alchemical practice, the “bottom of the hole” is putrefaction. A fire dwells there: it is the generative agent of life that is evoked in one Masonic grade by the Latin aphorism “Iesvs Nazarenvs Rex Iudaeorvm,” the source of the acronym I.N.R.I. This, says the ritual legend, is the “Word” rediscovered by the “knights of east and west . . . beneath the wing of the phoenix at the instant it is reborn from its ashes” when they, exhausted by their endless quest that up to then has been futile, were awaiting only death.

          This fire, “which does not burn the hands,” always plays an important though discreet role in fairy tales beneath one mask or another. It can be recognized in the reed pipe that evokes the art of music as well as the harmony of the natural cycles, in the turning or conversion of the dwarf ’s ring, in the eagle carrying off its prey, in the image of the path indicated by the “witch,” and by the “little light” that one should not turn back to see on penalty of seeing it go out. But could not this latter just as well be the “sense of intuition” about which Canseliet speaks? And if Bear John had looked back to verify its presence, wouldn’t he have shown proof, like Orpheus, of an irreparable lack of faith?

          This fire is also the fox when it pulls the Little Hunchback out of the hole at the same time it frees him from his handicap. Its reputation for intelligence, agility, and cunning makes this four-legged thief a worthy rural representative of the ancient god of thieves, Mercury. It would be instructive to hear from this perspective the fable that was once as omnipresent a part of young French students’ experience of school as the squeaking of chalk on the blackboard and the smell of purple ink drying on the lined paper of their notebooks.*37 And the children of Hermes, students of another school, would probably not find that extracting a prince from a hole in the ground was so different or opportune than causing a crow to drop a piece of cheese from its beak.

          The Little Hunchback is not the only tale in which the fox shows up as a valuable assistant. In The Sea Hare, by plunging him into a spring, the fox changes the young man into a young monkey, who will thereby be able to triumph over a haughty princess. In The Golden Bird, it serves as the hero’s mount, then tells him what paths to take for his undertaking to succeed. When the two brothers spare his life, he gives them two fox kits, which will render them sterling services. Superimposed over the figure of the fox is that of the faithful servant, whom the alchemists also call the “fugitive serf.” Doesn’t the fox of the very old Romance of Renart, whose den is Malpertuis, “the evil hole,” allow to be seen among the multiple images of his kaleidoscope that of the cunning peasant, the serf who with his tricks escapes from countless misadventures, who is in some way the fugitive serf?

          “Who has received you?” the president of a lodge asks his first assessor working at the 18th degree of Scottish Freemasonry. “The most humble of all.” “Why the most humble?” “Because he was the most enlightened and for he knew that all inspiration comes from on high.”

          In The Gnome, Bear John, The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, and Strong Hans, as in other tales constructed around the same theme, the liberation of the princess corresponds symmetrically to the sequestration of her liberator: once the maiden has emerged from the hole, the hero is left behind, incapable of climbing back out until intervention from below provides him the means to do so.

          Recognizable here is an expressive image of the alchemical art of solve et coagula: the captive is freed when the liberator is imprisoned; the fixed is made volatile when the volatile is fixed. However, the maiden leaves tokens of her gratitude and trust that are precious and even passionate at times: a ball studded with pearls, emeralds, and diamonds; a silk handkerchief and a golden apple; a fiery kiss and a red-gold necklace; disturbing secrets. During this operation the fiancée gives the fiancé guarantees of her faith and a promise of their future union.

          This is the way it is in the engraving of Valentine’s first key of philosophy, in which a man and a woman, both crowned, are standing side by side. The woman is offering the man a flower with three blooms that she is holding in her right hand. Of simpler origin are the figures carved on a fruit pit that a rustic artist made into a snuffbox shaped like a wooden shoe. Surrounded by naïvely rendered plants that are quite charming, a woman is giving a man a large flower.

          On the human plane these images evoke a more extensive progression than could the expression that is equally trivial and charming in its specific double-entendre, which has long passed out of vogue: “to give her flower.” It is actually her dreams and desires and all her intimate warmth that the maiden seeks to give the man she has elected as lover, and the man, who knows how to welcome her simultaneously, receives a clarity that pulls him out of his own ego and carves an opening on life.

          At the bottom of the pit, Bear John, who has received the princess’s gift, can henceforth claim her hand and the highest destiny once he has found in the lower world the means of climbing back into the world above.

          During the first operation of alchemy by the “dry way,” the “female” reduces the “male” to ashes. But in this abyss where she casts him, she gives him the sun.

        

        
          
            The Lost Personality
          

          In The King of England and His Godson, young Eugene suffers through many trials. The first, which will bring about all the others, was the theft of his own personality.

          Eugene had set off on a long trip to find his royal godfather when a hunchback he met on his path—a former schoolmate—joined with him. He was, in fact, a thug who stole Eugene’s horse the next morning and fled away. Eugene, whose stepmother “was a little witch-like,” had strongly advised him to turn back if he had an encounter like this. He “immediately set off in pursuit of the hunchback and caught up to him in a forest next to a cross. The hunchback stopped and said to Eugene threateningly, ‘If you value your life, swear before this cross to tell no one that you are the king’s godson, unless it is three days after your death.’ Eugene swore this oath. They continued their journey and arrived at the King of England’s palace,” where the poor young man had to answer to the name of Adolph, the name of his assailant, who now called himself Eugene and introduced himself to the king as his godson.

          In The Brother and Sister, the children had spent the night in a hollow oak in the middle of a vast forest. “The next day, when they awoke, the sun was already high in the sky and it was quite warm. ‘Sister, I am very thirsty,’ said the brother, ‘if I knew where a spring was, I would go drink there. But I think I hear a murmuring stream.’ Their stepmother had enchanted all the waterways they came across, and they kindly warned the children of the danger. But unable to hold back anymore, the brother ignored the warning whispered to him by the water of the third stream and drank some. He was immediately turned into a fawn.”

          In The Seven Ravens, before their transformation the birds were seven brothers. They had gone off to find spring water for the baptism of their little sister, a scrawny newborn babe. But they began quarreling over who would have the pleasure of filling the pitcher, which then fell and broke. They remained there in a daze, not daring to return home. Seeing that they were late to return, the father—fearful his daughter would die without the sacrament—became impatient and angrily shouted, “‘I want to see them all turned into ravens!’ Hardly had the words left his mouth when he heard the flapping of wings in the sky above his head, and raising his eyes, saw seven shiny black ravens flying off in a rush.”

          Abducted by the Grimm Brothers’ Iron John, the little prince had been charged by his kidnapper to keep watch over a golden spring so that “nothing falls in or touches it.” But one day, “when time seemed to be passing more slowly than usual, he tried to distract himself by seeing his reflection in the mirror of the water. Leaning forward to get a better look, his long hair, which fell to his shoulders, slid over his face touching the water, He quickly jerked back, but it was too late and his hair was gilded and glowed like the sun.”

          The Iron Man drove him away at once for failing this test, though promising he would come to his aid whenever he asked, however, the young prince would have “to go far from the forest.”

          Coming to a large city, the young prince went up to the castle, where he was hired as a servant and soon given responsibility for taking care of the plants in the garden. Still wearing a hood to conceal his golden locks, he passed himself off as a sufferer from ringworm, and everyone mocked him.

          In these four tales, the heroes lose their identities in singular locations, whose sacred nature is indicated by a cross or a spring. In one of the tales, the spring is endowed with a mutagenic virtue and speaks; in another it provides the water intended to assure the salvation of a soul.

          As for the last spring, it is a source of gold, a quick gold in some way, like the one to which the hermetic philosophers gave this name and said it had been carried in the belly of their mercury. In the Grimm Brothers’ tale of the Iron Man, the spring that gives birth to this gold is owned by the alarming figure discovered at the bottom of a marsh pool and described as “a kind of wild man whose body was as brown as rusty iron and had hair that grew all the way down to his knees and completely covered his face.”

          At the beginning of this story, it is through throwing his golden ball into the cage where this “wild man” was imprisoned that the young prince freed him. But the “children of science” play similar games in their own fashion. And just like the “gold of the wise men” is scorned by the common folk, in the tale the lackeys can see nothing in the child’s golden hair but a repulsive crusty mass, whose true nature the princess will not be long in discovering beneath the hood that covers the head of this precious little gardener.

          The source where the seven brothers go to draw the baptismal water should assure their little sister’s “redemption.” The alchemical correspondence to the redemption that is the emancipation from spiritual death caused by the original fall of the Christians is the “revivification” of the metals considered as “dead” at the moment of their extraction from the mine, which makes them “vulgar metals.” From this perspective, the seven brothers represent the seven traditional metals, and their little newborn sister is like the nascent stone. It is when the pitcher is broken that the flight of ravens appears.

          In The Brother and Sister, the children had been terribly unhappy since their mother’s death, and they had been beaten, ill fed, and rejected by their detestable stepmother, a real dragon! It is true that according to the alchemists, the “sulfur” and the “mercury,” that is, “the brother” and “the sister,” do not enjoy perfect harmony inside the raw material, which is the “dragon” of the Great Work, and this stepmother, as everyone claims and the tale proves, is a dreadful poisoner. However, the spring water turned the brother into a fawn, which is to say a young stag, and this is precisely one of the names given to the “faithful servant” obtained by the good practitioners at the end of their first working. In the following part of the story, the young stag/brother will bring about the splendid marriage of his sister.

          It is at the foot of a cross, we could say at the bottom of a crucible as well as at a crossroads, that the fine and good Eugene is forced to switch identities with the wicked villain Adolph.

          Everyone will henceforth see Eugene, eu-genes, the “wellborn,” the “noble,” as Adolph, a-delphus, “matrix deprived,” while Adolph, who stole his horse and his name, will be seen as Eugene. The noble Eugene was robbed of his horse and his rank at the foot of a cross in the forest, to be transported into another body, under the identity of an obscure servant answering to the name of Adolph. Destined, however, to royalty, he would one day become the dauphin, delphis.

          An adventure like this brings to mind the initial operation allegorically described by Valentine in the first of his twelve keys of philosophy. The aggressor there is not a hunchback but a very greedy “gray wolf.” Valentine writes, “Cast to this very wolf the body of the king so that he feeds on it, and once he has devoured the king, make a large fire and cast him into its flames until he is utterly consumed, and thus the king will be freed.”

          In our tales, deliverance only comes after a series of tragic adventures.

          In Masonic initiation, it requires the neophyte to abandon his profane personality. This abandonment is not the work of his conscious will, as the tales clearly show. The true responsible agent, according to the various narratives, is found in the hunchback Adolph, pursued by Eugene in outright disregard of his godmother’s advice, in the spring poisoned by his stepmother from which the brother drinks despite all the warnings, in the games of the children and their father’s oath, and in the distraction of the young prince whose hair comes into contact with the gold fountain.

          The origin for the necessary transgression is not the subject’s conscious will; it results from a subterranean power that triggers the transformation and the entire ensuing adventure. Its depictions can be seen in the feelings of camaraderie Eugene feels for the hunchback, in the brother’s thirst, in the rowdy behavior of the children and their father’s anger, and in the narcissism of the young prince.

          The Bible tells a beautiful tale of a similar incident that was the source of countless tribulations for the entire human race. Couldn’t its mythic prototype, Adam, be the first initiate? And couldn’t the cause of the upheaval known as the “fall” be found in the emotion his companion’s beauty inspired? While the path followed by the horde of his descendants today seems to make them turn their back to the gate of the garden guarded by the implacable “sword of fire,” it is not written anywhere that there are absolutely no other courses that can revoke the interdiction of the “Father” and lead to the Tree of Life.

          The trials capable of helping the individual discover these routes are probably to be found among the secrets of the serpent, “the most cunning of all the animals of the field made by Yahweh.”13 But the rider must learn to remain the master of his mount.

        

        
          
            Theft of Objects
          

          The true godson of the King of England had his identity stolen. He became a servant. He was led to commit thefts on behalf of his sovereign through the machinations of the hunchback Adolph—the false Eugene—who, jealous of the sympathy shown the real Eugene—the false Adolph—by the king decided to bring about his ruin.

          One day he “went to the king and told him, ‘Godfather, Adolph bragged he is going to take the mule of a giant.’ The king summoned Adolph, ‘Eugene tells me that you boasted you were going to steal the giant’s mule.’ ‘Me, sire? How could I make that boast? I don’t know where to find this mule.’ ‘No matter! If you don’t bring it back, you will be burned atop one hundred logs.’”

          The poor false Adolph therefore had to leave, provided with a few foodstuffs that he gave away to an old woman he met on his path. She told him where the giant lived, on the other side of the sea. “He has a blackbird,” she told him, “whose song can be heard from one shore to the other. Once you hear the blackbird singing, you can cross over the water, but not before. Once you are in the presence of the giant, speak to him boldly.” He did so, and the giant good-naturedly allowed him to take the mule, provided that he return it to him one day.

          Vexed by his success, the perfidious false Eugene has the false Adolph sent again and again to the giant to take his blackbird, then his “lantern that lights up the country for one hundred leagues all around.” The king is satisfied, but after some time has passed, the hunchback resumes his campaign. “Adolph has bragged that he knows where your daughter is and that he can bring her back to you.” The king then sends an extremely disconsolate false Adolph on this new mission. Following the advice of the old woman, he first returned to the giant to give him back his mule, blackbird, and lantern.

          In The Iron Man from Folk Tales of Lorraine, La Ramée followed the instructions of the old woman who had made him welcome. But “once he left the castle, he dared to light the candle. At once the Iron Man who was the candle’s servitor, appeared before him and asked: ‘What are your wishes, Master?’ ‘Give me money,’ La Ramée answered; ‘I have long waited to make my fortune.’ The Iron Man gave him a bag full of money and disappeared.” La Ramée was making his way to the capital of the kingdom when “all at once he saw on the road before him the old witch, who asked for her candle back. He first told her that he lost it, then gave her an ordinary candle. ‘This is not the one I want,’ she said. ‘Quick, give me the one I sent you to find.’ La Ramée, seeing that she was threatening him, hurled himself at her and killed her.”

          The man who had met a raven while “following a path in a dark forest” had not freed the young maiden. He was lying on a pile of bark, where he had promised to wait for her, in front of the old woman’s house “deep in the forest.” On three occasions the princess passed by him. Each time he was “in a leaden sleep,” deaf to all her calls, under the influence of a small sip of wine that the old woman had made him drink. The third time, though, she slipped on his finger her ring with her name etched on it, and placed the sleeper’s ring on her own finger. She then left him an inexhaustible supply of food and a letter that he could read on awakening: “I have clearly seen that you cannot free me from this place; but if you would still deliver me come to the golden castle of Fluentmont because I know perfectly this thing is in your power.”

          He set off in search of this fortress, which appeared on no maps save one that was fabulously old, and eventually caught sight of it, “perched atop a steep crystal mountain,” which he found he could not climb.

          He remained a full year in a hut at its foot, “everyday seeing the princess pass by above in her carriage, but never being able to make his way to her side.” One day he saw three giants quarreling over a staff that could open any door, a cloak that made one invisible, and a horse that could take its rider wherever he wished—“even to the very top of a crystal mountain.” On the pretext of trying out these objects before buying them, he took all three and scaled the mountain on the back of the horse, invisible beneath his cloak, brandishing the staff that would open the castle gate.

          In his quest to the Castle of the Golden Sun in which the princess of The Crystal Ball was cloistered, the enchantress’s son had to make his way through an immense forest in which he had lost all sense of direction. He also had forgotten to return the magic hat to the two giants who had been fighting over it. It was unintentional that he put it on and triggered its amazing power. “Still buried deep in his thoughts he suddenly sighed from the bottom of his heart: ‘Oh, if only I could be at the Castle of the Golden Sun!’ These words had barely left his lips when he found himself on top of the steep mountain, right before the castle gate.”

          A tale collected in Lower Brittany in the middle of the twentieth century14 tells how the youngest son of the king of France, small and hunchbacked but happy as a lark (and this is why it is called La Pinter in the local tongue), was considered to be of little account by his family. One day when hunting with his two brothers, who had nothing but scorn for him, the three became lost in a vast wood. However, La Pinter never stopped laughing, even when they came to the castle of a giant who gave them lodging. In addition to his incredible size, their host owned some very uncommon objects, which he showed La Pinter: a violin that “could be heard seventy miles away,” a “moon” that “lit up an area seven hundred miles in circumference,” the “most splendid horse ever seen on earth,” a bull that was being prepared to “be sent to Spain for the races,” and boots that allowed the traveler “to go seven hundred miles an hour.”

          Oddly enough, La Pinter learned that the king of Spain “had said that whoever brought him the most splendid horse ever seen, would have his daughter’s hand in marriage.” La Pinter stole the giant’s horse. The horse pleased the king greatly, “but he had no desire to give his daughter to a hunchback.” He demanded that the violin, the bull, and then the moon be brought to him and finally the giant himself, whom the young prince tricked into entering a carriage. And when he arrived in Spain, the king’s daughter was there “to look at him.” La Pinter pushed her into the carriage and drove off. “He could never have had her otherwise!” the tale concludes. “This way, he had her.”

          We have to acknowledge that common moral sensibilities are often flouted in these tales. While the giant with the blackbird gladly grants Eugene the loan of his valuable things and offers his collaboration, it is through the pure and simple elimination of the witch that La Ramée, who had already murdered his colonel, was able to keep the magic candle, and other heroes have achieved their ends through ruses.

          The ethical value of these procedures is of little weight because their purpose, if we choose to translate them into the language of operative alchemy, is to take possession of an agent that is inaccessible through the approaches that common reason deems legal. Here this agent is hidden beneath the names of the beings and objects that are stolen, each one of which exemplifies one of this agent’s qualities.

          The mule, the horse, and the marvelous boots*38 are vehicles that carry the hero from one place to another, like the “vessel” in an alchemical context transports matter from one state to another. And while the mule is a less noble mount than the horse, its evocation, on the other hand, is interesting on two levels. One of its parents is a donkey, and it carries a name close to that of the millstone,†8 which the children of Hermes have used as an image of their “philosophical solvent.” The giant’s blackbird brings to mind John’s blackbird, used to designate their matter in the state of putrefaction, while staff and candle are names they give to their secret fire, which is clad in a cloak of invisibility and physically covered by a “hat” that leads to wherever one wishes to go. And wouldn’t the violin whose sound carries for such far distances be a most appropriate instrument for the exercise of this fabled “art of music.”

        

        
          
            The Impossible Tasks
          

          The “little light” glimpsed in the night by the individual chasing the Green Bird came from an ogre’s house, whose door the boy imprudently decided to knock on. He was welcomed by a young maiden, who politely introduced him to her father, a great fan of Christian flesh. “Father, it is a young man, a handsome young man, who is skilled at all trades.” “That’s good,” replied the ogre. The next day, the young man was charged with the task of untangling thread on pain of being eaten at noon if he was unable to do it successfully. The next day, he was commanded to put the feathers from birds of every color into order. Each time, the young maiden came just before noon to complete the task using her magic wand. On the third day, the ogre did not ask him to perform any task. “It is because he plans to eat you,” the young maiden told him, and they fled away together.

          John, the young gambler in The White Cat, did not sleep in the bed the devil had urged him to take. “You are not dead?” his astonished host greeted him that morning. “No,” said John. “Now,” replied the devil, “you shall go cut down my forest. Here is a cardboard axe, a wooden saw, and a rubber billhook. The wood must be cut, split into cords, and placed in the king’s courtyard by evening.” Sorrowfully going to the depths of the wood to perform this impossible task, John saw the “green feather arrive around midday,” bringing him his meal. She waved her wand: “Here is the wood cut, split into cords, and carried into the king’s courtyard.” The next day, the devil commanded the young man to build a castle before the fall of night. At the same time as before, the green feather brought a meal to the young man, whom she found lying on the ground.

          “What’s wrong?” she asked him. “What has my father ordered you to do?” “He has commanded that I build facing his house a finely carved castle with a beautiful spire in the middle.” “Very well,” she replied, “I am going to change into a white cat. You shall kill me and boil me in water. You shall then take apart my bones, taking good notice of where they go, because you will have to put them back later. You will find a fine spire in my body that you will place on the ridge of the castle roof.”

          Once these instructions had been followed to the letter and the bones restored to their rightful place except for “one in the little finger,” the green feather regained her body and waved her wand as required for the castle to be built according to the devil’s wishes. The devil, disconcerted by John’s success, blindfolded him and said, “Here is the green feather, the yellow feather, and the black feather. If you pick the one that changed into the white cat, you shall have her hand in marriage.”

          Equipped with the magic wand an angel had given him, Benedict went to the house of the devil, to whom his father had carelessly promised him. He was immediately asked to cut wood in a large forest, to be made into charcoal and large logs.

          One wave of the wand over an unearthed root “and the entire forest lay on the ground;” another wave over a piece of lit charcoal “and the whole wood was turned into charcoal.” Benedict then asked the devil, furious at the sight of his destroyed forest, to give him back his father’s signature and let him depart. Instead, he was given the order to drain a pond dry where there was mud and to leave it intact where there were fish. With the help of his wand, he did the exact opposite and repeated his request to the devil, who, appalled at the sight of his dying fish, ordered him to go cook the bread. “Benedict heated the oven, then began kneading. While he kneaded the bread, five or six imps started capering around him. ‘Benedict, make me an oil cake—Benedict, make me a lard cake—Benedict, here are some eggs to make a waffle.’ ‘You are all irritating me,’ said Benedict. He grabbed five of them and tossed them into the oven. The sixth, who was the smallest, escaped and went to tell his father how Benedict had treated his brothers.”

          Discouraged, the devil gave back the deadly signature to Benedict as well as his freedom.

          In the castle where the stag transformed into a man had been brought, the hero of The Two Kings’ Children had to spend three nights in a row with the king’s daughters: first with the eldest, then the middle one, and finally the youngest. Each night, a large stone statue of Saint Christopher answered the king’s nightly calls in his stead. But on the third morning the young man was given the order to cut down a large forest between sunrise and sunset. To accomplish this task, he was given a glass axe, a glass wedge, and a glass mallet. They, of course, broke as soon as he tried to use them.

          The young man was sinking into despair when he saw the king’s youngest daughter come at noon with his meal. She had him lie down alongside her with his head on her knees. “‘I will gently comb your hair,’ she said, ‘and that will make you feel better.’ He quickly fell asleep and when she saw that, she took out her handkerchief, made a knot in it, and in the knot she stuck a button. She then struck the ground with it three times saying: ‘Workers, come forth!’” In three hours the work was finished.

          The next day he was charged with the task of cleaning out a pond with a glass shovel “until it be as smooth and shiny as a mirror, and filled with all kinds of fish.” Things transpired exactly as they had the previous day, as they also did on the third day, when the young man, armed with a glass axe and a glass brace, had to clear a large mountain and build at its peak a castle “as splendid as man’s imagination could conceive,” entirely furnished and decorated. Here, too, he stretched out with his head on the young maiden’s knees and fell asleep “under her sweet caresses.” Again the work was perfectly completed in three hours’ time. But as the king still refused to give his consent to their marriage, the two young people decided to run away.

          The old queen in The Six Servants imposed three trials on her daughter’s suitors. They had to bring back a ring that she had dropped in the Red Sea, eat three hundred cattle while drinking three hundred casks of wine, and, to finish, hold the young maiden embraced in their arms for an entire night without letting go or falling asleep.

          As the daughter was of dazzling beauty, there were many who sought to win her, but none had succeeded “to carry out the old queen’s demands. After their failure, they could expect no mercy, and they all ended up on their knees before the executioner, who cut off their heads.”

          The last of these bold individuals was a prince. Having set off in search of adventure, he had met in succession on his route a man who was phenomenally fat, another who could hear every noise in the world, a third who stood taller than a mountain, a fourth whose gaze was so piercing that it caused all he looked on to burst into pieces, a fifth who shivered when it was hot and perspired when it was cold, and finally a sixth who was able to see “into all the mountains and valleys, fields and forests of the world, no matter where.”

          The first trial was passed thanks to the far-seeing man, who located the ring, the fat man, who drank up the water of the sea, and the tall man, who only had to stoop a little to pick it up and place it in the prince’s hand. He then passed the second trial with the help of only the fat man. The third trial seemed to be quite a pleasant gallant sport, but the prince smelled a ruse and out of caution, once he had the girl in his arms, he asked the tall man to roll himself in a circle around them while the fat man guarded the door. “There they both sat, and the maiden never spoke a word, but the moon shone through the window upon her face and the prince could contemplate her admirable beauty at his leisure.” Between eleven and midnight, all were put to sleep by a spell, and when they awoke, the young maiden was no longer there. They all began lamenting this turn of events when the man with the exceptional hearing heard the princess lamenting her fate on a remote rock. And the tall man brought her back, after the man with the piercing gaze, whom he carried there on his back, had caused the rock to burst open. When midnight came and the queen beheld her defeat, she was unable to hold back her anger. “Shame on you,” she whispered into her daughter’s ear, “for having to obey a commoner and not being able to choose a husband to your liking.”

          The princess, whose pride was stung by these words, declared that she would require one final test. Someone would have to consent to sitting on a pyre that had been set aflame. This was the task of the shivering man, who emerged from the fire numb with cold.

          It was thanks to the discreet interventions of the “bizarre little man in his iron-gray clothes” that he had met on his path that Stupid Hans, while bringing to the king a basket of apples intended to heal the princess, “who was always ill” and whom no remedy had managed to cure, was able to achieve the first tasks imposed on him by the king. Despite his promise, this faithless sovereign had not wanted to give Hans his daughter’s hand, even after she had joyfully left her bed. He had demanded the young man build a boat “that sailed more quickly over dry land than in water” and then watch over one hundred hares from sunrise to evening, allowing none to escape. He finally sent him on the impossible mission of plucking a feather from the tail of the griffon.

          The little gray man had given the apples in the basket the virtues of a sovereign medicine, and he had given the boat the ability to fly over the land “as quick as the wind” when Hans “got into it and began rowing in the direction of the king’s palace.” He had given Hans a magic whistle that allowed the young man to call together the hundred hares who had scattered into the countryside into a well-ordered flock. But it was to the wife of the griffon that Hans owed the success of his final undertaking. During his journey, he was asked by the owner of a castle, who had given him lodging, to ask the griffon, who knew everything, where the key to his money chest was. The second chatelaine who gave him welcome asked him to ask why her daughter was ill. Next Hans came to a large river, where he “found a giant who took people across,” who wanted to know why he was always “forced to carry them over the water.” The griffon was away. Hans was welcomed by his wife, who immediately gave him a warning. “My good friend,” she told him, “no Christian can ever speak to the griffon; he devours them all.” But she hid him under their bed while giving him this piece of advice: “In the night, once he is asleep, reach out your arm and pull a feather from his tail. As for the questions you want answered, I will ask him those myself.”

          Thanks to his cunning and audacity, the hero in The Drummer finally reached the top of the crystal mountain, where he sought to free the princess whose tiny dress he had found one day on the shore of a lake. There he saw “an old stone in front of which was a fishpond and behind which was a black forest.” An old woman “with leathery skin and red eyes” lived in this house. She granted him the “entrance, food, and board” he requested, on condition that he perform three tasks. The first consisted of emptying the fishpond with a thimble, then placing all the fish alongside, arranged by size and kind, before nightfall. The second was to cut down all the trees of the forest, split them into logs, and arrange them in nice piles, again all before nightfall, equipped with an ax of lead and tin wedges and mallet. The last task was to pile all this wood up into a single pyre to be burned. Valiant as he was, the Drummer quickly grasped that he could never complete such tasks. On the first day around noon, he was sitting and moping over his lot when he saw a young maiden coming from the house with his meal. He told her the cause of his distress. “Put your head in my lap and sleep,” she told him. “When you awake, your task will be finished.” She then turned a magic ring on her finger and said a spell, thanks to which all the work was performed in an instant.

          The same thing happened the next day at the same time for cutting down the forest, and again on the third day for building the pyre and setting it aflame. But while the flames were roaring high in the sky, the witch ordered the young man to retrieve for her a log from the fire that did not want to burn. Entering the flames without experiencing the slightest discomfort, he pulled the log out intact, which, dropped on the ground, turned out to be the beautiful maiden who had helped him so well in his labors. This time she was richly appareled; the old crone tried to run off with her, but the Drummer prevented her. He then cast the witch into the flames, where she was quickly swallowed up. “The princess then turned to look at the young drummer and saw that the hero, who had not hesitated to risk his life to free her, was an attractive young man.”

          Not a single task among those imposed in these tales is within the powers of an ordinary mortal. The ridiculous tools provided to the hero are described there to reinforce this obvious fact. Intervention by an agent of a magical nature is necessary for the tasks’ execution. This agent can be a wand, a ring, a button in a handkerchief, or a person whose name or abilities underscore their affiliation to a world governed by different laws than those of our everyday physics.

          These tasks have precise and varied objectives, but they are recurring for the most part. They involve a separation (untangling a ball of thread, arranging bird feathers by color, emptying a pool or fishpond of water) or making the occult manifest (cutting down a forest, retrieving a ring from the bottom of the sea), or else gathering together what has been scattered (the hundred rabbits of Stupid Hans scattered about the countryside) or building a castle. But it is also a matter of fixing the volatile (the daughter of the old queen), freezing it, in other words, causing it to coagulate with the help of fire.

          Often, the “daughter of the house” is the true organizer of these miracles, when, for example, she brings the hero his afternoon meal. The majority of tales also supply one highly interesting detail: the beautiful maiden completes her task when the hero is asleep in her lap.

          Isn’t this a pretty image of the state of consciousness experienced by the subject, whether he is a neophyte Freemason during the trials at whose end he aspires “to receive the light” or the laborer in quest of the philosophical mercury? Noon, the hour when the sun is at its highest in the sky, symbolizes the full awakening of consciousness. This is a singular kind of awakening that in the tales takes place in sleep and in the lap of the maiden.*39

          It would be hard not to compare these circumstances with those in which, in some of their riddles, the adepts tell the story of a dream during which the secret of the magister, which they have been seeking in their full, waking state for many long years, was revealed. This is the theme of the dream experienced by the alchemist and author Cyliani, when, weighed down by his failures, he sat down in the middle of the day at the foot of an old oak. “The heat was strong that day, I fell asleep and had the following dream that I will never forget. I thought I could hear the tree at whose foot I sat cracking, which made me turn my head.†9 I then spied a nymph, the very model of beauty, emerging from the tree; her garments were so light they looked transparent.”15 This apparition, who introduced herself to the author as “the astral spirit,” provided him with the means of opening the lock of the temple containing the magister’s secret.

          We can indulge, no doubt, the idea that the young maidens who play a similar role in the tales are in the same family as this “astral spirit,” on whom other texts bestow the name of “universal spirit” or “soul of the world.” She is the invisible agent, present everywhere, who gives life to the beings of the three kingdoms. This breath of life does not address the human intellect or the chemical body of the metals: it can only enter men through the intelligence of the heart, and it can only enter metals through what alchemists call their “spirit.” While Cyliani’s nymph emerges from a “large oak,” which is an image of the raw prime matter whose roots plunge deep into the earth and whose top raises toward the light of the heavens, the female fairies leave the house of their father, perhaps an ogre, tyrannical king, or the devil himself, as so many reflections in the imaginal realm of this matter and its equivocal power.

          Among the castles that a maiden’s lover is obliged to build within an impossible span of time, one of the most noteworthy is the one that the devil demands to be “finely carved . . . with a beautiful spire in the middle.” It is in the body of the White Cat, a transformation of the green feather, that John, after boiling the body of this charming feline and detaching its bones, finds this spire that he places on the summit of the building once “with the wave of a wand, the castle has been constructed.”

          The cat, white as the moon, is an image of philosophical mercury, in whose body resides the fire depicted here by the “spire” intended for the top of the castle, which nothing forbids us from identifying with “the shut palace of the king” whose “open entrance” forms the subject of Philalethes’ book.16 In The Two Kings’ Children, the “high mountain” on which the castle should be built lets us see that the nature of this kind of edifice is as much spiritual as it is material.

        

        
          
            Riddles
          

          In The Riddle, the “king’s son” immediately noticed the beauty of the young maiden he met in the vast forest at the hour when “night was falling.” This is why he followed her, accompanied by his servant, to the house of a witch, where, warned by the maiden, he accepted neither food nor drink. They spent the night there, but the next morning the servant’s horse was touched by a drop of wine that the old crone had offered the lord to drink before he left. “One for the road,” she said. The animal fell down “stone cold dead.” Immediately a starving raven flew down to feed on the carcass. “Who knows if we shall find anything better to eat today,” the king’s son then said to his servant, who killed the bird and stashed it in his bagpipe.

          “All day they wandered in the vast forest but were unable to find a way out. At the approach of night, however, they found an inn and went inside. The servant gave his raven to the innkeeper to cook and to make a broth from it for their supper.” This inn was the den of a dozen brigands, who came in and robbed the travelers. Imitating the witch accompanying them, the bandits and their accomplice, the innkeeper, all tasted the mouth-watering soup. Hardly had they swallowed a mouthful “when they fell over stone dead because the flesh of the raven was permeated with the poison that had killed the horse.”

          The prince set off again with his servant. After a long journey, they reached “a city where dwelled a very beautiful but extremely haughty princess who had proclaimed publicly that she would wed the one who posed a riddle she could not solve. But if she guessed the answer, his head would be cut off.” Nine suitors had already perished miserably in this way. But the prince could not resist this maiden’s beauty and went to ask her this one question: “One slew none and yet slew twelve?”

          Dismayed, after thinking about it for a long time and looking in all her books, she decided to send her maid to hide in the prince’s room “to surprise him while he was dreaming,” thereby hoping to steal the answer when he talked in his sleep. “But the brave and clever servant of the prince took his master’s place in bed, and when he saw the maid enter, he pulled off the cloak under which she was hiding, and chased her out with a switch.” The same thing took place the next night. But on the third night, it was the princess herself who came, and the prince was in the bed, fully awake while pretending to be asleep. When she asked him the questions, he simply answered them honesty. “Knowing the answer to the riddle, she sought to steal away without making a sound, but with a quick grab he snatched off her mist-colored cloak, and she had to leave it behind in his hands.”

          In most cases though, the trial does not consist of proposing an insoluble riddle but rather finding the solution to one.

          In the short tale The Princess and the Three Brothers, the youngest of three brothers, the Simpleton, was buffeted with punches by his elders each time he picked up a piece of trash along their route: the bottom of a bottle, a dead bird, and an ox’s horn. Yet it was from these pieces of trash that the Simpleton was able to give the princess the replies she was looking for in the course of this bizarre dialogue:

          “Good day, princess.”

          “Good day, sir.”

          “It is quite hot today, princess!”

          “Not as hot as it is at the top of my castle!”

          “Great!” said the Simpleton, “I will go cook my bird there.”

          “What will you put it in?”

          “I will put it in this bottle bottom.”

          “But what will you put the sauce in?”

          “I will put it in this horn.”

          “Well answered,” said the princess.

          In The Devil and His Grandmother, “three army deserters are hiding in a wheat field when a fire dragon flying through the air lands next to them and asks them what they are doing. Informed of their bad situation, he proposes they can enter his service for seven years, during which time they can live the high life. After which, it will be up to them to come up with the answer to a riddle he will give them when the time comes. The three famished soldiers accept and sign their names in a large book. They then receive a small whip, with which they will have as much gold as they could want.” During the seven years that followed, they offered themselves “every pleasure and deprived themselves of nothing.” But when the end of the contract approached, “two of them began trembling in fear and terror, while the third took it quite casually and tried to comfort his companions.”

          All three were sadly sitting in an isolated spot when an old woman who passed by asked them the reason for their distress. She then gave them this advice: “If you want someone to help you, one of you must go deep in the forest to a fallen boulder that looks like a small house. That person should then enter and there he will find help.” The two who were most distressed remained where they were without moving, but their companion took off at once and eventually found the ruin “in which he saw an old woman sitting down, so old that she seemed older than the stones. This was the devil’s grandmother.” She hid him in a cavern sealed by a large stone, from where he could overhear everything that was said. “Toward midnight, the fire dragon arrived through the sky and asked for something to eat while entering the small cottage.” Once he was well sated, he revealed the answers to the riddle to his grandmother in what he thought was full secrecy. “There is a dead she-monkey in the North Sea that I will cook for their supper; they will have silver spoons made from a whale’s rib, and their drinking glass will be made from an old hollow horseshoe.” From his hiding place, the soldier did not miss a single word.

          In The Sea Hare, the suitor, who was risking his own head in this adventure, had to find a place to hide where the princess could never find him. The first time, she found him in a raven’s egg by looking through the eleventh window of her keep. The second time, through the twelfth window, she spied him in the belly of a fish on the bottom of a lake. But the third time, he hid in the bun of her hair in the form of a sea hare that he had bought that very day from the fox, who was disguised as an animal exhibitor. And she could not find him. In rage she slammed the window shut, which shook the castle down to its very foundations. “As she was turning around, she suddenly felt the sea hare in her bun, pulled it out, and cast it to the ground while screaming, ‘Get out! May I never see you again! Go away! Get out of here!’” She never learned where the prince was hiding.

          Whether the riddle is proposed by the desired maiden or, conversely, the asking of the question is imposed on her suitor, the suitor is always the one who must find either the response or question to give. In the first case, he must answer an insoluble question, in the second he must formulate a question that is impossible to answer. The solutions are not to be found in the domain of common logic, and here, too, the intervention of an agent outside this domain is necessary.

          This mysterious agent is depicted in The Riddle by the series witch-poison-horse-raven-bandits. In The Princess and the Three Brothers, it is by the worthless objects that the Simpleton picks up along his route. In The Devil and His Grandmother, this agent is the extremely old woman herself, who lives in a “fallen boulder.” In The Sea Hare, it is by the raven that allows the prince to enter its egg, by the fish that hides him in its belly, but especially by the fox, who gives him the appearance of a small monkey by plunging him into a certain spring, after the fox had changed himself into an animal exhibitor. “Next to you,” the prince told him at the end of his ordeals, “the raven and the fish are perfect idiots, and it is you who knows the good tricks, that is the truth!”

          The irrational nature of this agent is well emphasized by the discoveries that the Simpleton (the simpleminded and the madman) made on his route—pieces of refuse that form the key to the interview between the princess and the three brothers. We know that the term madman means “mercury” in alchemy as well as referring to the alchemist himself. We know that the good authors in this discipline advise the beginning practitioner to not throw away, when starting his labors, what might seem naught but worthless trash found on his path. This is where the key is precisely hidden. Only a simpleton, someone of “simple mind,” could be compelled to collect such refuse, and the obvious absurdity of the dialogue places the closing scene of this tale beyond the reach of common logic.

          It is also beyond the reach of common logic and many centuries before the surrealists invented this expression we find an example of what they called “objective chance,” according to the definition offered by André Breton: “Chance would be the form adopted by the exterior necessity that carves its path in the human unconscious.”*4017 In other words, it is the encounter between the trajectory of the outside object and the interior progression of the subject. In The Princess and the Three Brothers, the riddle is solved by this encounter, and the encounter is guided by the intuition of the madman.

          However, the garbage collected by the Simpleton is not just any garbage. In the context of an alchemical interpretation, the dead bird, thereby incapable of flight, is the equivalent of “the bird without wings” that Dom Pernety defines as the “sulfur of the wise.” The “bottom of a bottle” brings to mind the glass into which this sulfur must be introduced to be cooked in the “castle” of the princess, who in this context resembles the athanor. The “ox’s horn,” evoking the bucrania of Doric metopes, depicts in this case the “dead head,” the putrefaction, which is simply and purely the “sauce” inside of which this cooking must take place.

          The riddle also causes the intervention of chance. It is by accident that the poison that the witch intended for the prince is transmitted to the horse, then from the horse to the raven, and from the raven to the broth, before finally slaying the twelve bandits as well as the innkeeper and the witch; thus it was the witch who personally provides the hero, whose ruin she sought, the means to escape the tragic fate customarily reserved for the suitors of the princess. This is when a new element appears: the “mistcolored cloak” beneath which the haughty princess conceals herself.

          Every morning walker is familiar with the mist-colored cloak beneath which extends some unknowable world, a white domain that he enters with no borders or landmarks, a tangible nothing that envelops him and that he breathes. He touches an absence there from which presences emerge—shades that turn into trees, a murmur into a river. It is within a similar flow from a transitional time and space in which the princess finds herself, invisible beneath her cloak of fog.

          This is the key to the riddle: when she was unveiled, the volatile-invisible cloak was held fast by the prince while the fixed-visible princess took flight. Fac volatile fixum. The chemical wedding was prepared in a similar way when the witch’s beverage poisoned the body of the horse.

          The “fallen boulder that looks like a small house,” where the devil and his grandmother live in the depths of the forest, has great resemblance with the raw stone of the Freemasons. The old fire dragon lives there, and this reptilian brain—only concerned with the individual’s vital necessities on which the edifice of intelligence has been built—ceaselessly proposes riddles to human beings without resolution. The turn taken today by what was called progress is a tragic illustration of this. Only the beast’s grandmother is in a position to wrest the answers from her rapacious child.

          When in his black solitude the Freemason postulant is visiting “the interior of the earth,” it is to go seek such answers in the “fallen boulder,” from the elder ancestor of the animal who lives there: the Great Mother whom Masonic tradition calls the Widow.

          But the terms of the riddle of the story merit a short visit, as absurdity appears to be the rule there. A she-monkey has scant reason to go drown in the North Sea, the manufacture of silver spoons in whale ribs is physically quite improbable, and a horseshoe, even an old hollow one, would be difficult to carve into a drinking vessel. The allusion to the horse in the devil’s answers to his grandmother gives us good reason to hear in them a cabalistic language.

          The whale belongs to the cetacean order, just like the dolphin,*41 and in the diplomatic language of the alchemists, dauphin designates the “matrix” of the “hermetic sun,” to which some texts give the name of sabot.*42 “This,” writes Fulcanelli, “is the secret prototype of the popular bather of the cake of the kings, the charm (kymanos), paronym of (kyanos, ‘bluish-black’), the sabot or wooden shoe (bembex). It is also the cocoon (bombykion) and its worm, whose Greek name (bombex), is so similar to that of the sabot, which has for root (bombos) precisely expressing the sound of a spinning top.”18 The silver spoons bring to mind the container, the “quicksilver” or “mercury,” the female that gives birth to this “little king.”

          The dragon said, “There is a dead she-monkey in the North Sea.” What could this animal from the tropical jungles be doing in these glacial waters? The devil’s secret sheds light on a confrontation between the North and South that can be found in another image, from the very first sentence of A Parable or Philosophical Enigma, which was added as an appendix to the work of Le Cosmopolite (Nouvelle lumière chymique). “Once while sailing from the Arctic Pole to the Antarctic Pole, I was cast ashore by the will of God on the coast of a vast sea.”19 Alphabetically speaking, the Antarctic is what comes in front of the Arctic, like its reflection in a mirror. From this perspective, sailing from the Arctic to the Antarctic Pole is to achieve the crossing of a large ocean that is the “mirror of nature.” At the end of this crossing comes the merger between the object and its image, between the real and the imaginary, between the objective and the subjective. The operator sees his own reflection in the material of his Work, with which he now becomes one.

          Creator, “the monkey of creation, according to the genuine expression of several masters,”20 must suffer the fate of the small world he has created, that of the “dead she-monkey in the North Sea.”

          And it is clearly into a monkey and then into a sea hare that the prince was transformed for his own salvation, the prince who was in love with the aloof guardian of the high chamber pierced by a dozen magic windows “that looked out over all the sectors of the heavens.” A fine image of the center of the world is symbolized in Freemasonry by the center of the temple, which simultaneously represents the spiritual heart of every human being, the sacred domain, access to which is the mission of initiation.

          What meaning can we give to the strange requirement of the merciless princess and her tragic game of hide-and-go-seek? It is a question of the player leaving a space where he is visible for one where he is not. To avoid losing his life and to win the proud beauty, the suitor must travel from the visible to the invisible world, from the dense to the subtle. Every Freemason knows that area of the temple where he was never allowed to set foot except in a very specific, unique circumstance during which, in order to become a master, he must travel into this subtle world, “from the square to the compass,” according to the ritual expression.

          The amorous prince hides three times, and it is only on the third attempt that he succeeds in making himself invisible, hidden in the bun of his mistress. His first hiding place was a raven’s egg; the second was the belly of a fish that had swallowed him. Both of these are evocative of a dissolution into death with an eye to rebirth.

          The third hiding place shows at which level this rebirth takes place. The German language has two nouns for naming the bun, das Genick and der Nacken, each of which designates the nape of the neck and the back of the head, precisely where women arrange their hair in this fashion. Placed here, the sea hare runs no risk of being seen by the princess, who is examining the world in front of her, in every direction, through her twelve windows. She thus had no chance of seeing through the thirteenth window directed behind her head, which is to say toward the depths, which are opposite to where she is looking—outward.

          In Freemasonry, in order to move “from the square to the compass,” the journeyman must descend then rescale the vertical plane of this abyss.

          In several tales we see the fox supply the hero with decisive assistance. The Sea Hare puts the hero in contact with the back of the head of the princess, which should prompt all readers of Basil Valentine to make some comparison to Eugène Canseliet’s observation about the Greek name for a cock or rooster in his commentary on the battle that Valentine depicted in the background of the third figure of The Twelve Keys of Philosophy (see  here).

          “It is you who knows the good tricks!” the prince tells the fox. How can we avoid drawing a parallel between this assertion and Canseliet’s to the student of science in the chapter he devotes to “eagles or sublimations.” “Thus, in this second work, the trick is necessary; it is necessary to know the secret procedure, the trinc as Rabelais called it, in other words the slangy trick.”21

        

        
          
            Beings and Things to Uncover
          

          “These children are good for nothing; send them packing.” In The Bird of Truth, the king’s mother had sought to rid herself of two young servants since the day they arrived at the castle. Yet she did not recognize that they were her own grandchildren, the brother and sister she had ordered cast into the sea before telling their father that his wife had given birth to a dog and cat. As no one wanted to listen to her, she invented other ruses to get rid of them. “The little boy boasted of going in search of the dancing water,” she told the king, knowing full well that this was an impossible mission. The young boy vainly denied making such a boast; he was given the order to leave at once and to come back with this water by noon the next day, or be burned alive if he failed. But on his path, he met an old fairy who asked him where he was going and gave him, in return for the fifty sous he had found in his possession upon awaking, as he did every morning, the instructions he needed. “You shall go into a green wood, you will find water that dances and water that doesn’t. You will put the dancing water in a flask and leave as quick as you can.”

          His mission accomplished, he returned to the castle, and the dancing water was placed in a cupboard. But the next day, he was sent out to find “the rose that sang.” On his path, the fairy told him he could find this rose “in a beautiful garden,” and the rose was brought back to the king. “The rose doesn’t sing,” said the old queen. “We shall see later,” the king responded. It was then that the young sister was sent out in search of “the bird of truth.” To the fairy she met on her route she gave the morning star that she found every morning on her chest. In exchange she received these clues: “At midnight you shall go into a green wood where you shall find many birds. All will say, ‘It’s me!’ Only one will say, ‘It is not me!’ That is the one you shall take and you should leave as quick as you can, else you shall turn into a pillar of salt.” But the young scatterbrain did the opposite and was changed into a pillar of salt.

          The tale The Beauty with the Golden Hair shares more than one point in common with The Bird of Truth. While he was not tossed into the sea in a pretty box like the two newborns, the hero was given away by his father as payment for his baptism, not to the devil as is often the case, but to the Good Lord, his godfather, who, under the appearance of a mule entirely devoted to serving the boy, had carried him on its back ever since he reached the age of seven. While traveling, the child saw a beautiful feather on the ground, “Hey, mule, hey mule,’ he said, ‘let me pick up that feather.’ ‘No,’ said his godfather. ‘If you pick it up, it will cause you great harm.’” This advice to be cautious was useless; the child picked up the beautiful feather he coveted. It soon helped him earn the friendship of a king when he waved it over his “ugly stables” and “ugly horses,” which suddenly turned beautiful. But this friendship earned the boy the envy of the palace servants, who sought his ruin by telling the king that he had boasted he could find the bird who owned this feather. He then found himself obliged to seek out this bird, on pain of being hanged.

          “Hey, mule, hey mule,” the boy lamented. “This feather will cause you great harm,” his godfather told him. “I clearly told you not to pick it up.” However, he brought his godson into the countryside and revealed the bird, hidden in a furrow between two fields. Brought to the palace, the bird was found dead three days later, and the child was summoned to the king to restore it to life. The same dialogue occurred with his mule godfather, on whose orders the boy cut off the mule’s head to find there the water he made the bird drink, which immediately brought it back to life. His godfather’s head was put back in its rightful place as if nothing had happened. But the king’s servants now claimed that they overheard the boy bragging that “he would seek out the Beauty with the Golden Hair who lived on the other side of the sea.”

          “Hey, mule, hey mule. . . .” The godfather and his godson crossed the sea in possession of a drum whose sound drew the Beauty with the Golden Hair to them. They then set off to return with her to the king. But “once they were at sea, the young maiden tossed her ring and key into the waves.”

          “Once the king saw the Beauty with the Golden Hair, he wished to wed her.” But the Beauty said she would only agree on condition that her father and mother were present at the wedding. This was a new reason to send the young lad across the sea, where his mule then brought him to a village. Once there, they began beating the drum, and they soon saw the mother and father coming toward them, whom they immediately brought back to their daughter.

          But then the Beauty wanted her ring and key, otherwise she refused to get married. Here again, the boy had to mount the back of his mule, who brought him to the edge of the sea, where the first fisherman they met gave him a fish that had actually swallowed the ring and key. All seemed ready for the marriage so longed for by the king when the Beauty made one final demand: the young boy must first be hanged.

          Hardly had he tasted the flesh of The White Snake when the king’s servant perfectly understood the language of the beasts and animals. This allowed him, while traveling “to see the world,” to learn of the difficult predicament in which three fish found themselves, and he helped them get out of the reeds in which they had gotten trapped. It also permitted him to learn of the danger threatening the king of the ants, whose subjects he barely avoided crushing, and of the three hungry ravens, to whom he gave his horse as food. Each of these animals promised to show proof of its gratitude, and all kept their promise. Henceforth, lacking a mount “after a long, long walk,” the traveler reached a village where the king’s daughter was hunting for a husband. But in order to win her hand, the suitor had to bring back from the bottom of the sea a gold ring that the king had tossed there, and many suitors had already lost their lives in the attempt. But when the young man sought to attempt this trial, the three fish appeared, and the middle fish placed a shell at the young man’s feet, inside of which he found the ring. But her fiancé’s social rank did not please the haughty princess. She demanded that he collect before sunrise the contents of ten sacks of millet that she had personally spread over the garden grass. The ants quickly accomplished this task.

          “But her proud heart refused to concede,” and she next demanded he bring her an apple from the Tree of Life. Of course, “the young man had no idea where to find the Tree of Life.” After crossing three kingdoms in search of it, while passing through a forest he lay down to sleep beneath a tree when “a gold apple fell into his hand,” thrown there by the three ravens, who had “flown over the seas to the ends of the world where grew the Tree of Life.”

          The small cottage, into which the young man “born with a caul” entered in The Devil and the Three Gold Hairs, was in truth a den of brigands who killed travelers. They quickly spotted him asleep on a bench. But when they found the sinister message he was unwittingly carrying to the queen, they were moved by it and replaced it with another far different one in which the king commanded that the young man wed the princess without delay. Once the queen saw the contents of this note, she hastened to execute what she believed were her husband’s wishes. The young couple was quite happy with this. Much unhappier was the monarch when he returned to find that the opposite of what he had commanded had been carried out. “This will not take place like this!” he yelled. “He who wishes to have my daughter must go into hell and bring me back three gold hairs plucked from the devil’s head.” Trusting his lucky star, the young man set off. In the first city he crossed through, he had to promise the sentinel to tell him when he returned why the wine no longer flowed in the market fountain. In the second, why the tree that formerly produced golden apples no longer even bore leaves. He then had to learn for the ferryman who helped him to cross the river why no one ever came to relieve him of his labor. “Once he reached the other side of the water, he found the gate to hell. Inside everything was dark and smoky, and the devil was not at home. The only one there was his grandmother, sitting in a large, comfortable armchair.” The old woman did not “seem like such a bad type.” She listened to his requests, took pity on him, and gave him the size and appearance of an ant, which she then hid in her dress. The devil soon returned home. After a good meal, he “felt weary and lay down with his head in the old woman’s lap, telling her to pick the lice from his hair.” And he slept. She then plucked out three of his hairs, one at a time. Each time, he started, and each time she took advantage of his brief waking to extract the answers the young man needed for his return journey. In the morning, restored to his human form, the young man crossed back over the river in the boat and then jumped ashore, telling the ferryman that all he needed to do was put the oar in the hand of his next passenger to be freed of his task. He revealed to the sentinel of the second city that a field mouse was gnawing the root of the tree with the golden fruits, and to that of the first city, that a toad was plugging up the wine fountain. And he brought the three gold hairs of the devil back to the king.

          The Golden Bird had drawn the prince pursuing it far, far away. This prince was the youngest son of a king, from whom the bird had gotten into the vile habit of stealing a golden apple every night. After his two older brothers had failed one after the other to stop the bird, the young prince had set up watch in the palace garden, and midnight was striking when he managed to graze the bird with an arrow. A feather fell at his feet. The feather was shown to the council members, who deemed its value higher than the entire kingdom. “If this feather is valuable,” the king concluded, “one feather is of no use; I must have the whole bird.” The king’s eldest son was the first to set off in search of the bird. He met a fox, shot at it, and missed. He next came to a town that had two inns, one fine and the other wretched. He entered the fine inn and remained there feasting. The second prince behaved the exact same way. As time passed and his two brothers did not return, the youngest son left in turn, but he did not shoot at the fox, who invited him to sit on its tail. “He had barely settled in when the fox took off, crossing over any and all obstacles with such speed that the wind whistled through his hair.” Reaching the town where his two brothers were making merry, the boy spent a quiet night in the miserable inn. He then met up again with his four-legged companion in the morning, who told him how to obtain the Golden Bird. He had to go straight to a castle guarded by a battalion of slumbering soldiers and go right past them until he reached the room where the bird was perched inside an old wooden cage. A splendid golden cage sat right next to it, but the fox warned him against putting the bird inside of it. Alas, this is precisely what the young lackwit attempted. Once he opened the door to the old cage so he could put the bird in the golden one, the bird let out such a screech that it aroused the entire castle. The thief was condemned to death the next day by a tribunal, but the king gave him one chance to save himself. If he could come back with a certain golden horse that “runs faster than the wind,” his life would be spared, and he could even keep the golden bird. “You see what happens when you don’t listen to me?” said the fox. “But take courage, I will take care of you and tell you how you can find the golden horse. You must again go straight to the castle where the horse is in a stable in front of which the ostlers are sleeping. You must make sure to place the old wood and leather saddle on the horse and not the golden saddle next to it.” The young man did the opposite, causing the horse to whinny, which woke up the grooms. He was again condemned to death, “but the king promised to spare his life and give him the horse, if he brought back the beautiful princess from the golden palace.” The fox again reproached the prince but also gave him new counsel. “Your path will take you straight to the golden castle,” he told him, “but approach it in the evening because at night, when all is calm and still, the beautiful princess goes to the bathing house. Once she enters, go up to her and give her a kiss. She will follow your lead and you can leave with her, but it is most important that she does not go to say goodbye to her parents.” Things proceeded as the fox had promised, and as the prince was a handsome lad, the princess did not require much convincing. But before following her abductor, she did not wish to leave home without kissing her mother and father goodbye. Her father woke up, along with the entire castle, and the young man, tossed into prison, was threatened with death if he did not flatten in eight days a mountain in front of the king’s window that blocked his view. After a week of futile labor the prince had lost all hope when he saw his friend the fox arrive the final evening. The fox told him to sleep and he would take care of the matter. The next day, when he awoke, there was no more mountain. “You now have the best of the best,” the fox said when the young folk departed together, “but the possession of the beautiful princess of the golden castle, depends for you, on the possession of the golden horse.” “How am I to obtain one without losing the other?” asked the young man.

          It was a “little gray-haired man” discovered in the bottom-most depth of a castle who in The Queen Bee indicated to the Witling and his two brothers the tasks to perform for removing the enchantment on this old dwelling. Before the sunset and on penalty of being transformed into stones, they had to find the thousand pearls of the princess beneath the moss of a forest, find the key to her chamber at the bottom of a lake, then pick among the three sleeping daughters of the king the youngest and prettiest. “They absolutely looked alike, and the sole difference between them was the kind of sweet that they had eaten before going to sleep.” The two older brothers failed the first test and were changed into stones, but the Witling succeeded, helped in succession by the king of the ants, whose kingdom he had spared, by the two ducks he had prevented his brothers from killing, and finally by the queen of the bees, whom he had saved from fire.

          “Go hence, and he who brings me back the finest carpet shall be king after my death,” an aging king told his three sons. He had then blown on the three feathers, and each son had to follow the direction of his chosen feather. The Simpleton saw his feather float to his feet next to a trapdoor, beneath which he found a staircase that went down into the earth. At the bottom of the staircase he found a door and knocked on it. “Quick, go see who is outside!” came a voice from inside. “The door opened and he saw a fat frog surrounded by a large crowd of tiny frogs hopping about. The huge frog asked him what he wanted. ‘I would really like the finest and most beautiful carpet,’ he said. The huge frog called a tree frog over to him and said:

          
            ‘Mademoiselle Tree Frog

Little green frogling

Daughter of the froggy race

Hop now frogling

And bring me my large box.’”
          

          The fat frog pulled from the box “a carpet that was so wondrously fine that its like could never be woven in the world above. He thanked the frog and climbed back to the surface.” As his two brothers had only come back with the coarse cloth they had taken from a shepherd girl, the king decided that his kingdom should go to his youngest son. But swayed by the protests of his other two sons, the king made another demand. This time he declared that the winner of the contest would be the one who brought him back “the most beautiful ring.” The Simpleton again saw his feather land next to the trapdoor. Underground, a gold ring was drawn from the large box that had earlier provided the carpet, and the frog handed to him a ring “sparkling with precious stones.” He brought it back to the king, to whom his brothers had brought old nails. Again he was named heir, but the two brothers insisted that a third condition be made: the kingdom would go to the one who brought back the most beautiful bride. The Simpleton “went straight back to the fat frog,” who invited him to take a seat in a hollow carrot that was harnessed to six mice, next to a small tree frog who at that very moment transformed into a “wondrously beautiful maiden.” At the same time the carrot changed into a coach and the six little mice into magnificent horses. The Simpleton kissed the maiden, whipped the horses, and sped back to the king.

          In The Water of Life, the king’s two eldest sons had behaved quite badly to the dwarf they had met on their way when seeking the water to save their father. This is why they did not return from their quest; the little man had cast a spell on them, one after the other, and had their horses take them into a gorge that was so narrow they became stuck and were unable to move forward or backward. The youngest son, on the contrary, was quite polite to the dwarf, who gave him an iron wand and two small loaves of bread. He had only to knock at the castle gate with the wand for it to open on the third knock, and the two loaves made the castle’s two lion guardians as gentle as large cats. In a vast hall, he saw princes paralyzed by enchantment. He took a ring from them as well as a sword and a loaf of bread. “Farther on, he came to the chamber of a beautiful young maiden who greeted him with a kiss in her joy at seeing him, and told him that he had set her free.” She promised him her hand and her kingdom in the following year. She then told him where the fountain with the water of life was. After sleeping several hours in a “superb, freshly made bed,” he went to fill a goblet with the magical water, then left as with all speed, but not without leaving a piece of his heel stuck in the door frame as the iron door slammed shut at the stroke of noon. “But he was outside and quite elated to have obtained the water of life. He resumed his journey homeward and ran across the little dwarf who told him, ‘There are great and good deeds that you can perform with those two things: the sword will allow you to defeat many armies, and this bread will never run out.’ But the prince also persuaded the dwarf to release his brothers, despite his warning: ‘They have evil in their hearts,’ the little man told him.”

          The Two Travelers features a tailor and a cobbler who met while on their apprenticeship journey and decided to share the road. They were crossing through a large forest when, after several days, the tailor ran out of food. The cobbler agreed to give him a few crumbs of his provisions on the condition that he gouges out one eye, then the other. Soon abandoned to his fate, the blind man found himself at dawn beneath a gallows on which “two poor sinners were hanging each with a crow perched on his head.” The hanged men began speaking and revealed that the dew that had fallen on them from on high during the night had the power to restore sight to a blind man, if he knew to wash his eyes with it. The tailor hastened to try this therapy and immediately recovered his sight. Resuming his journey, he caught a red foal that he thought to take for his mount, but he allowed the animal to go free after it begged courteously for its freedom. Next he spared the lives of a stork and a duckling that he would have gladly roasted. He discovered a hive in the hollow of an old tree, but dared not attempt to get its tempting honey. He soon reached a fine town, where he decided to settle down and was soon named court tailor by the king—on the very same day his former traveling companion was appointed court cobbler. Fearing he would be recognized and denounced by his former victim, this false-hearted cheat told the king that the tailor boasted he could find “the gold crown that was lost in olden times,” then that he was able to “carve an exact reproduction of the palace in wax,” and finally that he could dig a well in the courtyard “whose water would gush out to a man’s height and be clear as crystal.” After each of the king’s demands, the tailor decided to flee, but on each occasion he was rescued: first by the ducklings’ mother, who with her twelve children retrieved the crown from the bottom of the pond in which they paddled, then by the bees of the hollow tree, who constructed the reproduction of the castle “without one nail or tile missing,” and finally, by the foal, who had become “a fine fiery stallion” and took him on its back three times around the tower of the castle courtyard “with the speed of lightning,” then came to a sudden stop. “At that same instant a loud noise like thunder was heard, followed by a formidable cracking sound, then a piece of earth in the middle of the courtyard went flying into the air over the castle like a cannonball, directly followed by a clear jet of water that rose as high as a man on horseback before falling back toward the ground. It was as clear as crystal and sparkled magnificently in the sun.” The king was quite pleased, and as he had three daughters of uncommon beauty but no male heir to the throne, he offered the tailor one of the princesses in marriage, on condition that he “have a son brought to him through the air.” The tailor was sorely tempted by this proposition but more terrified by the undertaking imposed on him. “This fruit is on a very high branch, that will likely break when I try to pluck it,” he told himself, “and I will likely break my bones.” Without delay he fled the castle, but he had hardly left the town when he met a stork.

          The names of the characters in Ferdinand the Faithful and Ferdinand the Unfaithful, more traveling companions, describe the characters of these two figures and the roles they will play in their story. Ferdinand the Faithful had a beggar for a godfather, to whom the midwife had given a key so he could entrust the child’s father with it as a baptism present. When he turned fourteen, the lad found a handsome castle on the moor whose door he opened with that key. Inside the castle, he found only a young, white horse, on whose back he rode off on his journey. On the road, he found a goose quill, “carved for writing,” which he picked up, then a fish that was suffocating on dry land, from whom he received a reed pipe when he put it back in the river. After this, he met the “young fellow” whose name was “almost the same” as his. Together they went into an inn where “there was a very pretty serving lass” who, in love with Ferdinand the Faithful, soon found him a post as an outrider for the king’s court. Not wishing to incur Ferdinand the Unfaithful’s ill will, she found him employment at the court as a servant. But His Majesty was pining for a princess who lived in a most inaccessible place, and Ferdinand the Unfaithful advised him to send Ferdinand the Faithful in search of her. The unfortunate lad was bemoaning his impossible task when his horse, who talked perfectly, comforted him and gave him instructions for preparing for his voyage. He set sail with two ships, one filled with meat and the other with bread. To calm the giants they encountered on this journey he gave them meat, and to the voracious birds he gave them bread. He found the princess and brought her still sleeping aboard one of the ships. He then returned her to the king’s castle, where she declared she could not live without “her writings,” which she had left behind at home. Still following the advice of Ferdinand the Unfaithful, the king sent Ferdinand the Faithful to go fetch them. The second voyage transpired like the first, and the writings were found, thanks to the white horse’s clues, “on a table in the princess’s sleeping chamber.” But during their return voyage, something odd occurred: Ferdinand the Faithful dropped the feather, which fell into the water. “His horse had to admit that he could do nothing for him in this instance.” At the sound of the reed pipe the young man began playing, a fish leaped out of the water with the feather in its mouth. The writings were returned to the princess, who, during the time of this long voyage, had wed the king. “But the queen did not love the king at all because he had no nose. She would much rather have had Ferdinand the Faithful, instead, as her husband.”

          We can easily imagine the shock felt by the enchantress’s third son in The Crystal Ball, when, having reached the Castle of the Golden Sun in a single bound, he found himself before the princess that twenty-three young men had already died trying to win. The tale then says, “Her face was ashen gray and wrinkled; she had bleary eyes and red hair!” “Are you the princess whose beauty has earned the whole world’s praise?” he asked her. But when he looked at her in the mirror she placed in his hand, he saw “the prettiest maiden in the entire world, and the most moving as well, for he also saw the tears of grief rolling down her cheeks.” To free her from this calamitous situation, he had to win “the crystal ball,” then hold it before the enchanter responsible for this sad metamorphosis in order to destroy his power. At the foot of the mountain on which this castle stood, there was a wild bull by a spring that he would have to fight and kill so that a fiery bird would fly out of it; in this bird’s body was a burning egg, whose yolk was indeed this crystal ball. “But the bird,” the princess told him, “will not let go of the egg unless you force it to, and if ever the egg happens to fall on the ground, not only will it burn everything around it, it will also consume itself and the crystal ball, and you will have taken all this trouble for nothing.” The young man fought and slew the wild bull, but the firebird was chased off by an eagle. It fled to the sea, where it dropped its egg on a fisherman’s hut, which was immediately set aflame. Fortunately the flames were extinguished by the enormous waves caused by the movements of a whale. The reader may recall that the eagle and the whale were the hero’s elder brothers, whose mother had changed them into these animals. “Once the fire was out, the young man searched for the egg, which he was lucky enough to find. It had not had enough time to burn up and melt, but its shell had cracked open from being suddenly cooled off, so he had no trouble whatsoever pulling the still perfectly intact crystal ball from its center.”

        

      

      
        FOUR ESSENTIAL FACTORS OF FATE

        In each of these tales, the hero’s fate is linked to four essential factors: the party responsible for his departure on a quest, the assistants that allow him to reach this place, the object of the quest, and the place where this object is found.

        
          
            The Party Responsible for the Departure
          

          In the majority of cases, it is a king who sends the “young man” to find adventure, often his own father when the hero is a prince, or else a slanderer or some shadowy figure: an old queen mother, a jealous servant, or an evil companion met while traveling. But it can also happen that it is the princess who imposes the departure on the individual who desires to win her, or a certain gray man who also tells him what route to follow.

          The figure of the king obviously designates a principle of supreme authority. Psychology might see this as the superego on the level of social relations or the id on a spiritual level. In Masonic tradition, it is the “master;” in the material process of the art of Hermes, it is “the sun” or “the king” of the Great Work. The princess is the true object of the quest, and union with her its purpose, and the gray man reappears often in the tales.

          Hidden in the bottommost chambers in The Queen Bee, this strange figure also inhabits the forest cottage whose tiny light shines in the depths of the night. Discovered in the muck at the bottom of a bog in the Grimm Brothers’ The Iron Man, he is the guardian of the spring of gold. This gray man is the “servant of the candle” in the Lorraine story also called The Iron Man, in which the soldier La Ramée finds him sitting atop a bronze anvil in the seventh chamber of a castle. In The Griffon, he provides Stupid Hans the means to complete his labors, first by giving the apples in his basket healing powers and to his earthly vessel the power to move “as quick as the wind,” then by giving him a whistle whose sound calls his herd of hares together. This lackluster figure bears a great resemblance, by its color and character, to the rustic Parisian effigy that until the middle of the eighteenth century stood on the western edge of the square in front of Notre Dame, a figure that can be seen today only in several old engravings. Amédée de Ponthieu gave a description of it in his book on the legends of old Paris.

          A sacred monolith, which time had rendered shapeless. The ancients called it Phobigenus, the son of Apollo. Later the people called it Maître Pierre, meaning master stone, stone of power. It was also called Messire Legris (Mr. Gray), since gray signified fire and particularly feu grisou (fire damp) and feu follet (will o’ the wisp).22

        

        
          
            The Assistants
          

          Whoever has read any alchemy treatises can easily recognize behind the color and comportment of the “little gray man” or “iron man” hidden in a mire, the ever-veiled figure of the essential agent that the practitioners designate as their universal solvent and describe as an igneous water “that does not dampen the hands” or an aqueous fire “that does not burn.”

          Before finding this small master of ceremonies “in the last chamber” of the castle, the operator must open, through reiterations of the same technique, a door comparable to the one in The Queen Bee, behind which this strange fellow is to be found. This door is also thrice “sealed by three locks.”

          But what to say about the surprising symbol of the “little window in the middle of this door that makes it possible to see into this final room from the other side”? Not to mention the “unique, original faculty” whose eidetic image explains it, a trace of which can be found in “the primitive and the child” mentioned by André Breton, the rediscovery of which surrealist activity has always attempted, working “so that the distinction of subjective and objective loses its necessity and value.”23

          For their part, the Freemasons surely recognize the “three knocks” they must strike for the door of the temple to open to them, beyond which this same silent man, during an evening they can never forget, guides them and assists them through their trials.

          It is worth noting that in the majority of tales the hero receives the help of animals or people during his quest, without which the quest would have failed before it even began. The hero receives this assistance because of the considerate way he treats the helpers, whether he acts generously toward an old fairy, polite to a dwarf, or magnanimous toward humble animals. The good moral conscience of the listeners has some stake in this, but the true value of these details can be found elsewhere.

          During a ceremony of the 18th degree of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry, this dialogue takes place between two officers of the lodge:

          “Who has received you?”

          “The most humble of all.”

          “Why the most humble?”

          “Because he was the most enlightened and for he knew that all inspiration comes from on high.”

          The “most humble of all” in the Masonic temple is the man who guards the door. In the apprentice lodge, the “elder whose role is now confined to keeping any profane away from this sacred enclosure.” He exhibits the characteristics of the fallen god, the old Saturn who in the art of Hermes personifies material that appears sordid and despicable, but inside of which the educated artists can discover the source of their igneous fire.

          Appearing just as humble and undeserving of interest to the eyes of the vulgar are a decrepit old crone, a dwarf, or modest ducks, fish, bees, ants, or ravens, without whose intervention, however, the quest would be doomed to failure. The old fairy shows the routes toward the unknown “green wood” where water dances and toward the “beautiful garden” where the rose sings, and reveals the hour when the “bird of truth” can be captured. The dwarf provides the iron wand that opens the gate of the shut castle; the ducks, fish, ants, and ravens travel across the thresholds of invisible worlds from where they bring back the objects sought by the persons for whom they are, in truth, the doubles and faithful servants.

          Among such helpful animals, the raven enjoys a particular renown. We have encountered this bird frequently. We find it in the tale that bears its name, in which a young princess has assumed its appearance because of a thoughtless oath; in The Sea Hare, where it hides a love-struck prince inside its egg; in The Seven Ravens, where seven brothers flee in its form. It appears in The Riddle, where, although dead, it slays a dozen bandits, an innkeeper, and a witch. In The Two Travelers, a crow is perched on the head of each of the two hanged men who are covered in the dew that will restore sight to the tailor. In The White Snake, three ravens bring an apple from over the sea, from the “ends of the world where grew the Tree of Life.”

          The omnipresence of the raven cannot help but attract the attention of the readers of alchemy treatises. We know because of the color of its plumage that it symbolizes the “death” and “putrefaction” of the compound in the bestiary of this corpus. And the tale The White Snake emphasizes that it is precisely in this “area across the sea,” in that land “at the edge of the world” where every form vanishes into the night, in this time where there is no more time that the “Tree of Life” grows.

          In a context in which Word and Tree of Life can be taken as synonymous, the ritual of the 18th degree of Scottish Freemasonry teaches the same thing when the “knights of east and west” tell the story of the adventure they just experienced. They had traveled the world over, in vain, seeking the Word. Lost in the darkness, stumbling in weariness and discouragement, they found themselves on the brink of death. It is then that from their very depths they heard rising a voice that “whispered” to them, before “fading away,” the four letters of the acronym I.N.R.I.

          It is a quite a unique mule, this godfather-Good Lord who in The Beauty with the Golden Hair carries his godson on his back! This Good Lord seems different from the one worshiped by the Christians. Couldn’t we suspect an older presence behind this odd figure, like the remote recollection of a forgotten deity, but of the same nature as the one the Greeks called Dionysius, who actually had his own connection to the donkey, the father of the mule, and who was known in antiquity as the “good god”? This godfather-mule carries his seven-year-old godson on his back in the same way that the “wind,” according to The Emerald Tablet, carried the child of Hercules in its belly, and the tale specifically shows us that the water that resuscitates the bird is found in “its head.”

          But the mount that most often brings its knowledge and assistance is obviously the horse.

          Ferdinand the Faithful’s horse is white, and like many of his peers in these stories, this horse gives its rider—in perfectly clear and correct language—the instructions he needs to fulfill his quest successfully. It is not negligible that this horse is “young,” nor is it that Ferdinand the Faithful is fourteen years old. Both the rider and his steed are at the age of puberty, meaning at the full ascent of the vital forces. In the Tarot of Marseille, the number XIV is precisely the number of Temperance, the Major Arcanum, which Paul Marteau tells us symbolized “the great reservoir of possibilities through the eternal play of the energies of matter.”24

          On this card, an angel, whose brow is adorned by a red flower with five petals and who is clad in a robe that is part red and part blue, is pouring white water from a blue pitcher that he is holding in front of the red side of his robe, into a red pitcher held in front of the blue side. From the spiritual world contained in corporeal matter, the flow pours into the material world of the body that bathes in the spirit; similarly, in the mineral Work, the energy of the terrestrial sky pours into the heart of the celestial Earth.

          It is a similar energy that Ferdinand the Faithful bears and that enables him to triumph over the trials he is forced to undergo by Ferdinand the Unfaithful, who everyone who has heard the story has realized is the reversed reflection of his travel companion. The existence of this valuable personal enemy, necessary for all developmental processes, is revealed in some Masonic lodges during the initiation ceremony of the 1st degree. Once the neophyte has passed through the trials, the blindfold over his eyes is removed, and he is asked if he can see in the light of the temple the presence of an enemy among those in attendance. When he has acknowledged that he sees none, he is asked to turn around because, he is told, “You do not always find your enemies in front of you. Those who are most to be feared are behind you.” Making this movement, he sees the reflection of his own face in a mirror.*43

          Can a more powerful conception of juvenile potency be imagined than the gushing of this “clear jet of water” in The Two Travelers, impelled by the deep forces of the earth to blossom into drops of light in the castle courtyard, following the circular race of the tailor on the foal that has become a “fine fiery stallion”? Here the obvious erotic allusion accompanies a variation of the birth of the Hippocrene spring under the hoof of Pegasus, in which the alchemists saw a reflection of their first operation, the production of a certain “fountain” they called their “universal solvent” and regarded as the “sperm” of metals.

          In the last part of Ferdinand the Faithful and Ferdinand the Unfaithful, it is a strange confidence the horse makes to his rider when returning to the princess “her writings that remained back there in the castle.” He “confessed” that he could do nothing for Ferdinand without the “goose feather carved for writing,” which had been collected at the beginning of their common adventures and accidentally dropped in the water on their return voyage. Without the feather, in fact, there is no writing, and the power of the horse depends on this writing. We should understand its role in the light of these words of Artéphius, speaking of alchemy: “Is not this art also cabalistic?”25

          The association of the horse and the feather puts us on the scent of cabalistic writing. And while in oral language, the Cabalah causes the sound related to one mental image to leap into another image, in the practice of the art of Hermes, this “leap” is most concretely the transfer from one corporeal state to another that the art imposes on matter, dissolving it into the flow of the indeterminate. This is done so that it can reemerge in the light of a new form that was just inscribed there by the spirit, as depicted in the tale by a goose feather. We can see why, without the “feather,” the “horse” can do nothing for its rider.

          We can also easily see how welcome was the fish that came out of the water at the sound of the reed pipe, holding “in its mouth the goose feather to give back to Ferdinand the Faithful.” It swam in a vast sea that the rider was crossing, one similar to the one that Le Cosmopolite considered when, in his A Parable or Philosophical Enigma, wondering about the presence of a “small fish called Echeneis” while he sailed “from the Arctic Pole to the Antarctic Pole.”26 To be sure that Ferdinand the Faithful’s small fish and that of Le Cosmopolite are of the same nature, it is enough for every “child of science” to recall that while the Echeneis is famed for “absorbing the secret fire, the igneous energy of the Salamander,”27 the little fish in the story carries in its mouth the “carved feather” that the horse needs to “bring the writings back to the castle.” And what is rare in this sport at the water’s edge, the fishing here is performed by the art of music.

          No catechism book has ever voiced the suspicion that the devil had a grandmother. Even less known is the fact that when he returned home after a day of vile tricks, this weary rascal was accustomed, as recounted in The Devil and the Three Gold Hairs, to laying his head in his grandmother’s lap to nap while she picked the lice from his hair. So just who could this quite elderly individual be, seated “in a large, comfortable armchair” in her grandson’s house, whose entrance is located on “the other side of the water”?

          Throughout the Middle Ages, the church strove to cover over the personalities of the ancient pantheon beneath the figure of the devil, thereby making him their descendant when it was unable to clothe these former gods in saints’ robes. Wouldn’t it be possible to deduce from this, using sound genealogical logic, that the respectable elder could be a secular image that remained in the half-light of memories, the Mother Goddess, who came before the male depictions of the god on the old continent, where she was also called the Queen of the Dead?28

          The image of this deity covers with its massive presence the second Major Arcanum of the Tarot of Marseille: the Papesse. She is a woman with heavy features bearing the stamp of age. Seated, she is wearing thick garments and crowned by a tiara; a veil, pulled down to her chest, uncovers her face, whose intense gaze fixes on some faraway object to her left and reveals the ambiguity of her nature through the kindness of one of her eyes and the harshness of the other. A book is sitting on her lap. As in the tale, it is open like the devil’s head, which holds the answers to all the riddles and which his grandmother is delousing. On the lap of this extremely old woman, like on that of the Papesse of the Tarot, we have legitimate reason to recognize the Great Book of Nature. And there is no operator in the art of Hermes who cannot make the connection between the book, the devil’s head, and certain despised material designated by the least “envious” authors as the “Moor’s head,” the “death’s head,” le caput mortuum.

          
            “Mademoiselle Tree Frog

Little green frogling

Daughter of the froggy race

Hop now frogling.”
          

          The sounds and rhythms of this couplet, spoken by the “fat frog surrounded by a large crowd of tiny frogs hopping about” in the tale The Three Feathers, evokes the continuous mutation of his quaking domain. And it is “Mademoiselle Tree Frog,” who is designated this way with no further detail, who fetches the “large box” for the Simpleton, from which the objects of his quest are drawn, before she transforms into the wondrously fair maiden he finds at his side in the carrot that changes into a coach once she climbs aboard.

          The frog was long a very common and despised animal, which was sometimes considered repugnant because of its frequent misidentification as the toad, whose “ugliness” was proverbial. These circumstances, but especially the metamorphic development of this animal, its swampy domain, and its amphibious nature, shed light on the context in which the Great Frog, in India, served to designate the support of the universe and the dark matter that it is considered to symbolize.29

          Whether the figure of the story’s “fat frog” came from India or somewhere else, the image is the same: it represents the same undifferentiated and “dark matter.” For alchemists, this is the prime matter that forms the base for all their Works; it is also what forms the support—both spiritual and material—of the universe, which is in perpetual transformation.

          By all evidence, nothing but the frog could hold the “large box” that holds all the wonders of this world, which are offered to the Simpleton in the ground beneath his feet, in other words, in his earth,*44 the same one that the acronym V.I.T.R.I.O.L. keenly advises the neophyte to visit.

          The fox, meanwhile, plays an important supporting role in several circumstances. In The Golden Bird, he shows the prince the right path, which he strays from every time by not heeding the animal’s prudent counsels.

          In these transgressions we can see the sign of a perfectionist nature in the prince. But the swaps of the cages and saddles take on the appearance of “hocus-pocus tricks.” These “tricks” have the effect of waking up the people in the castle and, as a consequence, bring about the judgment of the “thief,” his condemnation, his departure for new phases of his quest, and, as a final result, benefits of a completely different quality.

          Whoever has tried to transfer a bird from one cage to another knows it is scarcely possible to succeed without a certain manual dexterity, without a “knack” or “hand-turn” that it is necessary to acquire if one does not wish to see the bird get away.

          Here is an example taken from another domain than ordinary birding that makes the point.

          In the practice of alchemy, the first container that holds the embryo of the bird of Hermes is common mercury; the one in which the prince of the story finds the golden bird is a rustic wooden cage. Who would think that the artist should show a minor trick of the hand needed in the median phase of the Great Work to obtain from this “natural vase” the second or philosophical mercury, like the trick that the prince needed to transfer the bird to the golden cage? Philosophical mercury and golden cage are—in both the Work and in the story—both the true matrix, the vase worthy of the bird and the  starting point for the great adventure in which death will be overcome.

          The Golden Bird is not the only tale in which foxy cunning is associated with the “knack” necessary, if transposed to the practice of alchemy, for the success of the operation known as sublimation. “It is you who knows the good tricks, that is the truth!” the hero of The Sea Hare told the fox who had hidden him in the bun of the princess in the guise of a tiny monkey.

          It is a good idea to stop here for a moment to consider the term sublimation. The Latin sublimis, “suspended in air,” “elevated,” then “sublime” in the figurative sense, is formed from the Indo-European root ub, which carries the idea of something elevated. Sublimation was first and foremost an alchemical term, before being used in standard physics to designate the direct passage from a solid to a gaseous state, then much later in psychology to define the mental process during which, according to the fairly exact definition offered by the 2000 edition of Le Petit Larousse illusté, “the energy of a sexual or aggressive impulse is displaced into more socially acceptable purposes,” just like the bird of the tale is transferred from a crude wooden cage to a valuable golden one.

          In practical alchemy, sublimation is an “artifice” during which the artist must know how to “spiritualize the body,” say the authors, by “corporifying the spirit.” Whether in physics, psychology, or the median operation of the Great Work, sublimation can be depicted schematically as the passage from the contents of a first vessel, considered to be “thick” or “coarse” in nature, to a second made of a subtle material of greater value.*45

          Despite his reproaches to the prince, who regularly took the opposite course to the fox’s prudent counsel, it is hardly likely that this intelligent animal had not foreseen in some way how his advice would be taken. This is all the more the likely scenario as a dramatic event near the end of the story shows us that he was none other than the princess’s brother, transformed by enchantment.

          In his ritual march, the apprentice Freemason heads directly toward the east, which is the objective. But the journeyman takes a slight step to the right, in the direction of noon, in other words, the sun, to which the golden cage and saddle chosen by the prince successively in the story correspond. For the Mason, as for the prince, the result of this detour is an elevation in degrees of knowledge, with all the dangers of various natures that this includes.

        

        
          
            The Object of the Quest
          

          When the hero has found the woman he seeks, he sometimes has to go in hunt of objects that belonged to her: the ring and key in The Beauty with the Golden Hair, the gold ring of the princess in The White Snake, her “thousand pearls” and the key to her chamber in The Queen Bee, and “her writings” in Ferdinand the Faithful and Ferdinand the Unfaithful.

          The object of the quest also can be water endowed with remarkable properties, whether it “dances,” heals the sick, or suddenly gushes out of the ground, “clear as crystal” in the castle courtyard.

          It can also be a bird endowed with rare qualities, like the one whose feather transforms the royal stables in The Beauty with the Golden Hair, or like the bird of truth who makes remarks that none expect of him: “It is not me!” claims this truthful bird.

          In these tales, one can leave in search of a golden horse, a singing rose,*46 an apple from the Tree of Life, “the gold crown that was lost in olden times,” “the finest carpet,” a goose feather, a crystal ball, and even three gold hairs from the devil.

          The common feature to all these objects is that they are inaccessible: in a world that is impossibly remote or impenetrable, in a place that is impossible to find, or under a guard that forbids all approach. The case of “the prettiest of the king’s three daughters” in The Queen Bee is fairly singular, because it is a question of acknowledgment.

          However, the true goal of the quest, whether the hero knows it or not, is the princess. And the sought-after objects—water, bird, horse, key, rose, apple, jewel, crystal ball—can represent the beauty’s attributes or the stages necessary to approach her, and often both at the same time.

          The practice of alchemy is the preeminent practical application of such a quest. The philosopher’s stone, daughter of the king and queen of the Great Work, is commonly symbolized by a rose.*47 The adepts call it the true apple of the Tree of Life and describe it as a body with a crystal-like texture.

          The philosopher’s stone’s manufacture goes through a stage of putrefaction for which the lost crown in a pond gives a gripping image, as does the disappearance into the sea of the ring and the key,†10 cast there by the Beauty with the Golden Hair, or even the loss of another key “fallen into a lake,” which in The Queen Bee opens the door of the chamber.

          It is certain that none can win the beauty if he has not caught the bird in its golden cage and ridden the gold horse, in other words, the “solar Cabalah.” This good rider must also know how to collect the dancing water in a “green wood,” a fairly strange thing to the eyes of common reason. The rider must know that the bird of truth identifies itself by saying the opposite and understand the no-less-paradoxical concept of a certain “igneous water” (also called “aqueous fire”) whose acquisition is necessary, according to the children of Hermes, to whomever wishes to achieve his Work.

          In The Water of Life, the sole remedy of healing the “ill king” is that very water, which flows from a fountain in the middle of a fortress whose heavy door only opens when knocked on three times by an iron wand. In The Two Travelers, water gushes forth from the center of the castle courtyard once the young “tailor” has circled the tower three times on his “fiery stallion.”

          The godson of the Good Lord must actually cut off the head of his mule-godfather to collect this water, the only thing capable of resuscitating “the bird of the feather.” What beginner in the practice of the art would not be able to distinguish behind this singular action the image of the initial separation?

          The “three feathers” and the “finest carpet” taken from the “large box” of the frog, the birds crossing through the tales, the feather that transfigures the stables and horses—each of these objects or beings brings to mind in its own way the subtlety and volatility of the material of the Work. And by the fact that it is “carved for writing,” the “goose feather” affirms the spiritual nature of the writing that this material should receive. This is depicted by Nicolas Flamel in the form of an inkwell on the “First Figure” of His Exposition of the Hieroglyphicall Figures which he caused to bee painted upon an Arch in St. Innocents Church-yard, in Paris: “This Vessel of earth, in this form, is called by the Philosophers, their triple Vessel, for within it there is in the middest a stage or a floor, and upon that a dish or a platter full of lukewarm ashes within which is set the Philosophical Egg, that is, a vial of glass full of confections of Art (as of the feumme of the red sea, and the fat of the mercurial wind), which thou see painted in form of a Penner and Inkehorn.”30 This is what gives us reason to ruminate on the true nature of the “writings” that Ferdinand the Faithful went to look for “on a table in the princess’s sleeping chamber.”

          In his Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique, Pernety provides a laconic definition of what some authors meant by the word hair: “Hair. It is the philosophical rebis.”*48

          Eugène Canseliet offered a formal justification in his study of a beam on the ceiling of the Château du Plessis-Bourré that depicts “the black and pregnant siren.” “Obviously the woman embodies mercury, which, itself, in its rank of first principle, corresponds to the spirit. Long hairs are the radiant image coming from it.”31

          The “gold hairs of the devil” could therefore have some connection with the rebis, the double thing, the philosophical androgyne formed by the union of the male and female at the end of the second Work. All the more so in the tale where their possession by the king shapes the conclusion of his marriage. The nature of the information taken from the Evil One by his grandmother when she plucked out the three hairs provides the hero what he needs to know for the three stages of his return and would take on particular importance.

          The first stage of this information concerns the wine of the “market fountain,” which is easily translated into mercurial fountain. The second stage has to do with the “golden apples” only found in the garden of the Hesperides. The third stage has a connection with the duty of the ferryman, which brings to mind Charon and Saturn behind him.

        

        
          
            The Place Where the Object Is Found
          

          To go to unknown lands in search of objects or people requires many journeys, all more or less long and perilous, over land or sea. Often, the maritime journey formed an ordeal in itself.

          Eugene, the unlucky “godson of the king of England,” fell under the domination of Adolph, who had stolen his identity and name. Adolph then caused him much trouble, but Eugene enjoyed a respite of some time after his persecutor, Adolph, persuaded the king to send Eugene in search of his lost daughter, the princess for whom emissaries had been vainly searching “by land and by sea” for “eleven years.”

          On the advice of the old woman he met on his route, the brave young man went to return some objects that he had been forced to borrow from a giant. The giant, in return, gave him instructions for building a “vessel three hundred fathoms long, and of equal width, and five hundred fathoms tall; in this vessel, there should be a weaver’s loom, all without iron or steel.”

          The ship was quickly built. The good Eugene, under the name of Adolph, set sail on a long and perilous course after bringing aboard three hundred round loaves of bread, three hundred pounds of meat, three hundred sacks of millet, three hundred pounds of flax, and three hundred virgin maidens. “Adolph was at the rudder; beneath the bridge, the three hundred girls spun and the giant wove.”

          At sea they crossed mountains that were increasingly larger and blacker, and before each one the vessel stopped. First they stopped at the kingdom of the fish, who gave the sailors passage after they gave the fish some bread. In return the fish gave them a fishbone. Next was the kingdom of the ants, who gave them free passage and the gift of a paw in return for some millet. Then the kingdom of the rats gave them a whisker as thanks for a little bread. They then went by the kingdom of the ravens, who gave them a feather in exchange for the cargo of meat, and finally the kingdom of the giants, who gave them a hair from a beard in payment for the round breads that were thrown to them.

          “Now,” said the giant of the ship after the final leg of the voyage, “The first country we shall see is that of the queen with the silver feet. Go straight to the castle; the door is guarded by the princess, the King of England’s daughter, who has been changed into a lioness that shoots fire from her eyes, nose, and mouth. There are thirty-six rooms in the castle. Go first into the chamber on the left, then into the one on the right, and so on.”

          The lioness licked the young man’s hands in welcome at the castle entrance, but in the last room he found the queen with the silver feet, who, after receiving the gift of the three hundred pounds of flax spun by the three hundred virgin maidens, commanded him to flatten a large mountain and replace it, in forty-eight hours, with a garden full of fruits and flowers. With the help of the gifts received on the voyage, appeal was made to the giants, who flattened the mountain “in four or five turns of the hand,” to the rats and ants, who prepared the ground, and to the ravens, who planted flowers and fruit trees. “And all was finished before the time set by the queen,” who despite all this, was still not satisfied. “I need the water that restores life and the water that takes it away,” she grumbled.

          A drunken raven led the young man into an underground chamber where two waters were flowing: at one end was the one that resuscitates, at the other the one that causes death. On his return, carrying two full flagons, Eugene asked the queen to restore the princess to her true form with the water that resuscitates. Then he cast the water that causes death into the face of the queen. The effect was as immediate as it was irreversible.

          A similar journey was taken by another young man in the tale called Trusty John.

          “Why won’t you ever open that one for me?” asked the young king, who wished to visit the room that his father, before dying, had made his servant swear to never let him enter. “It is because there is something inside that will scare you,” answered the servant, Trusty John. But the king would not be satisfied with that answer. “I have seen the entire castle,” he said, “I also want to see what’s in there.”

          The faithful servant was fully obliged to bow to his prince’s will, and what he feared would happen, happened. As soon as he crossed through the door, the young monarch saw the portrait of the daughter of the king of the Golden Dome, “and his eyes had no sooner caressed the dazzling image of the beautiful princess when he fell into a swoon, and his entire body lay stretched out on the ground, for she was truly superb and gleaming with gold and precious stones.” Once he recovered his wits, he was madly in love and ceaselessly besieged his Trusty John to come up with a strategy to win the princess for him. But “the thing was far from easy.”

          As the young maiden was reputedly passionate about gold objects, he advised his sovereign to take one ton out of the five tons of gold in the royal treasury and to have sculpted from it statues of all kinds of animals. They would then both dress as merchants.

          These masterpieces of the goldsmith’s art were loaded aboard a ship. They “then set sail and did not halt their long voyage until they reached the land where the daughter of the king of the Golden Dome lived.” Once they were moored at the pier, Trusty John went alone to the palace with several fine pieces of gold art that the princess wished to buy at once. But on the pretext of wanting her to see all his master’s treasures, he brought her to the ship, which weighed anchor as soon as she was aboard. Completely occupied in looking at the wondrous objects, she did not become aware of her dramatic situation until they reached the open sea. “Oh!” she cried, full of fear, “I have been betrayed! This is a kidnapping and I am in the hands of a merchant! I would rather die!” But she was quickly reassured when her abductor revealed his true identity, and she gladly consented to become the wife of this king, whom she also found to be a very handsome young man.

          They were still on their homeward journey and Trusty John was playing music on the prow when three ravens flew above him, talking among themselves. The first said that as soon as the travelers landed, a chestnut horse, champing at the bit, would carry off the king into the sky, unless someone slew the horse without delay, but that whoever told the king this would be petrified from the feet to the knees. The second then said that the king would be offered a wedding shirt woven from silver and gold, which would burn him “down to the marrow” once he put it on, unless someone tossed this shirt into the fire, but that whoever alerted the king about this would be petrified immediately from the knees to the heart. The third said that after that, during the ball following the wedding, the princess of the Golden Dome would grow pale, fall, and die unless someone picked her back up immediately and sucked up “three drops of blood from her right breast, which he should then spit out without delay,” but that whoever betrayed this secret would become “petrified from head to toe.”

          Trusty John decided to rescue his master. He slew the horse, burned the shirt, and sucked up and spit out the three drops of blood from the bride’s breast. The king had accepted John’s first two interventions without understanding the reason for them, but he was moved to wrath on the third and condemned his faithful servant to be hanged. To escape his fate, John was forced to tell the king the full story, and when the last word left his lips he turned into stone from his feet to his head.

          During a time when the pale neon glow of streetlamps had not yet invaded everything down to the most humble hamlet, it was enough to raise one’s eyes on a clear night to see the most luxurious golden domes. For the men of past centuries, the analogy between the dome of the tale and the heavenly dome with its myriads of stars was self-evident. Thus, the paternal kingdom of the beautiful princess who loved surrounding herself with gold objects and furnishings bore a strong resemblance to the night sky.

          In the story, it is when the door to the secret chamber in his castle is opened that the young king—upon seeing the marvelous and until-then unknown image—no longer has any other desire than to join with the daughter of heaven he saw there, as in a mirror.

          The word humanity takes on its full meaning in the human being who has borne, huddled in the night, the image of his star, whose emergence on the level of consciousness forms the starting point for all true initiation. This star is set on the path toward the real object that this image reflects.

          It is precisely this object that the new journeyman at the 2nd degree of Freemasonry is supposed to see at the east of the temple. “I have seen the flaming star,” he may say then, and it is toward that star that he must henceforth direct his steps, both in his Work and in the ritual steps he carries out.

          But in operative alchemy, the beautiful radiant figure, carved in the material at the end of the first phase of the Works, is only the image of the surreal being whose conquest the lover of science is invited to undertake. Trusty John was quite wise to advise the king to wait in his vessel with the gold jewels of his kingdom, for the princess already possessed so many in her own. As the sages say, “Like attracts like.”

          Would there have been a marriage if the loyal servant had not been playing music during the return voyage on the prow of the ship? For it is clearly on this front portion of the vessel and during his re-creational activity that the three ravens warned him of the dangers facing the young couple. The symbolism of the color black appeared in the vessel, which is known as the “long way,” also known as the “wet way.”

          The tale explicitly describes the dangers threatening the future couple at the end of the crossing: the abduction of the king into the air by a horse, in other words, his dissolution into chaos; the combustion of the king; then the death of the queen during the ball, in other words, the rupture of the vessel during the operation. There are numerous Works in which the adepts warn the practitioner of these perils and advise him to undertake nothing without having acquired a perfect knowledge of the behavior of fire.

          This fire adorns here the figure of the excellent servant, Trusty John, who held the key to the forbidden chamber.

          In his Traité du vrai sel secret des philosophes (Treatise on the True Secret Salt of the Sages), Clovis Hesteau de Nuysement gave this prudent advice to the operator in a short poem:

          
            To go by this way, and no other, I admit to you;

Note only the traces of my wheel,

And to give everywhere an equal heat

Too close to earth and heaven neither rise nor fall;

For in climbing too high, the sky will burn,

And by hurtling down too low, the earth shall destroy

But if by the middle, your profession remains,

The course is more even and the sight more sure.
            
              
              32
            
          

          The Freemason, meanwhile, turns back toward the center of the temple in the company of his star. He enters the middle chamber—the center of his own labyrinth—where he shall find himself at the end of the ritual in Hiram’s tomb, which is similar to the return voyage of the king. The vessel the giant had constructed for the king of England’s godson is quite strange. How can a construction on a square plane “three hundred fathoms long, and of equal width, and five hundred fathoms tall”*49 be seaworthy? Rather than a ship able to carve a path through the waves, we imagine a gigantic chest, an arca in Latin, from which the word ark was derived. Quickly an image of Noah’s Ark comes to mind. This vessel was not built to travel over the waters; its role was not to transport its precious cargo from one place to another, but simply to save it from drowning.

          It is true that the vessel described in The King of England and His Godson carried another load. In addition to the victuals intended to gain the good will of the guardians of the various threshold they had to cross, Eugene (the fake Adolph) had placed beneath the bridge, in a chamber that is unimaginable anywhere else but the middle of this ark, “a weaver’s loom” on which the giant wove the thread that the “three hundred virgins spun,” while Eugene manned the helm and directed the sailing.

          All those who have “crossed the door of the [Masonic] temple” know the area that consists of alternating black and white squares that occupies the center of this “enclosed and covered” space, the “Mosaic pavement” whose appearance brings to mind a weaving of light and shadow.

          A Masonic lodge is an arca, a secret chest and a vessel intended to maintain above the abysses of time the tradition of the order on which it was founded. And because the heart of the temple simultaneously represents the heart of each Freemason, the “mosaic pavement” placed beneath the zenith of the “starry vault” is the terrestrial heaven in which this tradition is inscribed, like light incarnated into matter. The evolution of the ark on the waters is analogous to the endless weaving, through the Work of the lodge, of this central, terrestrial sky. As for the giant weaver, this extremely old son of the earth clearly seems to incarnate something akin to the consciousness of “life’s primordial images,” about which Jung spoke.*50

          Another detail invites comparison between the boat of the tale, whose construction is part of the foundation of the myth, and Masonic teaching. According to the giant’s instructions, Eugene’s vessel had to be built entirely without the slightest bit of iron. For its part, the biblical story specifies that “no hammer, chisel, or any iron tool was heard” on the worksite of Solomon’s Temple.33

          Advancing over the sea, Eugene’s vessel encounters five mountains in succession. Each one is taller and blacker than the one before. Before making landfall at the place where the daughter of the King of England was transformed into a ferocious lioness, there is posted a guardian at the door of castle of the old “queen with the silver feet.” But why, after making his way “straight to the castle,” must Eugene, in order to travel across it, have to adopt (heeding the giant’s instructions) this strange approach that makes him enter each room, the first on the left, the second on the right, the third on the left, and so on, before entering the thirty-sixth and last room to find the queen? Proceeding this way seems absurd on the plane of efficient movement. But it has an echo in the “walk of the master Mason.” And the analogy will be clear for those who have accomplished the ritual steps that took them “from the square to the compass.” For it is no longer on the horizontal plane of temporal existence that this progression takes place. If the journeyman is reborn as master, it is by following the death of Hiram, Eugene, for his part after his strange course in the castle satisfies the requirements of the “queen with the silver feet,” up to and including her very final one: to find and bring back “the water that restores life and the water that takes it away.”

          We should note that in this part of the tale, allusion to the alchemical process is not absent, inasmuch as it is a raven that guides the hero into the underground region where both springs of water are flowing, each at either end.

        

        
          
            The Assassination of the Hero
          

          When the godson of the king of England brought the princess back to her father, it did not mean his trials were over. During the joyful reunion, Adolph, the wicked fake Eugene, approached the young maiden to give her a kiss. She reacted in disgust: “Go away,” she told him. “How ugly you are!” This attitude greatly vexed the hunchback, who, jealous, found the means to have the unlucky Eugene—the fake Adolph—sent in search of a ring that had been lost at sea by the princess, who had received it from the queen with the silver feet. When he had acquitted himself of this mission successfully, he was then tasked with bringing back the queen’s castle, a task he fulfilled easily thanks to the help of the ants and rats, who detached it from its foundations, and the giants, who carried it on a boat “without the slightest scratch.” Although she was now in possession of the objects she had demanded in return for consenting to marry Adolph, the fake Eugene, the princess still did not wish to go through with the wedding. So Adolph decided to kill Eugene. One day he told the young man, “Put together a hunting party for the Wood of the Stags.” “Gladly,” replied Adolph.*51 When the hunchback was in the forest, Adolph shot him in the back, and Eugene fell down dead on the spot. Adolph then dug a hole and buried Eugene in it. Everyone at the castle was alarmed when the one they called Adolph did not return, especially the princess, who was plunged into despair by his disappearance. One day when she had gone hunting in the Wood of the Stags, “she spied ravens flying around a hole; she drew near and recognizing the poor Adolph who had already been half devoured by the ravens, she began to weep and moan.”

          In The Magic Whistle, the king’s youngest son met a fairy on his path who gave him this whistle, and he entered the forest of Ardennes in search of the bird “so handsome and charming that its like had never been seen,” who had one day flown out of its cage. The fairy had advised him to blow his whistle when he was in the forest, while saying he had come to fetch his father’s bird. “All the birds will answer: It’s me, it’s me. Only one will say: It isn’t me. This is the one you must take,” she stated. This is what the young prince did, and he was on his way home to the castle when he met his elder brother, who “killed him, dug a hole, buried him, then returned to his father with the bird.” But one day a shepherd’s dog who smelled him and began digging where he was buried found the whistle, which the shepherd pulled out of the ground and brought to his lips.

          “Once a very long time ago, at least two thousand years,” begins the tale The Juniper Tree, there was the wife of a rich man, who, on cutting her finger while peeling the winter potatoes at the foot of one of these trees, had wished to have a child “red as blood and white as snow.” Nine months later, she gave birth to a handsome little boy, “and when she saw him, it made her so happy that she died.” Her husband had her buried at the foot of the juniper tree, and once he had mourned for his irreplaceable wife sufficiently, he took another wife, with whom he had a daughter.

          Soon the new wife began to hate the little son from the first marriage. Her hatred grew so strong that she ended up killing him. She allowed the heavy lid of a chest full of apples, while he was taking one of these fruits, to fall on him, cutting off his head. To hide this crime from her husband, she cut up the boy’s body into little pieces and made it into a rich stew, which the father, in ignorance of his son’s tragic fate, ate with great enjoyment, “sucking all the little bones, throwing each under the table when he was done,” while the little girl continued to weep for the half-brother. When this sinister meal was over, “the little girl” gathered up all the bones and tied them up in a silk scarf to carry them outside while sobbing greatly. She placed her little burden on the green grass by the juniper tree, and once she had done so her heart felt lighter and she stopped weeping. The juniper tree began moving, separating its branches and bringing them together again like someone clapping his hands for joy. Then a mist suddenly came down out of the tree to the ground, and in the center of this mist was something like fire, and from this fire flew a bird high into the air while singing wondrously. Once the bird had vanished into the sky, the juniper tree was like it had been before, but the scarf with the bones was no longer there.

          In The Two Brothers, one of these free hunters had saved the princess from the claws of the seven-headed dragon. But once he fell asleep by her side, wearied by the battle, he was soon joined by his animal helpers. The king’s marshal came and cut off his head, took the dragon’s seven heads, and brought the young maiden with him while making her swear, under the pain of death, to tell the king he had freed her. As for the decapitated man, he would have remained dead and gone until the end of time were it not for the intervention of the hare.

          To cross through the vast forest, the boy of The Gold Children who had continued his journey covered his body and that of his mount with nasty bear hides to hide the golden glow. This way the bandits allowed him to pass without even noticing him.

          He came to a village, where he met a pretty girl whom he immediately married. On his wedding night, stripped of his ugly rags and shining like the sun, he was sleeping at his wife’s side when he dreamed “that he was hunting, in pursuit of a magnificent stag.” On awaking, despite the advice of his young wife, who foresaw misfortune, “he rose and immediately leaped on his horse to go into the forest, where it was not long until he saw that same stag he had seen in his dream.” But the animal lured him so far away that by evening, no longer knowing where he was, he knocked at the door of a cottage inhabited by an old witch. She told him that she knew the large stag “quite well,” while a “funny kind of little black dog” growled and snapped at him. “Peace, you black toad!” the young man yelled at the creature, whereupon the old crone changed him into stone.

          In the garden of their father’s house, one of the two golden lilies that were bound to the fates of the two brothers, born as they were from the golden fish caught by their father, suddenly withered. “Oh, my God! A great misfortune has just befallen my brother!” exclaimed the one who had returned home.

          “I truly wish to free you,” the bold young hero of The King of the Golden Mountain told the maiden whom he had met in the last room of a deserted castle and who had been changed into an adder. To keep his promise, he had to suffer three nighttime attacks without uttering a word. On the first night, twelve chain-laden black men came to torment him until midnight, asking a thousand questions to which he gave no response. On the second night he saw another twelve, and on the third, twenty-four, who ended up cutting off his head. “But at midnight,” the young girl had told him, “all their power is stripped away, and if you were able to stand everything without saying a single word, I will be delivered. I will then come to you with a flask of the water of life that I own. I will sprinkle you with it, and you will come back to life, as healthy and vigorous and ever.”

          We find the murder episode in two stories of Wallachia that were collected in the middle of the nineteenth century by Arthur and Albert Schott: The Gold Siren and Florianu.34

          The Gold Siren opens with a theme quite similar to that of The Golden Bird, collected by the Grimm Brothers. The youngest son of a king, “somewhat slow in intelligence,” set off in search of the thief of his father’s golden apples on an old nag, which he then gave to a famished wolf he met in the woods. The wolf then carried him on its back and gave him instructions that pulled him into multiple adventures. After the young prince found the thief of the golden apples, who confessed under pain of death, he had to steal a golden horse, then, aboard a boat that the wolf-magician had transformed itself into, he had to take possession of the gold siren, who “was of an extraordinary beauty that is never found in mortals.” By receiving her thanks, the wolf ’s intestines changed into magnificent silks. The prince then set off for his father’s castle, riding the golden horse, holding the golden bird, with the beautiful siren at his side. But he had to travel through a forest where his jealous brothers laid in wait for him. They killed him and stole the bird and the horse. They could not wrest the siren away from the one with whom “she had no greater wish than to love or die.” Time went by. “The body of the prince soon rotted away and only his whitened ribs still lay around the siren who could do no more than weep salty tears over her beloved’s body. Her grief had worn her body away to almost nothing. The prince’s old friend the wolf then appeared and said, ‘Bride of my prince, do you have the courage to arrange the bones of your beloved as they were when he was alive?’ ‘Yes, of course!’ the siren cried. She then leaped to her feet and did just that.”

          Florianu was “the son of the flowers.”35 This was the name his mother gave him. All her life, Florianu’s mother had grown up in complete ignorance of the world, as she lived in the middle of an idyllic domain built for her on the orders of her father, the king, who was anxious to isolate her from “the immorality of the century.” One day she saw, on the other side of the rampart, “a woman with a swarthy face dressed in rags carrying a bundle on her back. In her raven black hair she had very beautiful flowers that from a distance cast sparkling gold, silver, and violet reflections.” The young girl persuaded the woman to give her these flowers, which had attracted her strongly, and made a bouquet with them. Seeing that the water in which they were steeped had become a beautiful purple liquid in which small silver and gold stars swam, she was unable to refrain from drinking this mixture with the delicious perfume. Some time later, she showed all the signs of being pregnant. Furious at what he took to be his daughter’s transgression, the sovereign had the castle and its magnificent gardens destroyed and the princess flogged. He then sealed her up in a barrel that was thrown into the sea. It was there that Florianu was born, and from his first breath he was a large and robust lad. “In a moment’s time, [he] grew so much that when he moved and tried to stretch out, he broke the barrel as if it were made of paper.” Climbing aboard some floating staves, the mother and her athletic newborn made their way to shore and crossed through a dark forest, at the heart of which stood a magnificent castle. The princess warned her son that it was the dwelling of dragons. “My guardians often spoke about it to me,” she said. Despite this warning, the ebullient Florianu had soon broken down the iron door, then the ivory door, behind which the mother and son found a room infested with chained dragons. They writhed about as they howled and groaned with hunger and wrath in the pestilential atmosphere. Heralded by a roar of thunder and curses, the torturer of these prisoners, one of their brothers, hurled itself on Florianu. It was “a gigantic dragon who made himself as small or large as it wishes, and breathed a hot and reeking breath at him.” Barely impressed by this monster, Florianu mastered it easily and bound it around a pillar with the help of a chain that he twisted as if it were a piece of thread, and he imprisoned the monster in one of the castle’s rooms. Then leaving his mother to keep watch over their new home, he went off to hunt. Time passed in quiet happiness until one day the princess, moved to pity by the groans of the imprisoned monster, who had adopted for this occasion the appearance of a handsome young man, ended up letting it seduce her. In order to remain in her lover’s arms without being disturbed, she decided to cause her son’s death. After two attempts, the third was completely successful. Inspired by the dragon, this unworthy mother sent the hero to seek “the water from the spring of life,” which “gushed from the top of the black mountain that rose on the shore of the white lake.” Once he bent down “to draw from the dark mirror” of this water, “the earth shook beneath his feet, and suddenly a terrible whirlwind carried him off, tore him into a thousand pieces in the air, which it then let rain over the shores of the white lake.” But a people of extremely beautiful nixies dwelled at the bottom of this lake. They would awaken at midnight under the full moon. They were playing together on the surface of the waters when one of them discovered Florianu’s heart and brought it to her queen.

          Every child of Hermes will concur that it would be hard not to recognize in the figures and the unfurling of the plot of the tale Florianu a constant relationship with the materials and operations of alchemical practice, from the insemination of a virgin by flowers originating in the hair, which is “raven black,” of the raggedy woman to the quest for “the water from the spring of life” and its discovery at the top of the “black mountain” above the “white lake,” as well as the birth of the hero, already as strong as Hercules, in a barrel*52 consigned to the waves of the sea.

          But why is the source of “the water from the spring of life” so dreadful for the person seeking it that he would be immediately seized and torn to pieces by a whirlwind following an earthquake? And by giving this spring the image of a “dark mirror,” the tale describes it the same way the alchemists describe their “igneous water,” one side of which kills and the other engenders.

          For in the small mineral world of the Work, as in the wider universe, like life, death is no more than a state: they entwine and merge in the same whirlwind of time. “Nothing dies!” This saying out of the East is transmitted in secrecy by each participant into the ear of his neighbor in the “chain of union” formed by the Freemasons to conclude the funeral ceremony organized on the occasion of the death of a lodge brother. His neighbor responds with equal discretion, “All is alive.”

          While Florianu was torn to pieces at the top of the black mountain, it was into the white lake where the pieces of his carcass fell. The black water of the “dark mirror” made his body vanish in the chaos of air that annihilated it in a whirlwind. But at midnight beneath the full moon,†11 his heart was collected by the queen of the white water into which it had fallen.

          During his elevation to the grade of master in Freemasonry, the member-elect is laid out “stone dead” in Hiram’s tomb at the center of the temple by a blow of a mallet to the forehead. His “flesh leaves his bones” and “all falls into pieces.” He is then raised back up by the three “officers” who “direct the lodge” and who then recognize, in this dead man restored to life, the master refound “as radiant as ever.” The scene takes place over a dreadful area that people take pains to avoid walking on, consisting of alternating squares that are black as the mountain and white as the lake.

          Murder by brothers or by companions is found in three of the tales I’ve cited, and each time the motive is the appropriation of a quality or object in the victim’s possession. In The King of England and His Godson, it is Eugene’s identity. It is the king’s bird in The Magic Whistle, and it is the bird that stole the apples in The Gold Siren. In these three examples, what is truly at stake is the inheritance of a kingdom. The object of the crime in these stories is in that way equivalent to the Word, whose virtue is to transmit to Freemasons the heritage of the kingdom from whence comes “the first light,” handed down to them by their “elders passed on to the eternal east,” says one of their rituals, which is performed to set them on the path of the “light essential for awakening” their awareness. Because he refused to give them this Word as they were not worthy to receive it, Hiram was murdered by the three “evil companions.”

          Three is the first number among those used in Masonic symbology, inasmuch as apprentice Masons are taught its relationship with the first manifestation of the “eternal light, which contains everything, and toward which all that lives stretches forth.”*53

          Three is almost always the number of trials that the heroes of the tales must undergo in one way or another, and it is evoked at the time of their murder. The King of England’s godson remains dead for three days before being restored to life; the “twelve black men laden with chains” torment the hero of The King of the Golden Mountain for three nights before decapitating him at the very middle of the third; the unworthy mother and her dragon lover make two attempts on Florianu’s life before the third fully succeeds.

          These three periods of the “passion” of the hero are reminiscent of the triple assault that leads to the murder of the architect of the allegorical Temple of Solomon. In the dramatized legend that takes place during the Masonic ceremony, the three attackers occupy specific places in the space: each guards one of the three doors of the temple. The first stands by the middle door, the second is at the western door, and the third, who strikes the fatal blow, guards the door of the east, where the sun rises anew each day. Between the door of the west and that of the east, the discreet pole star gleams invisible in the north.

          The story of the little boy murdered by his stepmother, then eaten in a stew by his family, must be truly frightening to young children. But a similar scene of gynophagia is not foreign to alchemical iconography. The thirteenth figure of Lambsprinck’s Traité de la pierre philosophale (Treatise on the Philosopher’s Stone) shows a king enthroned on a dais with his mouth wide open to swallow, in their big mutual embrace, his son, the prince, who is crowned, as is the king. They are watched by a figure wearing a long robe and a Phrygian cap. The caption of this illustration says:

          The Father took him to his heart,

And swallowed him out of excessive joy . . .37

          This image does not include, as did the tale, a stew that was prepared by a murderous stepmother, a dish that could well serve the role of the philosophical solvent. Assuming this function to the end, it is in the person of the little sister that this water of life and death collects all his bones to place them at the womb of the mother-juniper.*54 These bones, then, from their fixed inertia, will be engulfed in a fiery fog that descends from the tree, and a vigorous bird will then soar “high into the air while singing wondrously.”

          Allusion to dream is rare in fairy tales. So the dream “the gold child” had while sleeping at the side of his young wife deserves attention. In ancient beliefs, as in contemporary psychology, dream has always belonged to the world of the double.

          And just as in alchemical practice, in which the spirits or doubles of the metals (which constitute the true material of the canonical operations) are only acquired after they have been extracted from their gangue, meaning their vulgar bodies, the dream can only be entered after the shell of waking life has been crossed. The young man of the fairy tale takes great care before entering the nuptial bed to divest himself of the horrible bearskin that protected him from the brigands of the forest. He embraces his wife with the perfect nudity of his body. His entrance into the dream is an image of this embrace, and during his dream he pursues the great stag through the forest.

          The Sages say truly

That two wild beasts are in this forest.
The first is glorious, beautiful, and finely built;
A large, strong, vigorous stag.


          This is the opening of the poem that Lambsprinck provides as commentary to the third illustration of his Treatise on the Philosopher’s Stone.38 And while in this same poem he informs us that “it is from the body that this forest takes its name,” the fugitive stag pursued by the tale’s hero is well known to alchemists as an image of their mercury, to which they give the name of spirit.

          But who could this witch be in this disturbing old hovel, who claims to know the hunted stag “quite well,” and who transforms its pursuer into stone?

          The story gives as the motive for this criminal act the insult made to a “funny kind of little black dog” that came out of this house on the old crone’s heels. The color as well as the bellicose behavior of this nasty, yapping little dog will be recognizable to everyone familiar with the alchemical corpus of “the rabid black dog” whose bite Philalethes mentions.39 The famous Corascene dog was introduced on the stage of the operative dram to depict sulfur, principle of fixing the mercury. Writes Fulcanelli, “One must know how to separate from the compost in the form of black powder.”40 In her cottage in the depths of the forest, this old crone forms an inelegant woodland image of this compost.

          The fairy tale of The Two Brothers bears the traces of two distinct traditions, both operative. One is related to the guild concept of compagnonnage: the twins are free hunters following their apprenticeship with an adoptive father-teacher. They have achieved their journey in “the vast world.” The other journey, which is alchemical, can be glimpsed in the episode in which the children ingest the auriferous entrails of the bird. It is confirmed in the battle with the dragon and again when the marshal of the kingdom cuts the victor’s head off. By both the sound of the word and the military duty to which it refers, the marshal (Marschall in German) stands out as a worthy representative of the god Mars, and even the rank beginner among operators knows how the hammer*55 decapitates the dragon’s vanquisher. On the tenth plate of The Golden Fleece, a swarthy figure is holding in his left hand the bearded head he has just separated from a body whose dismembered limbs lay at his feet. Half are on solid ground and half are over a waterway flowing toward the sea. In contradiction with the virile hairiness of the severed head, the naked torso has all the attribute of a beautiful woman’s body: sexual duplicity, the hunter-princess couple.41 The brotherhood of free hunters to which the two brothers belonged likely never existed except in the imagination of storytellers. But for many peoples, hunting often served a symbolic support for the spiritual quest. Dexterity is the acquisition of a knack that corresponds to progress on this quest. This is what can be seen in the Zen practice of archery.

          The eighth key of Valentine is illustrated by an engraving depicting two archers aiming their arrows at a target surmounted by a key.42 At the bottom of the composition a rotting cadaver is lying on a plowed field, between a sword and an angel blowing a trumpet, while in the center a dead man is rising from his grave, full of new life, before a sheaf of wheat. The two brothers, the free hunters, meanwhile, have shot their geese (oies)—on their paths (voies)—while in flight (vol).*56

        

        
          
            The Pact with the Devil
          

          Two stories collected by the Grimm Brothers mention this strange ordeal. The characters in The Devil’s Sooty Brother and Bearskin are each bold soldiers discharged by an army that no longer requires their service, and they are left them to the world’s mercy. Wandering with no resources, lost and starving, each meets the devil, who offers him a way out of his predicament under certain conditions.

          The first has to enter his service for a period of seven years, keeping the fires burning beneath the cauldrons and doing hell’s housework, with no “right to groom yourself during this whole time; nor shall you have the right to wash and comb yourself, blow your nose, nor cut your hair or nails, nor even wipe your eyes.” He is in this state of abominable filthiness when he leaves at the end of seven years. His salary for this is seven years of labor: he gets a large sack full of floor sweeping. However, once back on the surface of the earth, “in the forest he had left,” he seeks to rid himself of this trash. He finds that in place of the trash are gold pieces, the sight of which that very evening convinces an innkeeper to give him the best room in the establishment and his finest service, despite his repellant appearance. But during the night, he steals the former soldier’s fortune.

          While in a wooded grove, the second soldier is invited to put on the coat of “a strange man standing before him all dressed in green who would have looked quite regal, but for his hideous cloven hoof,” then to cover himself in the skin of a bear he had just killed. Surprised by the animal that had come up behind him, the young soldier had looked around, fired, and slew it with one shot. “It is clear that you do not lack courage,” the man in green told him, and then proposed to him a bargain. “For the next seven years you must not wash or shave, nor comb your hair or beard, nor clip your nails, nor say any paternoster; you must always wear the suit and cloak I am going to give you. If you die during the course of this seven years, you are mine. However, if you stay alive, you will be free and rich until the end of your days.” Now called Bearskin but finding the pockets of his green coat always filled with gold, he lived this way for seven years, shunned by all human society. He was so repugnant that one day an innkeeper “did not even wish to let him sleep in the stable, for fear he would upset his horses.” But when he saw the handful of ducats the soldier drew from his pocket, he “let himself be persuaded and gave him a room in the back, on express condition, though, that he showed himself to no one in order not to destroy his house’s reputation.” It was there one evening, while wishing with all his heart that the seven years were at an end, that Bearskin heard “someone weeping and moaning aloud” in the neighboring room.

          In both these fairy tales, the “pact with the devil” has this particular feature that does not force the debtor to sell his soul to his creditor; he must only serve him or wear his clothing during the seven years, during which he is forbidden from treating his body with any kind of hygiene.

          The period of seven years is mentioned in other circumstances. In The Devil and His Grandmother, the infernal grandson hires the three deserters for seven years, at the end of which time they will belong to him if they do not give him the answer to a certain riddle. And it is at the age of seven that the little girl in The Little Sister and the Handsome Brother sets off to find her missing brothers, that Snow White is brought into the forest to have her throat slit, and that Bear John, by lifting the rock that seals the entrance, escapes with his mother from the cave in which they had been imprisoned.

          Among Freemasons, “seven years and more” is the age of the master, and this “more” deserves emphasis. Would this not be a “more” situated outside time, the precise moment of the “death” of the “journeyman” who takes the place of Hiram in his tomb, to be raised back up and recognized by the entire lodge as the master refound, “as radiant as ever”?

          In the tales, the heroes subjected to a seven-year period experience at the end of this time a trial and a deliverance that corresponds to the “more” included in the age of the master Masons. It is during this “more” that the Devil’s Sooty Brother, like Bearskin, is freed from his filth by the very one who had enslaved him.

          In the Masonic ritual, it is “death” that frees the journeyman of his individuality by raising him to the universal status of the master so that, as proclaimed by the president of the lodge, “all together, the living and the dead assure the permanence of the Work.”

          In another discipline, the fire of hell maintained by the Devil’s Sooty Brother directly concerns the labor of the children of Hermes. Not that, of course, alchemy can be suspected of “reeking of heresy.”*57 But adepts have often called the putrefaction of their material “hell,” which is not foreign to the fire they need to achieve their Work. And the thick crust of filth preciously preserved by the Devil’s Sooty Brother evokes in picturesque fashion certain “feces” that all good practitioners know better than to treat with the derision they might inspire by an overly hasty reading of Fulcanelli. With the philosopher’s malicious humor, he mentions this “impure, inert, and sterile cursed earth of the body, that the action of the solvent separates, rejects, precipitates as a useless and valueless residue.”43

          Bearskin, though, has no fire of hell to maintain; he must only wear his master’s green garment for seven years. “The soldier put on the green coat and immediately slipped his hand into the pocket; it was exactly as promised, gold was in it,” says the fairy tale.

          In this story, the portrait of the individual afflicted with a hoof is ambiguous. As for the name “devil,” it may well have been inserted to give the listener the comfort of a familiar notion. In the beginning the tale only describes the apparition as a “strange man standing before him all dressed in green.” And like any stranger, he is naturally suspect in the eyes of the crowd.

          For the “students of science” the true stranger of the Great Work is the fire that they define as secret and that is the sole thing that can serve as a guide to “the open entrance of the shut palace of the king.”

          So it is not vanity to exhibit gratitude toward the French language, which in its courtesy*58 makes loup vert (green wolf) and l’ouvert (the open) sound alike, or again, c’est tout vert (it is all green) and c’est ouvert (it is open). The stranger dressed in green in the story plays a similar role to that of the wolf, who, according to the Jumièges legend, was gray when he devoured Saint Austreberthe’s donkey and turned green when he was forced to fulfill the duties of this poor animal. “The gray wolf is dyed as a green wolf and then it becomes our secret fire, the nascent Apollo (luchegenes), the father of light.”44

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          There are fairy tales in which girls go through ordeals scarcely different from those that befall the boys.

          In The Iron Stove, a witch imprisoned in this stove a prince, who was then discovered by the king’s daughter “in the very middle” of a forest where she had been lost for nine days trying to find her way. “Where did you come from? And where are you going?” this heating apparatus asked her. It then offered to show her the way on condition she become his wife. “My God! With an iron stove, what will become of me?” she worried, but desiring to return home to her father above all, she accepted the implausible condition. “You must come back here with a knife,” the stove told her, “and scratch the iron with it to drill an opening.”

          “Someone” then guided her back to the palace. Her father, informed of her promise, sent first the miller’s daughter in her place, then that of the swineherd. But neither was able to make a mark in the iron surface. Finally obliged to return herself, the princess easily bored a hole into the stove. “Casting a glance inside through this tiny hole, she saw a superb lord within, a young man who was so handsome and shiny, so covered with gold and diamonds that she fell in love with him on the spot.”

          Quickly freed, the prince wished to bring his liberator, with whom he was quite smitten, with him. But she wished first to bid her parents farewell, promising to say “no more than three words” to them. But she forgot her promise and said many more. The iron stove vanished, “carried far from there, behind crystal mountains and sharp swords.”

          Thus the young girl’s trials began.

          She first looked for her fiancé in the forest for nine days, at the end of which time, exhausted by hunger and weariness, she climbed in a tree to sleep. At midnight she saw “a tiny light” shining far away and headed toward it. She came to a “small, old cabin” inhabited by a fat mother frog and her children, who gave her shelter and then three needles, a plow wheel, and three walnuts, which she took from a chest.

          The princess climbed the mountain thanks to the three needles, from which she made ladders. She climbed aboard the wheel to get past the three sharp swords and to cross a vast body of water. She then saw rising before her “a large castle standing on the other bank.” After learning that the prince was living there with another fiancée whom he was about to wed, she had herself hired as a kitchen girl.

          In The True Bride the heroine found herself in the same position with her partner—the fiancée of the iron stove. She was a “young and beautiful” orphan girl, pursued by the hatred of her stepmother, who one day ordered her to trim a dozen pounds of feathers before nightfall, on the next day to empty a pond with a ladle pierced with holes, and finally to build, before the end of the third day, a castle in the back of the meadow in which nothing could be missing “be it in the material of the cellar or in the implements of the kitchen.” The young girl was plunged into despair with each new demand and fully discouraged by these impossible tasks, but each time an old woman came to console her. She then fell asleep, and the work was completed with a single gesture by her strange visitor. On the evening when the construction of the castle was completed, the maiden went in to inform her stepmother, who wanted to move in at once. But in the stepmother’s haste to see if the cellar was richly furnished with enough barrels, the heavy trap door over the stairs fell on her head, killing her immediately. In this way the maiden became the owner of the castle and found this quite pleasing.

          The tale does not end here. Because she was rich and beautiful, many courted her, and “finally came a prince who knew how to touch her heart; and they became engaged.” The two lovers were enjoying a moment of “tender intimacy,” seated beneath “a green linden tree,” when the young man had the bad idea to go see his father to obtain his consent for the marriage. His fiancée had him promise to allow no one to kiss him on the left cheek, on which she placed a kiss. But the scatterbrain forgot his promise and immediately lost all memory of the one he loved. She waited patiently beneath the linden tree, but saw no sign of his return. At the end of three days she went off to find him, bringing three of her most beautiful dresses, “one embroidered with sparkling stars, one embroidered with silvery moons, and the third with golden suns,” as well as a handful of precious stones. She came to a farm where she learned her fiancé was to wed another maiden. She had herself hired as a shepherdess. One day she saw him pass by within a few steps, “riding proudly without even lowering his eyes to look at her.”

          But there is a certain category of ordeals, sometimes overwhelmingly cruel in nature, that seems to be specially reserved for ladies and maidens. Among the harshest are certainly those that befall the girl in Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood. The former little spinner turned queen was awaiting the return of her husband, the king, who had gone off to war, when she saw her own mother and elder sister coming toward the castle. The sister, insanely jealous of her younger sibling, hated her so deeply that one day she hurled herself on her. “First she gouged out her eyes, then tore out her teeth, and finally cut off her hands and feet.*59 She then had her carried into a forest and abandoned. As she resembled her victim, she could pass for the queen.”45 In the forest, Marie waited for death.

          In The Golden Apple, it was not her sister who betrays the heroine but her mother’s sister, her aunt, who accompanied her when she was on her way to visit her brother, the king, riding a donkey. Her mother was a fairy. She had slipped into one of her sleeves “a tiny golden apple so that if the child was threatened by any danger, she would be warned immediately.” Unfortunately, the golden apple fell into a fountain over which the young girl leaned to get a drink, and it was unable to continue to witness the vile way the aunt treated her niece. Because of the golden apple’s absence, the shrew was able to present her own daughter—an extremely ugly girl—as her pretty niece, whom she instead sent off to sleep in the stable and watch the turkeys. For three days, the poor little thing was unable to eat or drink, and gave her food to her flock. They, however, wouldn’t touch it as they could clearly smell the poison that the aunt had put in the crust of bread that was given her niece each morning as her only meal. As for the donkey on whose back the young girl had made her journey and whom she slept next to when she returned at the end of her day “all wet and filthy,” the aunt had it killed the second day. “You want the poor beast who comes from our parents to be killed!” exclaimed the king in amazement. The donkey’s head was nailed to the barn door.

          The Goose Girl tells a very similar tale.

          On Falada, her talking horse, the daughter of an old queen was heading to a foreign kingdom to be married “when she comes of age” to the prince, to whom she had been promised. A serving woman accompanied her, riding at her side. On the day she left, the old queen gave her a white cloth on which she had let three drops of her blood fall. “Guard them carefully, my dear child,” she told her. “They will be important to you, and you will have great need of them during your journey.” Twice on the journey, “feeling great thirst,” the princess asked her serving woman to go fill her gold cup at the stream, but encountering only a rude refusal, she had to bend down to take large gulps from the water. “Oh, my God!” she sighed. And the three drops of blood answered, “If your mother, who loves you so dearly, knew this, her heart would break!” But the second time she stooped down to drink, “the white cloth stained by the three drops of blood slipped out of her bodice without her notice, and floated away.” The incident was far from escaping the notice of the servant woman, who knew “that by losing the three drops of blood,” the princess “had lost all her forces and been rendered powerless in her great weakness.” She then swapped her old nag for the fabulous Falada and her servant clothes for those of the princess, who had to swear on her life to reveal nothing about this change of identities. But Falada “who had seen and heard everything, took good note of it in her memory.” Mounted on the wondrous horse, the serving woman introduced herself to the prince as his fiancée and passed the princess off as her servant. However, the old king, struck by her finesse and beauty, asked the supposed servant who she was. “She is a girl I took with me on my journey to keep me company,” the usurper responded, “a servant who you would be wise to give some task so that she not remain idle.” This was how the prince’s true fiancée had to go watch the geese in the company of a boy named Conrad. Fearing that Falada would reveal the deceit, the fake fiancée had her slaughtered, but the true princess managed to have her horse’s head nailed beneath the vault of the gate through which she left every morning with her flock. And every time she passed she said: “Oh Falada, there you are!”


          And the head answered:

          “Oh Majesty who passes this way
If your mother knew of this,
Her heart would burst into pieces!”


          Once out of the city, she sat down in a field to keep watch over her flock. She would then let down her hair, which spread “over her shoulders and flowed like pure gold,” amazing the little Conrad, who tried to pluck a few hairs from her head. But she quickly spoke this verse:

          
            “Blow and blow kind wind gusts

And make Conrad lose his cap! Carry it

        away and make him run after it!

So I can comb out my hair

 And immediately bind it up again!”
          

          And each time the wind carried off Conrad’s hat, and the boy ran after it, trying to catch it. “If the thirteenth child you bring into the world is a daughter, the twelve boys shall die so that her wealth will be great, and she shall inherit the kingdom,” a king told his again-pregnant wife in The Twelve Brothers. So when the queen, in tears, showed her youngest son, Benjamin, the twelve small coffins awaiting them in the event a girl was born, the twelve brothers did not delay in secretly leaving the palace to hide in the neighboring woods, where they would perch each day “at the top of the highest oak” to be on the lookout for the news. When Benjamin saw a red flag appear at the top of the keep to announce the birth of a princess, and by the same token their death, they fled “ever deeper into the forest, to its darkest heart,” where they settled in “a small, enchanted cabin,” promising to kill the first girl who crossed their path. It was ten years later that the young princess, “who was goodhearted and fair of face, with a gold star in the middle of her forehead” saw twelve small shirts hanging on the drying line on wash day. Her mother then revealed the existence of her brothers to her. She immediately set off to find them. That very evening she found them in their “small, enchanted cabin,” where she was able to get Benjamin to recognize her by showing him the twelve small shirts. She then went and hid beneath a small tub. And when Benjamin had convinced his brothers to abandon their dire plan, she showed herself to them “in her royal robe, and her gold star on her brow,” to their great joy. They organized their life together. The eleven older boys left every day to go hunting, while the girl and the youngest boy took care of the housework. But one day, she picked twelve lilies to give as a gift to her twelve brothers, who were changed into twelve ravens on the spot and flew away, and the cabin and small garden vanished. Finding herself all alone in the forest, the child saw an old woman coming toward her, who, in a few words, sketched out the full extent of her misfortune. The white flowers were her brothers, who had been changed into ravens forever because of her transgression. A way remained, nonetheless, to free them. For seven years, on pain of their death, she would have to remain mute and never laugh, be it but a single word or the shadow of a smile. She then settled in the branches of a large tree and high above the ground began to spin. One day a king hunting in the forest caught sight of her. He found her very beautiful “with her star on her forehead” and offered to marry her. Without saying a word, she nodded and became queen. But after several years, “the king’s mother, who was an evil woman,” accused of so many “impious things” this mute woman who, even more suspiciously, never laughed or smiled, that she succeeded in having her condemned to death. “The large pyre in which she was to be burned was erected and lit in the castle courtyard, and the king, who still loved her deeply, watched out the window with his eyes full of tears.”

          The Six Swan Brothers develops around a similar theme. Fearing the malice of his new wife, a witch’s daughter, the king hid the seven children from his first marriage in the middle of a forest in a castle that only he knew how to get to. But one day, the stepmother got wind of this secret and made her way to the castle by following the trail left by the magical ball of thread her husband used to return to his children. As soon as she got there she cast over the back of each of the six boys who came out to greet her a shirt she had made that transformed them into swans, who disappeared above the forest. But their little sister had stayed in the castle. Spared their fate but burdened with grief from the loss of her brothers, she decided to set off in search of them. “Once night fell, she slipped outside and plunged into the forest,” and walked a long while until she came to a cabin made from branches in which she found six small beds. And when the sun vanished behind the horizon, six swans entered through the window and, blowing on their feathers, pulled them off like shirts. Her six brothers all stood there before the young girl. Their joy was great but of short duration, because the six brothers could not resume their human forms except for a quarter hour every day at sunset. The conditions for freeing them were quite harsh: it would be necessary for their sister to remain there six years without speaking or laughing, and during this time she would weave and sew for her brothers six short shirts of starry flowers. Yet this was exactly what the young girl decided to do. Climbing up a tree where she remained night and day, she began weaving and sewing the starry flowers that she came down from the tree every morning to pick. One day, when the king was hunting in the forest, his companions spied the maiden in her tree and asked her who she was. As she did not answer, they begged her to come down. She was content to toss them her gold chain, then her belt, garters, and all her garments one after the other, “except for her small clothes, that she kept on,” the fairy tale says prudishly. Not satisfied with these gifts, the hunters climbed up the tree and grabbed the girl, whom they brought to the king. He questioned her, but of course she remained mute. However, she was so desirable and beautiful that after a short time he married her despite the fact that she never opened her mouth to speak or laugh, and continued to weave the small shirts every day. This behavior greatly displeased the king’s mother, “a wicked woman” who constantly slandered the young queen and had each of the three fine lads she brought into the world abducted one after the other. She then accused the young woman of being an ogress who had eaten them at birth. The third time, despite the king’s great love for his wife, he could not prevent her condemnation by the court to be burned alive. On the pyre where she had brought the six small shirts, the young queen put the last stitch in the left sleeve of the last shirt when the executioner lowered his torch to set the wood alight.

          It is not only stepmothers, sisters, or aunts who are capable of persecuting the young maidens of the fairy tales. Sometimes their own mothers are just as capable. This was the case for the young girl called Two Eyes for the reason that, contrary to her sisters, who had one eye and three eyes, respectively, she possessed the irritating singularity of not being “made differently than other folk.” This is why her mother and her older and younger sister hated her from the bottom of their hearts in the story One Eye, Two Eyes, and Three Eyes.

          Barely fed on peelings and other rubbish, and dressed in the old rags thrown away by her family, Two Eyes had gone to watch over the goat in a field one day. She was sitting in the grass with tears streaming down her face from hunger when a fairy appeared before her and gave her a precious spell: “All you have to say,” the fairy told her, was:

          
            Bleat little goat bleat

And cover the table with food to eat!
          

          and you will have a properly set table before you with white linen and silverware, and finely served dishes that you can eat as much of as you wish.” The spell worked perfectly, and when her hunger was sated Two Eyes only had to say:

          
            Bleat my little goat again I pray

And take the table far away!
          

          for the table and everything on it to vanish. But after several days, because she no longer touched the refuse they served her for dinner in the evening, the three other women began raising serious questions. One morning One Eye accompanied her sister to the field. When she wanted to have her nice noon meal, the shrewd Two Eyes began singing this little song:

          
            One Eye, my sister, wakest thou?

One Eye, my sister, sleepeth now!
          

          This made her quickly fall into a deep sleep that Two Eyes took advantage of to recite the spell and enjoy another meal. But while the little couplet worked with One Eye, who had only one eyelid to shut to go to asleep, it was not as effective with Three Eyes. She was able to keep her third eye open and told everyone at the house what she had seen. The wicked mother stabbed the goat in the heart. The next day found the young maiden alone in her field, her eyes filled with tears, when the fairy reappeared before her. She consoled her and gave the girl one last bit of advice, which she hastened to follow. Once she returned home, she requested the entrails of the goat, which she obtained without difficulty, ignoring the jeers of her family. After nightfall, she secretly buried them in the yard in front of the door to the house.

          It is not necessary to have read a lot of alchemy treatises to suspect the kind of teaching that might have inspired the first part of The Iron Stove. In the successive interventions of the three maidens, sent to free the prince from his iron confinement, we can easily recognize the three reiterations at the end of which appears the radiant little king “who begins to make known his solar coloring.” In this context, the “king’s daughter” plays the role of the universal spirit that alone, through its action “in the very heart of the forest,” can open the metal that encloses the “prince.” The princess brings out of the furnace this shining, handsome young man, “so covered with gold and diamonds,” with whom she immediately falls in love.

          This is how the “dauphin” is freed from the prison in which the witch had bound him, just as in the Work the “sulfur” must be freed that is imprisoned, as Le Cosmopolite says, “in a very dark prison” whose “judge and jailor” has for a name, Saturn.46

          But in the fairy tale, as in the Work, when the king’s daughter returns to her father’s home, the prince falls under the spell of another fiancée. Long and painful is the route that leads the princess to the castle where her fickle lover lives, “on the other bank.”

          It is true that The Iron Stove, like all the tales, can be looked at from other windows. How, for example, can one not recognize in the young girl’s encounter with the gallant furnace at the heart of the forest her ardent discovery of her own young sexuality?

          From this last point of view, The True Bride follows a similar route when, the impossible tasks completed while she slept, at her stepmother’s death she finds herself the owner of the castle, in other words, her body, now free to welcome her suitors. By its position “on the plain” and the importance assumed by the cellar in the story, this building announces itself as the powerful foundation of an individuation on which the young maiden, now free, will base both her spiritual and physical flowering. The girl, the stepmother who persecutes her, the old woman who completes her tasks while she sleeps—they are three people in the same girl becoming a woman. However, the teaching of Hermes finds a large place in this tale, in which the theme of “impossible tasks” takes on the same sense it has in the stories in which the heroes are boys. The stepmother, a real dragon, is a colorful image of the prime matter under whose tyranny is caught, just like the young maiden, the living water that needs to be freed.

          Isn’t it also worth noting the stepmother’s (this false mother) insistence to visit the cellar to verify the presence of barrels there? The trap door leading to this underground site, which marks the separation between the higher and lower worlds, actually separates the young maiden from her stepmother, on whose head it falls like a crisp hammer blow. Later the story clearly notes the color of the “green linden” beneath which the two betrothed were tenderly united, but it is also where the maiden waited for a very long time for the boy, who had left to ask his father to bless their union.

          In Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood, in The Golden Apple, and in The Goose Girl, the trials suffered by the heroine are prompted by the betrayal of a familiar individual, a sister, aunt, or servant, who steals her identity.

          While in the first fairy tale, the young woman loses contact with the material world through the loss of her limbs, in the other two, it is a loss with the maternal world, when the object that assures this contact falls into the water. The result is a disappearance, a dissolution, an abandonment in a forest or farmyard. In each of these cases, there is a destruction of the form that constitutes the first act of all initiatory Work, as well as the basis of the one through which the alchemists obtain their mercury. Who, moreover, will not have noted the murder of the donkey ridden by the princess in The Golden Apple, “the poor beast who comes from our parents” about which the king waxed indignant?

          The Twelve Brothers and The Six Swan Brothers are two variations of the same theme. It is obviously permissible to see in the muteness of both of the young maidens the pathological consequence of a feeling of guilt, whose cure depends on the return of her brothers to their true natures, which she had been responsible for taking away. Don’t both of them spend years spinning or weaving “small shirts” to dress the bodies of the volatilized boys? And it is in the forest that this work begins, before the maidens’ marriages to the kings, which, along the lines of this psychological interpretation, could evoke a transition to the conscious state.

          But why do the stories depict a large tree of the forest, like the lonely pillar of Saint Symeon Stylite that once stood at the top of a column in the desert, if not to show that these maidens find themselves at the world’s axis? The allusion to the verticality of this axis is confirmed by that of the spindle, without which the one girl would obviously be unable to spin. The stars sewn by the other maiden bring to mind those of the northern sky.

          The Jungian school sees in the tree a representation of the ego in its growth process. For their part, the children of Hermes associate the axis of the world with the philosopher’s stone, whose crucial operation, according to Philalethes, is the “pivot of the art.” This operation is the dissolution whose purpose is to make “the fixed volatile.” This is exactly what the little sister of the boys does when she transforms them into ravens by plucking the twelve lilies, as well as the queen who changes the little girl’s brothers hidden in the secret castle into swans. But each of these maidens, who climbs into a tree where she spins or weaves, is working in the other aspect of the same operation, which is to render “the volatile fixed.”

          As for the muteness imposed on them, it clearly evokes the need for absolute silence, a pledge of the secrecy under whose seal must be guarded this essential and central phase of the labors of the Great Work.

          It is the circumstances of the drama as much as the reciprocal relationships of its characters that evoke the notion of the axis in One Eye, Two Eyes, and Three Eyes. In her family of monsters, Two Eyes is a monster because she is not “made differently than other folk.” This is a situation that would remain in the domain of a banal dialectic if the story did not clearly indicate the central position occupied by this young girl, between her sisters in both age (the second of three) and the number of eyes. Thereby situated at the center of the family home, which however rejects her, but at the same time common to “other folk” as she is made like them, she forms an image of the heart common to all beings, luminous in origin but clad in the old rags of the profane body, represented by her family, where she is despised and starved, as if hidden “beneath the bushel.”*60

          The relationship of Two Eyes with her goat assumes a specific meaning here for those who recall Fulcanelli’s confidences on the subject of the Chimera, the monster that “bore three different heads . . . the head of a lion, another of a goat, and the third of a dragon,”47 just as the family in the fairy tale has three sisters. He noted, “The Greek word khimaira, ‘chimera’ also means young goat (Cabalistically khi-meter). Now this young goat is nothing other than the philosophical mercury.”48

          In the field where Two Eyes is weeping, the intervention of the fairy illustrates the marvelous power of this “goat,” which will be sacrificed for the advent of a new generation.

          In these stories, the heroine sometimes vanishes from the sight of the world. There are others where her eclipse forms the central event of the adventure.

          Cinderella disappeared in two ways. First and foremost when, as the daughter of a wealthy man, she fell to the rank of servant, sleeping “at the very top of the house in an attic on a wretched straw mattress,” and with her tasks done for the day, going “to set by the fireside in the ashes, for which reason she was commonly called Cinderella at home.” Then in the king’s palace when she fled the ball three times before the stroke of midnight.

          For Little Red Riding Hood, it is even more radical, as the little girl is swallowed up by a wolf. Snow White hides in the house of the “seven dwarves who mine the mountain searching for seams of ore.” Sleeping Beauty vanishes from the waking world for a century-long slumber in a castle surrounded by an impenetrable thicket. Rapunzel is hidden from the world by the walls of a tower “with no door or stairs” in a high chamber “in the center of a forest.”

          The tale Eglantine is more complex. When this unhappy maiden fled the house where she suffered the vile abuse of her stepmother and half-sister, Garcette, and crossed through “a beautiful but slightly rusted metal gate that lets her enter the forest,” she finally found herself, scratched by the thorns of the thicket, in a clearing in whose center stood “a red rose in very poor condition” that asked her to pick it. She did so, taking care not to prick herself. “But you should prick yourself, silly one!” cried the rose. “You have freed me from a dreadful fate. I can recover part of myself and my powers, but I am handicapped because you did not prick yourself; I am going to transform into a black rose.” Eglantine fainted and fell into a deep sleep.

          She did not wake again for many years, When she did it was in a cheery sunlit room on the day of her fourteenth birthday. After she had eaten the breakfast brought her by a bear cub, she got up and discovered the image of a ravishing young maiden in the mirror, which the mirror confirmed was her. Soon appeared “a white doe adorned like a princess,” who said to call her Bonne-Biche and told her how her son, the cat Beau-Minon, finding Eglantine fainted in the forest, brought her back to the castle.

          Eglantine spent many long happy days in the home of the majestic doe and her son, the handsome cat, both of whom she “loved with all her heart.” She had forgotten her origins but “guessed she had come from somewhere else” and was burning to know where. One day while picking wild flowers outside the park, she found a black rose that she placed, carefully avoiding its long thorns, in the middle of “her sweet-smelling bouquet,” to give it, she thought to herself, “a hint of the unknown.” Suddenly choked by a “paralyzing fear and the rigidity of the petals,” she was gripped by terror while a cavernous voice echoed in her ears. “Eglantine, you have just touched death. Your unconscious allowed you to break the taboo without killing yourself. I am furious!” From the heart of the fully bloomed black rose “emerged a witch carrying the tormented little girl she once was.” Recovering in one fell swoop the memory of her terrible childhood and her flight and various adventures, Eglantine, pursued by the black rose, vainly looked for Bonne-Biche and Beau-Minon in all the rooms of the castle, which were now empty. She crossed through the park, now devoured by wild nature, finally finding her way to the metal gate through which she had entered the forest. She left the rose there as she could not cross through this gate. The black rose was now consumed by rage at not being able to prick the maiden and thereby bring her into the circle of witches. But while pursuing her journey, Elgantine “bitterly mourned the loss of Bonne-Biche and Beau-Minon. They would never be accepted in the world of men where she now found herself. Again a heavy sleep came to her rescue.”

          It is worth noting that Eglantine woke up in the enchanted world on her fourteenth birthday, the age of puberty. It is equally worth noting that she found a bear cub by her side—in other words, Ursa Minor (the Little Dipper), which marks the position of the pole in the northern sky. Everything aligns here to evoke the young girl’s awakening sexuality, including seeing herself in the mirror and the role of Beau-Minon in the emergence from her lethargy. In this context, the image of the “beautiful but slightly rusted metal gate” that she opens easily to enter the forest does not offer much ambiguity, nor does that of the black rose in which lurks the dangers and wonders of the world of the senses.

          The gate also represents the frontier that separates the “world of men” and that of the “animals” the little girl encounters in the castle, the conscious and the unconscious, the certainties of everyday life and the marvelously ambiguous. On this level of interpretation, Eglantine’s ordeal consists of not allowing herself to be trapped behind the gate, in this domain where she must free herself of her stepmother-black rose without failing, however, to bring into the open the treasure she discovered there.

          But her blossoming finds, in alchemical tradition, a different and very specific meaning. In botany, the eglantine is a wild rose that gardeners have long used as a graft in order to obtain, through a long process of selection, roses of a variety of colors and shapes, each of which has its own aroma. In alchemical practice, where the “white rose” and the “red rose” depict the two states of the achieved philosopher’s stone, the eglantine’s place is at the beginning of the Work as an image of the virgin prime matter. The “beautiful but slightly rusted metal gate,” like the door to the temple, depicts the access to the sacred plane where the Work is accomplished, and the announcement made to Eglantine of her transformation into a “black rose” is an evocation of the dreadful but primordial phase of putrefaction within which matter truly blossoms.

          In the context of the same tradition, it is permitted to interpret in this way the disappearance of the baby princess in the feathers of a raven one day when she was naughty and would not stay still; the story of Cinderella, or Cucendron,*61 in the ashes; of Sleeping Beauty in her century-long slumber; Rapunzel with the long hair in the top-most chamber of her doorless tower; of the very beautiful Snow White in her glass coffin; and especially the belly of the wolf-grandmother from which Little Red Riding Hood was lucky enough—except in the literary version by Perrault—to be pulled out alive by a hunter.
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      LIGHT

      
        At dawn, the traveler coming out of the mute, dark forest finds a split agate at his feet. He looks at it and murmurs: “An eclipse of the sun!”
      

      BENJAMIN PÉRET

      There is not a single “blue tale” that does not have the happy culmination of a quest or the realization of a dream, peace and plenty obtained, and the return to a long-sought home.

      Most end in marriage, almost always associated with the liberation or the acquisition of the royal crown. Sometimes we witness a resurrection or the appearance of a luxurious palace where a humble cabin once stood.

      To achieve these conclusions, each story follows paths whose starting points depend on the nature of the trials that must be surmounted.

      When marriage follows the reunion with the lost fiancée, in most cases, the initial trial is combat against a dragon or some other monster about to devour the maiden, or at least determined to hold her captive.

      
        THE FIANCÉE REFOUND

        In The Fisherman’s Sons, the princess is promised to one of the charcoal burners who claimed to have saved her from the beast, but she “refused to wed before a year and a day had passed. She was sorrowful and ill.” The reason was that she was waiting for her true liberator, to whom she had given as a pledge of love her handkerchief bearing her name. “A year and a day went by. The festivities for the wedding had already begun when the eldest of the fisherman’s sons arrived in the city and took lodging in a hostelry. An old woman told him: ‘Today it has been one year and a day, everyone was sad and now all are rejoicing; three coal burners freed the princess who was to be devoured by a beast with seven heads, and the king is going to give her as a bride to one of them.’” On hearing this, the young man sent his dog to the king’s kitchen, from which the faithful animal brought him the finest dishes, the best wines, and the most flavorful cakes. The king sent his guards to follow the dog, and these guards the young man “slew with his spear except for one he left alive to report on what happened.” The king therefore decided to visit the young man personally. He invited him to board his coach and “brought him back to the palace where he invited him to take part in the feast.” When dessert came, when everyone was invited to tell a story, the fisherman’s son displayed the tongues of the beast wrapped in the handkerchief and exposed the deceit of the charcoal burners, who were all hanged just before his wedding with the princess was performed.

        But the story does not end here.

        “One night after dinner, when the young man was in their room with his wife, he saw a castle engulfed in flames outside the window. ‘What is that castle?’ he asked her. The princess answered, ‘Every night I see this burning castle, but I have never been able to explain why.’ Once she fell asleep, the young man got up and left with his horse and dog to see what the story was.” In the meadow where the mysterious castle stood, he helped an old woman put a bundle on her back; she immediately changed him into a tuft of grass, as well as his dog and horse. In their father’s house, the two younger brothers saw the blood of the fish immediately began boiling in one of the vials, and they realized that some misfortune had befallen their elder brother. One after the other they set off in search for him, coming to the castle of the princess, who each time believed they were her husband, “because the three brothers looked so much alike it as impossible to tell them apart.” But once they went into the chamber with her, they, too, saw the burning castle, toward which they sped at top speed. The first to go was also changed into a tuft of grass. But the youngest son, instead of helping the old woman with her burden, ordered her to restore his two brothers to life, then cut her into pieces once she had complied. When all three brothers had returned to the castle, “the princess could not tell which of the three was her husband. ‘It is I,’ said the eldest. His brothers married her two younger sisters, and great festivities were held for six months.”

        Of the three cobblers appearing in The Gifts of the Three Animals, the youngest one, after slaying the beast and freeing the princess, was cast into the sea by a rival and immediately swallowed by a whale. The young maiden was then forced, by the threats of this abominable murderer, to promise to acknowledge him as her deliverer. And it was now just shy of three days when she would have to marry him.

        “However, there was a beggar on the bridge who played music. The whales greatly loved this music, and the one who had swallowed the cobbler swam close to listen to it.” The beggar promised to play for a quarter hour, then a half an hour, than an hour, persuading the animal each time to let the cobbler appear: first just his head, then his body down to his thighs, then to his knees. When he was exposed all the way to his feet, the survivor “changed into an eagle and flew away” while the whale, furious, overturned the bridge with a large blow from its tail.

        “On the day set for the princess’s wedding, it was necessary to give new clothes to all the beggars, and to give them food and drink.” The cobbler, who had just escaped from the monster’s belly in his soaked and crumpled clothes, went to get warm by the castle fireplace. As he took the handkerchief with the four gold-embroidered corners from his pocket, “a servant spied it and raced to tell her mistress: ‘I just saw a handkerchief with four gold-embroidered corners; this handkerchief must belong to you.’” The princess recognized the handkerchief and “got married as planned on the third day, but it was to the cobbler.”

        After the princess he rescued gave him the seventh ring and the other half of her handkerchief, the wicked Leopold simply returned home to his father. But “the king proclaimed with a royal fanfare that those who had freed the princess need only present themselves and she would wed one of them.” While a mob of suitors tried their chances, “Leopold was in no hurry to go,” and it took all of his father’s urgings for him to finally go to the castle. “The princess recognized her rings and her handkerchief, and the king gave her in marriage to Leopold.”

        In The Two Brothers, the second brother, who had set off toward the east, had defeated the dragon and rescued the princess. But he fell asleep by her side, soon joined by his friends, the lion, the bear, the wolf, the fox, and the hare, all of whom fell asleep one after the other. The marshal of the king, who was sneakily lying in wait, took advantage of this and cut off his head. On his return to the castle the marshal easily persuaded the king to give the princess to him as his wife. “‘It has to be this way,’ she told herself, while placing one condition on the marriage: ‘But I insist that this marriage not take place before a year and a day, as that is my right.’ She was desperately hoping that in the meantime she would have news of her beloved hunter.” Next to their dead and headless master, the animals continued their deep sleep until a thistle stung the hare’s nose three times. Pulled from the deep sleep, the hare “woke up the fox, who woke up the wolf, who woke up the bear, who woke up the lion. And when the lion was awake and saw that the maiden was no longer there and that his master was dead, he let out a terrible cry and shouted: ‘Who is the criminal? Who committed this murder? Bear, why did you not wake up?’” The bear turned to the fox and asked the same question, and the fox then asked the hare, who, not having anyone to ask, remembered the existence of, on a mountain he knew of, a certain root that healed all illnesses and wounds. Off like an arrow, he returned in twenty-four hours with the root. The lion put the hunter’s head back in its rightful place, the hare put the root in his mouth, and the young man came to—whole and in good spirits—although quite sad about the disappearance of the maiden.

        Sad as he was, the hunter traveled across the world while having his animals dance before people, and by chance he found himself at the end of one year in the city where he had performed his daring exploit. But the city was draped in red banners because it was the eve of the day when the princess would wed her so-called rescuer, the marshal. The hunter then made a wager with the keeper of the inn where he was staying that he would eat bread from the king’s table on that very day. The hare leaped to the castle, where he crouched underneath the princess’s chair and gently scratched her feet three times. When the maiden eventually recognized him, he presented his master’s request that he return with bread “from the special oven reserved for the king.” Next it was the fox’s turn to bring back “the king’s roast meat,” then the wolf ’s turn to bring back “His Majesty’s vegetables,” the bear “the king’s desserts and sweets,” and finally the lion, who brought back “the wine drunk by the king.” The hunter and his animals then sat down to a merry feast. During this time, feasting was going on in the palace, but the king—intrigued by the comings and goings of all these wild animals—asked his daughter the reason. “It is not possible for me to tell you,” the princess responded, “but send for their master to come hither, and you shall have done well.” His Majesty sent a coach drawn by six horses to fetch the hunter, with servants who brought the young man royal garb that he put on to present himself at the palace, where he was personally received by the king. And when the marshal proudly displayed the dragon’s seven heads with which he thought to win the hand of the princess, the hunter pulled out the handkerchief with the seven tongues and showed the necklace given to the animals. The marshal was condemned to “die by being drawn and quartered by four bulls.” The hunter married the king’s daughter and became governor of the entire kingdom.

        However, like the tale of the fisherman’s sons, the story does not end here.

        “Everyone was happy, but the young governor and his young wife were happiest of all and lived in complete contentment.” That is until the day when this new monarch, now hunting just for pleasure, entered with his animals a “disturbing forest that was rumored to be haunted,” at the border of which he saw “a beautiful doe white as snow” plunge into the trees. Lured deep into the undergrowth while night was falling, he decided he was unable to go home to his wife that night, so he built a fire beneath a tree and settled in. He was getting drowsy when he heard a groaning in the branches, where he spied an old woman shivering from the cold. “Come down and warm yourself, if you are cold,” he shouted to her. “No, your animals will bite me!” said the old crone, who tossed him a switch so he could quiet his companions down. But once he touched the beasts with this stick, they turned into stone, and the witch, who had now come down from her perch, made him suffer the same fate. The young queen was moping in distress in the castle, while, far from there, the hunter’s twin brother returned to the spot where the two had parted ways. He found his brother’s knife stuck in the tree there and saw the blade was partially rusted. “Some great misfortune must have befallen him!” he thought. Without delay he headed in the direction of the setting sun with his animals, who brought him to the castle. On seeing his arrival, the guard went to announce the return of her husband to the young queen. She welcomed him joyfully, so great was the resemblance of the twins, but when it was time to go to bed, great was her surprise when she saw him place a double-edged sword between them. Soon entering the forest in turn, the second hunter made the same discoveries as the first, but after forcing the witch to restore his brother and his animals to life, as well as a good many other living beings she had changed into stone, he hurled her in the fire, “where she burned like a torch. When nothing remained but ashes, the forest opened up by itself and became clear and luminous. It was so transparent that they could see the royal castle although it was a good three hours’ journey away.” Then the two brothers returned to the castle, where the queen recognized her husband by the necklaces of his animals and the gold clasp she had given to his lion. Once they were in bed, the king was quite content to hear his wife tell him of the fear she felt on the previous nights when he had placed his double-edged sword between them.

        In each of these fairy tales it is thanks to the gifts of the princess that her rescuer makes himself recognized. The first and the most important of these gifts is the handkerchief in which the seven tongues are kept. Embroidered in gold or marked with the girl’s name, this personal item is a love token permeated by all the promises of femininity.

        After the victory over the dragon, the path that leads to union is contained in this handkerchief, whose opening and the discovery of its contents allow the sovereign to recognize the true fiancé while denouncing the imposture of the fake one.

        In this revelation to the eyes of the “king,” a psychologist could probably recognize the emergence on a conscious level of secrets connected to the “tongues,” in other words to the language of the dragon that threatens to devour the princess and annihilate her father’s kingdom. The eminent role played by these languages is inscribed in the Lacanian idea that “the unconscious is structured like a language.” And the opening of the personal handkerchief in front of the “king” clearly seems to be identical to that of the deep memory of a patient during his monologue on the psychiatrist’s couch. Did the hearing and frequent remembering of these tales and their music constitute innocent and discreet precursors to analysis treatments, through their magnetism? The “city” of the princess, like the mind of the subject undergoing analysis, is draped in black when it is under the “dragon’s” dominance, then draped in red during the revelation of the “tongues” and its happy consequence, the union of the true “fiancés.”

        In another domain and in certain circumstances, the Freemasons see the walls of their place of Work draped with these same colors in succession.

        The ceremony of elevation to the 18th degree of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry takes place successively in two temples. In the first, draped in black, the Most Wise Master gives scant hope to the members-elect who request guidance in their quest. “Alas, my brothers,” he tells them, “you find us in affliction, despondency, and despair. Black shadows envelop the earth, sowing disorder and mourning there. . . . Our Works have been disrupted, the light that illuminated us extinguished, the Word is lost, the tools of Freemasonry destroyed, the flaming star no longer lights our path.” But the second temple is draped in red and richly decorated when the “knights of east and west” knock at its door while announcing they have sought the Word and “believe to have found it beneath the wing of the phoenix at the moment it is reborn from its ashes.” The new arrivals are the bearers of a “chest of the purest metal” in which they have enclosed this Word, carved on a tablet. “It is the Word,” says the Most Wise after taking out the tablet and reading out loud the secret acronym. He then proclaims, “Master of Ceremonies, light the flaming star!”

        In their domain, alchemists also have their “chest of the purest metal,” their handkerchief embroidered in gold with the name of the princess. They call it the gold of the wise, and this is what holds their “lost Word,” the spirit of the metals skillfully collected in the dead head of the dragon.

        But the charcoal burners and the marshal, who instead of collecting the tongues took the heads, are no more worthy than the common “puffers” who abandon the spirit for the body and never realize the chemical wedding.

        We do not find the theme of the tongues in The Gifts of the Three Animals, where all that remains as proof of the young shoemaker’s great deed is the “handkerchief whose four sides are embroidered in gold.” And the seven-headed monster, aided by a giant, shows no interest in eating the pretty maiden, whom he is content to keep as his prisoner. She then gives these instructions to the young man who just cut off the first six heads. “Try to cut off the last head, then carefully cut it in half, and you will find three eggs there. You will next open the giant’s door and throw one of these eggs in his face. He will become ill at once; you shall toss another egg at him, and he will drop dead. Throw the last egg against the wall, and a beautiful carriage will come out, drawn by four horses with three lackeys. You will find yourself next to me in this carriage, but in other clothes than you are wearing now.”

        Everything happened as the young maiden said it would. Except she did not foresee that during their ocean crossing her hero would be swallowed by a whale. But what strange musician could this beggar on the bridge be, who, with the sound of his instrument, managed to extract him by stages from the beast’s belly until he had enough of himself free to turn into an eagle and fly away? He next became a beggar himself and soon found himself in the king’s palace, where he went “to sit by the fire to dry himself out.”

        In this episode, every child of Hermes can recognize an allusion to the central phase of “the art of music,” during which takes place the extraction of the metallic light, the “sublimations,” during which time the adepts recommend “to make the eagle fly.” The “beggar” is the disinherited body that causes this light to emerge from the darkness of the material, which then reveals, beneath his sordid garments, his occupation of fiancé, the vanquisher of the jailers of his promise.

      

      
        EXIT FROM THE PIT

        The Light Emerging from Its Own Darkness is the title of a book much esteemed by the “students of science.” For their part, there are numerous tales in which the traveler,*62 before reaching the objective of his quest, must climb back out of a dark pit.

        This was the penultimate episode of Bear John’s adventures, when, deserted by his three evil companions in the lower world, he found an exit via “this path that leads to the castle above,” thanks to the clues given him by the fairy, his guide in the castle below. Illuminated by the tiny light that followed behind him, he brought back the presents from the princesses he had freed: three small balls adorned “with pearls, diamonds, and emeralds.”

        These three jewels would play the same role for him as the tongues did for the dragon vanquishers. Once he got out of the pit, he put them in his pocket, letting “the princesses depart, and once they are back home with their father, think no more of him.”

        He then resumed traveling. As a journeyman, he entered the workshop of a smith, where his skill soon earned him wide renown. He became so famous that one day the king of the country—who was none other than the father of the three princesses—came to order three balls from him that were in all respects identical to the ones Bear John kept in his pocket. When the time limit imposed by the king had elapsed, the smith became worried about the completion of the work. “‘Master,’ Bear John said, ‘go draw another pitcher.’ While the smith was in the cellar, Bear John hammered on the anvil, then pulled from his pocket the three balls the princesses had given him; the job was done.” The princesses recognized their balls, and Bear John was summoned to the castle. He married the youngest and prettiest of the three daughters of the king.

        When the fox pulled him from the pit into which his two jealous brothers had thrown him, the Little Hunchback, rid of his hump, “made his way to the king’s castle and had himself announced as a great doctor, saying he was there to heal the king and the princess. He first entered the stable: at once the mule regained its fine coat and began to neigh. He approached the bird, and it regained its beautiful plumage and started to sing. He gave his father the water that rejuvenates, and immediately the king became young and leaped from his sickbed. Just seeing the young man restored the princess to health. The prince then identified himself to his father and informed him of all that had happened; then the bird spoke and recounted the whole story.” The young man married the princess while his two brothers, who had cast him down the pit, were hurled into a large fire.

        The hero of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane had the silk handkerchiefs and golden apples of the three princesses in his pocket when the eagle brought him out of the pit. “After walking for some time, the young man met some little geese. He asked them: ‘Are the princesses of Pamplona back? Ask our mothers who go into the king’s courtyard; they will be able to tell you.’ When the young man saw the mother geese, he asked them: ‘Mothers of the goslings, are the princesses of Pamplona back?’ ‘Yes,’ said the geese, ‘and they will marry on the morrow at nine hours.’” And it was with his former companions. Running as hard as he could, he “reached Pamplona and entered the king’s garden,” where, as if by carelessness, he dropped the three golden apples one after the other. The princesses could not help but see this. They quickly told their royal father, “who then told the young man to pick for his wife whichever of his daughters he loved best. He chose the youngest, who was also the prettiest. As for his two companions, they each got a kick in their backsides and left the same way they came.”

        “How obtain one without losing the other?” the young prince in The Golden Bird asked his friend the fox. In addition to the golden bird he had set off to find for his father, he was bringing back the golden horse and the princess, from whom he had no desire to part. The fox answered, “First you must bring the princess of the golden castle back to the king who asked you to get her. There will be much jubilation at his court, and they will gratefully make you a present of the golden horse. You will mount it at once, and once in the saddle you will extend your hand to everyone to bid farewell, the beautiful maiden last of all. Then you will grab her hand, pull her to you quickly without letting go, and leave at a triple gallop. No one will be able to catch up to you to take you prisoner as your horse runs faster than the wind.”

        This strategy fully succeeded. But the young man passed through the town where his two elder brothers had remained, drinking and feasting. As they were about to be hanged for their debts, he had them freed and continued his journey home to their father’s kingdom with them. While traveling through a forest, they stopped near a well to refresh themselves, and the two brothers threw their younger brother down it. They then took the princess, the golden bird, and the golden horse, which they brought back in triumph to their father. “But the horse no longer ate, the bird no longer sang, and the beautiful maiden remained sad and never stopped weeping.” Luckily the bottom of the well was dry and covered with moss, and the prince took no damage when he landed. The fox then brought him back to the surface. “But you are not yet out of danger,” he told the prince. “Your brothers are not certain that you are dead, and they surrounded the forest with guards who have been given orders to kill you on sight. You must evade them and slip by them unseen.” The prince traded his clothes with a poor man, and beneath these miserable rags he was able to enter his father’s castle unhindered. “No one had recognized him, but the bird began singing, the horse began eating, and the princess stopped crying, at once.” She then told the king the whole story. The evil brothers were put to death, the young prince wed the princess of the golden castle, and he became the heir to his father’s kingdom. The fox, meanwhile, after begging repeatedly, obtained the prince’s consent to kill him and then cut him into little pieces. These pieces formed back together as a handsome young man who was none other than the brother of the princess, finally freed of a long enchantment.

        Stupid Hans in The Griffon was lost in despair at the bottom of a pit when the sound of the reed pipe began playing. The sound caused the appearance of gnomes equal to the number of notes played. They made short work of bringing him back up under the light of day. “All their little hands grabbed each and every hair on his head, and they were able to lift him this way in a single bound, as if they were flying, and they deposited him above on the surface of the ground.”

        He ran and entered the castle at the very moment the marriage of one of the princesses was being performed. The sight of him had such an effect on the princesses, they all three fell into a swoon “without being able to utter a single word.” Furious, the king was ready to imprison Stupid Hans when the princesses came back to their senses and begged him to do nothing, adding that they had sworn an oath forbidding them to tell him the reason why. “Bah” their father said, “in that case there is nothing preventing you from telling your story to the fireplace.” Hiding behind the door, he heard everything, had the two impostors hanged, and gave his youngest daughter to Stupid Hans in marriage.

        Strong Hans experienced an adventure similar to that of Stupid Hans. But in his case it was “the spirits of the air” that brought him back to the surface of the earth, thanks to the ring he turned around his finger that would provide him great assistance on two occasions. Finding himself alone in the castle, he realized that Fir Twister and Rock Splitter had run off, taking the beautiful princess with them. Summoned again, the spirits of the air “informed him that the two fugitives had taken to the sea.” Running with all his might to the shore, he spied “far away, very far away” a small boat carrying the fugitives over the waves. He threw himself in pursuit, diving into the depths of the water, where he was pulled by the spirits, and the traitors were soon being intimately acquainted with his club before being tossed overboard. Hans took the maiden back home to her parents, who gave her to him in marriage.

        Each of these stories mention three circumstances that are worth noting: the way the hero climbs back out of the pit, what he brings up with him, and the events that follow his reascent.

        
          
            The Climb Back Out of the Pit
          

          Except for Bear John, who climbed the path by his own means, guided to a certain “castle above” by a small light following behind him, all the heroes were pulled from the pits by rescuers, whether the fox of The Little Hunchback or that of the questing young prince of The Golden Bird, the eagle of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, the music-loving gnomes that rescued Stupid Hans, or the air spirits of Strong Hans. However, these assistants, far from being foreign to the hero, form part of his deepest self. The eagle, little gnomes, and air spirits emerge from the depth of his earth. The fox is his ally because he spared him at the beginning of his adventures, in other words since the time he recognized and accepted in himself the existence of this simplemindedness that served him as a vehicle and pulled him from many tight spots. Also, would it be purely coincidental that the fox, when his enchantment is broken at the end of The Golden Bird, turns out to be the brother of the hero’s fiancée?

          And wouldn’t the “mothers of the goslings” that give the nasty boy found in the forest such valuable information about the princesses for whom he was searching be close relations to the very old Mother Goose, the way of nature? According to the story, they go “all the way into the king’s court.”

        

        
          
            The Objects Brought Up
          

          All the heroes of these fairy tales bring back a treasure from the pit with them, which they either were given as a gift or found in the depths of the abyss. Its possession determines the nature of the events that follow the hero’s return to the surface.

          For Bear John, they are the very valuable little balls; for the hotheaded young man of The Five-Hundred-Pound Cane, they are three golden apples.

          But while they are less weighty, the gifts brought up by the Little Hunchback, the youngest of the three brothers, or by Stupid Hans are no less estimable. From stunted runt to handsome “full-fledged prince,” to restore its song to a bird gone mute, its appetite to a horse, and her joy in life to a princess, or to bring up from the abyss the aroma of a fiery kiss and the “red-gold necklace,” these are all many treasures of inestimable value, which are worth to each of their owners the hymen and the kingdom.

          The diversity of these objects that are brought up from the depths illustrates the qualities and virtues of the gold of the wise that the alchemists, with the help of nature, extract from the putrefaction of their material, just like farmers bring up the green sprouts of grains from their plowed fields.

          At the sight of the little balls adorned with pearls, diamonds, and emeralds, 
like that of the three golden apples, the princesses recover their memories and 
recognize the person to whom they gave them in the “castle below, said to be 
more handsome than the one above,”*63 as by allusion to the corps beau (handsome body), the corbeau (raven) of the practitioners of the art of Hermes, emblem of the color black that heralds the luminous white. For it is definitely from this deep blackness that Bear John brings up the emeralds, relatives of the emerald of the philosophers, like the robust lad of the woods brings back the golden apples, similar to the ones Hercules found in the garden of the Hesperides.

          Once Stupid Hans had cut off the nine heads of the dragon that the princess was busy delousing, she “leapt up,” the tale says, “clasped him in her arms to thank him, then took off her red-gold necklace and placed it around his neck.” Beyond the scarcely veiled erotic allusion, we can ask what this red-gold necklace really is that was worn by the youngest of the captive princesses, in fact, the very one who had picked from her father’s forbidden tree the red apple that she shared with her two sisters, after which they were suddenly “buried so deeply in the earth they could no longer even hear the cock crow.”

          The beginning of the story describes how “with the arrival of autumn, the apples of this tree became as red as the color of blood. . . . At the sight of such beautiful red apples, the youngest of the king’s daughters was dying to take one.” This emphasis of red, the color of the gift given to Hans, suggests a causal relationship between the apple and this necklace, as if the initial transgression of the girl carried within it the elevation of her future liberator.

          While the apple and the gold of the necklace both have the color of blood and fire, we know when an apple is cut in half perpendicular to its axis, we see the harmonious drawing of a five-branched star.

          The plunge of the princesses into the depths of the earth had for cause, like the fall of their illustrious elders in Genesis, the ingestion of this delicious forbidden fruit that is none other than the pentamerous star in the fire of its flesh. This is precisely the gift that Stupid Hans, who went down into the earth to bring back the buried beauty, received from her in the form of an embrace and her red-gold necklace.

          The Freemasons have a star connected to fire, which bears the name of the flaming star and serves as guide to the journeyman on his journey toward the perfection of his art. But how is the neophyte, in the dark silence of the cabinet of reflection, to suspect that the timid flame of a candle can one day give birth to this star.

          Neither the Little Hunchback nor the young man who set off in quest of the golden bird came back up with a tangible object that could serve to identify them. But both came out of the pits as therapists.

          Both were king’s sons, but both found themselves at one time during their lives afflicted by a wretched physical appearance*64 that brings to mind that of the “dung heap” from which the hermetic philosophers extracted their gold. This “invisible gold” is the seed they sow in a “virgin earth” to obtain philosophical mercury.

          Born of death, the physical body finds its equivalent in the central myth of Freemasonry. “The flesh leaves the bones,” says the first of three “officers” vainly striving to raise the body of Hiram; “all comes apart,” responds the second, who has no greater success. But with the third they succeed by combining their efforts to put the member-elect back on his feet and in whose person the lodge recognizes the master who reappears “as radiant as ever.” Just like the gold of the wise, Masonic mastery is a spirit that is born of the putrefaction of the body that inseminates the mythic entity designated by the Masons as the Widow, who serves as the personification of Freemasonry.

          It is thanks to the ring of the malevolent dwarf*65 slain at the bottom of the pit that Strong Hans is able to climb back out. Whoever rotates this magic jewel, a replica of Aladdin’s lamp that needs to be rubbed, will be greeted by the appearance of air spirits ready to grant his or her wishes. And the first granted to Hans is to carry him out of the hole, the second is to point out the way he should go, the third to pull him from the bottom of the sea where the weight of his cane had pulled him, then to carry him “fast as lightning” to the boat on which the princess was sailing with her kidnappers, whom he immediately exterminated. This is how the wind carried him in its belly.1

          The ring—tangible and fixed—is bound to the intangible and volatile “spirits of the air” who appear whenever it is turned. Revertere et revertar (turn around and I will return) is the Latin motto at the castle of Dampierre-sur-Boutonne on a beam of the upper gallery, where “thick clouds intercept the light of the sun and cast a shadow over a wildflower.”2 In this flower Fulcanelli recognized a plant that the Arabs called “the herb of gold.”

          Despite the distance separating a Santon bas-relief carved in southwestern France in the sixteenth century from a folk tale collected by the German Grimm Brothers in the nineteenth century, both revolve around the notion of a “turning” as suggested by the Dampierre motto thanks to the double meaning—transitive and intransitive†12—of the French verb retourner. The transitive meaning of this work also evokes the ideas of conversion and exchange, an operation summed up by the hermetic philosophers in the famous expression fac volatile fixum.

          This phase of the Work in the laboratory consists of “fixing the volatile by volatizing the fixed,” or what others describe as “spiritualizing the body by giving body to the spirit.” This Work is specifically the one that assures the union of “male” and “female,” realizing the “philosophical marriage” to which Hans and the princess, who will become king and queen, are promised. Both will live long lives, no doubt, and have very beautiful children.

        

        
          
            The Events that Follow His Reascent
          

          When he had gotten out of the pit, thanks to the spirits of his ring, Strong Hans quickly found the princess again and obtained her hand. But success for other heroes came much less quickly.

          Bear John, after a long journey, became a journeyman smith. The Little Hunchback, freed of his deformity, showed proof of great healing skills, like the prince of The Golden Bird beneath his beggar’s clothes. The boy “found in the wood” discovered his path because he understood perfectly the language of the geese that went “all the way into the king’s court.” Stupid Hans inevitably would have been tossed into prison if the princesses had not talked to the fireplace.

          The circumstances of success are different in all these quests, but all are subject to similar conditions, without which the chemical wedding could never take place. While the “traveler” in the discipline of Hermes is a metal worker, the quality of his labor no less requires the “language of the birds,” and the path of his deliverance can only open if he possesses the Word.

        

      

      
        DELIVERANCE

        Often before his marriage the hero must free himself of a hindrance that would forbid its conclusion. This is the case of the young cobbler who happily escapes the whale’s belly. Without the art of the musician-beggar, he would have had no chance of wedding his beauty. But this is also the case for many others.

        “Here is the green feather, the yellow feather, and the black feather. If you pick the one that changed into the white cat, you shall have her hand in marriage,” the devil promised John. John recognized her by the bone of the little finger he had put back in place incorrectly and “placed his hand on the one in the middle: it was definitely the green feather.” Then the white cat’s father, old double-dealer that he was, told John to go sleep in a certain bed. “John slept in the other one. During the night a strong wind blew up; the green feather asked the young man: ‘Do you want to run away with me?’ ‘I certainly do,’ replied John. They immediately flew off with the wind. When they drew near John’s house, the green feather embraced the young man and he changed from the ugly man he had been to a handsome one.”

        In the morning, furious at not finding the young people in the room, the devil set off in pursuit, asking those he met if they had seen “a boy and girl flying with the wind.” Disappointed by the absurd answers he received, he returned home. “However, many gentlemen, unaware that the White Cat was John’s fiancée, sought her hand in marriage.” They followed her into her room while giving her staggering sums of money, but each time, at the critical moment, she found a pretext to leave while John came in to administer a severe correction to the suitor. “They thus found themselves quite rich and they had a splendid wedding.”

        It was not a kiss that freed the Frog King from his Bactrian form, a shape that was disgraceful and hardly suitable to royal dignity. The king’s daughter often came to sit at the edge of the fountain, where she indulged in her favorite game: throwing her golden ball in the air and catching it. One day the ball fell into the fountain and disappeared, to the great dismay of the young maiden, who started weeping loudly. Suddenly, “she saw a frog sticking its fat vile head out of the water,” and he offered to go fetch her toy against her promise to accept him as “playmate and companion.” The promise was given, and the ball was brought back. The princess then returned home to the castle, forgetting the incident and the small animal, who came knocking at her door the next day. He called out:

        “King’s youngest daughter,
Open your door for me.
Don’t you remember what
You told me
At the fountain yesterday?
King’s youngest daughter
Now open your door!”


        Despite her disgust, the king’s daughter allowed the frog into the castle and sat him at the table by her side. He ate with her, sharing her gold plate, then followed her into her room. But when this viscous creature wanted to lie down next to her in her bed, the princess was seized by rage and threw him against the wall with all her might. “But what fell down was no longer a frog. No! It was a prince with beautiful kind eyes, whom her father gave her as a charming companion and husband.” The story then explains how a detestable witch had bewitched him with her spells and only this princess had the power to free him from the fountain. After a joyful night, the young couple left for the prince’s kingdom in “a carriage drawn by eight white horses, who wore white ostrich feathers on their heads and a golden harness. Behind the carriage stood the king’s servant, Faithful Henry.” This was the same Henry who, “when his master was changed into a frog, had his heart bound by three iron bands to keep it from breaking in sorrow.” During the journey, the three bands broke in succession, each time making a large cracking sound behind the prince, who each time cried out:

        “Henry, the carriage is breaking!”
“No my Lord, it is whole.
It is simply the band around my heart
That was trapped in sorrow
For all the time
You were bewitched in the fountain.”


        Rapunzel had been imprisoned since the age of twelve “inside a tower that stood with no door or stairs in the center of a forest.” And when her jailer, the witch, wished to visit her, she would stand beneath its only window at the very top of the tower and yell:

        
          “Rapunzel, Rapunzel.

Let down your hair.”
        

        Rapunzel would then let down her golden hair, which went all the way to the ground, and the old woman would then climb up it. One day a king’s son happened to pass by. He heard a melodious voice coming from the tower and burned to know the person who possessed such a pretty voice. Finding no entrance, he hid behind a tree and thus witnessed the witch’s arrangement. He quickly made up his mind. The next day, “as it was growing dark, he went to the foot of the tower and called out:

        Rapunzel, Rapunzel.

Let down your hair.


        The long golden tresses were unrolled down the wall and the prince scaled them. Rapunzel had never seen a man before, but her fear did not last long. The young couple met each night this way until the day when Rapunzel revealed their adventure by naively asking the witch, “Tell me, Godmother, how is it that you are so heavy to climb while the king’s son can get up here in the blink of an eye?” Furious, the witch abandoned her goddaughter in a wasteland after cutting off her long tresses, which she attached to a hook on the window before the sunset. That night, finding the horrible old crone in the tower instead of his lover, the prince jumped out the window and fell into a thorn bush that tore out his eyes. The poor boy was unable to see where his feet were taking him. And no one can say whether it was chance or fate that led him to the wasteland where Rapunzel was living with the twins to whom she had given birth—a boy and a girl. When she saw him, she leaped into his arms and wept. Two of her tears fell into the blind man’s eyes, restoring his sight.

        When she set off in search of her brothers, the sister of The Seven Ravens had only “taken with her a small ring in memory of her parents, a crust of bread against hunger, a pitcher of water against thirst, and a small stool against fatigue.” She was guided through the burning sun and freezing moon by the morning star, which showed the way to the glass mountain where dwelled her brothers and gave her a small knucklebone with which to open the mountain’s gate. After a long road, she reached the end of her journey. She found the gate to the mountain closed, and she had lost the knucklebone. She then cut off one of her little fingers to open the lock. She was welcomed by a very courteous dwarf, who then busied himself serving the meal of the then-absent ravens, “in seven little plates and seven little goblets.” The little girl took a bite from each plate and a swallow from each goblet. She then dropped the ring in the seventh goblet and hid. “Who has been eating from my plate? Who has been drinking from my goblet?” each of the ravens cried out successively in surprise when they returned for dinner. The seventh, on emptying his goblet, saw the ring of his parents fall out before him. “Please to God that our sister was here, we shall be delivered!” he exclaimed. The little girl emerged from her hiding place and went to her brothers, who immediately assumed their human form. The seven boys and their little sister embraced and joyfully returned home.

        A ring fallen into a glass also plays a role in the adventure in Bearskin. Living in an inn, Bearskin is eagerly awaiting the arrival of the last day of the seven years during which he was forbidden to wash himself when he hears “someone weeping and moaning aloud” in the neighboring room. Intrigued, he entered it and found an old man sobbing who seemed to be plunged in deep despair. Once he had gotten over the fright first caused by the young man’s appearance, the old man explained the reason for his distress. He was ruined and unable to pay the innkeeper. He would have to go to prison, leaving his three daughters alone with no resources. The gallant Bearskin paid the poor man’s debt and gave him all the money he needed to dry his tears. In his enthusiastic gratitude, the old man promised to give him one of his daughters to wed. All three were “wondrously beautiful.” The oldest and middle daughters refused outright to belong to such a repulsive individual. But the youngest daughter, in acknowledgment of his generosity and to honor her father’s vow, accepted him as her fiancé. Then pulling a ring off his finger, Bearskin broke it in half, one half of which he gave his future bride and the other half he kept. “You must wait for me for seven years,” he told his betrothed, “during which time I must continue my wandering across the world. If I return, we shall celebrate our marriage, and if I do not, then I will be dead, and you shall be free.” Sad and always clothed in black, the young girl quietly awaited her fiancé’s return while her sisters jeered at her and teased her. And “when the last day of the seven years arrived,” Bearskin went back to sit in the grove, where he found his former creditor. The devil relieved him of his vile skin, took back his green jacket, and was forced to scrub him soundly from head to toe, and gave him back “his air of a valiant soldier returning from war.” The young man returned to his betrothed’s home wearing a magnificent coat and sitting in a fine carriage, and no one recognized him. The two older sisters kept making advances at the young man, and when he asked their father for the hand of one of his daughters in marriage, they rushed to put on their most luxurious finery while the youngest daughter silently remained before him with her eyes downcast and dressed in mourning. But once they were alone, he let his half of the ring fall into a glass of wine that he pushed toward her. She drained the glass and found the fragment of the ring, which she put next to her half, which she had kept faithfully. When it fit, she recognized him as her fiancé and threw herself into his arms. Meanwhile, her two older sisters, consumed by jealousy and remorse, ran away, where one cast herself down a well and the other hanged herself on the branch of a tree, to the great delight of the green devil.

        In the Old Woman in the Forest, the old crone tells how the poor serving maid got lost and was wandering through the forest following the slaughter of her masters by bandits. Alone in the midst of the tall trees, one night she saw “a white dove flying toward her holding a small gold key in its beak.” The bird placed the key in her hand and told her how to use it. She put it in the small lock on a large tree, and once she opened it she found food in abundance. Once she had eaten her fill, the dove returned with another gold key, which fit the small lock of another large tree, inside of which there was a nice bed. The adventure resumed in similar fashion when she awoke, and in the third tree she found “dresses embellished with gold and precious stones, clothing so magnificent that even princesses did not have their like in beauty.” Visited this way every morning by the dove, who filled all her needs, the young girl spent days full of happiness and contentment. Then one day the bird asked her to do it a favor, which she hastened to do without hesitation, and she followed all of its instructions. She entered a house where an old woman was standing in front of the fireplace and headed without saying a word toward a small room to her right. In the room she went to a table piled high with jewels and magnificent gems, to which she paid no attention because she was looking for a very ordinary ring. She suddenly spotted the old woman running off with a birdcage, stopped her in her tracks, and took the ring that the bird was holding in its beak. But when leaving the house she was greatly surprised not to see her friend the dove. To wait, she sat down at the foot of a tree that she felt leaning down toward her; it then clasped her gently in its branches, which soon turned into two strong arms. Instead of the tree, it was now a handsome man embracing her tenderly. While hugging her, he told her that she had just freed him from the old woman’s power. “She was the one who changed me into a tree,” he explained, “and for several hours every day I was a dove, but as long as she had the ring in her possession, I could not resume my human form.” The young girl then saw a crowd of other trees turning back into men while others changed back into horses: it was the young lord’s retinue. Everyone returned to his kingdom, where the young man wed his rescuer.

        In The Devil and His Grandmother, the three deserters had learned, thanks to the complicity of this strange old woman, how to give the correct answer to the riddle that the devil had promised to ask them when their contracted seven years was up. In their joy, the three companions “excitedly cracked their whip and whipped up a huge pile of gold all over the ground; a pile the likes of which the world had never seen.” And when the devil invited them to dine in hell, he asked them to identify what meat their main dish had been prepared from, what kind of silver spoon they had, and what they were drinking their wine from. When he received the correct answer to each question, he hurled a cry of rage and vanished into the sky, and the three were totally free of his power. “But they kept the little whip, which they used as they pleased.”

        In the Grimm Brothers’ Iron John, the young prince worked in the castle gardens, where he has passed himself off as a sufferer from ringworm. But one day the heat forced him to take off his cap. The sunlight reflected by his golden hair shone brightly in the princess’s chamber; she rushed to the window and saw this handsome gardener. She called down to him, commanding he bring her a bouquet of flowers. When he gave her the bouquet, with a quick movement she knocked off his cap and freed the boy’s sparkling mane. He fled instantly. The maiden summoned him two more times, but he was able to keep his hat atop his head. War broke out in the kingdom, and the gardener’s boy wanted to take part despite the jeers he received from all sides. He rode into the forest on a three-legged horse and called Iron John, who gave him the mount and equipment of a true warrior, as well as a squadron of iron knights. On the battlefield he drove off the enemy in short order, thus saving the royal troops from certain defeat. But he returned to the castle on his old nag, and nobody recognized him as the victorious hero whose identity remained a mystery to all. His claims of having acquitted himself best in the task were greeted by mockery and laughter. The king wished to celebrate his victory with a feast, during which he wanted his daughter to throw out a golden apple. “And who knows, perhaps the unknown knight will come,” he told his child. He did indeed come, three days in a row, after having obtained from Iron John in the forest a fiery chestnut horse and red armor, which he wore the first day. On the second day he came in white armor on a white horse, and on the third, black armor and a black horse. Each time he caught the apple thrown by the princess, then vanished in a flurry of hooves. But on the third day, the king’s soldiers pursued him, and one wounded him on the thigh. He managed to escape, but his helmet fell off, revealing his golden hair. The next day the princess learned from the gardener that his helper had given his children the three golden apples brought back from the feast. The young man was summoned by the king, revealed his identity, and obtained his daughter’s hand. On the wedding day, the entire court was at the table when “suddenly the music died and the doors swung wide to let a superb monarch enter.” It was King John, who had been changed into the Iron Man by an enchantment that the young prince had broken. “All the treasures I own,” he told him, “will be and are henceforth your property.”

        When the Drummer pulled her out of the burning pyre, the princess saw that he was “an attractive young man.” She thus promised her hand to him, and both, after taking all of the witch’s wealth, flew back to the young maiden’s castle using the power of the ring. But when the Drummer went to bid his parents farewell, he stupidly kissed them on the right cheek, which the princess had told him he must not do. At that very instant, he forgot his promise to the maiden who waited long for him at the city gate. She eventually left and went to a cabin in the forest. Then she learned one day that her fiancé was going to wed another. She decided she would win him back by curing him of his amnesia. Her magic ring made her three dresses; one was spun from the rays of the sun, the second from moonlight, and the third from starlight. For three evenings in a row she went to the ball, wearing a different dress each time, which the second fiancée bought from her each time in return for letting the princess spend the night in front of her fiancé’s room. During each of these nights, she crouched by the half-open door to call to him with her sweet voice.

        
          “Drummer, Drummer hear me!

Do you remember nothing?

Not the Crystal Mountain where we were together?

Nor the witch from whom I rescued you?

Nor the fidelity you pledged to me?

Drummer, Drummer, remember!”
        

        On the first two nights the Drummer, his senses dulled by a sleeping potion the other woman had put in his wine, heard nothing, but on the third, a servant warned him of the ruse. He threw away the spiked beverage and was able to finally recognize his rightful fiancée, whom he married.

        In The Iron Stove, after many journeys and harsh ordeals, the king’s daughter was hired as a kitchen girl in a “large castle standing on the other bank,” where she learned that her handsome lover had completely forgotten her and was preparing to marry another woman. Rummaging absentmindedly in her pockets, she discovered the three walnuts that the fat mother frog had given her. When she broke the first one open, she found a splendid dress, which she exchanged with the new fiancée for allowing her to sleep in her fiancé’s room. Even more wondrous dresses came out of the remaining two nuts, which she used for the same bargain. And just as happened in The Drummer, the prince from the iron stove, who had been drugged the first two nights, stayed up on the third and remembered his promise. Both then fled, taking advantage of the darkness, but not before stealing all three dresses from the second fiancée so she would be unable, all naked, to follow them. They crossed over a large body of water, found their way over the three swords to the Crystal Mountain, and reached the frogs’ home. But it was no longer a humble little cabin but a magnificent castle, inhabited by princesses who had regained their women’s bodies and royal rank. The wedding was celebrated. The newlyweds then fetched the old king “and brought him to live with them. They thus ruled over two kingdoms and lived in happy matrimony.”

        In The Singing, Springing Lark, a man going away on a journey had promised to bring back gifts to his three daughters: pearls for one, diamonds for the next, and for the youngest the Singing Springing Lark. But this bird belonged to a ferocious lion who demanded in exchange the first person the father met on his return. This was his favorite daughter, the youngest. But she surrendered herself to the wild beast without a trace of fear. Moreover, the lion transformed into a handsome young prince once night had completely fallen. She had no hesitation about uniting with him on the spot. The tale assures us that they were quite happy. One day, learning that her sisters were getting married, she returned home with her husband who was a lion by day and a prince by night. He had assumed his human form as the sun had long since set, and it was completely dark in their tightly sealed room. When he was struck by a thin ray of light cast by the wedding torches that filtered through an imperceptible crack in the door, in an instant he was changed into a dove and he flew away. The young maiden immediately set off to find him. She traveled the world, climbing to the sun, which knew nothing but gave her a small chest, and to the moon, which gave her the gift of an egg. She met the night wind, which knew nothing of the prince, but the south wind told her that the dove had flown to the Red Sea, where it took back its lion form and fought a dragon. The south wind gave her a nut and explained how to use it. On this wind’s advice, she went to the edge of the Red Sea, counted reeds so she could cut the eleventh one, and struck the dragon with it. “The lion triumphed” and became a man at the same time. But the dragon was in truth a princess, who took on her natural form, grabbed the prince in her arms, and leaped with him onto the back of a griffon that flew away, leaving behind his unhappy wife in tears. However, rather than sink into despair, she decided to make a second search for the man who had just been abducted from her. Then remembering the gifts from the sun and moon, she found a dress in the chest that shone as bright as the sun and put it on. The new fiancée saw it and jealously wanted to obtain it. She allowed the true bride to spend the night in the room of her fiancé, who unfortunately remained in a deep sleep. The next day she opened the moon’s gift: the egg. A hen and a dozen chicks came out, perfectly alive despite being all gold. The fiancée wanted this new marvel for herself, too, and obtained it on the same conditions as the first. But this time the prince did not sleep, and once he recognized his wife, he was freed from his “strange dream.” Both left the castle in secret, as its owner, the father of the dragon-fiancée, was a dreadful sorcerer. They mounted the back of the griffon, who carried them off. Once they were halfway across the Red Sea, the young woman let the nut fall. An immense walnut tree grew out of it in the blink of an eye and served as a perch for the griffon, who needed rest. He then flew them back home where they reunited with their child, who was “now a large handsome boy.”

        The Hut in the Forest is the story of the three daughters of a woodchopper who left, one after the other, to bring their father his noon meal in the forest. “So she does not get lost,” the father thought on the first day, “I will leave a trail of millet for her to follow.” But the little birds ate all the seeds, and the elder daughter got lost. On the following day, the same misadventure befell the second daughter, who could not find the trail he had marked with lentils, and then on the day after, the youngest daughter got lost because the peas scattered by her father had been quickly eaten by doves. One after another they became lost in the middle of the forest and were extremely scared when night began to fall. But each in turn then spied the light of a hut in which an old gray-haired man welcomed them. They found him sitting before the fire at a table he shared with a young rooster, hen, and spotted cow. The eldest daughter, then the second, had prepared and eaten dinner, then had gone up to bed without paying any attention to the animals. The old man had followed them up, and once they were asleep he had tossed them through a trapdoor to the bottom of the cellar. When she got to the hut, the youngest one did not wish to eat before she had fed the three animals. When she went up to bed, followed by the old man, who got into another bed next to hers, she lay down and fell fast asleep. Toward midnight, though, she was awakened by a loud din, as if the entire hut was collapsing; then calm was restored, and she fell back asleep. The next morning, “under the clear light of the sun,” she awoke in an ivory bed in the middle of a royal chamber. A handsome young man was awakening in the bed next to her. He was the son of a king, whom a wicked witch had “forced to live in the forest with a spell that had changed him into an old man with gray hair and a long white beard.” At the same time his “three faithful servants” were transformed into farm animals. To break this spell, it required a young girl “with a big heart” to show as much kindness to the animals as she did to humans. Equal to the happiness of the youngest daughter at marrying the prince was the disappointment of two older sisters, who only got out of the cellar to find that they were servants for a charcoal burner.

        
          
            The Girls
          

          While it happens quite frequently in fairy tales that a boy is freed thanks to the intervention of a girl, the opposite is also quite common. The most famous example is that of Sleeping Beauty, who in the Grimm Brothers’ version has the name of Briar Rose. “But in truth,” the tale tells us, “the hundred years were now at an end and the day came on which the princess was to be awakened. When the prince came to the high hedge of thorns he found only large beautiful flowers, which drew aside to let him pass, then closed behind him in a dense hedge.” After crossing through the large halls of the castle where all were asleep, “the prince climbed up into the old keep, opened the door to the high garret where the beautiful princess Briar Rose slept . . . stooped down and gave her a kiss. At the touch of his lips, Briar Rose opened her eyes and awoke.” We know that the entire castle was pulled from sleep then, including the fire in the kitchen that leapt up “and continued cooking where it had left off.” A magnificent wedding was celebrated that very day.

          The princess transformed in The Raven was extremely disappointed, during her three successive attempts, at being unable to awaken her future rescuer, who was in a deep sleep under a large pile of bark behind the witch’s house. But before leaving, after swapping their rings, she left him inexhaustible provisions and a letter in which she begged him to free her from the golden castle of Fluentmont. The young man finally awoke. He set off at once to find the unknown castle and soon found himself in a vast, dark, dense forest. He walked for many long days before catching sight of a faraway light and headed that way. There he found a house in front of which a giant was standing. This enormous individual was terribly hungry and wanted to eat him straightaway. But his higher nature took over once the traveler offered to share his inexhaustible food and drink with him. They both became good friends and searched together through all the documents the giant owned to see if they could discover where this strange golden castle of Fluentmont was located. They eventually found it on an ancient map, but it was “thousands of leagues away.” The giant then placed the young man on his shoulders and took him to a spot only “a few hundred leagues” from his goal, from where he had to pursue his journey all alone. We have already seen the ruse and theft he employed to make his way to the top of the crystal mountain in the blink of an eye, then open the door to the castle. “The princess was sitting with a cup of wine before her” when she was quite astounded to see a ring fall into it that the invisible young man had just thrown. Realizing that her rescuer was there, she looked all through the castle for him and finally found him on his horse by the great gate, where he had just taken off his cloak of invisibility. “You have now freed me,” she told him, “and tomorrow we shall wed!”

          The Glass Coffin is the story of a young tailor to whom an old man gave shelter for a night in his cabin in the depths of the forest. As dawn was breaking, the tailor was awoken by a battle between a black bull and a stag. The stag was victorious. He carried the tailor away with the speed of the wind to a rock, where he set him down on the ground before entering the rock through an iron door and vanishing behind a curtain of fire and steam. Called by a voice from inside the rock, the tailor entered in turn and took up position on a stone in the center of a large empty wall that was made from square stones. The central stone sank into the ground and took him to a lower room whose walls were riddled with holes, inside of which he saw flasks full of different colored liquids and bluish vapors; two large glass chests were sitting on the ground. One contained a miniature castle. In the other slept a princess, who soon opened her eyes and asked the tailor to free her. As soon as he withdrew the lock of the chest in which she was imprisoned, she leapt into the arms of her rescuer to give him ardent, enthusiastic kisses of gratitude. She then told him how an unknown visitor had tried to seduce her one day with “celestial music.” Furious at her refusal, he had imprisoned her with a spell in the glass coffin. He next had transformed her brother into a stag and reduced her castle to the size of a ridiculous model. Taking with them the chest holding the miniature castle, the princess and the tailor climbed on the stone, which carried them through the upper chamber to the roof, where they got off. “Once outside, the maiden opened the glass chest by raising the cover, and it was a marvel to see how quickly the castle and all its outbuildings opened out to resume their natural size!” The flasks had also risen into the open air, and once they were opened, smoke came out that condensed to give form and life to the castle’s servants. Finally, the maiden’s brother came out of the forest in his true guise, and they learned that the bull he had killed was an aspect of his sister’s unwelcome visitor. The very next day the tailor became the princess’s husband.

          Donkey Skin was freed from her wretched situation the moment the prince slipped on her finger the emerald ring that she had dropped in the famous “king’s cake.” In the version collected by the Grimm Brothers, in which the events are palpably different, the king proceeds in a very similar way as in All Kinds of Fur. In obedience to their master’s command, hunters captured the strange creature covered in the hides of all the animals who had been hiding in a hollow tree in her father’s kingdom. They then brought her to the castle. “You are good for working in the kitchen, All Kinds of Fur. Let’s go, come with us; you can always gather the ashes from the fire,” they told her. For three evenings in a row, like Cinderella, All Kinds of Fur wore first her dress of the sun, then her dress of the moon, and then her dress of the stars. After dancing with the king each night, she fled the ball unseen by anyone. But when she returned to her ovens every night she prepared a soup for him, in which she dropped the first day her gold ring, then her gold spinning wheel the next, and on the third her gold reel. By the time he found the third gold object at the bottom of his soup plate, the king was beginning to suspect their source. On that third evening he slipped the gold ring on her finger while they were dancing without her noticing. When she ran off to hide in her nook he had her followed, then summoned back so quickly into his presence that she only had time to slip her vile skin robe over her dress of stars. Seeing the ring on her finger that he had placed there, the king removed her mantle. At once her golden hair spilled out, and she appeared in all her wondrous beauty, which was impossible to hide from him now, just as it was impossible to conceal who she was.

          “Nothing shall ever separate us again,” said the monarch, and his wedding with the beautiful maiden took place at once.

          “Golden hair” often plays an important role in fairy tales. This is the case with The Goose Girl, in which the princess, reduced to an insecure position, let down her golden hair while watching her flock in the presence of the young Conrad, who was fascinated with her shiny locks. But for two days in a row, the young maiden summoned a strong wind that kept the young boy busy chasing his hat. In vexation he went to tell the king everything. On the third day the king followed them to witness for himself what took place. He then brought the maiden back to the castle, where he persuaded her, as she was forbidden from telling her tale to anyone, to confide it to the stove. With his ear pressed to the stovepipe, the sovereign realized how she was the victim of a vile plot. He had her clothed in garments worthy of her rank and presented her to his son as his true fiancée. The pretender was unmasked at the dinner that followed. She was then sealed naked inside a nail-studded barrel that was dragged through the streets by horses. The most joyous of weddings followed soon after.

          Without the fairy that offered her wise advice on several occasions, Two Eyes would never have freed herself from the servitude of her family. But what truly set her free in the final analysis was the intervention of a handsome traveler. At the spot where she buried the entrails of her goat, a tree had sprouted fully grown the next morning, with silver leaves and gold fruits. Amazed at this wonder, the mother asked One Eye, then Three Eyes, to climb up and pluck some fruits. But neither could manage it, nor could the mother when she tried in turn. “If I climb, maybe I will have better luck,” said Two Eyes. “You!” mocked her sisters. “What can you manage to do with your two eyes?” However, she was able to pick the fruits without the slightest difficulty; they fell into her hands of their own accord. One day a young and noble knight came to admire the marvelous tree and asked who owned it. One Eye and Three Eyes imprisoned Two Eyes in a barrel. They then told him it was their tree. But they were unable to pick even a single piece of fruit as the branches kept fleeing their touch. Two Eyes then rolled several apples from the barrel, and they came to a stop at the feet of the handsome traveler. He rescued her from the barrel and found her beautiful. He placed her on his saddle before him and married her once they reached his father’s castle. The tree immediately left the garden of her two sisters to plant itself, on its own, in front of the now Princess Two Eyes.

          The rescuer can sometimes appear in the guise of an old man.

          Made queen despite the will of her own mother, in Marie of the Thatched Cottage in the Wood, Marie was cruelly mutilated by her sister, who then took her place in the king’s bed. The unhappy maiden lived in the depths of the forest with no hands and feet, and no eyes and teeth. She “was waiting only for death” when “all at once an old man came to her,” offering to fulfill any three wishes. Of course she asked to recover her limbs and sight. Immediately a little boy accompanying the old man was sent racing to the castle to offer a gold reel for her two eyes, then a gold distaff for her teeth, then a gold bobbin for her two hands, and finally a gold pincushion and case for her two feet. Each time these objects were bought by the false queen and the products of the sale given to the true queen, who thus recovered her body’s integrity. The king was away at war during these tragic events. On the day of his return, he was approached by the old man, who brought him into the forest, where he recognized his true wife. He brought her back to the castle and had the usurper and her mother thrown to wild animals.

          Eglantine had managed to escape the power of the black rose, but the loss of her friends Bonne-Biche and Beau-Minon had plunged her into a deep state of despair, from which she was pulled by “a deep sleep” that opportunely came to her aid. She then “woke up on a fine sunny morning by the entrance to a wide lane bordered by plane trees that led to a magnificent iron gate. She resolutely pressed forward and pushed the heavy gate open. She recognized the splendid castle of her youth and without a trace of fear, went inside.” Crossing through a series of large rooms filled with courtiers, she made her way to the throne room, where sat a queen in white ermine. At her feet, a charming young man with beautiful cat eyes was gazing at Eglantine with great tenderness. Both stretched their arms out toward her, and she recognized these powerful sovereigns as the individuals she once knew as Bonne-Biche and Beau-Minon. Bonne-Biche told her, “You have freed us from enchantment, and we have recovered our human destiny. Therefore, dear Eglantine, you shall wed my son and both of you shall rule in my stead.” As for the stepmother and her daughter, Garcette, they now had to live in the pigpen.

          In the story of Eglantine, the heroine is freed by the same hero she freed. This kind of reciprocity can also be found in other tales.

          The queen who never spoke or laughed saw the flames of the pyre rising around her, “when the very final moments of the seven years were running out.” Twelve ravens then flew in at top speed and regained their human bodies as they landed. In The Twelve Brothers, they then scattered the logs of the pyre, thus saving their sister, who could finally explain to the king the reason why she had remained mute for so long. Everyone then lived in perfect harmony after the stepmother had been imprisoned in a barrel full of snakes and boiling oil.

          The executioner was lowering his torch to light the wood when the young queen, accused by her mother-in-law of eating her children, saw her six swan brothers coming. They flew “as close as they could to her so she could throw each of their shirts on them.” Each one, on receiving his shirt, lost his bird plumage and regained his male body. One after the other, the six brothers embraced their sister, who came down from the pyre. Now free to speak, the queen told the king her adventure. The three children abducted by the wicked mother-in-law were quickly found. She was the one who was reduced to ashes in her daughter-in-law’s stead at the stake, while the king, the queen, and her six brothers began a long life of perfect bliss.

        

        
          
            The Circumstances of the Deliverance
          

          These liberation stories are like different mirrors that reflect the successful culmination of the alchemist’s Work, as well as the ultimate goal of Masonic initiation.

          In order to distinguish the contours of such images, we need to examine the circumstances surrounding the liberation. From what was the story’s hero freed? Who or what was responsible for freeing him or her? How was it done?

          The male hero’s servitude is sometimes connected to an affair with the devil. It can also involve an accidentally incurred handicap or a menial position, often caused by a spell that radically reduces the victim’s status.

          Girls can find themselves in similar predicaments, but the devil never seems to play a role for them. They sometimes sleep for too long; they often have dysfunctional relationships with their families. They can also be forced to wander.

        

        
          
            Affairs with the Devil
          

          A widespread theme in the tales and legends of the Christian world, the hoodwinked devil has long been a joy for evening storytellers.

          The father in The White Cat is duped by his own daughter, the devil by his grandmother, who uses a ruse to trick him into revealing the answer to the riddle, and Bearskin plays a fine trick on the devil by managing to live for seven years without shedding the smallest mote of dust from his filth- and garbage-covered body.

          Grandmother or daughter of the Evil One, these women who are unknown in the catechism and to the fathers of the church appear in the stories as the positive face of “the one who separates,” Diabolos, the devil. It definitely is a separation that the devil’s daughter achieves when she extracts John from hell and, with a kiss, frees him from his ugliness. The devil’s grandmother performs a similar operation when she takes from her grandson’s mouth the words that reveal the elements of the riddle to the young soldier and therefore saves him and his companions from hell.

          On the plane of operative alchemy, these extractions bring to mind that of the “color white” that should be made at the end of the putrefaction that some authors name “hell.”

          In The White Cat, the artisan of this operation is the green feather who bathed in the well next to the devil’s house. Following a fairy’s advice, John stole her dress. The volatile nature and color of this feather, which performs so many miracles, makes her a perfect illustration of the universal spirit whose presence is revealed in a beautiful emerald color that appears at the end of the first phase of the canonically performed labors.

          The amorous commerce engaged in by the young temptress*66 with the “gentlemen” who pile fortunes at her feet is certainly of a nature to shock conventional mores. It is, however, the gold amassed by this prostitute, who remains a virgin, however, that makes it possible for her wedding to take place with John, whose role is exactly that of a pimp. The honorability of this profession is certainly debatable, but in the word maquereau,†13 in this context, we can hear mercurot, the “little mercury.” This is an allusion to the small quantity of material harvested by comparison with the mass employed to form this dauphin, who is called on to become, through a wealthy marriage, the king of the Great Work.

          As noted earlier, Eirenaeus Philalethes observes concerning the second phase of the Work called sublimation that “the operation is perfectly executed with a number of seven or nine eagles.” These involve reiterations of one technique called “washing” by Nicolas Flamel, on the subject of which Eugène Canseliet suggests some practical clues about which no “child of science” before him had agreed to lift the veil—even slightly.3

          While the number of “eagles” must be a minimum of seven,*67 it is a cycle of seven years, in other words seven reiterations of the same cycle, that Bearskin must endure to be spared damnation. And with this soldier, his filth and his green jacket form together in the image of their successive layers a surprising image of the materials that Canseliet advises be placed in the crucible to be plunged into the flames: “At the bottom is the red sand that Fulcanelli identified as the first Adam, then the mercury, and finally philosophical vitriol.” It is in an inn that this encounter between the wandering soldier and the old man who gives him his daughter’s hand in marriage takes place.

        

        
          
            The Awakening of Consciousness
          

          A prince had his eyes torn out when falling on the thorns of a bush. A young drummer and two princes—one once imprisoned in an iron stove, the other abducted by a dragon-woman on a griffon—lost all memory of their lovers. But it is in the arms of their beloveds that the first regains his sight and the other three their memories. These are splendid illustrations of the wonders of love that all who have loved may have experienced. Didn’t they know the sentiment of seeing, finally, and rediscovering the joy of a forgotten, fabulously ancient intimacy?

          A similar emotion must be that experienced by the lover of science when his work and faith have opened access to the garden of the Hesperides, where Nature, beautiful and naked, has been always waiting.

          In the context of the art of Hermes, the “wasteland” in which the blind prince finds Rapunzel and their twins seems to be an allusion to the “dry way.” In the earthen crucible plunged into the flames, the material undergoes transformations that are invisible to the operator until the appearance of the sun and moon. In the story these two figures are the brother and sister conceived by the prince and Rapunzel on one night in the tower-prison, which greatly resembles the drawing of the athanor often found in old manuscripts. The prince’s wandering in darkness corresponds to the black phase, through which the compost passes before receiving the vital waves of the universal spirit—Rapunzel’s tears—without which the artist could not obtain the “magic ruby” or experience the awakening of consciousness.

          The Drummer and the prince who was imprisoned in a stove, like the prince in The Singing, Springing Lark, who could only be a human in complete darkness, had lost all memory of their promises. They were lost in a deep sleep when a woman came to summon them. None of them could hear their Word and recover his memory until he was awakened by the intervention of a faithful servant.

          The same holds true for the “sulfur” that is guarded, according to the terms of Le Cosmopolite,4 in the “prisons of Saturn.” He is unable to recognize the woman who restores his mind, for the accomplishment of their chemical wedding, until freed of these dark places by the philosophical solvent.

        

        
          
            Identity Recovered
          

          There are girls who restore their bodies and true natures to young people who have been changed into frogs, ravens, trees, lions, or old men.

          And while the prince disguised as someone afflicted by sores is helped by the Iron Man that he freed from a cage as a child, it is still the king’s daughter who, by throwing three golden apples, obliges him to reveal his true identity. When the two young people are joined, Iron John gets back the crown to his kingdom.

          While boys in fairy tales recover the integrity of their true nature thanks to girls, reciprocally for girls, it is always thanks to boys.

          Sometimes the restitution itself is reciprocal: that of the boy or girl brings about the restoration of the other.

          Who could find it easier to believe in the presence of a powerful lord under the skin of a frog than in that of the king of the Great Work in an ugly mineral body, which smells bad and is repellant to the touch? Yet just like the frog in the fairy tale, it is when he slips into the bridal bed that this vile body is destroyed by the one he is destined to wed, at the same time that he is reborn in the form of this great prince and marries his murderer.

          The faithful servant, Iron Heinrich, is the common mercury obtained from the first working in alchemy. In the white vehicle that carries the lovers on the road to the kingdom, his heart is freed of the three iron bands that gripped it when the king was imprisoned in a body unworthy of his rank. For Heinrich’s heart is nothing other than the sovereign himself.

          It is the morning star that sets the sister of the seven ravens on the right path and that gives her a knucklebone to open the glass mountain where her brothers are living. The same star appears at the rising of the Great Work. It is the guide for the “children of science,” just like the one that burns in the east is that for journeymen Freemasons. To both it offers the key to the secret place where stretch the shadows from which, by virtue of the fraternal ring, the light will emerge.

          In the practice of the art of Hermes, this key is found, in concrete terms, behind the reversed image of the star in a very dark mirror. In the darkness of the “middle chamber,” it is the setting star from which the journeyman retreats, without its ever fading entirely from sight. In the same way that Hiram will come back to life in the journeyman when his “corpse” has received the spirit of the egregore, the ravens regain their human form when the family ring falls into the goblet; in the same way the spirit enters the body of the king who is resuscitated when “the gold of the wise” descends into the vessel of the Great Work.

          It is not a knucklebone that the white dove places in the hands of the servant who survived the massacre of her employers, but gold keys that open trees, inside of which she finds everything she needs to live. This may be an evocation, from the perspective of a spagyric interpretation, of the “particulars”*68 that tradition maintains were able to provide some artists with subsistence.

          But it is significantly from the caged bird, the fixed volatile often depicted in the iconography by a griffon, that the servant girl filches the key with which the old crone keeps the prince under her power.

          The griffon in The Singing, Springing Lark provides the vehicle for a round-trip journey—from the shores of the Red Sea to a wizard’s castle, then to that of the king by way of the Red Sea again. But while on the first leg the lion-prince flew with the usurping dragon-princess, it was with his true bride that he regained his kingdom on the return trip.

          It is enough to see the surface of molten metal to imagine what the Red Sea represents. From a spatial perspective the “water’s edge” is the spot where the expanse of the sea begins. Temporally, it is the beginning of the journey. By striking the dragon with the eleventh reed, the young woman assures the lion its victory and determines the appearance of the hybrid vessel that carries off the two protagonists, who in truth are both components of that self-same lion.

          The walnut tree that grows to full size with lightning speed is like a splendid image of the world’s axis in the middle of the Red Sea. It is also the pillar around which unfolds the canonical operations of the Great Work and on which a bird briefly rests. In the palace refound, the royal couple’s child has become “now a large handsome boy,” the tale concludes.

          The Hut in the Forest is a very edifying story with regard to the care due to domestic animals. But is it common to see a rooster, hen, and cow spending the evening with their owner in front of the fire? This situation is self-explanatory when we learn later that these three animals were nothing other than the prince’s “three faithful servants,” bewitched at the same time as he was.

          But in operative alchemy, faithful servant is but one of many expressions for the universal solvent that are inspired by how this agent is imagined to look by its numerous qualities. For example, it is also described as “igneous water,” which brings to mind the idea of a woman who contains her own man. And from this perspective, the double image of the rooster and hen is much more suitable than any similar couple for the creation of the philosophical egg. In the story, the trilogy is completed by the “spotted cow,” in whom it seems permitted to recognize the “terrestrial heaven” and the bovine in whose image the ancient Egyptians depicted Nut, the starry sky.5

          It is the good treatment of this threefold material that, in the middle of the night, transforms a hut into a palace, restores an old and gray-haired man to youth, and gives back to a king his crown.

          The relationship between Iron John and the young boy with the golden hair deserves special attention. Their fates seem to have been bound together as if they were one and the same person.

          The dark face of this figure who was pulled out of a marsh pool in the depths of the forest and then imprisoned in a cage remains hidden until the end of the adventure. However, throughout the tale, the figure supports and guides the luminous face of the son of the king, whom it inspires to perform deeds in the full light of the sun, which is reflected by his golden hair. Freed by the young prince, whom he immediately abducts from his family home, this mysterious iron individual devotes himself to the initiation of this young child. The story says, “The next day, after the child had slept on the bed of moss he had made for him, he took him to a well.” In this well, like the aspiring Freemason in the cabinet of reflection, the child sees his own image before being cast into a long series of trials by his teacher, Iron John, the fabled King John, from whom he inherits, on the very day of his wedding, all his wealth.

          Iron plays an important role in the beginning of The Iron Stove, as it does in the Grimm Brothers’ Iron John. Both these tales teach us that the monstrous individual and the kitchen appliance imprison a powerful lord who is then freed by a marriage at the same time he recovers his crown. But The Iron Stove brings a precision to this subject that is worth, as a figure from The Thousand and One Nights might say, being “engraved with needles on the inner corners of the eyes.” Freed from his metallic prison, the prince goes to live in a castle, standing on the other bank of a “vast body of water” that is evocative of death’s domain. His fiancée must rely on all her perseverance, skill, and strength to restore not only his memory but also his life and spirit.

          Similar qualities are necessary for the egregore of a Masonic lodge in order to restore life to Master Hiram.

          And in the domain of alchemy, all those who have taken their first steps in the practice know that to become king of the Great Work, the “male” imprisoned in the “stove” must be joined with the most suitable “female.” They also know that to awaken her fiancé, the beauty should don three successive dresses.

        

        
          
            The Girls
          

          There is a precise “female” who is appropriate for a specific “male,” as in the “maiden promised” to the prince. Consider the tale The Goose Girl, in which she told a stove about her identity, which she had sworn to the thief never to reveal to anyone. In this way she was freed from her servitude without betraying her word.

          The allusion to the Word can be found at every stage in this narrative: the drops of blood from her mother talk to her, the horse Falada speaks (and his head continues to speak even after it was chopped off), the princess gives her word to her serving maid, and in the end, she talks to a stove. The talking horse forms a veritable signature of the Cabalistic nature of this story, which should be read, like so many others, in the “language of the gods.”

          But the object through which the information reaches the king’s ear remains an uncommon communication device. A stove, like a furnace, is a fire holder. The association of fire with the Word will remind members of certain Masonic workshops of a major piece of their ritual over which presides the phoenix, the fabled bird that alchemists see as an image of the perfect philosopher’s stone, a vessel of the Word of fire.

          Meanwhile, the radiant “golden hair” of the princess-goose girl seems to play a role directly connected with the wind that she “summons” to carry off the hat of the young boy, who is the hyphen between the maiden and the king. Didn’t the children of Hermes give their first mercury the name of “wind”? And to their second they gave the name of “hair”; the second mercury they labeled as the philosophical, androgynous, and two-headed hermaphrodite.

          “Perched atop a steep crystal mountain,” the “golden castle of Fluentmont” bears a name worthy of a Cabalistic tale. The story tells us that this untraceable castle, which seemed to have evaded the notice of any geographer, still appeared on one of oldest maps that the giant, this primitive son of the earth,*69 kept in his cabin.

          Let’s translate this into another tongue: the location of the golden castle of Fluentmont only figures in the most ancient memory, hidden in depths to which our everyday consciousness has no access. It therefore escapes the perspectives of the “real” world. For this creeping [fluent] mountain, this fixed volatile belongs to the surreal universe of poetic re-creation in which the principle of non-contradiction, the foundation of our common reason, loses its role as censor. No one can reach this universe without mounting the wondrous horse who alone is capable of taking its rider, “even,” as the tale says, “to the very top of a crystal mountain.”

          The young maiden is delivered from enchantment once she sees at “the large door of the castle” the knight who had just dropped a ring in her cup while he was invisible.

          This recognition and subsequent liberation are probably not matters of 
indifference to someone seeking successful psychotherapy. But in the mineral 
domain of alchemy it is only when the gold of the wise has fallen into the glass 
that the white is extracted from the black, like the beautiful princess from her 
raven plumage—a promise of happy chemical weddings.

          In All Kinds of Fur, we find the themes of both Donkey Skin and Cinderella.

          In his introduction to Basil Valentine’s Twelve Keys of Philosophy, Eugène Canseliet mentions Charles Perrault’s Cinderella with regard to the glass and the ash. “Cinderella or Cucendron, is the X, xhi, the ray in the cinder, inside of which the precious glass remains, depicted by the implausible glass slipper when the outer ornaments, despite their wealth and beauty, have disappeared.”6

          The tale of All Kinds of Fur makes no mention of the marvelous slipper, but other female symbols play a role of major importance in which a sexual allusion is unmistakably clear. Consider the ring and the miniature spinning instruments that the maiden “had taken from her treasury” when she fled and then discreetly passed on to the king in order to attract his attention and give herself to him.

          “Just as steel is attracted by the magnet, so the magnet spontaneously turns toward the steel,” writes Philalethes, “likewise the magnet of the wise attracts their steel.”7

          The alchemists give the name of “magnet” to their primary mercurial substance, which is considered, says Limojon de Saint-Didier, as the “primal material of all the metals.” This scarcely flattering description is illustrated with equal relevance by Donkey Skin’s appearance as well as that of All Kinds of Fur, who is covered in her cloak made from the hides of all the animals in her father’s kingdom.

          When he tears off this vulgar and many-faceted cloak, the king uncovers the dress spun from the stars in which the light of the universe is clad, and to which he immediately unites.

        

      

      
        REBIRTH

        It is very rare in European fairy tales for a hero, if he dies accidentally or is murdered, to not be restored to life, often by a rescuer equipped with some object that is perfect for that kind of operation.

        At the end of The King of England and His Godson, the handsome Eugene, whose body lies in a hole in the middle of the forest and has already been greatly damaged by the beaks of crows and ravens, stands anew intact and giving thanks to “the water that resuscitates” that the king’s daughter applies to his remains. As the story says: “Finally after mastering her grief and drying her tears, she realized she was carrying the flask of water that resuscitates; she rubbed it on the corpse and the young man rose back up alive and well.”

        In The Magic Whistle, when the shepherd’s dog had dug the ground around the spot where the young prince’s body was buried, his master spied the magic whistle, “which he brought to his lips.” The whistle started speaking:

        
          “Whistle, shepherd, whistle!

My brother is the one who killed me

In the Ardennes Forest.”
        

        The local mayor and the king produced the same tune from the whistle, then the elder prince was obliged to play it, and this is what it said:

        
          “Whistle, murderer, whistle!

For you are the one who killed me

In the Ardennes Forest.”
        

        The fratricide was burned alive in a fire of one hundred logs, then the shepherd’s dog led the king to the spot where his youngest son was buried. They dug him out of the ground, and “he stood straight up on his feet.”

        The Juniper Tree says that after soaring high into the air, the bird that emerged out of the fire flew down and alit on the roof of a goldsmith. There he began to sing.

        
          “My mother killed me.

My father ate me.

My little sister Marlene

Took great pains

To collect my bones tossed

Beneath the table and wrap

Them in a silk scarf

That she carried beneath the juniper tree.

Tweet, tweet, what a beautiful bird am I!”
        

        To entice him to sing a second time, the goldsmith gave him a gold chain. He repeated his verse on a cobbler’s roof. The cobbler made him a present of a pair of red shoes, then he sang the verse on a linden tree in front of the mill, where he asked for and was given the millstone. “Once he was done, he spread his wings and flew off with the gold chain in his right claw and the pair of shoes in his left and the millstone around his neck. He then flew far away, far, far away, back to his father’s house.” There his father felt “all full of light” while the mother was “weighed down as if a huge storm was about to break, and the little Marlene sat in a chair sobbing. The bird began singing, and the father received the gold chain around his neck, the girl found the red shoes by her feet and put them on, and the millstone fell on the head of the mother, smashing her to paste. Racing to the door when they heard the racket, the father and daughter saw rising from the spot where the accident occurred a flaming vapor that burned as it rose like a tongue of flame, and when this disappeared, the little brother was there, who took both of them by the hand. The three then joyfully went back into the house, where they sat down at the table and ate.”

        “Don’t kill me; don’t kill me!” the hare screamed at his traveling companions in The Two Brothers. This was the same hare who should have woken up the fox, who should have woken up the wolf, who should have woken up the bear, who should have woken up the lion, who was charged by the hunter to watch over him and the princess while they slept. The hare raced to the mountain to gather a certain root, which he placed in the dead man’s mouth after the lion put his head back in place. “Immediately the wound disappeared, his heart began to beat, and life was restored to all the limbs of the hunter, who then woke up.”

        When he saw that his brother’s lily was wilting, the second child of The Gold Children, the one who returned to their father’s house, set off to find his twin. In a single bound his horse brought him into the forest in front of the witch’s cabin, where he found her at the threshold. She called to him, determined to petrify him as well. But he threatened her so strongly that instead she touched the stone that was his transformed brother. The formerly petrified man found himself alive at once and in perfect health. He set off immediately to find his wife while his rescuer quietly returned home.

        The heroines of the tales never seem to have been truly dead.

        In the Grimm Brothers’ Little Red Riding Hood, a hunter opens the belly of the wolf when he is sleeping after his huge meal, and the little girl and her grandmother leap out and hasten to fill it back up with large stones. “And when he woke up and tried to jump up, he collapsed and died on the spot.”

        The case of Snow White is more debatable. In the house of the seven dwarves, she had barely escaped the poisoned comb and corset lace, but her friends were powerless when she ate the red apple, and no matter what they did, “dead she was, the poor dead, dead she remained.” With cries and tears, they placed her in a glass coffin that they carried to the top of the mountain. “We cannot bury her in the dark ground looking like this!” the dwarves told each other at the sight of the fresh color she maintained in death. This remained over the passing years, during which time the animals came to mourn her. “First there was an owl, then a raven, and lastly a dove.” This went on until the day when a love-struck prince had his servants carry the coffin away. While they were doing this, they tripped on a root, and the jolt caused the piece of apple remaining in Snow White’s throat to fall out. Thus freed, she opened her eyes, raised the glass lid, and stood up, now fully alive.

        We could consider the hunter as causing the wolf to give birth to Little Red Riding Hood, who thereby experienced a second birth, just like Eugene when he emerged from the hole in the forest, the prince with the whistle when he came out of the ditch, the young child eaten as a stew when he reappeared at the roots of the juniper that fed on his mother’s body, or the golden child from the stone into which the witch had changed him, and then Snow White when she arose from her coffin of crystal.

        All these individuals who were born twice have death as their second mother.

        In The Juniper Tree, the young boy who became a bird, in other words a spirit, was reborn in the fire in which his bones were mingled with his mother’s bones at the roots of the tree. This is a beautiful image of the phoenix’s nest that René François, in the sixteenth century, depicted as “a pile, which alone in the world bears no name, for it is not a nest, a crib, or the place of its birth since it dies there; but it is not a tomb, a coffin, or a funeral urn, because in it, it recovers its life; so that I do not know what another inanimate phoenix is, being nest and tomb, matrix and sepulcher, at once a house for life and for death, which for the sake of the phoenix, work together for this occasion.”8

        The conclusion of The Juniper Tree combines ash, root, and fire as so many agents of rebirth.

        It is also a root that restored life to the second of the two brothers after the marshal decapitated him. It is applied by the hare (lièvre), who harvested it from a certain mountain he knew. Here the readers of Fulcanelli’s Dwellings of the Philosophers will not fail to recall the features of the hare-lipped gnome that figures among the bas-reliefs of the Vaux-le-Vicomte fireplace, at which time the author also points out the kinship of the Greek words lepis and leporis, which respectively mean “leprosy” and “hare.”

        In alchemy treatises, where the patient is often labeled a leper because of his scaly skin, a mountain is often used to designate a metal, whose nature is suggested in The Two Brothers by the rank of marshal, which is attributed to the murderer. In this way the story charitably tells us the place where the hare finds the root that restores life to the dragon’s vanquisher.

      

      
        THE CROWN

        In the Lorraine story The Iron Man, La Ramée is headed toward the capital of the kingdom when he finds no more effective way of protecting the magic candle than to kill the old witch who demanded he give it to her. Settled in the large city “at the hotel of the princes,” he had only to light it for the Iron Man to appear and fill his pockets and obey all his commands. This was how his faithful servant brought the King of England’s daughter to his chamber at his command. In the morning, the maiden was taken home and recounted her misfortune to her father. The king gave her a sack of bran so that in the event she was abducted again, she could spill its contents on the floor of the house to which she had been transported. Made aware of this ruse by his servant, La Ramée ordered him to spill bran on the floors of all the houses in the city “so that, the next day, no one could know where the princess had spent the night.” The following night it was a bladder full of blood that she emptied on the floor, but the Iron Man flooded all the houses and streets with the blood of the king’s cattle and horses. The king then had his guards accompany the princess. They seized La Ramée and threw him “into a dark, dank dungeon.” La Ramée “was weeping and bemoaning his fate near the barred window of his cell when he saw an old French soldier passing by in the street, his former comrade,” who said he would be happy to bring him his lighter, tobacco, and candle. Summoned at once, the Iron Man carried La Ramée “to a high mountain near the capital” with a battery of “two hundred cannon.” War was then declared. With an army of five hundred iron men, La Ramée would have quickly massacred the king’s troops, but “at that same time” he met “a blind man and his wife.” The blind man “had a second-rate violin that he played miserably,” which caused La Ramée to mock him. “Don’t laugh at my violin,” responded the blind man. “It is a violin with power over the living and the dead. After negotiations, La Ramée acquired the violin for a good price. He sent envoys to the king, giving him a choice between two alternatives: give him his daughter in marriage or watch his city and castle be bombarded. The sovereign had hardly any choice but to accept the first, but as the king had complained about the number of deaths caused by the war, La Ramée took his violin “and at the first draw of the bow, the soldiers lying on the ground began to stir, some looking for their arms, others their legs, and others their heads.” Satisfied, the king gave his consent and “as he was beginning to grow old, he retired, and La Ramée took his place as king of England. The king of France was then forced to pardon him for his desertion and many other misdeeds.”

        It is also through marriage with a king’s daughter that the Witling attained royal rank in The Queen Bee. Once the ants had found the youngest princess’s thousand pearls for him under the forest moss, and the ducks the key to her room at the bottom of the lake, the Queen Bee landed on the lips of each of the three princesses and discovered that it was the youngest who had eaten a spoonful of honey before bed, as was her habit. The enchantment over the castle was immediately broken, all those changed into stones came back to life, and the Witling, by wedding the young, pretty maiden, became heir to her father’s kingdom.

        La Ramée in The Night-Dancing Princesses, like the poor, crippled soldier in The Worn-Out Dancing Shoes, was invisible. He had made sure during his journey underground to pluck a leaf from each of the forests he crossed through: one copper, one silver, and one gold, then to steal a diamond cup from the ball on the island in the middle of the lake. That very morning these objects, brought back to the surface, were shown to the king, and La Ramée also revealed to him his daughter’s nocturnal activities with a story whose accuracy she acknowledged. He immediately became her husband, before inheriting her father’s crown.

        The princess that Ferdinand the Faithful had returned to the king did not like this aged husband one bit, “because he had no nose.” On the other hand, she found the young man much to her liking. One day to amuse her courtiers, she said she knew some magic tricks. For example, she could cut off one of their heads and put it back without the person feeling the slightest discomfort. As no volunteer stepped forward, Ferdinand the Unfaithful suggested the experiment be tried on Ferdinand the Faithful, who found himself obliged to comply. After cutting his head clean off, the queen put it back, and it was as if nothing had happened except for “a small mark like a red thread across his throat.” Astounded by this wonder, the king wished to try the experiment next, but once he was decapitated, his wife said she was unable to do anything more as his head refused to be put back in place. “And once the king was laid in the tomb, she married Ferdinand the Faithful,” and he became king from then on.

        Stupid Hans had fulfilled his mission perfectly by taking a feather from the title character in The Griffon while at the same time learning what he needed to know for his return voyage: where the key of the first chatelaine’s chest was located, what caused the illness of the second one’s daughter, and how the giant could free himself from the fate that doomed him to ferry people across a wide river. Once he had gotten out of the boat and had both feet on the other bank, he told the ferryman that all he needed to do was place his oar in the hands of the next traveler to oblige him to take his place. The two chatelaines, whom he provided with satisfactory answers, heaped him with gold and gifts. On his return, when the king asked him where he had gotten that fortune, Hans responded that the griffon gave his visitors whatever they wanted. Without delay, the king set off to fetch these treasures and climbed into the boat. In the very middle of the river, the ferryman stuck the oar into his hands “and the king drowned there. Our Hans then wed the princess and it was he who ruled.”

        Hans-My-Hedgehog remained a long while in his tree, astride his shod rooster. He played the bagpipe, and his herd of pigs and donkeys flourished in the forest all around him. And “his music was very beautiful.” A king lost in the forest was drawn by this mysterious melody. Seeing the musician on his perch, he asked him for directions. Hans agreed, on condition the king would give to him the first living being he met on his return to court. This was his own daughter, who outright refused such a bargain. A second king experienced the same adventure. Hans offered him the same proposition, and this one’s daughter consented to follow this odd individual “if he came to fetch her, as she loved and respected her old father.” Hans then decided to leave the large forest, now full of his pigs and donkeys, which he brought to the village. He only stayed there long enough to have his rooster shod a second time; they then went to the kingdom of the first king who had promised his daughter to him. The palace guards greeted him with bayonets, but his rooster flew over them, and he entered the castle through a window. Alighting from his mount, he went to claim the princess, who had no choice but to follow him. She appeared dressed all in white and adorned with jewels, with a troop of servants, a coach, chests full of gold and silver, and suitcases stuffed full with luxurious dresses. Hans remounted his rooster and took a place in the coach by her side. Once they were some distance from the city, he stripped off her clothes “and stung her all over with his spines, making her bleed from head to toe.” He next drove her away, and it was in this piteous condition that she had to return to the palace on foot, naked, with no coach, no retinue, only her shame. “His bagpipe under his arm and astride his rooster, Hans-My-Hedgehog then made his way to the kingdom of the second king to whom he had given directions.” Here he was greeted by cheers, and his marriage with the king’s daughter was performed immediately. The princess was quite terrified by his outlandish appearance, but he retained her trust in the good heart of the person who had rescued her father. A great feast took place. Then, “when the clock struck eleven, the young husband entered the nuptial chamber, took off his hedgehog skin, and tossed it onto the bed.” The guards remaining at the door then rushed on the skin to toss it into a large fire crackling in the fireplace. It was destroyed in minutes. Hans was freed instantly, and he then lay down on the bed. However, his skin had become black as soot, and the king’s doctor had to rub it with salves and ointments until one day it made him a handsome young man with perfectly white skin, to his princess’s great joy. That night was a happy and beautiful one for the young couple.

        In The Little Donkey, the hero was also an excellent musician. But the day on which he first saw his own reflection in the water of a fountain, “the sight distressed him so that he set off into the wide world,” wanting nothing for his “sole, faithful companion” but his lute. Fleeing his father’s court, “after many ups and downs,” he reached “the kingdom of an old king who had but one daughter, who was so beautiful and ravishing that it was beyond belief.” He sat down before the castle gate “and took his lute and played it most exquisitely with the wondrous use of his two front feet.” Once he was allowed to enter, everyone laughed to see such a bizarre musician. But when they tried to give him lodging in the stables, he protested mightily, mentioning his noble birth, and eventually found himself at the king’s table next to the princess. He made a long stay at this hospitable court. He then went to make his farewells to the sovereign, who noticed his sorrow and asked him if he would like his daughter as a wife. The little donkey immediately recovered all his joy and became quite merry. A short time later, he was in his young bride’s bed. But he had made sure to take off his donkey hide to display himself in the body appropriate to a handsome young prince. And the newlyweds were very happy with one another this night. The king, “who wanted to know if the little donkey would behave with suitable elegance,” ordered a “faithful servant” to hide in their room. In the morning, as the young man resumed wearing his donkey skin, the king was quite surprised to see how radiantly happy his daughter was. The servant then told him what he had witnessed, and the following night, the king himself went to hide near their bed. He then stole the vile hide and tossed it into a large fire. Once over the passing fright he took on not finding his skin, the young man gratefully accepted the gift he was given: half the kingdom, the other half of which came to him as an inheritance at the death of the old king.

        “Get out! May I never see you again! Go away! Get out of here!” the princess screamed while chasing the Sea Hare away. This was the form taken by her latest suitor when he hid himself in the bun over the nape of her neck. Immediately the little monkey-like creature went off to find his friend the fox, who had changed into an animal exhibitor, and both returned to the spring, into which they dove to recover their original appearance. The haughty princess was then fully obliged to surrender to her fate and marry the prince, who was henceforth “king and lord, master and sovereign of the entire realm.” But he never revealed to his wife where he had hidden himself, the form he had adopted, or the identity of the being that had helped him do this. In this way, the young woman retained the satisfaction of sharing her bed with a man whose science inspired her equally “with respect and high esteem.”

        In The King of the Golden Mountain, once he reached the age of twelve, the time appointed for him to go to the black man, the merchant’s son drew a circle on the ground, inside of which he stood with his father. In this way he was able to escape the black man. But he was not with this stranger nor was he with his father anymore. Because he belonged to no one, he was made to go aboard a boat that was abandoned to the river’s current. The boat overturned, and all thought he was dead, although he had actually entered an enchanted castle, where, since the year of his birth, according to the story, a young maiden changed into an adder had been waiting for him. In order to free her, for two nights he had to allow black men laden in chains to mistreat him. On the third night they finally chopped his head off. But then the adder, who, thanks to his courage had been turned back into a beautiful princess, reanimated him by sprinkling him with the water of life. They wed, and this is how he became the king of the Golden Mountain.

        “Their days and nights flowed by in complete happiness, as the young queen gave birth to a magnificent baby boy. Eight years had gone by this way until one day when the young man thought of his father, and his heart was moved by a great desire to see him again.” The queen felt a foreboding and did not want to let him leave. Giving in to his insistent pleas, she gave him, nonetheless, a ring that transported whoever wore it on his finger to wherever he wished to be. “Promise me only that you will never use it to take me from here and bring me to your father’s house,” she said to him before he left. He made her that promise. He then wished to be in front of his father’s house, and a moment later he was there. But nobody wanted to allow this richly dressed stranger to come in. He then came back wearing a shepherd’s cloak, but his father refused to recognize him as the son he thought long dead. This went on until his father saw his birthmark, “a raspberry mark above his right arm.” He then told them how he was now a king, married to a beautiful princess who had given birth to a boy now seven years old, but his father refused to believe it. Wishing to prove his good faith, he forgot his promise. Using the ring, he summoned his wife and child, who after a short stay vanished while he slept. When leaving, the queen took back the magic ring, leaving as her only token one of her slippers “as evidence of this abandonment.” Upon waking, he was in great distress to find himself alone, but he was fully determined to recover his kingdom. He set off without delay “and eventually made his way to the slopes of a certain mountain. There he found three giants quarreling over an inheritance that they could not decide how to divvy up,” and they asked him for assistance. This inheritance consisted of three objects: a sword over which one had only to say, “All heads cut off except for mine,” to destroy everyone else present; an invisibility cloak; and a pair of boots that transported the wearer immediately to wherever he wished to be. The young man quickly took charge of dividing up the items by borrowing them, he said, to test them. “And when he had possession of all three objects, his sole thought was for his wife and child.” In the blink of an eye, he found himself on the Golden Mountain. But in the castle the wedding of the queen with another man was being celebrated. Still invisible, the true husband placed himself behind his wife at the banquet table, eating the food from her plate and drinking everything that was poured into her glass. Upset by this unnatural occurrence, the queen retired to her room, where he revealed himself to her, but not without exhibiting some jealousy and well-deserved severity. He then went back down into the feast hall, completely visible this time. Brandishing his sword before those gathered there, who greeted him with threats, he had only to shout, “All heads cut off except for mine!” and this order was executed to perfection. “And he found himself once more king of the Golden Mountain.”

        The Beauty with the Golden Hair has a comparable ending. On the gallows, the young condemned man convinces the king to give him a plug of tobacco, which he casts over all those in attendance. Everyone falls dead except for the Beauty, who marries him and makes him the new king.

        In The Crystal Ball, after many adventures and battles, the youngest son of the enchantress, thanks to the instructions of the princess of the Castle of the Golden Sun, had succeeded in “pulling the still perfectly intact crystal ball” from the egg that held it. “When he came before the enchanter and presented him with the crystal ball, the magician told him, ‘My power is overthrown and you are henceforth king of the castle of the Golden Sun, which allows you, moreover, to restore your brothers to their true human appearance.’ The young man hastened to rejoin the princess, whom he found in her room, now in her natural appearance of dazzling beauty. And both, at the heights of happiness, exchanged their rings.”

        When the Simpleton in The Three Feathers presents his father with the marvelous young maiden given to him by the fat frog, the king recognizes him as the outright victor over his two brothers, who returned with fiancées who were “the first two peasant women that crossed their path.” But the elder brothers could not stand the idea that it was their simpleminded younger brother who was the heir to the crown. They therefore demanded a fourth test: the heir to the throne would be the one whose fiancée could jump “through the ring of the chandelier hanging in the center of the hall.” Both the peasant women broke their arms and legs by falling heavily on the ground. “Then it was the turn of the Simpleton’s beautiful maiden, who also jumped, but with all the grace and lightness of a deer, through the large iron ring.” This was how the Simpleton inherited the crown and “reigned long in his wisdom.”

        There is not a single one of these stories in which the coronation of the hero does not have as its precondition his union with a woman, who in most of these cases brings him the kingdom as an inheritance. It is as if the wife and the kingdom formed the object—both unique and dual—of one sole victory.

        While “royalty” evokes supreme authority, fortune, and freedom, union with the woman is the culmination of an art of love similar to that in which the children of Hermes, by obtaining the philosopher’s stone, become adepts. Just like the hero of a fairy tale becomes a king through marriage, it is by marrying sapience, which is also called light, that the child of science becomes adept.

        The conclusion of The Three Feathers is eloquent on this subject. The Simpleton, once he inherited the crown, “reigned long in his wisdom.” The possessive adjective is certainly not used here by chance. What is clearly involved here is the wisdom characteristic of the Simpleton, of the “simpleminded.” An Arab anecdote presents a similar character, whose answer to a questioner who asked him how long he had been crazy was, “Since the time I knew.”9

        Sapience, the wisdom of the simpleton-king, is not “worldly wisdom.” It is an identifying feature of the one who receives it and is only intelligible to his peers. It alone can accomplish the leap through the iron-ring chandelier beneath the high vaulted ceiling of the palace and land back on the ground on both feet without harm. The practitioners of Hermes will not fail to note that it is an iron ring in the story, sideros in Greek.

        As for the king who is “growing old and feeling the decline of his strength, and whose thoughts are turning to death,” who is seeking to hand down his crown at the beginning of The Three Feathers, he is often evoked in Masonic circles by the image of the “old man” who must fade away to make room for the innocent neophyte in whose person the master may one day be reborn, “as radiant than ever.”

        The Iron Man mentions the disappearance of this old king, who retires when he feels the approach of age. He abdicates in The Three Feathers. In Ferdinand the Faithful and Ferdinand the Unfaithful, his wife cuts off his head. In The Griffon, he drowns in the river. In The Queen Bee, the Witling inherits his crown on his death.

        Three discoveries in The Queen Bee open the path to royalty for the Witling. Beneath the moss of the forest floor, the ants find the princess’s pearls, the ducks recover the key to her chamber from the bottom of a lake, and it is while she is sleeping that the Queen Bee recognizes the telltale honey that she ate before going to bed. Beneath the moss and on the floor of the lake, the pearls and key are lying in the invisible realm; asleep, the princess is traveling beneath the surface of her awareness. The lake, with its silent waters, reflects the trees on its bank, and the sky is a mirror of nature, like the one from which the practitioner of the art of Hermes must know how to pull out the key to the room in which Beauty lies sleeping. And the moss of the forests, from which the pearls are gleaned, is an earthly replica of the sea foam that gave birth to heaven’s daughter, Aphrodite. It is the taste of honey that makes the princess cross through the impossible to locate the door through which consciousness leaves the perceptions of the outside world to enter the images of dream. From the young maiden’s lips, the bee has extracted with the honey the recollection, in other words the mute word of this passage to the inner world. The king’s youngest daughter is thus recognized, the castle is freed from a spell, and the petrified beings are restored to life.

        It is also from an underground world that the revelation to which La Ramée owes his crown emerges. At the end of the Nièvre version of The Night-Dancing Princesses, the king’s daughter answers her father’s questions about the report delivered by the soldier concerning her nocturnal activities. At the first question, she lowers her head and says nothing. When she is shown the copper, silver, and golden leaves picked during their descent, she acknowledges that this seems quite true. She admits it with greater certainty when she sees the diamond cup stolen from the ball. She solidly confirms it when La Ramée tells of the ascent back from the subterranean island to her room. “Then you shall wed La Ramée,” said the king. “He alone knew how to win your hand.” The young maiden, throwing herself on her fiancé’s chest, tells him in a fit of joy about the gratitude she feels toward him for saving her from the princesses of the night.

        In these two stories of disenchanted castle and princess freed from the whirlwind of her nocturnal dances, nothing forbids seeing these images from the perspective of what would be considered today successful psychotherapy. But is it possible to find a therapist capable of aiding one to win total sovereignty over the kingdom, whether one is named the Witling or La Ramée?

        In a discipline of much greater antiquity than modern psychology, oriented toward a completely different medicine without being totally foreign to it, honey is one of the names used to designate the universal solvent. That detected by the queen bee had given the princess entry into dream, in other words into the world of the double. And it is precisely on the doubles, or spirits, of the metals obtained—thanks to this secret agent—that alchemists must work.

        The Lorraine tale The Iron Man owes its happy ending to the application of a therapy without which the hotheaded La Ramée would never have been married or become king. The young soldier’s methods were clearly too radical. The destruction of England’s capital that he envisioned for achieving his ends was not of a nature to cause sorrow in the hearts of the French soldier audiences at the times when this tale was told aloud. But his meeting on the “high mountain” from where he was fighting his adversary with the blind violinist and his wife permitted La Ramée to apply the amazing powers of the art of music on the royal army.

        The blind man in the story walks in darkness, while his wife, who guides him, sees the light. This couple evokes the union of black and white. But on the “high mountain” on which La Ramée meets him, he is as small as he can be in comparison to the initial mass of the worked material. The philosophical embryo the artist extracts from this mass is called the remora by the alchemists. They describe it as a black-and-white body while calling it, according to a confidence provided by Fulcanelli,10 “the violet,” a word close to the one designating the stringed instrument whose sounds, according to the story, restore life to the king’s soldiers.

        It is precisely this miniscule body that appears in the astounding letters Eugène Canseliet sent to his “very dear elder,” his unknown confidant, on the subject of his “attempts on the great coction,” the final phase of the Great Work during which the “chromatic scale”11 should appear. According to the testimony of those individuals whose perseverance and “destinies” brought them to this point, it is the time when the seven notes of this art of music that mark the days of this “unforeseeable week of weeks”12 are perceived physically and in succession.

        The heroes in Hans-My-Hedgehog and The Little Donkey were also excellent musicians, and the art they practiced ceaselessly—from the beginning to the end of their adventures—worked at their rise to the crown. But both these individuals were rigged out in a horrible skin that let none suspect their beauty.

        In alchemical iconography, the hedgehog, like the donkey, often represents the material that is appropriate for beginning the Work. The spiny skin of the first and the gray color and long ears of the second have a lot to do with this.

        The analogy that can be drawn between the image of Hans-My-Hedgehog mounted on his shod rooster and the arrangement of the materials for the first operation of the “dry way” may seem surprising. It is during this operation that the elements that will form the content and container of the philosophical egg—the seed, its food, and the shell—are prepared. Whether the hedgehog’s spines or the donkey’s skin are acknowledged as its origin, in the nuptial chamber the shell opens of its own accord so that the union of the fiancés preceding the coronation can be fulfilled.

        In both The King of the Golden Mountain and The Crystal Ball, the plot is ended by the elimination of the adversary. For the power of an enchanter is no less dear to him than his own life is to an ordinary man, be he even a prince. The magician’s power and the rival’s life both form an obstacle to the union of a couple because they make the female partner unsuitable for this union. Both are destroyed by the effect of an object endowed with a particular property: the sword that cuts off the rival’s head or the crystal that will render a wizard powerless if he just looks at it.

        The conclusions of these two fairy tales can probably be translated into a psychological context. They would then follow the same direction as those of The Queen Bee or The Night-Dancing Princesses. A ball is a “sphere,” in other words, a world. Presenting the crystal ball to the enchanter is to force him to see a world whose transparency reveals what his enchantment served to conceal.*70 And cutting the rival’s head off amounts to eliminating what opposes the reunion of the legitimate couple who have long been separated, which Jung named in his discipline the animus and anima.

        For the children of Hermes, they illustrate a process of reintegration and restoration. Corresponding to the repellant appearance of the very beautiful princess, like the second marriage contracted by the queen of the golden castle, is the coarseness of the body, whose metallic spirit  
must be freed so the legitimate couple can be reunited on the throne of their 
very ancient kingdom.

        Whether the agent of this operation may be the crystal ball or the magic sword, it is always in truth the same fire, which, according to the Latin aphorism suggested by the four initials that were inscribed, according to tradition, at the top of Christ’s cross, “renews nature in its integrity.” This fire is, in fact, a salt, in other words a crystal, often designated in the classic treatises with the name of sword.

        It is the nature of a ball to roll. Billiard players who know that a ball, contrary to a wheel around its hub, is capable of giving the “effect” of spinning around two axes at the same time, will not be surprised that it is possible to imagine in the evolutions of the story a “double rotation,” similar to the movement that Fulcanelli, speaking of the fire of the wheel, teaches the practical necessity in his study of a medallion on the Picardy cathedral: “Actually linear and continuous coction demands the double rotation of one and the same wheel.”13

        The cunning sea hare—Pinseläffchen in the German fairy tale—that the all-seeing princess was incapable of seeing in her bun made certain to refrain, after regaining his human form and taking her as his wife, from ever revealing to her his ruse or hiding place. And he was right to do so.

        Pinseläffchen is a compound of the diminutive form of Affe, “monkey,” and Pinsel, which can mean either “a paintbrush” or “a simpleton.” The verb affen, which corresponds to the English “to ape,” also expresses the act of “mystifying,” exactly what the monkey did to the haughty maiden when he hid behind her head.

        The verb mystifier (to mystify) is said to have been invented at the end of the eighteenth century by the Baron von Grimm, a German author who wrote in French, with the meaning of taking advantage of someone’s gullibility. But if you really want to understand its strict Greco-Latin composition, this verb means nothing other than to make one mute as the precondition of becoming an initate, in other words, to be initiated into a mystery. Mustes and mustererion (the new initiate and the mystery) in Greek share as their root the sound mu, which is emitted by the closed mouth. It is the inner, secret word, sometimes mimed by placing the index finger vertically in front of closed lips to prompt silence.

        Muthos, “myth,” also derives from this same source, and in Homer it designates the word speed as opposed to action.14 Much later this noun appeared in the works of Pindar with the meaning of “fable,” as opposed to the word logos, which has successively been translated with the meanings “historical narrative,” “science,” “good sense,” and then “divine reason,” before coming to designate the Holy Verb in the Greek translation of the New Testament. Related to logos is the Latin lex, meaning law.

        Logos and muthos are both words. But while the laws of the first set the modalities that determine how order is extracted from chaos, the second is the foundational story that gives the first life and omnipotence. If temporality can have a meaning in this domain, we could say that muthos precedes the logos that extends its roots into it and feeds on its earth.*71

        The mustes is the one who knew how to integrate the myth on which the mystery that he has been initiated is based so deeply that it has become a foundation of his consciousness. This mute word is analogous to the “word unuttered” that René Alleau depicted in the third plate of his Aspects de l’alchimie traditionnelle (Aspects of Traditional Alchemy) by a spot marked X at the top of “the axis of the original light” that vertically crosses, like a spinal column, the hexagram that is titled Diagram of the Alchemical Trilogy in his book.15

        The sea hare hidden in the bun of the princess occupies this exact same place with respect to her as this inaccessible point at the top of the “triangle of the triple word” and as the sign of Solomon, known by alchemists as the sign of the completed philosopher’s stone and the crown of the labors achieved by these “apes of nature.”

        This new husband was quite wise to never demythify his spouse, in other words, to not betray the mute, impregnated word, which, when uttered, would become a fixed notion that was as dry as a tree cut off from its roots. And it is well known that in alchemy, as in Freemasonry and all other initiatory paths, the “goal” is not an end but the opening of a path over which the notion of limit has no meaning.

      

    

  
    
      EPILOGUE

      A CONTEMPORARY EXPERIENCE

      
        TWO PERSONAL STORIES

        It would be a huge error to believe that the production of tales “from the time when the animals talked” has vanished. The lineage of their authors has not melted away with the “snows of yesterday.” Although they may sometimes seem invisible, the authors have never lost the word, and even here and there today events prompt the appearance of some “problem solver.”

        Among the stories mentioned in this study, there is one whose source is not “popular” in the sense that folklorists understand this term. However, it is no less a “tall tale.”

        When in 2002 she wrote down the first of two childhood stories that she remembered, the person that we call Madame J. had long lost the book by the Countess de Ségur in which, during her early childhood, she had been read, and then reread, many times the story of Blondine in its original form. Her memory had preserved intact the names of most of the characters, but she quite tangibly altered the unfolding of the plot in her story. The result of this unconscious work was the tale of Eglantine.

        At this time she also wrote down what her memory had retained of another much-read tale from another long-lost children’s book, which she titled Le prince bec d’aigle (Prince Eagle Beak).1

        Here is a quick portrait of this lofty character, then a summary of her story about him.

        Eagle Beak was a powerful lord. His residence was a castle built on the top of a high mountain. He had a seductive presence because of his air of high nobility, and between his two shoulders where his fellows ordinarily bore human heads, he had the skull covered in black plumage, an implacable beak, and the piercing eyes of the imperial bird to which he owed his name. Below, in the village, lived the beautiful, flirtatious Lucilette. One day, the cobbler Joel, a handsome young man pining away with love for her, offered her “the most beautiful pair of clogs (sabots) ever made within a circumference of one hundred miles, created by skilled hands and guided by a loving heart.” He had carved them out of rosewood and embellished them with a beautiful white rabbit fur.*72

        Miracle! At the very moment he gave his gift, “Joel was dumbstruck when he saw instead of white rabbit fur that his clogs were now adorned with ermine, attached by gold nails.

        . . . Without a moment’s hesitation, Lucilette slipped them on her feet immediately.” But this did not mean that she accepted as her fiancé the little clog maker. The maiden had set her sights higher; she had ambitions she thought more worthy of her beauty. Several days later a carriage stopped before Joel’s shop. Princess Cheminée (fireplace, chimney) got out. She had heard of the craftsman’s skill and bought a pair of rosewood clogs embellished with colored leather from him. But Lucilette, witnessing the scene, thought Joel appeared to be somewhat infatuated in the presence of the delicate ankle that peeked out from beneath the princess’s lace dress when he pulled off her silver slipper so she could try on the clog. Lucilette was stung with rage and decided she would get her revenge. Her determination “to belong only to a man of high lineage” was made even stronger.

        Lucilette then went to ask the advice of a witch who enjoyed a large reputation in the region. Madame Wicked (she called herself this) explained to her that Princess Cheminée was the sister of Prince Eagle Beak, whom she described as a great lord who was “cruelly kind, which made for a kindness that was not your everyday kindness but one yet more seductive.” Under her spell, the dazed Lucilette followed Wicked to the night fair in the clearing of the black nymphs, where she accepted an invitation to the debutantes’ ball that Princess Cheminée was throwing that very evening in the castle.

        An exceedingly strange castle it was that Lucilette caught sight of at the other end “of a superb lane of giant plane trees illuminated by silver candleholders casting beautiful red flames.” The castle “rose out of a round pedestal and resembled a pear-shaped spiral that became more slender the higher it rose, with a keep at its summit topped by a golden spire.”

        Lucilette made her way into an inner courtyard of “twisted pillars, rare and intoxicatingly aromatic flowers, and fabulous fountains following the meandering course of will o’ the wisps,” from which she entered the ballroom. A masked man invited her to dance. Once the dance was over, he led her into the throne room. A lordly couple, also masked, was seated there, and she made then a deep curtsey. Her companion whispered a few words into their ears, then Eagle Beak (for it was him, but Lucilette could not see his face because of his mask) commanded that the young maiden be taken “to the small apartments.” This command was then carried out.

        “Lucilette awoke on a pretty blue morning in a simple and comfortable room” located at the top of the tower. She was then surprised to see, in the middle of the room, a huge armchair “whose armrests and the top of its back were adorned with magnificent lions’ heads,” as well as to find that the door was locked from the outside. And when she put on the pink percale dress that had been placed on her bed, she had to remain barefoot as the chambermaid had not brought her any slippers. “It is more seductive that way as you have such pretty feet,” she told her.

        She was mildly musing in front of a tall mirror, admiring her small size, when the lord she had glimpsed the night before “came in ]ping his boots of Cordoba leather, sat down in the armchair, and looked at Lucilette.” Turning around, she “saw with horror that the man, who was no longer wearing his mask, had an eagle’s head” whose monstrous beauty had a strangely fascinating effect on her. It was overwhelming yet at the same time pleasant and terrifying.

        With a large crack of his whip on the floor, the prince left the room, stressing that he would make another visit to her room the next day; meanwhile, Lucilette fell into a swoon. She knew full well what this unbelievable figure wanted of her.

        In the village, alarm was spreading about her disappearance. The love-struck Joel’s investigation soon led him to Wicked’s house. There, in a chest, he found the rosewood clogs that Lucilette had left there at the request of the witch, for whom these objects seemed to hold a mysterious significance. Vigorously interrogated by the young man, Wicked finally confessed that she had taken Lucilette by night to the fair in the black nymphs’ clearing.

        During this time Eagle Beak continued his courtship in the castle, but in his own distinctive manner. “So my beauty,” he shouted on the second morning when he came through the door, behind which his prisoner had been listening in terror to his steps coming up the spiral staircase, “has night brought you counsel?” The young beauty then realized “with horror her soul was torn in two directions: fascination and inexplicable disgust. She felt lost, then Joel’s Apollonian face appeared before her mind’s eyes, and she was impelled to throw herself at the prince’s feet” to ask for mercy. But Eagle Beak then gave her a choice between his harem and the dungeon. He stood up, kissed the sweet threshold to the girl’s chest, then left singing in a voice that caused the poor girl to faint. Seduced by “the luxurious life of the harem” but panicked at the thought of “losing her virginity to this Luciferian god,” she ended up “loving Joel the shoemaker, whose luminous beauty suddenly attracted her.”

        During these serious events, Joel had the singular notion of interrogating the enchanted clogs. He examined them so attentively for such a long time that he fell into a deep sleep, in which a dream came to him. Princess Cheminée came to tell him that her brother, Eagle Beak, held his “ladylove” captive. The apparition was sitting in front of a mirror. The clogs in hand, she pulled from a gold nail a fine long thread and showed it to Joel, who woke up with a sudden start. Once he was fully awake he saw with his eyes wide open that a very real gold thread, similar to the one in his dream, was coming out of a gold nail. “He gently pulled on it and saw that it was endless.” A flock of seamstress chickadees then flew in to begin weaving a large basket with the gold thread, while spiders spun ropes that solidly tied it “to a dome of fresh foliage.”

        From the top of her tower Lucilette spied a surprising aeronaut approaching the keep at dawn. In the gold basket hanging beneath the green balloon she soon saw the presence of a man, “a handsome blond archangel that could be nobody else but Joel.”

        Filled with joy, the cunning maiden summoned the chambermaid and told her she wanted to make herself pretty to receive Eagle Beak. She was barely dressed and made up when Joel, now at the window, helped her to step over the edge to carry her off into the sky. Meanwhile, Eagle Beak, who had just come in the door, crossed the room in a single leap and started screaming in wrath in every direction. He threw his whip at the vessel, and Lucilette nimbly caught it.

        On their return Lucilette and Joel had the most joyous of weddings, surrounded by the jubilation of the entire village.

        “Oh, yes! I forgot: the prince’s black whip became a fetish toy for the beautiful Lucilette. This was a surprise to Joel, but he never tried to learn the reason why. The simple fact was that Lucilette became quite amorous when she played with this tame serpent.”

        Madame J. forgot the two stories she had loved so much as a child, and they gathered dust on the top shelf of a closet. It was many years later that, wishing to read them to her son, she went to find them, then feeling a singular desire for a new meeting with Bonne-Biche, Beau-Minon, and Eagle Beak. Once her son had grown past the age where he wished to have fairy tales read to him, she gave no further thought to them.

        Another ten years passed when, under psychoanalysis, “the three characters suddenly made a strong reappearance on the level of a deep dream, from a waking dream, with connections to her reality at the time of these sessions.”

        Eagle Beak was the first to reappear in dream “in an erotic setting with renovated décor,” described by Madame J. as follows: “Eagle Beak became my analyst, seated on a throne in a very beautiful and stately room in which I walked about naked accompanied by my women, who were as beautiful as those in Botticelli’s Primavera. We spun about while chatting gaily around Eagle Beak.”

        The story continues with a somewhat Sadean scene whose ending is of major significance with respect to the culmination of a path that we can legitimately label, as we shall see later just how much, initiatory. “The young women and I lay down on beds, listening to music, caressing each other, and tasting exquisite dishes with our gazes fixed continuously on Eagle Beak. He excited us with his whip. I thought it was the height of seduction. I got up to join him and grabbed his whip to sting him with it before giving myself to him.”

        Bonne-Biche and Beau-Minon put in their first reappearance during an analysis session, in a waking dream in which Madame J. recovered the memory “of two animal representations: the first was a superb white doe wearing jewels, with marvelous blue eyes. She was presiding over an ornamented table gazing fondly at her son, Beau-Minon, a marvelous Persian cat. They were seated and the chests of soft shiny fur were fully visible. Beau-Minon was facing a charming young girl (me in this instance).”

        A few years after she had finished her analysis, during a walk along a forest path in Charente-Maritime, Madame J. had been walking for some time along a fence that prevented access to a thick, dark forest when she felt a sharp emotion on seeing in front of her “a large gate, somewhat rusty, that was set in the fence,” whose state showed that it had not been opened for many long years. She mentioned it to her walking companions, sharing her impression of reexperiencing, in front of that gate, an episode from a story she knew. She later felt she had glimpsed, behind the barred gate, which she had tried to open, “a terrified child, then not far from here a red rose that turned black.”

        These two events had an obvious connection with the tale of Blondine, from which she would later write Eglantine. A third took place on the banks of the Seine west of Paris, in a house that was being renovated. Madame J. was walking in an empty room when she noticed the silhouette of a doe on the old, ripped wallpaper, which reminded her of Bonne-Biche, an image that was immediately accompanied by that of Beau-Minon. With this event and the earlier discovery of the iron gate in the forest, the framework of the fairy tale was restored in its entirety and soon came back to her memory. It was when she was requested to tell it that she wrote the story of Eglantine, then in the same burst of enthusiasm, her version of Prince Eagle Beak.

        The two stories rewritten by Madame J. exhibit enough notable differences with the ones she had read in her childhood that they can be considered to be new stories. While the characters and events took their skeletal structure from the texts she had read long ago, they owed their living flesh to the mental ocean of which their author’s unconscious mind was a part.

        This is why these reconstructed stories find their rightful place in the world of fairy tales.

        Her undying interest for the three characters, Eagle Beak, Bonne-Biche, and Beau-Minon, whose images she had preserved unconsciously for many years in her memory cellars before causing them to surge forth in new contexts, obviously had deeply buried roots in Madame J. She personally analyzed them from a psychological perspective.

        “Bonne-Biche,” she wrote, “by her beauty, appeal, and capacity for love, represents a primal image of my mother who I deeply loved as a young child. Bonne-Biche became my haven when the first image was broken by the great love-hate relationship that was painfully established between my mother and myself and was so enduring. Winning my freedom would be hard. It was a true achievement that found its conclusion in my mother’s final years, which would give us a kind of peace. When she was dying, I became her Bonne-Biche. I would pay a heavy price for this role reversal, but through it we recovered intact the strength of our early love. Beau-Minon would have been the projection of a desire for a brother-husband, included in my passion for my mother. A gentle, peaceful image of Beau-Minon’s love for his mother, Bonne-Biche, who appeared to me as a future rescuer, reproduced the civilizing forces drawn from my beloved father.”

        Eagle Beak is a more complex figure.

        “Eagle Beak is the Nana, my imperious grandmother,” says Madame J., describing her mother’s mother as “a remarkable woman, who had a terrible and passionate influence over the lives of her children,” who first refused the birth of this baby she suspected was capable of stealing some of her own daughter’s affection. During her early years, Madame J. had a contentious relationship with her maternal grandmother that gave to the growing young girl thoughts of weapons that she translated by the image of the whip. “She began by not liking me, slowly got used to me, and finally got strongly attached to me. While this was taking place, she had both fascinated me and whipped me (symbolically speaking, of course, she never hit me).”

        Their relationship transformed into one of mutual love at a time corresponding to a singular event: “Around the time I was eight, she made a gesture of friendship toward me. She raised white rabbits, slaughtered them for feast days, and gave me a magnificent white fur coat.”

        This white rabbit coat her grandmother gave her, which she long wore with pride and which she never forgot, had struck the young girl deeply. The woman today never fails to associate it with Bonne-Biche’s white fur. This gift, connected with the unexpected change of her relationship with her grandmother, seems to have its reflection in the miraculous transformation into ermine of the rabbit fur lining the clogs made by Joel, the shoemaker-rescuer of the ambiguous Lucilette.

        The fact remains that the little girl took her weapons from her nana, just as later she stole her Eagle Beak/therapist’s whip and kept it for herself. In both cases, the emblematic Eagle Beak and his role as a terrifying seducer were the “scandal stone,” or, to use the vocabulary from another discipline, the “solvent” of the barriers that opened for Madame J., while still a child, the path toward the conquest of her kingdom and much later its reconquest.

        Beyond their profound involvement in the evolution of their re-creator’s mind, which was unseen by her conscious will, Madame J.’s fairy tales transport symbolic elements of a traditional nature.*73 These elements are already apparent in the subject of the story of Eglantine, but they are absent from the story by the Countess de Ségur on which it was grafted.

        Madame J.’s version of Prince Eagle Beak†14 is a complete re-creation of a moralistic story that involved a demonstration of the dangers of ambition—and no more—for little girls who are a bit too full of themselves. And while the monstrous gentleman of the children’s book only inspires the heroine with fear and repulsion, we have seen it is quite different for the Lucilette of Madame J., as for herself personally. This Lucilette is the arena for a veritable mind battle where the attraction and repulsion inspired in her by the birdman confront each other outside any moral consideration.

        On other planes of reality, a similar duel takes place in the mind of the neophyte at the beginning of any initiatory journey, as it does at the start of the Works of alchemy, in which the practitioner witnesses the “battle of the two natures,” in the course of which the “fixed” and the “volatile” face-off.

        The name of Lucilette designates her as the little light.

        In fairy tales, the little light frequently plays a major role, although a discreet one. It is this light that at the beginning of their adventures the heroes or heroines perceive shining in the heart of the night forest where they are lost. They head toward it, which then leads them to entering some kind of disturbing cabin.2 
Located behind Bear John’s head during his climb back out of the pit, it is this 
little light that guides him to the “castle above.”*74

        Madame J.’s Prince Eagle Beak recounts the tribulations of this Lucilette, her hesitation between the opulent gilded prison of the harem, her attraction to the “Luciferian god,” and the simple love for Joel’s “luminous beauty.” While she finally opts for the latter, it is not without stealing from the “black prince” his whip, in other words his fire, which she carries away with her into the sky and which will always make her “quite amorous.”

        In the conclusion of Madame J.’s story, everything transpires as if the goal of this adventure and Lucilette’s true ambition had been the conquest of this fire. Although Lucilette was totally unaware of this, certain episodes provide a foretelling of this goal.

        First of all, there is the invitation to the ball from Princess Cheminée, hardly a common name for a woman of high estate. Then there is the way in which Lucilette, since the time of her arrival in Eagle Beak’s domain, was “charmed” by “the beautiful red flames” that illuminate the plane trees of the lane. But most significant is the appearance of the castle that “rose out of a round pedestal and resembled a pear-shaped spiral that became more slender the higher it rose, with a keep at its summit topped by a golden spire,”†15 which left her “dumbfounded.” Eagle Beak’s castle, whose inner courtyard was crossed by the “meandering course of will o’ the wisps,” appeared to Lucilette like the strange silhouette of a stone flame, like a crystal developing in its current fixed present its ardent future.*75

        If there is, in the two-dimensional plane, a figure that might correspond to the volume of fire fixed in this stone, it is definitely “the flaming star” that plays an essential role in certain Masonic rituals, where it burns, depending on the circumstances, at the east or west of the world. It is toward this star, in truth, that the neophyte is guided, unwittingly, in the darkness of the cabinet of reflection, in the depths of which he sees the small light of a rustic candle. Much later, he will see the enigmatic letter G enthroned at the center of the star, like the dreadful master of fire in the keep of his castle, seated in the center of Lucilette’s room.

        This airship that Joel used to free the young girl is quite a singular vessel. It was a green balloon that carried a basket woven from golden thread through the sky, inside of which she saw her fervent liberating knight appear. This image could figure, in good stead, among the parables of the clearest and least “envious” chapters of alchemical treatises. It is easy to see the gold of the wise here in the figure of the young man, in his finely woven basket, carried by the glass balloon†16 into the belly of the wind.

        The same is true for the dream in which Joel was instructed by Princess Cheminée, sitting before her mirror, of the act that he performed in reality upon awaking. Madame J. did not read Cyliani’s Hermès dévoilé (Hermes Unveiled), and her interest in poetry never extended to the study of alchemical treatises. However, Joel’s adventure with Eagle Beak’s sister has astounding parallels with that of Cyliani,3 when this latter, instructed in dream by a nymph, achieved upon awaking the Work needed to open the door to the temple, in other words, the entrance into the sacred world of the Great Work, for which the requisite manipulations would prove illusionary without a crossing through the mirror.

        The operation suggested by Princess Cheminée may appear as simple as it is unexpected: to pull from the gold nail of a clog “a fine long thread” that Joel realized with surprise “was endless.” But the clog (sabot) represents an object of the first importance for the children of Hermes. In the domain of the practice of the Great Work, this is one of the names they give to their “sun.”4

        In the domain of language, sabot,*76 a paronym of cabot (hound), indicates the solar Cabalah, whose “fine thread” that emerged from the nail and “was endless” heralds the poetic vocation of weaving connections between objects, actions, or concepts in which common sense only sees strangers lacking any relation to one another. These connections are capable of illuminating the mind.

        The presence of the language of the birds in Madame J.’s story is confirmed by the arrival of the “seamstress chickadees,” who, with the gold thread, weave the basket in which the clog maker Joel is carried by the random winds up to the window of the inaccessible Lucilette.

        As the art of Hermes is also, as Artéphius maintains, cabalistic, the abduction of Lucilette from the top of the keep forms a graceful allegory of the meeting at the start of the Great Work, during which the knight frees the little light from the fortress where she has been imprisoned, and the marriage that results is a splendid image of the union of the two natures in the harmony of the philosophical mercury.

        Madame J., who devoted her life to culture and the arts, was never attracted by alchemical literature, about which she knows next to nothing. She knows even less about Masonic initiation.

        She cannot be slightly suspected of being inspired by either discipline in the writing of these stories.

        Her unconscious encounter with these disciplines, as surprising as it is precise, can find an explanation in the fact that the two stories had such importance in her own personal development that they acquired for her the inseminating power of a myth. This mute word was and remains a combat weapon in her life. But she also seems to have been led, unwittingly, through some poetic attraction, toward certain luminous regions of the “old ocean” hailed by the Comte de Lautréamont,*77 from which she spontaneously and without realizing it drew teachings and images.

      

    

  
    
      FOOTNOTES

       

      *1. [Demonstrate —Trans.]

      *2. [I think therefore I am. —Trans.]

      *3. [L’oie, “goose,” is homonymous with loi, “law,” in French. —Trans.]

      *4. [Snakes and ladders —Trans.]

      *5. [Most commonly translated into English as an “idle story” —Trans.]

      *6. [The likeness is established by the similarity of her name with the French word for “stork,” cigogne. Gigogne is also the French term for nesting dolls. —Trans.]

      *7. The term unconscious being understood here in the sense of the collective unconscious that Jung gave it.

      *8. It nonetheless remains true that on an immutable framework, the text of “stories of marvels” can be composed in such a way to satisfy the morality of a group or era.

      *9. From the Latin in, meaning “in” and “on,” and iter, meaning “path,” “trajectory,” “journey”

      *10. According to certain Australian and South American legends, fire was originally hidden inside the belly of a woman. This association of fire and womb is confirmed in ancient Greek, for whom the word eschara meant both “an altar fire” and “the female sex organs.”

      *11. [In English they are now more commonly known as the Big and Little Dippers. —Trans.]

      *12. [Lanternois is based on the land of learning, “Lantern Land,” in the work of François Rabelais. —Trans.]

      *13. I need to stress the fundamental difference between the liberation for the individual with regard to his social “ego,” which is the case here, and the abandonment of ego for subservience to the interests of a sect, which would fall under the heading of counterinitiation.

      *14. The quotation marks indicate a quote taken directly from the original version of the tale.

      *15. [Leafy branch —Trans.]

      *16. [O Magali, my beloved / Let us escape under the leaves / Deep inside the silent wood. (from the opera Mireille by Charles Gounod) —Trans.]

      *17. [Les Rameaux in French —Trans.]

      *18. [Fumier in French —Trans.]

      *19. Ancient Egypt offers one exception to this rule: Nut, the heavens, is the wife of Geb, the earth.

      *20. This version, contrary to Perrault’s rendition, has a happy ending: the young girl and her grandmother are finally saved by a hunter who opens the wolf ’s belly. The same is true in the majority of folk versions that have been collected.

      *21. In The Red Mountain, another version of this story, the task involves scaling a glass mountain.

      *22. [A French guild of craftsmen and artisans dating from the Middle Ages —Trans.]

      *23. [The scalloped shell is the symbol of Saint James. —Trans.]

      *24. From the Greek diploma, “folded in two”

      *25. Tale told by the Grimm Brothers

      *26. From sumbolon, “I cast with”

      *27. Desire, from the Latin desidero, implies the loss of the “star,” hence the intensity of the quest.

      *28. In the Dictionnaire des symboles, horse (cheval) is defined as: “Son of the night and mystery, this archetypal horse is the bearer of both life and death, and is connected with fire, which is destructive and triumphant, and to water, which is both nourishing and asphyxiating. . . . But night turns into day, and the horse, following this process, has left these somber regions to soar into the full light of the sky.”

      *29. Fiancé meant “faith,” “engagement,” and “commitment” in the French of the eleventh through sixteenth centuries.

      *30. This does not only refer to the dark, silent retreat where the postulant Freemason drafts his “testament,” but primarily to any totally private place that every sincere “initiate” carries within throughout his entire life, access to which he should never lose and in which he had to carry out the difficult, constant, and often painful “stripping of his metals.”

      *31. A “priest” is regarded as an individual in contact with the invisible world.

      *32. We know that the word adept designates in the alchemical tradition the person who has achieved the perfect realization of the Great Work.

      *33. [The apron for this rite is also edged in green, and other items in the regalia include green kid gloves and a green feather in the hat. —Trans.]

      *34. [Aller au diable vert —Trans.]

      *35. The clearly erotic allusion of this image should not cause us to overlook the fact that the color of this necklace is also that of molten metal.

      *36. The notion of depth shows how the question has more importance than the answer: delving into a question is not to seek its ultimate well-lit surface, but to lift up successive strata that our consciousness can only conceive of as infinite.

      *37. [ Jean de la Fontaine’s fable The Fox and the Crow —Trans.]

      *38. The transcriber of the tale La Pinter bemoans the fact that the storyteller left out the theft of the boots, which he felt was necessary before the theft of the violin for the tale’s consistency.

      *39. In the case of The True Bride, in which the hero is a girl, it is in the lap of an “old woman.”

      *40. Breton also defines chance as the “encounter of an external causality and an internal finality.”

      *41. [The French dauphin also means “dauphin,” as in an heir to the throne. —Trans.]

      *42. [“hoof, horseshoe, wooden shoe” —Trans.]

      *43. Compare this turning around to the one of the soldier in Bearskin.

      *44. The authors of the authentic alchemical treatises often write “our earth” or “our matter” to designate the prime matter of the Great Work, thereby revealing the simultaneously objective and subjective nature of this subject.

      *45. In operative alchemy, “to sublime” is equivalent to “fixing the volatile by volatilizing the fixed,” as expressed in the famous phrase fac volatile fixum. How many children chasing after a bird have said that in order to trap it, it is necessary to “put salt on its tail?” In the story, the prince set off on the hunt for the golden bird by mounting the tail of the fox.

      *46. The fact that the rose sings in the tale indicates it clearly involves the “art of music.”

      *47. In his Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique (Mytho-Hermetic Dictionary), Dom Pernety notes the “crown” as an image of “the material when it begins to come out of the putrefaction of the color black.

      *48. [or hermaphrodite —Trans.]

      *49. [A fathom (toise) is equal to 1.95 meters (slightly more than 6 feet). —Trans.]

      *50. See  here.

      *51. This is, of course, the real Eugene.

      *52. While the barrel (tonneau in French) or ton has an echo of Latona, the mother of the sun and moon, the explosion caused by Florianu’s birth cannot help but remind us of the fermentation of wine and its master, Dionysius.

      *53. Extract from a ritual of opening to the labors of the 1st degree

      *54. It is worth noting that in German—the language in which this story was written—“juniper” is called Wachholder, a word that contains the sounds of the verb wachen, “to watch,” “to keep vigil,” and the adjective hold, which can be translated as “affectionate, favorable, kind.”

      *55. [Marteau in French —Trans.]

      *56. The sound of the noun Gans, meaning “goose” in German, is quite close to gang, which means both an approach and a path, just as the French oie is close to voie.

      *57. [The French term sentir le soufre, which literally means “smells of sulfur,” is a figurative term for something that seems heretical. —Trans.]

      *58. It is not without reason that French was the diplomatic language or “language of the court” in Europe.

      *59. This theme of mutilation of a woman can be found in other stories in which the attacker is generally a close relative: parent, sister, or aunt.

      *60. This image comes up precisely at the end of the story when her sisters hide her under a barrel to prevent the prince from seeing her.

      *61. “X-cendron, the ray in the cinders,” notes Fulcanelli.

      *62. The “traveler” is one of the names that alchemists give to their “common” or “first mercury,” as well as to the “laborer” himself.

      *63. In the context of an analogy with alchemical practice, as moreover with all of nature’s vital processes, the “castle below” is much more splendid that the one “above” because matter in putrefaction contains as seed all the riches of new generations.

      *64. The same is true for the hero at the end of The Gifts of the Three Animals.

      *65. This dwarf was the jailer of the princess, and the tale explicitly states that at the moment he received the mortal blow from the cane, “the maiden’s chains fell away.” This is an event that is singularly reminiscent of the alchemists’ gesture when, striking a certain rock in a specific manner, they free the fountain of living water from it.

      *66. [The alchemical aspect of this term is more apparent in the French allumeuse, which could be literally translated as “igniter.” —Trans.]

      *67. We should not fail to note that the age of the master Mason is “seven years and more.”

      *68. Spagyric procedures make possible the transmutation of metals into gold or silver.

      *69. In Hesiod’s Theogony, the giants are the children of Gaia, the Earth.

      *70. Couldn’t the activity performed by clairvoyants 
with the help of this famous ball belong, in the best cases, to a similar domain 
where communication is established, in the “visible” or “invisible,” between the 
clairvoyants and the clients who have faith in their abilities?

      *71. The Christians evoke the Mother of God.

      *72. The words in quotes in this summary are directly cited from her text.

      *73. I would like to remind the reader that the word tradition should be understood in the sense of the transmission of a spiritual influence going back to the origins of humanity.

      *74. See  here.

      *75. Eagle Beak’s castle, as described by Madame J., also complies with the “fixed explosive” quality without which beauty, according to André Breton, “will not be,” as well as with that of the “volatile fixed” that alchemists cite as one of the qualities of their philosophical mercury.

      *76. At the beginning of the story, Madame J. mentions that Joel, who was first a shoemaker, became a clog maker.

      *77. In the first of the six cantos of Les Chants de Maldoror, this “old ocean with its crystal waves” can be regarded as the unconscious by Freud’s disciples, and by those of Jung as the collective unconscious. For their part, the Freemasons would not be in error to consider it the “chaos” from which they plan to extract order, in accordance with their motto, Ordo ab chao, and alchemists could recognize it as their material and spiritual “sea of the wise.”

      †1. In Greek, it is psyche and pneuma, in Latin spiritus and its derivatives in the romantic languages, and ruach in Hebrew.

      †2. In 1695, at the home of J. B. Coignard’s widow in Paris

      †3. Not to be confused with a story of the same name, recorded by the Grimm Brothers, which is cited 
 here.

      †4. [Fumer in French also means “to smoke.” —Trans.]

      †5. Our word angel comes from the Greek aggelos, which means “messenger.”

      †6. Folk language has retained this expression (Diable Vert) in preference to that of Diable Vauvert, which orthodox etymologists have sought to impose. The latter refers to the former Parisian domain of Vauvert, in the area of the porte d’Enfer (hell gate), which is Place Denfert-Rochereau today.

      †7. They could be found in dime stores for a few cents under the name of Japanese flowers.

      †8. [meule in French —Trans.]

      †9. We should note that Cyliani had “to turn his head” (open the lock) to see the nymph.

      †10. The erotic allusion of this pair of objects should not escape many listeners.

      †11. Previously subjected to the disintegrative action of the lunar rays, the caput mortuum becomes, in fire, an ash, or rather a powdery and aromatic compost, that is both living and fecund, and now ready to surrender its sulfur to the mercury.36

      †12. The transitive is contained within the intransitive: to look back (retourner) at a spot is to turn over (retourner) the space that separates it from us.

      †13. [The French word for pimp is maquereau. —Trans.]

      †14. In the story that Madame J. originally read, the young girl, whose name was not Lucilette, simply refused all the boys of her village one after the other because she did not think them worthy of her beauty, until her meeting with Eagle Beak. The wondrous clogs, Princess Cheminée, the witch, the fantastic castle, and the whip are all absent from the original story and only appear in that of Madame J.

      †15. The image of such a castle probably has some connection, in its inventor’s unconscious mind, with the severity of the fire that gives life to the implacable Eagle Beak. But its helicoid size that grows thinner toward its top until it becomes a golden spire cannot fail to evoke a progressive and endless ascent.

      †16. [A play on the sound of ballon vert, “green balloon,” with ballon de verre, “glass balloon” —Trans.]
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    in alchemy, 56, 62, 102–3, 105–6

    green color and, 62

    madman meaning, 142

    as serpent, 58

    serpent-fountain as, 105–6

    woman embodying, 173

morality code in tales, 2, 19

Mother Goddess, 166–67

Mother Goose stories, 1–2, 8–9, 12

Mother Nature, 9

mule, quest aided by, 163, 172

music, 58, 94–95, 220, 272

myths, initiation in, 22–24

      Night-Dancing Princesses, The, 36–37,

        68, 79, 93, 262–63, 271, 273

      object of the quest

    as essential factor of fate, 170–73

    finding beings and things, 147–59

    inaccessibility of, 170–71
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old wives’ tales, 9–11
Old Woman in the Wood, The,

        40, 71, 86, 234–35

“once upon a time,” 3–4
One Eye, Two Eyes, and Three Eyes, 71,

        203–4, 207–8

one-eyed stories, 9–11

      pact with the devil, 192–95

Pandora, 22, 23

Papesse Tarot card, 166–67

paths of V.I.T.R.I.O.L.

    castle, 104–6

    forest, 93–104

    places of passage, 106–7

    underground, 92–93

    See also trials

philosopher’s stone, 108, 171, 207, 210

phoenix, 260

pit, the, 113–22

    in alchemy and Freemasonry, 117–19

    captives in, 118–19

    climb back out of, 224–25

    events following reascent, 229

    exit from, 220–29

    help at the bottom, 119–22

    idea of depth and, 117

    objects brought from, 225–29

    tale examples, 113–17

    verticality of, 117, 118

poor man’s son, 37–39, 46–47
Poor Miller Boy and the Cat, The, 38,

        63–64, 78
Prince and His Horse, The, 38, 107
Prince Eagle Beak, 277–81, 282, 283,

        284–88

princess

    handkerchief of, 112, 215, 218, 219

    liberation of, 121

    quest to win, 65–69

    symbolism of, 69

    as true goal of the quest, 160, 171

    See also heroines or girls
Princess and the Three Brothers, The, 34,

        42–43, 65, 140, 142, 143
Princess’s Slipper, The, 37, 60, 81

Prometheus, 22, 23

promises in air, 13

psychological perspective, 14, 16, 19, 51,

        96, 103, 160, 206, 218, 271, 273

      Queen Bee, The, 34, 59, 89, 104–5, 153–

        54, 160, 161, 170, 171, 262, 270, 273

quest, the, 54–74

    assassination of the hero, 181–92

    avoiding becoming lost, 94–96

    discovering the world, 54–58

    for girls vs. boys, 69, 71–73, 74

    by heroines, 69–74

    hunting and the spiritual quest, 191–92

    music aiding, 94–95, 272

    object of, 170–73

    pact with the devil and, 192–95

    party responsible for departure, 159–60

    place where the object is found, 173–81

    pursuing a bird, 60–63

    sexual symbolism in, 54–55

    for something or someone, 58–60

    subtle work of, 61

    for water or a horse, 63–65

    winning a princess, 65–69

    See also assistants on the quest; end of

        the quest; trials

      Rapunzel, 40, 49, 72, 72, 211, 232–33
Raven, The, 40, 74, 84–85, 103, 241–42

ravens, 162–63, 175

raw stone (heroine’s qualities as initiate), 47–54

raw stone (hero’s qualities as initiate)

    birthmarks, 43–44

    poor man’s son, 46–47

    on society’s margins, 41–42

    soldier La Ramée, 45–46

    sold to the dark man, 44–45

    youngest son, 42–43

rebirth, 257–61
Red Mountain, The, 50
Riddle, The, 39, 83, 101, 138–40, 162

riddles, 138–47

    fox assisting in, 147

    hiding places and, 146

    intervention of chance in, 143–44

    irrational nature of, 142–43

    mysterious agent intervening in, 142

    tale examples, 138–42

      Sea Hare, The, 34, 43, 65–66, 120, 141–

        42, 144–46, 162, 266, 274, 275–76

seven heads of the dragon, 110–12
Seven Ravens, The, 59, 90–91, 123, 124,

        162, 233

seven year period, 193–94

sexual symbolism, 47–48, 54–55, 92–93, 165

she-monkey, 144–46
Singing, Springing Lark, The, 40, 70, 84,

        103, 239–40, 250, 252
Six Servants, The, 39, 65, 133–34
Six Swan Brothers, The, 83, 96, 201–3, 206

Sleeping Beauty, 49, 50, 51–52, 71, 81,

        91, 103, 212, 242

sleeping upright, 11, 12–13

Snow White, 50, 71–72, 74, 83, 102,

        193, 211, 259–60

social margins, initiates’ qualities and,

        41–42

soldiers, 36–37, 45–46. See also La Ramée

Solomon’s Temple, 108, 117, 189

solution and coagulation, 117, 121

spirit, 13, 61, 62, 99

spring, sacred, 124

stages in initiation, 29–31

stepmother, 101, 125, 201–3, 205
Stepmother, The, 50
Stories or Tales of Times Past, 1–2, 11–12

stork-told stories, 14–15
Strong Hans, 39, 54, 78, 80, 90, 104,

        115–16, 118, 121, 224

sublimation, 169, 249

substituted Word, 94
sudarium, 112
Sweetheart Roland, 40, 49–50, 69–70

      tales

    airy tales, 13–14

    blue stories, 7–8, 212

    cock-and-bull stories, 11–13

    contemporary, 277–89

    Donkey Skin stories, 15–17

    etymology of “tale,” 6

    fairy tales, 17–19

    functions attributed to, 19–21

    initiation and, 26–28

    legends vs., 2–3

    Märchen, 6–7

    Mother Goose stories, 1–2, 8–9

    old wives’ tales, 9–11

    “once upon a time” frame of, 3–4

    one-eyed stories, 9–11

    origin of, 4–5

    stork-told stories, 14–15

    universal elements of, 3

Tales of My Mother the Goose, 1–2,

        8–9, 12

Tarot of Marseille, 164, 166–67

theft of objects, 126–30
Three Feathers, The, 34, 42, 60–61,

        77–78, 92, 142–43, 154–55, 167,

        172, 268–69, 270
Three Little Birds, The, 58

tree, upturned, 14

trials

    dragon combat, 108–13

    finding beings and things, 147–59

    for girls, 195–211

    impossible tasks, 130–38, 174–75

    lost personality, 122–26

    the pit, 113–22

    riddles, 138–47

    theft of objects, 126–30
True Bride, The, 40, 70, 90, 196–97, 205
Trusty John, 3–4, 38, 89, 106, 175–78
Twelve Brothers, The, 40, 59, 82, 206,

        246–47
Two Brothers, The, 84, 109–12, 183,

        191–92, 215–18, 259, 260–61
Two Kings’ Children, The, 85–86,

        132–33, 138
Two Travelers, The, 156–57, 162–63,

        165, 172

      underground world

    descent into, 77–80, 92–93

    forest entrance to, 80–87

    in Freemasonry, 144

    girls’ visit in, 90–91

    killing the guardian of, 97

    symbolism of, 92–94
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    in alchemy and Freemasonry, 75–77

    dark castle and, 87–90, 104–6

    descent underground and, 77–80, 168

    forest entrance to underground, 80–87

    girls’ visit underground, 90–91

    green color and, 99

    “ground” and, 96

    intuition and, 100

    as invitation to initiation, 30

    meaning of the acronym, 75

    oil of vitriol and, 30

      wands, 95

water

    fountain, 105, 107, 165

    gray man as igneous water, 161

    horses and, 64–65

    lake, 107

    as object of the quest, 170, 171–72

    quest for, 63, 64–65

    sexual symbolism of, 165
Water of Life, The, 34, 42, 63, 90, 105,

        155, 171–72

whip, 280, 281, 285
White Cat, The, 3, 37, 59, 81, 98–99,
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White Snake, The, 38, 56, 57–58, 149–

    50, 163, 170
Wondrous Wand, The, 35, 44–45, 59,

        82, 95, 132

Word, the, 63, 73, 94, 219, 254
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world, quest to discover, 54–58
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