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Longing in the landscape: an alchemical exploration 

of saltmarsh 

 

Figure 1: 7.3.19, 9.37AM. Stoke Marshes, Kent.  Low tide. New moon. Photo by C. Adams. 

I am sealtne mersc1 

You lay your wooden boards over me for fear I will drag you within 

I am sealtne mersc 

I betray your illusions of separation as salty tracks tracing from your sleeping eyes 

I am sealtne mersc 

If you bind me too tight, I must move or die 

I am sealtne mersc 

Taste me on your lover’s skin 

I am sealtne mersc 

I wrap the old ones in their long-forgotten tales 

And wait- 

Tread carefully wandering one 

For your marks are double-sided 

I am sealtne mersc 

I am Morfa hallt and Fideach 

I am she. 

 
1 ‘Our ancestors recognised saltmarshes long before the arrival of ecologists and their concept of habitats. As a 
written word ‘saltmarsh’ has a pedigree predating the Norman conquests. The Anglo-Saxon Junius manuscript 
in the Bodleian library includes a poetic re-telling in Old English of the book of Exodus. In this heroic account 
the children of Israel are led safely across the sealtne mersc within which the pursuing Egyptians perish’ 
(Chatters, 2017: 13). 
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At the end of my road ‘there is a place where the line between the physical and the non-

physical blurs, where imagination and reality somehow converge, and events unfold that are 

not yet understood at all’ (Kripal, 2017: 283). I invite you to join me there. 

As we thread our passage through the marshes, or what the Irish would term an ‘eanach’, the 

way may be narrow and precarious, at other times it may be as if one is suspended on a thread 

of light between the endless grey sky and its reflection in the low-lying mudflats. There is no 

map, since the land shifts with each tide. It is a way that is known by the walking, the 

participation, and by paying attention. You may look with sky eyes and feel with your sea skin 

and taste the beat of a halophilous heart.  

As we stand together on the threshold, like the heartsick Freyr, we can see in the distance 

Gerðr -ON ‘the one who protects by fencing in’ (Motz, 1981: 121). She holds the power to 

open her gates2 to anyone she likes, ‘when she lifted her arms and opened the door for 

herself, light was shed from her arms over both sky and sea, and all worlds were made bright 

by her’ (Sturluson, 1995: 31). As we step out let us imagine that Gerðr’s gates will enclose our 

travels and make of this writing and reading a temenos, a hermetic vessel. Let us be guided 

by her light and set out, searchers and searched for, as alchemists risking transformation.  

 

 
2 These gates are both material structure and an enclosing force and ‘Gerðr is usually understood to be an 
earth-goddess’ (Simek, 2007: 105) who becomes the wife of Freyr – perhaps she represents the enclosing 
power of feminine fertility as well as the matter from which things can be born: the cup to Freyr’s sword, the 
encircling womb – the vessel in which new life can be nurtured. ‘There were two things in the beginning: the 
male father spirit and the female matrix being, the chaotic matter, matter as increatum, a not created but 
equivalent principle from the very beginning… matter is a living, feminine counterpart of the spiritual 
creator…feminine partner and a living principle on its own’ (Von Franz, 1997: 40-41) – perhaps a plenum, and 
enclosed space. 

Figure 2: 13.3.19. 10.30 AM. Stoke Creek 
by the Saltings. Incoming tide. Moon: first 
quarter.  Photo by C. Adams. 
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Methodology 

 
Figure 3: ‘The Land of Sea and Sky’  

9” x 9” calico mixed media by C. Adams 2019 
 

‘…there are realms where souls, crushed by the weight of the world find refuge’ (de Castro, 

2014) 

Sealtne mersc has spoken this dissertation into being. I aim to participate in this living 

landscape and to present my experience. My mode of inquiry has been ‘a methodological 

middle way between engaged participation and critical distance’ (Ferrer, 2017: 143). Its sole 

aim has been to ‘engage in the twin tasks of the integration of knowledge and of multiple 

ways of knowing’ (ibid: 144). My method has been to employ a participatory approach as 

authored by Ferrer (2008 & 2017) in order to sit in Kripal’s third classroom, a ‘gnostic’ 

classroom (Kripal, 2006). It is my hope that ‘a critical-participatory approach opens a vast 

methodological sea between the extremes of engaged participation and critical distance that, 

if skilfully navigated, can integrate the virtues of both standpoints while avoiding their 

shortcomings’ (Ferrer, 2017: 159).3 

 
3 Ferrer lists some of these challenges as ‘overcoming cognicentrism, avoiding anti-intellectualism, cultivating 
an effective critical subjectivity, or integrating… difficult personal materials that may be activated’ (Ferrer, 
2017: 293). 



 

4 
 

This inquiry has had many false starts until I tuned into the clear voice that was trying to speak 

on the page. I open to a wish to be educated by the saltmarsh landscape that speaks to me 

through the language of longing.  

During the preliminary stages of my research, I decided to follow an alchemical process. 

‘There is no exact number of alchemical operations, and many overlap’ (Edinger, 1994: 29), 

therefore I chose to concentrate on four key stages. For my purposes, I have selected 

calcinatio, solutio, coagulatio and sublimatio and have retained their Latin terms.  However, 

it is not just the structure that holds my interest, but the alchemists’ approach to their work: 

their philosophy, their practices, their mindset. ‘Method is not just a “tool”: it is a way of being 

in and with the work, a way of being on the journey into the work, a way of going to work on 

the work’ (Romanyshyn, 2013: 305). The opus, the whole work ‘is a highly individual work’ 

(ibid: 21) and part of its writing necessitated a trip away, a forced alienation from my familiar, 

emphasising the solitary aspect the alchemical tradition often demanded.  A further aspect 

that drew me to use this structure is that alchemy is not a prescriptive tradition, but a living 

experience.  

Let me say first of all that nobody really knows much about alchemy. It is a subject that 
we can talk around, but we can’t really talk about it, because it is such a totally individual 
thing. I can describe it but I can’t define it, and neither can anybody else. I’ve studied it 
for about thirty-five years and am still barely on the edge of the mystery. The alchemic 
tradition doesn’t make things concrete, tie them up too neatly nor define them too 
clearly. Indeed, it is said that it’s dangerous to talk too clearly on this very interior, subtle 
subject. There’s the risk of calcifying it, of killing the living spirit and turning it into a dead 
stone. (Somers, 2004: 1) 

It is this personal search for a living approach that draws me in and a desire that ‘the end of 

the process [is] an emergence from the flask with a totally new understanding’ (ibid: 23). I 

hope to present a study of my experience (may be an experience of study) rather than 

answers.  

I will admit to worrying that putting my beloved saltmarsh under scrutiny and embedding 

longing onto the page would very much kill its living spirit. Yet, by understanding this inquiry 

to be of a spiritual nature with no pre-determined goal I am released by Almaas’ view that 

this ‘liberates us from having to choose what to experience, which frees inquiry from having 

to go toward any particular end’ (Almaas, 2014: 215). 



 

5 
 

 

The First Matter 

 

Figure 4: ‘Red Rain’  
9” x 9” calico mixed media by C. Adams 2019 

 

I know not what I seek eternally 
On earth, in air, and sky; 

I know not what I seek, but it is something 
That I have lost, I know not when, 

And cannot find, although in dreams invisibly 
It dwells in all I touch and see. 

 
Ah bliss! Never can I recapture you 

Either on earth, in air, or sky 
Although I know you have reality 

And are not futile dream. 
(De Castro: 2014) 

 

For the alchemist the first matter, or the prima materia, is the basic material on which they 

worked.4  ‘Usually the old alchemists put some dark, ignored, reviled substance in the flask’ 

(Somers, 2004: 26). There is a distinct sense that this massa confusa ‘is a subtle substance 

 
4 It is important to note that ‘alchemists believed not that God was transcendent… but that God was already 
immanent within matter, already in man’ (Somers, 2004: 14). Therefore, even within the beginning material 
god was present… that matter had an inner divinity which sought to unite with an outer divinity. 
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rejected or taken for granted by most people’ (Hauck, 1999: 63). This substance is something 

‘all of us discard in our youth as having no value, when in fact it is one of the most powerful 

things we encounter in life – although it hides at the edge of reality, balanced between 

physical and nonphysical being’ (ibid). We are looking for something so familiar as to be 

overlooked, so everyday yet despised. Although there was a physical referent in the 

alchemist’s jar, the external matter also stood symbolically for inner matter. I pondered upon 

this at great length wondering what I had rejected. Though it took two contrasting encounters 

to bring the matter home to me. 

 

The first. On 31st July 2019 I found myself at a loose end waiting to collect my youngest 

daughter, too far to go home and too unwilling to be amongst the crowds I sought sanctuary 

in the long-familiar setting of Aylesford Priory. Walking around the Rosary Garden I was 

walking with many historical past selves: the me that used to have to undertake this walk with 

my junior school as part of Ascension Day obligations, the pre-school me in the company of 

my late Grandparents with whom we used to come and picnic in the grounds and feed the 

ducks, more recently the mother me with my children when they were small, and this was a 

very real place to hide. On this day, as I made my way round, I became aware of a dull 

intonation of voices chanting call and response prayers. I had watched this very large group 

earlier, observing how they amassed confidence in their numbers which allowed them to 

disregard courtesy to anyone other than their labelled group. I noticed how they left their 

litter to blow around the courtyard after they had finished in the café. I noticed how they had 

celebrated with each other about how much they had spent in the souvenir shop and what 

they had bought. I noticed the way they spoke to the lady serving on the till, and their bus 

driver. I noticed in contrast the way they spoke to the friars and each other. I noticed now 

how pompously pious their prayers and actions seemed 

and how they glared as I overtook their procession. I made 

my way to the statue of Mary. She was surrounded by the 

most transporting scent from the old roses planted about 

her. I took a photo. As my phone camera clicked, I received 

an error message over the image ‘Error: be careful no-one 

blinked in this photo’. Momentarily stunned at the 

connotations of this I then chuckled. Play. Humour. 

Figure 5: 31.7.19. New moon. 
Sculpture of Mary, Aylesford Priory. 
Photo by C. Adams 
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Laughter. Mary utterly grounded in the material of this sculpture may very well have winked 

at my camera in a playful nudge suggesting a reading of my mind and my rather ungenerous 

judgement of the religious group. Needless to say, whether the statue blinked or didn’t blink 

I have never seen that message on my phone before and I remain amused that the devout 

pilgrims participated in their proud, self-assured demonstrations of devotion, yet Mary 

winked at me, quietly and with no fuss, through the most contemporary medium of a 

smartphone. 

The second event occurred less than twenty-four hours later. Walking by my marshes at noon 

the next day, the tide was high, and it was the time of the new moon. I had reached the shore 

in tears having had heated words with one of my daughters. My timing had been accidental. 

Out of the corner of my eye I spotted what appeared to be a large whippet’s head popping 

up out of the water. Turning to look more carefully I realised I was being watched by a large 

Grey Seal a little off the shore. He was playing and fishing in what used to have been the 

power stations’ outfall. I watched him for some time, mesmerised at having seen a seal here 

at the mouth of the River Medway. After about five minutes he dived below the surface and 

I did not see him again. This was the first time I had ever seen a seal in this estuary and to 

have been alongside him was a powerful experience. I felt like I had been given a gift by 

nature. On returning home I looked up what a seal might symbolise. I was delighted that one 

of the three key words Carr-Gomm (2001) associates with the seal is longing! I was familiar 

with tales of selkies having loved The Tale of Roan Innish as a child and having known The 

Selkie of Sule Skerry from my Granny. The symbolism of shapeshifting and seals was already 

known to me, but what I hadn’t appreciated was the very day I’d seen the seal was noon of 

Lughnasadh (Gaelic Harvest Festival). In Orkney the high tide on this day was traditionally the 

time when the selkie would transform from seal to human. Curiously, these traditions also 

suggest that for a selkie-man to come ashore, a mortal woman had to be on the shore at high 

tide from where she is supposed to weep seven tears into the sea. Who knows what magic 

drew me at that time, but I certainly returned home that day feeling deeply moved by the 

experience, and in a strange way it felt a nod of approval, an official sanction by the sea for 

the research I am doing.  

That’s when the epiphany struck. It was not just a sanc+tion but as though the wildlife 

somehow knew and sanc+tified my work. I knew then what I had lost, what was my prima 
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materia, my massa confusa. It was made clear to me that in my rejection of religion and 

maintenance of a severed spirituality I had discarded the sacred – the means of creating an 

interface between myself and Ferrer’s ‘undetermined Mystery’ (Ferrer, 2017: p241- 249). I 

knew then that I had to recraft the sacred into my life. 

 

I distrusted organised religion early in my life but had to wait many years in order to be able 

to separate myself from it. I was raised a Catholic following my mother’s religion. I have no 

idea what my father believes in, but my paternal grandparents were Quaker elders. Both 

paths merged within me. When I started my junior school aged six, I was asked by one of the 

nuns if I was Catholic. I had no idea what she meant; it was not a term I had ever heard. Mass 

was what we did on a Sunday with my Mum while Dad stayed home and cut the lawns. I knew 

that Mass was different to Going to Meeting. At Meeting there was listening and sitting and 

talking and silence and a very hot pipe that ran under the meeting benches. At Mass there 

was standing, sitting, kneeling, walking, shaking hands, being silent, singing, reciting prayers 

and being good, usually in long benches sometimes surrounded by some beautiful statues of 

Mary and flowers and tealights. On my return to school the next day, I confirmed I was indeed 

this thing, Catholic. When the nun determined that my father was not she told me that he 

was going to go to hell because he hadn’t been baptised. This did not traumatise me. I 

honestly considered her to be utterly ignorant since god knew my dad was good so there 

wouldn’t be any question of him going to heaven - if indeed that was where my father wanted 

to go. My friend from infant school, Vincent, died the week I went away to this new school. 

When we were asked what we wanted to pray for I asked if we could pray for him. The nuns 

took my prayer with the same gravity they took the next girl who asked to pray for good 

weather for her birthday party. This confirmed to me that they weren’t praying to the same 

god as me. My god cared about children who died too soon and the people they left behind.  

 

I went through all the motions of being a good Catholic, followed the sacraments and so forth 

until I was old enough for my choices not to impact my mother. I met some very interesting 

Catholics as I grew up, particularly the Benedictine monks with whom my secondary convent 

school had a lot of dialogue. I learnt that wise people can have faith or no faith but are 

questioning and experience deep crisis of belief. I learnt that the worst type of people can 
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profess that best type of faith. I had many challenging conversations with my paternal 

grandfather about faith, belief and religion.  

Yet no-one seemed to see god in the landscape the way I did until I discovered the poetry of 

Gerard Manley Hopkins whom I studied for A Level. It was only later when I discovered the 

terms animism and panpsychism that I found something closer to my inbuilt understanding 

of the world. Nevertheless, my loathing or organised religion and the harm that can be done 

in the name of it has dissuaded me ever from being a joiner.  

God continued to exist for me.  

My answer to every challenge was always ‘my god is much bigger than that and certainly 

greater than any human thought’. Yet by maintaining this distance I also maintained the 

viewpoint of a subject/object split.  More matured thoughts brought me to wonder if this god 

longed for me? What if I was the object of the longing? Yet, I felt too insignificant to take this 

consideration much further.  

The breaking point between me and a unifying divinity occurred when I was going through 

some terrifying times.  All I wanted was to feel touched by god. I didn’t need to be rescued or 

bailed out. I needed to feel noticed. I needed to feel witnessed. I needed something to see 

fully what I was going through and to be there at my side.  

It never happened.  

To escape from what was going on I learnt to leave my body and float away. To anchor myself 

I would walk in nature and find something beautiful to look at. I didn’t see god in nature. I 

saw nature. Nature communicated meaning to me. I knew that if I could find one beautiful 

thing to see and share it with my daughters, I wouldn’t go insane and we would stay alive in 

our hearts even if we walked in a life so unreal, so unsafe, so alienated. Our lived life was so 

separate to what we could show that the only real was a blade of grass forcing its way through 

a crack in the tarmac, a raindrop reflecting our faces back as it rolled down the windscreen or 

the house martin determinedly trying to nest at our top floor flat window before the landlord 

cleared their mud home.  
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Everything continues to be alive with meaning for me in the natural world. This has never 

been lost. The saltmarsh retains its own poignant pull, a magnitude of longing that I 

experience nowhere else. But god? A sense of the sacred? I set these things aside. 

The notion of a trans-moral nature of the divine was opened to me during the MA when I read 

Secret Body (Kripal, 2017: 79-96). This enabled me to consider that there might be a god who 

is neither moral nor ethical (which might explain why this divinity had no desire to ‘give me a 

sign’ when I needed it). Further reading brought me to a consideration: what if I am both 

object and subject and longing is the necessary tension between? 

The word das Sehnen, longing, is from the same root as die Sehne, a tendon. The object 
of longing is that towards which we ‘tend’, and ‘tendon’ is similarly related to the words 
‘tend’ and ‘tendency’. In fact the English word ‘sinew’ is cognate with die Sehne, and 
‘sinew’ used to refer to the whole elastic union of muscle and tendon. These images 
suggest the working of a joint…an elastic connection… (McGilchrist, 2012: 202-203) 

The phenomenon of longing, the experience of that elastic tension is described further ‘In 

longing, one is drawn ‘from in front’ towards something from which one is not already wholly 

separate, and which exerts an influence through that ‘division within union’ (ibid: 367). Mixing 

this with Kripal’s ‘the Human as Two’ (Strieber & Kripal, 2017: 50) theory which considers the 

notion that ‘It might be the case that brain equals mind’ but it might be that mind exists 

beyond the brain, independently of it, intrigues me. Is longing the language that keeps the 

channel open between mind and brain, maintains the distance between division and union? 

Kripal’s analogy of the brain as ‘a highly evolved receiver, transmission station, or local neural 

network’ (ibid: 51) enables us to consider the brain as ‘reducer of consciousness’ (ibid) rather 

than the producer. I read Kripal’s suggestions alongside Ferrer’s writing in order to ‘further 

minimise the problem of sectarianism in the context of participatory pluralism…the 

importance of avoiding the neo-Kantian dualism of the mystery and its enactions’ (Ferrer, 

2017: 243). I am fascinated by these writers’ interpretations which ‘maintain that in the same 

way an individual is her actions (whether perceptual, cognitive, emotional or subtle), the 

mystery is its enactions…creative gestures of the mystery enacted through participating 

human (and perhaps) nonhuman individuals and collectives’ (ibid: 244).  

What if we were to consider the muscle end of our elastic connection to be the receiving 

brain, us as human? If the tendon is longing, mind or undetermined mystery becomes the 
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signal, the bone? What if the muscle end is the mind transmitting mystery and the bone the 

interpreting device: human brain? Longing, as sinew or tendon, thereby forms the bond. It is 

through the shortening and lengthening of longing that we can be moved by mystery. 

I use the term mystery as follows 

The term mystery does not entail any kind of essentialist reification of an ontologically 
given ground of being, as expressions such as “the sacred,” “the divine,” or “the eternal” 
… In contrast, we deliberately use this conceptually vague, open-ended, and ambiguous 
term to refer to the nondetermined [later changed for undetermined] creative energy or 
source of reality, the cosmos, life, and consciousness. Thus understood the term mystery 
obstructs claims or insinuations of dogmatic certainty…it invites an attitude of intellectual 
and existential humility and receptivity to the Great Unknown that is the fountain of our 
being. (Ferrer & Sherman, 2008: 64) 

It is possible that our brains can be damaged or not tuned in to receive the transmission of 

mystery. What if we harden or cut out longing? What if we simply never flex our brains to 

contract or release this tension? Perhaps we have become arthritic in this joint? Perhaps 

society no longer longs for the mystery to move us because it hurts, it deeply pains us? What 

if the mystery is deeply pained at the joint that connects us and it hurts to be co-joined? What 

then?5  

McGilchrist suggests that longing is ‘surely as ancient as humankind’ (McGilchrist, 2012: 307) 

and considers its appearance throughout history. He separates longing from wanting  

wanting is clear, purposive, urgent, driven by the will, always with its goal clearly in view. 
Longing, by contrast, is something that ‘happens’ between us and another thing. It is not 
directed by will, and is not an aim, with the ultimate goal of acquisition; but instead is a 
desire for union – or rather it is experienced as a desire for re-union. (ibid: 308) 

When I commenced the write up of my research, I was worried that this practice would 

destroy my love for the feeling and the saltmarsh where I most sense it. I worried I would find 

answers and conclusions – that I would discover an end, that I would diminish the longing in 

the way of a want satisfied. However, as Ferrer’s discovered, I experience participation with 

the mystery reveals ‘a multiverse or multidimensional cosmos inclusive of a rich variety of 

subtle worlds’ (Ferrer, 2017: 247) and ‘Spiritual inquiry… becomes a journey, an endless 

 
5 Scholars may be interested in charting the history of our separation, our alienation, but this is not within the 
scope of my research at this time. I would however direct the reader to Blackie (2018) for what I found to be a 
cohesive and erudite summary of this concern. 
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exploration and disclosure of the inexhaustible possibilities of an always dynamic and 

indeterminate being’ (Ferrer, 2002: 157). Furthermore, McGilchrist also reassures me  

Longing suggests instead a distance, but a never interrupted connection or union over 
that distance with whatever it is that is longed for, however remote the object of longing 
may be. It is somehow experienced as an elastic tension that is set up between the one 
that is longing and the object of that longing – the pull, taughtness as in a bow string (in 
German, die Bogensehne) holding together the two ends of the bow that are never really 
separate. It is die Sehne and die Sehnsucht again (McGilchrist, 2012: 308). 

He offers art as a means of embodying ‘This reaching out to something beyond what humans 

have made or can make, to something Other than ourselves’ (ibid) and as a mode of the right 

hemisphere as it orientates ‘towards the experience of Other, whatever that is’ (ibid: 309). It 

is this distinct bidirectional mode of functioning ‘like a magnetic field, an electric attraction’ 

(ibid:367) that differs radically from the left hemisphere’s more unidirectional ‘hydraulic 

force…mechanical pressure’. Whilst I acknowledge that when 

creating my own art, I experience this impelling urge to reach 

onwards and outwards, it is not as intimate as when I walk 

alongside the marshes. There is a minutely different tone to 

the longing in this landscape. It is not nostalgia, it may 

perhaps be closer to homesickness, but it is a longing for 

something that I barely remember yet cannot forget. A longing 

that could be melancholic if it didn’t make me feel energised. 

When I make art, it is an opening where something forms on 

the drawn surface as a result of the reunion. When I walk, it 

is as though I am the very surface on which the drawing is 

made. The landscape and I are the surface upon which the mystery leaves its mark. The 

mystery reveals itself in both landscape and longing, and landscape and longing are revealed 

in the mystery ‘as is true of anything that carries meaning for what matters – is never an 

indifferent or static object, but rather a living presence whose inner nature metamorphoses 

as it encounters a receptive heart’ (Ferrer, 2017: 251).  

Returning to the notion of desire. Longing and desire are closer in relationship than longing 

and want. Here we need to tread a careful path through the rich muddiness between tides. 

Desire may take its roots from the Latin de + sidere “of the stars” suggesting there exists a 

Figure 6: 7.3.19.‘Initial Offering’. Stoke 
Saltings. Low tide. New moon.  

Mixed media soft sculpture by C. Adams 
2019 
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tension between man and the stars, between the earth and astrological hopes. However, 

desire became something to fear if we trust to the stories of the Bible. In the story of the 

serpent in the garden of Eden, desire becomes associated with power or control and it is seen 

as deadly, as something god forbids. This story teaches us not to reach for knowledge that 

belongs to the mystery. The consequence? We are commanded not to covet. We must learn 

to be patient. We learn to wait out. To silence our desires.  To be still. Immobility is 

vulnerability.6 Eve longs for a taste of the apple and is cast out of paradise. Lot’s wife longed 

to see what was happening in her home and looked back to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah 

in the Genesis 19. She is transformed into a pillar of salt. Another warning of dire 

consequences to giving in to longing, to desire. It does not take long in an online search for 

‘how to deal with longing’ to realise that this is a feeling that the over culture feels we need 

to rid ourselves of, or at least suppress and ignore. 

Perhaps longing, like the saltmarsh needs a new story, a new understanding, a new take up 

in contrast to the popular interpretation? In some Jewish version of the story of Lot, his wife 

is given a name: a name translated as Edith, which takes it roots from the Old English ‘ead’ 

meaning ‘blessed’ suggesting a radical contradiction to the cursed personality she seems to 

exemplify. 

To the alchemists, salt held paradoxical properties – something we can readily identify with if 

we have ever bathed a wound in saltwater! ‘Salt was associated with… the albedo, or 

cleansing, in the “solution” of salt tears until bitterness was dissolved and transmuted into 

the salt of wisdom’ (Ronnberg & Martin, 2010: 114). Before the alchemical whitening, there 

was a blackening: the nigredo. Does longing call me to look back look back and risk that turn? 

A participatory turn. 

 
6 Each saltmarsh ‘will reflect the particular characteristic of its local tidal regime’ (Chatters, 2017: 18) and is in 
turn transformed by it. Saltmarshes need to be able to move. They are not stable but dynamic environments. 
They are vulnerable to the impact of unpredictable variations in weather on the tides. Saltmarsh must be 
periodically submerged under saltwater and exposed on the receding tide. As water levels rise the saltmarsh 
must be able to move inland to ensure it continues to inhabit this zone, else it is drowned and dies. In other 
regions the tide does not reach as high and the saltmarsh is dried out, scorched and dies if it cannot move. 
Manmade structures like seawalls and in-filling prevent this movement. 
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So it is, that in the landscape of my beloved saltmarsh, I turn back. I cling to the feeling of 

longing as the thread to carry me through this terrain and I commence my journey through 

the nigredo and wonder what it means to invite the sacred mystery back into my life.7 

 

Calcinatio 

 

Figure 7: ‘Interrupted Landscape’  
mixed media layered fabric drawing by C. Adams, 2019 

Calcinatio is the intense fire stage, where fierce heating of a solid was required to expel any 

water, resulting in a fine, dry powder. Fire connects both human and divine and it is a feature 

of many religious traditions to make burnt offerings to the divine. Calcinatio acts on the 

blackened nigredo until it is whitened and purified (resulting in the albedo). Paracelsus 

describes the ‘fire that separates that which is constant or fixed from that which is fugitive or 

volatile’ (Edinger, 1994: 47). At this first stage there is the burning. Calcinatio could be a 

burning with fire of mental constructs to reveal a true essence. It is also described as the 

 
7 I continually find myself struggling to continue using the term ‘mystery’ and keeping finding I have written 
‘sacred’. I have reflected upon this a great deal. There is something resonant about ‘sacred’ that refuses to be 
cast aside. My conclusion was that perhaps the sacred is a layer of mystery, a dimension of the multi-
dimensional undetermined mystery that I am experiencing. 
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nigredo, a blackening. I understand this as remaining fixed to one’s truth, yet to be as fire if 

that truth is suppressed or silenced.  

The place I hear my thoughts most clearly, most truthfully, are wandering at the edges of the 

saltmarsh landscape, interestingly 

The ancients sometimes associated common salt with thinking because of its properties 
of crystallization. They believed thought was a living substance made of moving images 
that turned to salt when it entered man from the Above. Thus, salt represented stifled 
or lowered consciousness, which when raised through the operations of alchemy, 
dissolved and recrystallized into a higher form. (Hauck, 1999: 157) 

Psychologically calcinatio is identified as the destruction of ego, of its illusions and physical 

and material needs. The “tyrant king” must be disposed in order to reveal the individual 

essence. It is the break from the world, the burning of the rubbish. Because something does 

not reveal a single interpretable meaning does not make it dismissible. Because something 

cannot be reduced to one certainty, one source, one point does not make it unbelievable. 

There must be an openness to multiplicity of story and points of view. But what is this longing 

that calls to me loud and clear from this specific landscape? 

We must conclude that the person speaking…is the Wisdom of God…who speaks out of 
the darkness of the nigredo and calls for help, asking for a human being who will save 
her soul from the underworld…suddenly it is the Wisdom of God who cries for help from 
the depths of the earth, and who needs a human being so as to be pulled out of the 
darkness. (von Franz, 1980: 210) 

The Wisdom of God could be variously named as the World Soul, Gaia, the anima mundi, the 

divine soul. This may be the sacred element that determined to be acknowledged by 

consistently making me uncomfortable as I avoided writing it. What this suggests though is 

that the sacred is concretely trapped in the very matter of the earth and needs rescuing. It is 

not about whether the sacred is seeing me, it is a total inversion. The sacred sees me and may 

well reside in the matter of me and the landscape, but my role as conscious human is to rescue 

that voice. 

Tonight, I was burnt again. I had booked a campsite adjacent to the Saxon Shoreway Long 

Distance Path so that I could further my research and writing in the proximity of the saltmarsh. 

On arriving the gates were locked. Eventually the campsite owner was located, and I drove 

on to the site. He looked me up and down, gave my campervan a derisive look and said, 
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“That’s not really a camper”. I smiled and told him it worked for me. Showing me to a spot on 

the campsite I prickled. Something felt wrong. When I parked up, he said, “and you’re really 

self-sufficient?” with considerable disdain. What I wanted to say and what I did say were quite 

different. I trusted myself to a simple “yes” but couldn’t quite sidestep the patronising and 

arrogant manner. Trying to brush it off, I set up camp then walked out with my map to get 

back to the familiar ground of the marsh. The path began petering out and wound down into 

an industrial estate littered with barbed wire, “guard dog loose” messages where I lost trace 

of it. Returning to the road, figuring to take the long way around I found within several 

hundred yards the path disappeared on both sides of the road. Knowing this road by car I 

knew it would be insane to continue as a pedestrian without a pavement. Determined not to 

give in I found myself trying to get through the most depressing, littered and dissolute estate 

of twisted roads, identikit despondent and semi-derelict houses. I had to admit defeat. There 

are some places that being a lone woman and to continue regardless is more than foolish or 

headstrong. While it shouldn’t be so, I had to accept it was and returned to the campsite 

casting a spell of poetry around me to bolster my nerve.  

What did this mean? Every which way to get to the marsh was barred. I failed - not for want 

of trying but because the routes had been made impassable by human impact. I also learnt 

how far I have come with not identifying with failure and moving away from self-doubt. My 

ego-self would have liked to have battled on, been fierce and fiery, butted a few heads and 

‘proved’ it was more than enough. Yet rather than feeling burnt by defeat I felt washed by a 

gentle humility.8 The only way to reach this stretch of marsh would be from the sea it would 

seem – from the water. I interpreted this as meaning I was avoiding looking at something in 

my research or life from an accessible perspective. For all my aims and intentions to follow 

the longing, my tyrant king raised his head. Just because I knew where I wanted to go did not 

mean I could. I had to suppress this drive and look deeper.  

The essence of my frustration was that I felt vulnerable and inadequate and unfairly judged. 

I felt humiliated. I failed by being me. I failed at being safe in my own skin again. Again. Again, 

I felt vividly the old threat. This putrid, dark fear was my familiar tyrant king who would drown 

 
8 By humility, I mean a grounded feeling. Since humility, along with human and humble, takes its root from 
humus, the earth or ground, I do not perceive humility as a fawning, lowly Uriah Heep type depreciation, 
rather I understand it as an earthy, groundedness. 



 

17 
 

me between tides and has in the past.  I have been torn apart in nigredo storms before. I have 

learnt to be underground before this. I have lived through as the bag of dry bones. I know 

from before that I must stay with it, turn up the heat rather than fighting this process.  But 

my dreams this time are of flying, of air, are of rescuing the drowned and holding others just 

above the surface so they can breathe until aid comes. These dreams are not of sharp teeth 

or burning skin. I realise what I am being asked to give up. It is the conviction that when I 

called for help nothing was there. I am being asked to look back and see that in my most 

frightened silent scream, the sacred did not turn its back on me. It may have been screaming, 

bleeding and weeping silently alongside. I am being asked to give up my belief in an 

immaterial divine other who is not interested in me at all. I have learnt to be self-sufficient to 

keep myself and my children alive. It has been my anchor, my light, my rock. 

Am I really self-sufficient?  

This feeling again? For ‘as you will see, the process of getting from the nigredo to the albedo 

is repeated many times…many repetitions are required before the experience is consolidated, 

until finally the work holds’ (von Franz, 1980: 223-4). 

I must leave this shore and step into the waters.  

 This time, humility. ‘Longing calls for a beautiful, grounded humiliation; the abasement of 

what we thought we were and strangely, the giving up of central control while being granted 

and watchful, scintillating, peripheral discrimination’ (Whyte, 2014: 136).   I stepped aside to 

leave the king floundering in the water without the ballast of my battle to keep him afloat. I 

had to let go of self-sufficiency in order for the next process of dissolution to occur, ‘the 

operations of Fire and Water…have eliminated the dross of the matter at hand and revealed 

its most basic constituents or essences’ (Hauck, 1999: 200).  

Longing, it would seem for me, is ‘the golden thread of the hermetic chain leading us 

ultimately to the sublimatio’ (Somers, 2004: 70). In order to rediscover the sacred as a two-

way channel of undetermined mystery I must surrender my conviction of being utterly alone, 

invisible and overlooked. What if I were being invited to look with a sacred gaze: to move 

away from human versus divine, even to move beyond human as two, beyond subject and 

object, beyond you, me and them? The essence of the matter at hand is my gaze. I sense 
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moving away from clinging to sacred mystery as immaterial, from looking with a desirous, 

immediate, ‘what-about-me?’ human gaze. I sense instead a move towards being human with 

a longing, multiplicitious and mediated sacred gaze.  Divine and human both as a moment of 

matter in undetermined mystery. This is not a plea to reenchantment but a consideration to 

rematerialize the sacred.9 Then, in its turn to release the embodied sacred. 

For the Ancient Egyptians, preserving their bodies ‘Becoming one with the Ba-soul… being 

deified and becoming one with the oneness of the universe’ (von Franz, 1997: 6) involved a  

chemical procedure of mummification [which] consisted in bathing the corpse in a base 
of sodium bicarbonate. Now, the root of the Latin word natrium (sodium) is n-t-r, 
meaning “god.” So, mummification simply meant bathing the corpse in “god liquid,” god 
substance, till it was completely soaked in it and became eternal. (ibid) 

The concrete material body became saturated in the divine through submersion. Sub (below) 

+ mer (the sea) +sion. Is it below the waterline that transformation occurs?  

At the end of this stage there should be a white ash ‘alchemically equivalent to salt’ (Edinger, 

1994: 57) that will go forward to be purified by solutio. 

 
9 This is not a plea for reenchantment. Whilst much well intentioned and critical work is being done in this field 
by many scholars, I am reticent to hold aloft a method of being that could be seen as ‘better’ by comparison to 
its opposite: thereby setting up another dualistic model, another ‘them’ and ‘us’ scenario. I see 
disenchantment and reenchantment not in opposition, not as polar ends of a spectrum. I see them as points 
on a sphere.  These points may never touch each other, but that does not put them in opposition. The dark 
side of the moon is as much the moon as the side that reflects the light of the sun. I feel a need to move away 
from arguing for a side of the moon and to learn instead to look with a sacred gaze at the this-ness of things. I 
am averse to many writings which presumptuously suggest I “should change my mindset” and search for my 
reenchanted self, when I feel I have always looked at the world as if poetry, something to be rolled over and 
explored, interpreted or simply relished in and of itself. Whilst, I am appalled by the destruction of my 
wilderness, the damage to valuing children’s imagination and play earlier and earlier in their childhoods and 
man’s apparent disconnect from nature and his neighbour, I do not feel the answer lies with holding aloft 
another ideal model. I worry that this has the potential for judgements to be made and scope for individuals to 
dress themselves as Holders of the Values. ‘How reenchanted are you? How reenchanted is your business?’ I 
wonder if environmental damage continues because cultures have put such faith in Science to find solutions? 
Climate change appears a Scientific problem, therefore if we wait long enough, Science will find a way of 
solving it – as it has everything else before? I will admit to finding it terribly hard to connect with people 
person-to-person, which is why landscape, art, poetry, writing, architecture (the communication of ideas) is a 
much more accessible interface for me to consider what these are all saying, what they might mean, to move 
beyond the literal – even when it comes to individuals. Telling people what they are doing wrong has never 
worked. I think we only change our minds, our lives, due to experience through participation. Radicalisation 
works for a reason. I am cautious not to separate and disconnect people further through communicating 
standards. I am trying to listen and learn, even if it is through tears, to hear what is behind all this, in the 
silence, before we veil it.   
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Before I leave this section, I cannot fail to recall that in the Gylfaginning it is the primeval cow, 

Audhumbla, who  

licked the rime-stones, which were salty. And the first day as it licked stones there came from 
the stones in the evening a man’s hair, the second day a man’s head, the third day there was 
a complete man there. His name was Buri. (Sturluson, 1995: 11) 

The heat of the cow’s tongue licking the sea-salt freed the ancestor of the gods from the 

frozen landscape. Perhaps I, in my turn, like Gylfi (the narrator of the above ‘Gylfaginning’ 

text) and the example of Audhumbla, am being offered the chance to use words, the language 

that licks from our tongues, in order to taste the bitter salt of experience so that the sacred, 

the great story of the divine, is retold, reanimated? By reading the matter of the living 

landscape perhaps my words, my drawn images, may 

reveal a sacred story for me, freed from frozen silence? By 

literalising the figure of the sacred landscape, we may 

have a chance of imagining the sacred landscape within 

ourselves ‘Often words are only words. Sometimes 

they’re not: sometimes they have the power to open up a 

whole world – to give reality to things that have always 

been hovering on the horizon of our consciousness, just 

out of reach’ (Kingsley, 1999: 86).  

 

 

 

Solutio 

Not Waving but Drowning 

Nobody heard him, the dead man, 
But still he lay moaning: 

I was much further out than you thought 
And not waving but drowning. 

 
Poor chap, he always loved larking 

And now he’s dead 
It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way, 

They said. 
 

Figure 8: ‘Horseshoe Point, Isle of Grain, Kent’. 
Multi-layered mixed media sketch by C. 
Adams 
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Oh, no no no, it was too cold always 
(Still the dead one lay moaning) 

I was much too far out all of my life 
And not waving but drowning. 

(Smith, 1985: 303) 

 
Figure 9 ‘Rising or falling‘  

Quilted 3-layered panel, stitched, painted; embellished with beads and found objects 
 by C. Adams 

Solutio is the process aligned with water, wherein the purified solid is turned into a liquid. It 

is the stage where opposites are dissolved into a regenerated or rejuvenated new single 

positive form. Psychologically one would read this as the drowning of the old king – the ego. 

My birth chart shows me to have the sun and my ascendant in Pisces. I have had a lifetime to 

experience ‘these two fish, Soul and Spirit…shown in alchemical drawings swimming in 

opposite directions in the sea of unconscious, pulling against each other as Spirit longs to 

return to its home in the sky, and Soul hugs the bottom, having fallen in love with the delights 

of matter’ (Hauck, 1999: 189). I am very aware that self-dissolution is a sinking mud landscape. 

With my sun, ascendant, mercury and moon positioned in water signs (the first three in Pisces, 

the latter in Scorpio) I know how easy it is to dissolve into another, to lose myself in the waters 

of dissociation, to slip between the waves, or to thrash about and be trapped tighter by the 
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sinking mud as the tide rises. It can be very freeing to become one with whatever we are 

experiencing, so long as we are not trapped. When the surrender is to go with the flow and 

melt into the unconscious there needs to be a strong umbilical cord. When what we are 

experiencing is abusive and life threatening, the waters of dissolution may flow into the River 

Lethe where one may forget to live.  

Therefore, I hold tightly to the cord of longing. The saltmarsh drowns each high tide. If you 

can visualise what happens at the high tide from a point of view in space a very different story 

emerges. With this perspective you can see the moon powering two huge waves around the 

coast of Britain. Earth spins on its axis and from our extra-terrestrial vantage point it would 

appear that the rotating Earth pulls the saltmarsh into the peak of the wave (the high) and 

rotates it out through the trough (the low) on an endless cycle. It is not that the land is waiting 

to be drowned and dried, by being part of the earth’s surface it is constantly moving through 

these tidal waves. It is not that the sun rises and falls but we are rotated towards it and away.  

As the saltwater inundates and then clears the marsh, I am offered a symbol for how I must 

navigate this watery stage. I mustn’t be too far out from the shore. In alchemical texts there 

is much talk of the washerwoman repeatedly cleansing or of a constant distilling. The out-in-

space viewpoint of the saltmarsh succumbing to the tides offers me a calm standpoint. The 

saltmarsh acts as a filter, trapping and embedding.  

Salt is also used as a preservative. The alchemist Dorn ‘projected the idea that salt in the 

human blood is the secret which preserved the body from corruption’ (von Franz, 1997: 145). 

As with many alchemical concerns and when dealing with the sacred we cannot avoid noticing 

the paradox, the ambiguities. Too much salt can kill. Salt can act as a poison. The plants of the 

saltmarsh have adapted to cope with saline conditions and the impact of the tidal 

environment. They can secrete salt, have adapted with thick stems and small leaves. Their 

roots are deep, strong and tangled and interestingly also serve the purpose of consolidating 

the mud. To reach hold of the pull of longing I must send down such stabilisers. How does one 

root oneself as the waters recede? How to stand tall without the water’s support?  

I came into this stage with a strong hold on my voice and a willingness to burn if it is silenced. 

Here are the opposites purified with fire to move from a silenced voice, to silence and speech. 
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What happens when these are now put into solution? There is not a backward move to an 

unspoken silence or a silent speech, but instead there is silence spoken and it has many stories 

to tell and has many voices across the world. This is the discovery that the voice flows once 

more, the truth is again liquid on the tongue, in the spill of the ink, in the splash of the paint. 

This new freedom must be carefully guarded since it is still mid-process.  

Before I leave the process of solutio it is 

worth noting that a saltmarsh is an ever-

changing community that goes through 

specific stages of maturity. As it matures 

and stabilises, areas of it will only be 

submerged at the equinoctial spring 

tides. The marsh, if successful as a 

community, matures so that certain 

areas are freed from twice daily 

inundation transforming instead into a 

biannual experience. This seems a 

profound symbol worth contemplating.  

The alchemical saying for the end of 
the solutio is, ‘If thou knowest how to 
moisten this dry earth with its own 
water, though wilt loosen the pores of 
this earth.’ It’s about becoming 
porous…gentle… (Somers, 2004: 102) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: ‘Reaching ‘  
 9” x 9” Quilted 3-layered panel, stitched, painted. 

 embellished with beads, sequins and silk fabric 
 by C. Adams 
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Coagulatio 

Alchemical stages vary considerably dependent on sources. However, I take my lead from 

Somers (2004) and from my own experience and settle for coagulatio. It seems clear that 

after the elements of fire and water. I have a need to move into the earth. Rather than 

inserting another stage of sorting and separating, I am guided by the images the saltmarsh 

raises in my mind.10 After the previous stage, I was left considering how to root, how to 

ground. Coagulatio is ‘also known as fixatio, the fixing, embodying and grounding of all that 

we have worked through and discovered and un-learned in the previous stages. It is a fixing 

of form and location in the earth. Psychologically it would be a stage of reawakening of the 

ego. ‘It’s ‘giving substance to’ when matter or substance is revealed to be coagulated spirit’ 

(ibid: 105). This is the stage where all the 

turmoil, all the shaking and washing and 

wringing, the heartbreak and horrors, 

the tears and tearing must be made 

solid. It is ‘promoted by action a diving, 

churning, whirling motion’ (Edinger, 

1994: 100). It is a testing of one’s 

substance, of ‘Exposing oneself to the 

storm and stress of action, the churn of 

reality [that] solidifies the personality’ 

(ibid: 100). 

It is a stage I need.  

From a very early age I had the same 

nightmare. I am being chased by a bodiless head that gets large and larger and shouts ever 

louder with facial features like those of the wooden, seaside Punch puppets. In front of this 

roaring mask was a giant rock which grew larger and larger always rolling onwards in line with 

his face threatening to crush my family, my parents and sisters, who fled ahead of me running 

 
10 Furthermore, there is a wholeness to Somers selected four stages, which she in her turn takes -from the 
earlier Easter tradition the fires of each element: calcination (fire of fire), solution (fire of water), coagulation 
(fire of earth) and sublimation (fire of air).  

Figure 11: 12.8.19. Untitled sketch. Paper concertina sketch book 
page by C. Adams 
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in line. I kept trying to stop the ball from rolling and keep the man from harming my family 

and I would scream but no voice would come out. I would wake up with a tense neck hoarse 

from screaming soundlessly. Later these dreams changed. I was in a train carriage with my 

daughters. It derailed on the edge of a precipice and began rolling down the slope with us all 

trapped inside. I grabbed my girls and wrapped them around my torso, hanging them on me 

as I ran like a hamster in a wheel trying to keep us upright as the carriage rolled over and 

down the cliff – I hoped to keep us upright while the chaos spun around and about us.  

Somers describe how in this stage a ‘Volatile Mercury is dangerous’ (Somers, 2004: 116) and 

I wonder at the state of Mercury in my life. On my birth chart Mercury is in my sun and 

ascendant sign of Pisces, but I have no idea what this means. I do know this stage is about 

finding who I am and where I’m going. Although, I am not actually interested in where I am 

going. To know would be to spoil the adventure… as countless single knitted socks confirm.11 

I am not really interested in who I am. I picture myself to be an empty glass vessel. I am more 

concerned discarding what I am not.  

There are bruises on my body. Out in the saltmarsh we compare wounds. How can you hold 

on to a body when it is easily taken by force by another? How can you ground a body that has 

been torn from you? How do you re-embody yourself, let alone the sacred when you died in 

that moment of being matter? When the temple has been defiled where do you go to find 

the sacred? I sacrificed my body to save my daughters. I determined every inch of it would 

absorb so there was no hurt left to harm my girls. How do I reconcile this?  

By becoming bonded to something greater or to realise it another way, to unbind the greater 

sacred within? 

Somers describes the process of ‘creation of a unified self that is true to both inner essences 

and universal truths and can withstand the onslaughts of ignorance, insensitivity, and 

illusion… giv[ing] us the equanimity necessary to carry on with the higher operations of 

alchemy’ (Hauck, 1999: 215) – ‘the Self stands with us and we withstand’ (Somers, 2004: 107). 

 
11 I knit socks by hand. However, the more intricate and complex the pattern the more likely it is there will only 
ever be one sock, since the moment it is completed, and I have worked out how it is made the interest is lost 
and the desire to repeat is absent.  
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Am I self-sufficient? Have I enough Self? Is my Self meeting my needs? What a sharp demand 

this was! 

I dream a man I knew is chasing me. He is all fierce teeth and Jack Nicholson in The Shining. 

He keeps doing awful things to me which leave me afraid, embarrassed and ashamed. People 

run away or pretend not to see. I am waiting in the line for something. An old man is in front 

of me. The beast appears again, and I beg him to leave me alone. The old man turns around. 

Sees the situation for exactly what it is and bellows, “I can see what you’re doing. Leave her 

alone. Leave now.” I awake feeling guarded and safe. 

I recognise in Somer’s description of the work of coagulatio in my saltmarsh 

So begins a completely different struggle and tension. It’s neither the tension outside 
nor the tension inside but that between inside and outside, as what we have become 
challenges what we were…Caught into the paradox of life, we’re taught to walk the 
borderland, to be neither inner nor outer but both at the same time. This is how we 
become borderlanders. (ibid: 131) 

Somewhere in the saltmarsh, calling for me over the decades, holding me intact with that 

feeling of longing is a me who needs the sacred and the sacred needs me. 

I am interrupted. The heat is turned up. Anticipating that by undertaking the alchemical 

process life might throw some things at me, I had not expected what arrived on the 12th 

August 2019 (though if I look at the dream, I have just recounted I wonder whether I had!). 

Suddenly, this all becomes very real, very present and very practical. I left my ex-husband in 

April 2005. His harassment and intimidation rose and fell in waves after we left and escalated 

significantly in 2012 resulting in police involvement, court orders and safety measures put in 

place to protect my daughters and I. Almost seven years to the day that we received an order 

from the court forbidding almost all forms of contact I received an email. At first it was 

couched in the ‘bearing gifts’ offer to buy our eldest daughter a car, but was immediately 

followed by a seemingly casual ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking… does the restraining order 

still stand?’  

This is an inarguable material, physical and psychological threat. Before I can even consider 

what this should mean, I uproot us all to physical places of safety and the familiar functioning 

kicks in. I know this fire burns and harms everything it touches. With physical sanctuary 
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sought, I check in with my psychological armour. What about the spiritual? Am I really self- 

sufficient?  

…true alchemists, as opposed to the puffers, held that the divinity, the goal, the Self that 
they are seeking is already there present in matter. The alchemist, or the person who 
goes through these processes inwardly or outwardly, is helping to redeem the god who 

is also trapped in matter. (Somers, 2004: 131) 

I need the spirit of mercury, its spiritus rector now more than ever and must work to release 

its apparent paradoxical ‘ungraspability and fusibility’ (Hillman, 2014: 33). What I am now is 

not who I was a year ago, let alone seven, so maybe I can seek some useful wisdom from 

these alchemists. To be free from acting out and holding in, I need the ‘mercurial escape from 

the exhausting oscillation between’ (ibid: 37). The instruction that follows is to act in, ‘Hold 

the heat inside the head by warming the mind’s reveries. Imagine, project, fantasise, think’ 

(ibid: 37). This is not a time of doing. I must separate out what I am dealing with and give it 

form, since while it wanders formlessly it seems all pervasive. What are the separated 

elements that must be contained? I must consider too the vessel. What shape could possibly 

hold this? The contents become clear: I am terrified of being unable to keep my daughters 

alive and unharmed. I am terrified of the boundless, unreasonable, irrational nature of the 

potential harm that he represents, and I feel powerless to protect my family from it. This 

makes my consideration of longing in the marshes all seem very vain, futile and self-indulgent. 

I find myself trapped in a subliminal world where I am present in the physical realm. I wander 

around the campsite where I disappear into anonymity, apparently operating to all as a fellow 

camper on holiday, yet I am fighting monsters in my mind and making a very not normal plan 

of how to stay alive. A dragonfly lands on my notebook as I write. 

If I place these fears in the glass container of this dissertation, placing all this in the bain-

marie, the double boiler of the saltmarsh can I sustain the process and remain separate 

observing the containment, yet aware that what is brought to life in the vessel will observe 

me? ‘What arises during the work belongs to the work, not to the world’ (ibid: 43). Can I make 

meaning from all this? Can I stay on course in the face of this current onslaught, this side 

blinding?  

Stepping aside I realise this dissertation is not the vessel, the vessel is what it has always been: 

making images – whether drawn, stitched or written, or even in that creative process of 
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reading. It is in these I recognise I am observer and observed. Thus, my art contains the 

substance. When I look more closely at the images, I have drawn over the period of writing 

this work, and particularly over the last few days when the heat has been turned up, I can see 

the alembic taking form on the page.  

 Where I cannot shout or scream, the image can. 

Where I must be invisible, a drawing holds my 

presence. These recent images show me this not 

the feeling of before: the being hollowed out, 

scoured, gutted and eviscerated. The space, the 

void that is forming is simultaneously my invisible 

being made visible, and a visible formed by the 

invisible. It is an opening, an expansion, a temenos 

within. The forming vessel looks back at me as 

much as I look into it. There is no need for 

translation, for interpretation (figure 12) since 

‘Each vessel has its particular shape. Inside is 

emptiness…the exquisite shape we see is the 

stillness emanating from the void’ (Hillman, 2014: 

44-45). 

And the fire to keep the heat up? What of this?  

Since soul recognises itself in its images and since the making of images (poesis) is soul’s 
primary natural activity, the ‘definite principle’ that governs the “increase of fire” are 
images. They are the essential rudiments of the entire work. They are what the 
alchemist sees and smells and touches with his hands – and what he imagines. Focus on 
them limits the infinite metaphysical speculation (“the increase of fire”) to just what is 
just now. Alchemical descriptions in language and pictures are coagulations serving to 
condense the volatility of the engaged psyche into actual presentations. (Hillman, 2014: 
53) 

Turning to making images and meditating upon alchemical emblems as the alchemists of old 

did, could enable me to hold myself in the present moment and not be dragged back into the 

traumas of the past. The old king may have reappeared, but his tide is on the ebb. I anchor 

myself in the present moment and will withstand. The sun and moon of my old life become a 

new dawn rising and it has a distinct yellow glow. 

Figure 12: 13.8.19. Untitled sketch.  6” x 4” paper sketchbook 
page by C. Adams. 
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Sublimatio 

 

Figure 13: 14.8.19. Untitled stitched sketch. Single layer of calico. By C.Adams 

 ‘Here ‘to sublimate’ is to move on from that which we have known in favour of that which 

has newly come into being’ (Somers, 2004: 137). This stage is equivalent to air. The material 

is volatized and elevated, simultaneously is can be described as a grinding or hammering – 

here I picture the work of a windmill. It harnesses the power of air in its sails which enable 

the millstone to set about its work grinding.12 Here is the final challenge ‘being able to abstract 

spiritual purpose and meaning from the concrete reality of every day’ (ibid: 138). Solve et 

coagula, dissolve and coagulate, separate and unite - only I hadn’t anticipated quite how 

literally life would deliver this challenge. This is not a hunt in the underworld for my lost voice, 

for lost selves, for my inner child. This is about a raising. Raising spirit from the body. One 

 
12 When I was at secondary school in Sussex, there was a hammer pond on the property which converted the 
water levels in the pond via a waterwheel to power the hammer at the forge. A similar principle. The power of 
the tides has also been used to power a waterwheel for the purposes of milling flour, as at the Tide Mill in 
Woodbridge, Suffolk. 
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must “sublimate the body to coagulate the spirit” according to the alchemical dictum. This is 

not the escape into the lofty heights of enlightened bliss, or the dangers of detachment. This 

is about anchoring a vision in order to avoid going back through the whole process all over 

again! It is about building the bridge. It is about being part of the creative process. It is about 

being ordinary to the sacredn in every moment.  

Of course, I now see, this is about realising a sacred ordinary. This is to be the secret alchemist. 

The salt of the earth. 

Edinger details how to engage with this stage, since he suggests it  

corresponds to a way of dealing with a concrete problem. One gets “above” it by seeing 
it objectively. We abstract a general meaning from it and see it as an example of a larger 
issue. (Edinger, 1994: 132) 

This is the mountain top view while the storm may rage below. This stage is about ascending. 

Whilst I am physically frightened by the threat of harm, I need to raise myself above this in 

order to extract meaning from the situation. I need to read it metaphorically.  

On the one hand this could be ‘the last attack of the devil’ (von Frantz, 1980: 226). To follow 

von Frantz line of thought this would suggest this is experienced since ‘hell [is] losing its 

power…the devil uses the last of his ammunition’ (ibid: 226 &7 7). In the literal form of my ex-

re-establishing boundary tapping, intimidation he threatens to throw me back into a place of 

fear and hiding from attack. Simultaneously, I can stand above this and see that it occurs when 

I am in the last throes of this writing, the last stage of the alchemical process. If there is 

something to be found, there is a darkness that does not want me to make this breakthrough. 

There is a devil creating a crisis. What is losing its power over me? What feels threatened by 

the threshold on which I stand? What needs to hold me captive at this stage? What demands 

a fixity? 

After a second enforced seeking of refuge, I almost break. I am dreadfully homesick, I feel dry, 

landlocked and suffocated by concrete. It is not my house I miss, but the estuary. I pine for 

the water, the smell, the unpredictability of the view. I feel cut off, utterly isolated and would 

rather risk returning to where I can be found than to live this daily death. I can feel my skin 
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desiccating and feel walked over by every horror of humanity. Previously, I have experienced 

a sense of carrying the saltmarsh within me, under my very skin. This time I feel poisoned. 

Seven canada geese fly directly over me, within a couple of metres of my head, amid this 

urban landscape. I track their path in the dusk. The next morning, I look out for their return 

and am unsuccessful. I do not see them that evening either. But I hope for their return. The 

next morning several hundred metres from where I was before, they fly right over me again 

curving around me making it clear I was seen. I set off to look for them, for where they must 

be roosting. Hours later, I find what looks like a bomb crater that lies between a new housing 

estate, a concrete track, trainline and road. It is the most pitiful expanse of water. The geese 

are there and I breathe. In my head I tell them of the marshes, the wind and the water where 

they can fly free and where the water is rich and changing and where they are boundaried by 

the sea and the sky. I tell them that this place where they are is not all there is. I sit across the 

water from them trying to imagine that they hear me and 

can see the pictures of a wider water, a better home. The 

last night of my stay I hear the geese squabbling and I rush 

out to say goodbye. The sky is full of them. This is not the 

skein of seven, this is a sky full. The joy. Amidst this 

hideous place, alienated from any kindness that I can hold 

to, the geese move me to tears. 

 

I know it is time to go home. I know it is time to fly out of my own bomb crater of fear and 

seek comfort.  

Comfort! To be comforted. There it is. From the Latin ‘to strengthen’. It is time to be brave, 

time to be strong. 

‘Salt may also be mined from whatever is stable’ (Hillman, 2014: 61). Salt’s principle is 

stability, and it is represented as an alchemical sign with a square (another reason why I chose 

to follow the four-step alchemical process). ‘Salt is not flammable’ (ibid: 62) no matter the 

fire that burns in me or threatens to burn me, I am safe from combustion. ‘Salt is soluble’ 

(ibid) we release it in our blood, sweat and tears – to dissolve is not to collapse but to release. 

Figure 14: 20.8.19. 9.20 PM. Waning 
gibbous moon. Cambridge. Photo by  C. 
Adams. 
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‘Evidently, a genuine solution must have the capacity to stabilise’ (ibid: 67) this is not just a 

grounding the landscape calls me to participate in, but a stabilisation.  

It is important for me to understand that 

The very virtue of salt – its done-to-earth, concrete commonality – seems a virtue only 
in combination with other elements. Alone, salt fixates on itself, attempting to become 
the pure elixir which alchemy insists is always the result of many combinations. (ibid: 
75)  

In these words, I recognise the destructive fixity of my ex-husband’s resolve. His thoughts 

have been preserved in the salt-barrel of psychosis. He is determined to annihilate me and 

“clear his name”. His bitterness is unyielding, unreceptive and corrosive. His obsessions 

indicate a saturation of salt ‘too much and a reign of terror ensues’ (ibid: 76). Viewed 

symbolically, I can make meaning from his behaviour and relentless hunting of me. ‘We can 

recognise when the principle of fixation has become a fixation of principle. The salt is unable 

to be combusted and released by sulphur or is unable to be touched or stained by mercury: 

neither life nor insight possible’ (ibid). This immovable, fixed salt is an intense desiccant. 

Perhaps in its distress it seeks out its remedy by searching for the sulphur, the mercury with 

which to balance itself.  

The alchemical elements of sulphur and mercury, which make up the trinity with salt, warrant 

their own dedicated research. At this stage I only wish briefly, to introduce these ideas 

symbolically in order to make meaning out of the salt-saturated behaviour. ‘Alchemists often 

referred to [sulphur] simply as the King or the Lion, and gave it active, masculine 

characteristics’ (Hauck, 1999: 106). It is hot and dry like fire. Mercury is multifaceted, likened 

to water and earth, the passive female principle – ‘However it is expressed, the Mercury 

archetype has the ability to participate in all realms and serve as the agent of transformation 

between them’ (ibid: 109). Each element needs the others. To be possessed by one element 

is to be an instrument. The salt archetype has taken over and would appear to have become 

the identity.13 The unconscious master wields it power.  

Salt requires careful dosage. I can never be drawn into being the mercury and sulphur to his 

salt. To reach the peace he seeks he will have to find these things within himself, not out in 

 
13 Jung’s term for the primordial forces. 
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the concrete ‘reality’ he inhabits. I have always thought to try and ‘water down’ his impact, 

to ‘soak up’ his abuse, to let it flow through me in the hope it would pass sooner. Alchemy 

shows me my error, for like cures like. I must be more salt, carefully dosed: more blood, sweat 

and tears may be? Freer to inhabit this body. In balance, salt is a preservative, it toughens, 

protects, preserves. ‘Salt gives us time, endurance, survival’ (ibid: 69) – invaluable words. It 

also ‘effects internal adhesion, knitting and knotting events into experience’ (ibid) something 

that is vital to recrafting a narrative from the ruptured timeline of trauma. 

Now, the alchemist’s fire is still a gentle warming. ‘There is another time and place for salt: 

when the soul needs earthing…World must become earth, and this move from world as idea 

to tangible presence requires salt’ (ibid: 70). This soul might be my soul or the sacred soul, it 

seems indistinguishable. I can no more take myself out of the saltmarsh than this landscape 

can be taken out of me. It strengthens and comforts me.  

I have wondered about the appearance of hands in my drawing. This motif has only emerged 

over the course of this alchemical process. The hands are always blue. In my reading I discover 

that ‘salt is square and blue, and it coagulates’ (ibid: 68). Are these the hands of salt reaching 

onto the page to speak to me? I think it is more. Another way I could have explored the 

alchemical process was through the colour changes: the nigredo, albedo, citrinatas, rubedo 

and I see their emerging presence in my stitching and painting. It remains an area that I can 

continue to work creatively with. If I were to have taken the colours as my structure, it would 

have been strange for the blue of the hands to emerge in the closing moments of this work 

since the blue is the transition from black (nigredo) to white (albedo). 

Yet, blue brings back the longing ‘a double nostalgia, both for what cannot ever be, the lost 

and gone, remoteness as removal of the soul from its home, and a nostalgia for the blue 

intensity, the azure vision, the lapis lazuli of the goddesses’ hair and the moments when 

“things sing themselves,” and the soul is finally at home’ (Hillman, 2014: 111). ‘The gods live 

in a blue place of metaphor’ (ibid: 120) and reach into my imagination and on to the surface 

of my paper or fabric for it is here that the alchemical process continues for me: embodying 

a thought, a feeling, an insight into concrete matter (the image on the page) which opens a 

dialogue back into soul. I remember back to science at school: the dangers of the almost 
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invisible blue flame. The hottest, cleanest flame. Didn’t we clean up the soot of the orange 

flame with the bunsen burner turned to blue? 

I read ‘the blue flame is able to consume the darkness it feeds upon’ (ibid: 207) and my mind 

casts about until it rests on the goddess Kali, often depicted with her necklace of skulls ‘the 

annihilating aspect of Chandi-Durga, the Loving and Protecting Mother’ (Ronnberg & Martin, 

2010: 768) associated with death, destruction and disease, but ‘also the ground of rebirth and 

infinite process’ (ibid: 732). She is the ‘creative aspect of dismemberment and destruction’ 

(ibid: 768). The blue hands echo images of Kali’s blue body. Related words: kalika ‘the deep 

blue one’, kalaratari ‘the deep blue night’ send me off into thoughts of Jung’s night sea 

journey. Several trajectories appear simultaneously again to re-mystify and intrigue. 

I want to investigate them all because ‘One who comes out of the great sublimatio becomes 

part of the creation process’ (Somers, 2004: 156). This is not about finding a solution, 

concluding. This is an ever-expanding multi-layered exploration. Having been introduced to 

palimpsest by Dr. Simon Wilson I probe this image to see if it will hold my current conclusions. 

The concept of palimpsest originally applied to a manuscript, a piece of writing material, on 

which later writing obscures original effaced writing. The term has come to be applied to 

landscapes, art, ideas – any area where diverse layers that are not apparent on the surface 

have been built up, creating a multi-layered record. These layers are not usually visible to the 

naked eye. The recent technology of multispectral imaging (MSI) is being used to recover 

erased undertexts. Image processing then renders the hidden legible to present day readers. 

Importantly, this technique is non-invasive and non-destructive. As new layers become 

available to read, new discoveries and links are made. Newly visible layers enrich and reshape 

previous understandings. New layers can lead to new insights, complexities and deeper 

connections. Yet, the fabric of the writing medium carries the weight of all these alternative 

texts. These texts can be distinct from each other in every possible sense. They may not even 

relate in language, author, topic or meanings. What is connected though, is reader and text.  

As I reflect on the alchemical journey of this dissertation, the reading, the writing, the artwork, 

the walks undertaken and thoughts wondered upon, it is as if I am looking at new layers being 

revealed. Like the saltmarsh, as the tide recedes there may be flotsam and jetsam, the mud 

will have shifted, and the light will change accordingly. Each covering and uncovering are a 
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constant flux. There may be patterns to the tide times and some predictability to their heights, 

but changes of the moon, the wind, the weather will all contribute to local variations. 

Sometimes I may see the hands of Kali reaching out to destroy what needs to end, at other 

times I see the natural world revealing surprise glimpses of itself to me. None of this needs to 

be pinned down to a definitive truth.  

For me, perhaps this is the invitation by the sacred, the tangible layer of the undetermined 

mystery in the landscape, to a constant engaged collaboration and co-creation ‘the unfolding 

of a truly participatory spirituality’ (Ferrer, 2017: 249). As I have sensed all the way through 

the work, my role has been to turn up listen and record as faithfully as possible what was 

experienced ‘perhaps relearning how to listen [to the land] is a gift we can make to these 

places, but far more it is their gift to us’ (Blain, 2016:67). I recognise in my experience, 

Romanyshyn’s own experience of writing his book The Wounded Researcher ‘“I” have been 

and “I” am the work that is being done. In working on this book, I am being worked on, and 

at times even being “worked over”’ (Romanyshyn, 2013: 16).  

Importantly, whilst sublimatio ends with the spirit being released from the top of the 

alchemical vessel, the alchemist must return to the flow of life, the ordinary. ‘What comes 

out of the flask is re-made, re-membered to a new pattern; this is what remembering means’ 

(Somers, 2004: 155). 

Last night, I dreamt I was walking underneath the saltmarsh below a high tide. I was following 

an underground path that enabled me to tunnel beneath. As I wound my way down, I was 

distinctly aware that I was following a well-worn but long-abandoned secret path. I came 

upon a cavern. In the cavern was a desiccated, dust-covered mummy, sat upon a throne-like 

chair. I was not afraid. I was told by a disembodied voice that this mummified corpse was the 

alchemist who had been waiting so long for me his story had almost dried up too. I wasn’t 

afraid or disturbed. I remembered. I remembered this was all I had ever needed to do. To 

keep turning up. 

Water, stories, the body, 
All the things we do, are mediums 
That hide and show what’s hidden. 

 
Study them, 

And enjoy this being washed 
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With a secret we sometimes know, 
And then not. (Rumi, 1998: 74) 

 

Figure 15: 19.8.19. Untitled page from concertina sketchbook by C. Adams 

I can now hear my final image (figure 14). The process of sublimatio has occurred ‘in which a 

red powder magically forms on the sides of the flask’s neck as the rising vapours cool’ (Hauck, 

1999: 127). The vessel, the flask, has been pulled open (figure 11) and the elixir is free to rise. 

Within this space, the blue hands which first emerged during the process of solutio (figure 8) 

now reach and pull longingly. From the chaos of the prima materia (figure 4) all the elements 

have been reworked, reformed, re-membered. In the space between the hands, the 

Philosopher’s Stone is born: the ‘never-ending source of spiritual nourishment’ (ibid: 148). 

This stone is the moment of creating with what turns up. It is the fashioning of something in 

the space in-between. It is the condition always available to me. This is my ritual since ‘Ritual 

is the soul’s journey through images, images which, while partaking of both spirit and matter, 

belong to neither, are possessed by neither’ (Woodman, 1985: 83). It is both the saltmarsh 

longing that I carry within me and within which I know I am held. It is the freedom that I gain 

from my subjective reality when I allow it to materialise on the interface of cloth or paper.  It 

is where I meet with the sacred in symbolic form. 
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It ‘is made of salt, for it remembers and has the interiority of blood, sweat, urine and tears, a 

sensibility that keeps pain acute and the volatile image from dissipating’ (Hillman, 2014: 247). 

Sharing the paradoxical quality of this salt, making art heals the wounds, it removes the 

harmful. It also preserves the best for the salt barrel.  

To have believed me to have been abandoned by the sacred was to have seen the marsh at 

high tide, submerged, invisible and to have believed it to be non-existent. It was to have 

forgotten. It was to have turned away. I was to have ‘reduced everything to the person’ 

(McNiff, 1995: 30) and been swallowed up in the psychological ruling paradigm where 

‘everything we imagine is ourselves’ (ibid). I could not imagine the sacred longing for me, I 

wanted a special sign to show me that I had been seen and noticed. I was caught up in my 

feelings of abandonment and such loneliness that the longing I experienced at the marsh I 

mistook to be my own and nothing more. I should have remembered the lines I had saved as 

an undergraduate: 

People of Orphalese, beauty is life when life unveils her holy face. 
But you are life and you are the veil. 
Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror. 
But you are eternity and you are the mirror. (Gibran, 1997: 89) 
 

For the sacred to resonate, I had to look at myself in the alchemist’s flask and see the mirror 

and the veil, eternity and life and the sacred face of ourselves. The sacred had been there all 

along leaving tracks to trails, signs to follow. It had longed for me to return and remember. 

To take part: ‘What matters most is the quality of attention you bring [and] your openness to 

an ongoing interaction’ (ibid: 91). To gaze upon the sacred with a sacred gaze. 

 

The Pragmatic Return 

I have been writing this as August turns into September. The light has turned about me and 

when I look up, summer is done. The straw dusts the kerbstones in my village where the 

harvesters have delivered summer packed up in tonne bails. I lost the swallows gathering to 

leave while I typed and scurried through the punctuation and citations.  
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And now I cannot write of the summer for the whole mood of the world is changed…And you, 
if you are going to recall all that may happen in the hours afield, must keep your notebook 
too. Without it you can never remember all that you wish.  

What shall you put in your notes? First and always, the date, and then the place and the 
weather; for weather has a profound effect upon wild creatures as it has upon you. Then, you 
will put in everything that interests you; all that seems to have point, everything that touches 
your imagination. 

Make a note of it, there and then, at the time it happened. Nothing else will be so good, for 
nothing else will be really truthful. By being truthful, I mean that it records exactly what you 
saw or heard, no matter how far-fetched it may sound, or what you may have heard or read 
about it. To do that, you must use your notebook there, on the very spot… 

I wrote the notes; and so will you. And from them, bit by bit, and piece by piece, you will come 
to build up a picture of the lives of those you watch... 

Keep your field-books, and later, looking back through your notes and seeing them so fresh 
and true-to-life, you will be glad that you made them, and glad for the understanding they 
have given you. 

For our minds… are deeply enriched by thought and by remembering. (Speakman, 1954: 115- 
117)14 

As I close this page of my field-book, the Autumn light alters the saltmarsh. This season’s 
flowering is almost over. The winter mud and sky hint at their presence on the horizon. There 
is a gentle pause before the tide changes direction. Breathing in. Breathing out. Then we 
separate for a time - until the longing calls me back. 

 

14 By ‘our minds’ I recognise Kripal’s exploration of ‘how cosmic consciousness projects itself not as other but as 
Self, as Mind, as consciousness as such before and beyond any single ego or organism’ (Kripal, 2019: 132). 
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Figure 16: Hoo Saltmarsh in flower. Photo by C.Adams. Slack tide.  
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