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Stefan Laube

Heart and Vial as Communicating Tubes

Notes on the Imagery of Vessels in Early Modern Times

What does it mean when a heart or a vial appears in an engraving, and this in the
16" and 17" centuries, in the Emblematic Age?' And what does it mean when the
semantics of these geometrical forms get multiplied as soon as they are visibly filled?
It seems that in early modern cultures of knowledge and piety, the vial and the heart
are powerful signs.” Thus, two contemporary spiritualities emerge, one biblically
oriented and one that takes into account nature and its materialities. The common
feature of these spiritualities is that they are often expressed in sequences of images,
so that the steps of meditation for the pious and the stages of transmutation for the
adepts are better anchored in memory. The article analyses the expressiveness and
the validity of such heart representations and builds a bridge to the pictorial language
of alchemy, in which the glass vial plays an outstanding role. In it, not only matter
should be redeemed, but also the human being who experiments with it. As soon as
we come across a vial or a heart that exposes a pictorial content in its geometric de-
sign, we are above all dealing with a figure that arouses the memory through human
perception. Memory is conceptualised as a complex and multilayered mechanism of
establishment, use, and transformation of practices of visualization, perception and
meditation by different agents - Catholic and Protestant theologians, alchemists, phi-
losophers - especially inasmuch as iconographic memory fluctuates between stability
and polyvalence.

Heart as a Sign - Heart as an Organ

Everyone is probably familiar with the heart as a visual sign; everyone can paint it. It
will undoubtedly be a curved figure: two rounded humps at the top, which taper and
meet at the bottom, signifying in many contexts love, feeling and tenderness. Even in

1 At that time, it was believed that every phenomenon shares some similarities which, in a multi-stage
process, depict the whole. See Ashworth, “Natural History and the Emblematic World View”; Praz,
Seventeenth Century Imagery; Warncke, Sprechende Bilder - Sichtbare Worte.

2 Stafford, Symbol and Myth.
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the age of its transplantability, the heart in our global civilization remains an ubiqui-
tous symbolic organ of humanity and affection.® On the keyboards of our smart-
phones and laptops, as an indicator of our inner states, one can easily create various
heart symbols, in all possible colors, broken or pierced with arrows, all of which are
easily understandable in the broad socio-cultural context of its contemporary usage.
In most world cultures, the heart plays a central role in human relationships. Its
meaning goes far beyond the reference to a specific organ in the body: the heart often
refers to the innermost nature of a person’s character, her ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’ in the broad-
est sense. In biblical language and theological anthropology, not only feeling, but also
wanting and thinking have their seat - often hidden - in the heart.* It is not easy to
trace the development of the heart shape. Its history is one of plural codifications
creating a space of memory, from which polyvalent constructions of meaning could
be deduced.® The relationship between form and meaning, signifier and signified, the
visible and the invisible fluctuated between containment and openness. The heart
shape can be traced back to Mycenaean tombs excavated by Heinrich Schliemann.®
Evidence of playing cards with the heart symbol in the late 15" century indicates that
the heart symbol was widespread in large parts of society at that time already. At the
same time, some devotional images depicted damaged hearts, with puncture wounds
made realistic by a real cut in the paper, as can be seen in the famous little image “The
Sacred Heart” from the Albertina in Vienna.” The physical wound inflicted to Christ’s
side by Longinus’ piercing lance becomes the portal through which the believer en-
ters into his love. Christ’s ‘Sacred Heart’ became one of the most central images in
Christian piety in popular devotional books, in particular as the focal point in mys-
tical piety.* Henry Suso, along with his contemporaries Johannes Tauler and Master

3 Hoystad, A History of the Heart; Schipperges, Welt des Herzens; Kruse and von Plessen, Von ganzem
Herzen; Sloterdijk, “Herzoperation oder: Vom eucharistischen Exze8”; Pigeaud: “Cceur organique,
ceeur metaphorique”; Deneke, Sprache der Herz-Operateure.

4 Martin Kemp has pointed out that in the prophecies of Jeremiah in the Old Testament, in his famous
lamentations, the heart is invoked no less than sixty-six times. Kemp, “Heart’, in Christ to Coke; Seifert,
“Erforsche mich, Gott, und erfahre mein Herz... Das Herz in Theologie und Frommigkeit”.

5 See Franziska Metzger’s article in this volume.

6 Vonessen, “Das Herz in der Naturphilosophie”; Brim, “Vom Herzen. Ein Beitrag zur systematischen
Ikonographie”; Kemp, “Heart”.

7 Lentes, “Korper schafft Heil’, p. 152. This heart picture is used as the cover for Georges Didi-Huber-
man’s Limage ouverte (Paris: Gallimard, 2007). What could that mean? There is no image without
opening. And often, the open image reveals a fundamental dissemblance. One seeks similarity not in
the resemblance with the forms of the real, but in the matter: in the moods of a body suffering in the
act of martyrdom, that is, in the spectacular repetition of the sufferings of Christ.

8 Brim, “Vom Herzen. Ein Beitrag zur systematischen Ikonographie”, pp. 169-17s.
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Fig. 1: Juriaan oder Jurr Pool, Anatomics among themselves with a heart, 1699, Leiden, Museum
Boerhaave.

Eckart, was occupied throughout his life by the tension between the transcendence of
the divine and its medial presence in this world.” Suso desired from God a “[...] per-
manent mark of our mutual love, that I am yours and that you are my heart’s eternal
affection, a testimony that no loss of memory could ever eradicate”*® Intuitively, Suso
grasped what needed to be done. He took a stylus and carved Jesus’ nomen sacrum,
IHS, directly into the flesh above his heart. Although he bled, he felt no pain. After
the wound healed, “[the name] remained on his heart, and whenever the heart beat,
the name moved with it

Until the Renaissance, the figure of the heart was nothing more than a sign with
its symbolic meaning - a geometrical stylized image consisting of two symmetrical
semicircles converging at the bottom in a point in order to express a bond of affection.
This heart symbol, however, looked quite different from the actual organ in people’s
bodies, which was faithfully depicted for the first time in that period in graphics in

9 See also Webb, Medieval Heart.
10 Seuse, Deutsche mystische Schriften, pp. 26-27 (translation by the author).
11 Ibid (translation by the author). I would like to thank Gia Toussaint for this reference in her talk “Heart
and Cross in the Works of Henry Suso’, at the CIHA, Florence, September 2019; see also Braungart,
“Schmerzgedichtnis - Kérperschrift’, pp. 364-365.
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anatomical treatises and in representative paintings from the university milieu (fig. 1).

“One has glorified the heart as the sun, even as the king, while upon closer examina-
tion one finds nothing but a muscle,”*? said Nicolaus Steno (Niels Stensen) - a Danish
physician, anatomist and geologist who made a career as a convert in the Curia -
with disparaging sobriety.'* However, the pictographic heart is similar enough to the
anatomical heart - albeit remotely - to make it recognizable. We know by perceptual
instinct and pictographic custom how such schematized visual signs work - as icono-
graphic memory."* A similar schematization for easier recognition was applied to the
vessels that alchemists handle. In illustrated works and manuscripts, a wide range of
various devices is often portrayed as the telling pear-shaped glass vial, which suitably
served as stage for pictures.

As already stated, the heart as a pictorial symbol reveals the hidden state of the hu-
man mind: the invisible inner state is made at least partially visible, comprehensible.
It is hardly surprising that the heart is present in the universal pictorial scripts that
circulated among scholars during the Renaissance. The motif can already be found
in the mysterious work of Horapollo, the Hieroglyphica discovered by humanists of
the early Renaissance,’® dating from late antiquity, as an inflamed heart on a burn-
ing censer, which probably represents a sacrificial altar.'® The meaning of the sign is
debated: Egypt, fervent prayer, immortality. Such heart images can certainly be seen
in the context of the (then almost fashionable) attempts of scholars — from Jan Amos
Comenius to John Wilkens - to develop a universal language consisting of signs that
functioned according to spontaneous mechanisms of pictorial effect as codified me-
morial mode."” It was a matter of bringing res and verba together better, compared
to what had been the case before then, by means of a pictogram.'® Not only heavenly

12 Nicolaus Steno, Nicolai Stenonis Opera philosophica, ed. Wilhelm Maar (Copenhagen: Vilhelm Tryde,
1910), quoted in Schipperges, Welt des Herzens, pp. 63-64 (translation by the author).

13 This disillusioned view of the heart as a muscle did not prevent him from choosing a traditional em-
blem with a black cross and a red heart at its centre as Auxiliary Bishop of Miinster. See Sobiech, Herz,
Gott, Kreuz.

14 A minimal level of resemblance is enough, as we see repeatedly with other iconic images: we have no
trouble in seeing two dots, a vertical line, and a curved, horizontal one within a perfect circle as the
head of a happy person.

15 Horapollo, Zwei Biicher iiber die Hieroglyphen.

16 Book 1/22. In the literature, there is a drawing that is attributed - probably mistakenly - to Albrecht

Diirer.

17 Weststeijn, “From hieroglyphics to universal characters. Pictography in the early modern Nether-

lands”; Schadel, Sehendes Herz (cor oculatum) - zu einem Emblem des spiiten Comenius.

18 Dutch has a beautiful contemporary term for pictograms: “bildletteren”, The fact that Latin was becom-

inglessandbssimpomntasaworldlanguageatthattimecouldhmﬁxelledtheseeﬂ’om.'lhepmduc- ‘
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love can be expressed through the emblem of the heart, but also its very earthly vari-
ant, which can be just as passionate since it causes suffering. In the age of the Baroque,
one could unproblematically combine erotic allusions with religious virtue.
Particularly in devotional literature from around 1600, the heart ensemble became
the much-used vocabulary of an elaborate pictorial language - among both Catholics
and Protestants.'® The cover picture of the work Pia desideria (Antwerp 1624) by the
Belgian Jesuit Herman Hugo shows a winged heart (fig. 2), designed as a vessel in
which there is a flame.?® It is undoubtedly one of the most widespread works of Ba-
roque emblematics.>* What does the phrase “Baroque emblematics” actually mean?
Not least something like a universally applicable visual language. Like no other sym-
bol, the heart is predestined to convey the relationship between human beings and
God in all its different facets at a glance. Incidentally, the polyglot author, Herman
Hugo, was very interested in establishing a lingua franca based on images and on
the power of pictographic memory. Thanks to the reports of the Jesuits, he was also
familiar with the sign systems of non-European cultures. He therefore noticed that
the Chinese wrote with brushes that Europeans used exclusively for painting.** The
ideal of universal comprehensibility may have inspired the author of what is proba-
bly the first systematic study of writing from its beginnings to the printed book to
also write the emblem book Pia desideria and have it richly illustrated by Boetius a
Bolswert. The stylized shape of the heart is so generally understandable and omni-
present that hardly any reader of the emblems had to think about this self-evident
symbolisation, in contrast to many other visual motifs, whose meaning could not be
understood without explanation. The heart also plays a prominent role as a pictorial
symbol in the development of the Reformation, for instance in the Luther rose: in a
blue field encircled by a golden ring, the seal shows a white rose with five petals and

tion of vernacular-language treatises had increased more and more, the translators became more and
more diligent. At the end of the 17" century there was an unprecedented linguistic diversity, which was
perceived by many as a Babylonian confusion.

19 Wirth, “Religiose Herzemblematik”; Spamer, Das kleine Andachtsbild vom 15. bis zum 20. Jahrhundert,
pp. 149-156; Dubois, “Some Interpretations of the Notion of Cceur in Seventeenth-Century France”.

20 With the winged hearts, the call for change has become an image. That hearts can fly is declared by the
priest during Mass: “Lift up the hearts” (Sursum Corda). The faithful reply: “We have them with the
Lord” .

21 Dimler, “Herman Hugo’s ‘Pia Desideria”; Dekoninck, Ad imaginem; Hopel and Kuder (eds.), Mundus
Symbolicus, pp. 59-63.

22 “When individual letters are qualified to denote not words, but the things themselves, and when all
these [letters] are common to all people, then everyone would understand the writing of the various

peoples even though each one would call those things by different names.” (translation by the author).

Hugo, De prima scribendi origine, p. 60.
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Fig. 2: Herman Hugo, Pia Desideria, libri Ill, Ant-
werp: Aertssens, 1629, frontispiece.

ANTVERPIE
Apud Henricum Aertilens
M. DC. XXIX.

Cum gratia et privilegto.

sepals, while the centre is occupied by a red heart with a black cross.?* This coat of
arms was known above all because it was found on the title pages of many works by
Luther. Luther himself called it “a mark of my theology” (“ain merkzeichen meiner

theologia®).* In fact - as shall be shown later - the heart occupies a central position
in Lutheran anthropology.

The Heart in the Janus-Faced 17 Century

From the perspective of the history of ideas and knowledge, the 17" century can be
described as ambiguous.*® At the beginning of the century, a new knowledge para-
digm, characterized by empiricism, experimentation and intersubjectivity, began to
establish itself. On the other hand, there were pictures based on analogies, symbols
and signs which were often ambitious in their aim to find out what holds the world

23 Conermann, “Luther’s Rose”; Pastoureau, “Heraldique du cceur (XIle-XVIe siecle)”.

24 Luther in a letter to Lazarus Spengler dated 8 July 1530, WA, Luthers Briefwechsel, vol. s, p. 444.
25 Principe, The Scientific Revolution.
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together at its core.”® Even though, in retrospect, a rational and objective field of
knowledge increasingly gained prominence, the alternative was always to delve into
one’s own self in search of correspondences between the microcosm and the macro-
cosm.

It is interesting to note, at this point, that both the representatives of the objec-
tive and those of the subjective approach to knowledge eagerly resorted to the heart
metaphor in order to illustrate their methods.”” For example, William Harvey, who
discovered blood circulation in animals and humans through anatomical studies,
compared the planets orbiting the Sun and receiving life-giving energy from it to the
blood circulating around the heart: “The heart, consequently, is the beginning of life;
the sun of the microcosm, even as the sun in his turn might well be designated the
heart of the world; for it is the heart by whose virtue and pulse the blood is moved,
perfected, and made nutrient, and [the heart] is [...] indeed the foundation of life,
the source of all action”*® Similarly, in his revolutionary planetary studies, Johannes
Kepler, astronomer and mathematician with an affinity for the mystical, described the
sun as the heart around which everything revolves.*®

On the other hand, two protagonists of the alternative access to knowledge, both
contemporaries of Harvey and Kepler, were Robert Fludd and Jacob Béhme. Robert
Fludd was a prominent English Paracelsian physician, astrologer, mathematician,
cosmologist, cabbalist and much more. In a diagrammatic representation, man is
represented as a microcosm in which the heart (cor) corresponds to the sun (sol).*
Another telling example can be found in the works of Jacob Bshme - the cobbler
and autodidactic philosopher from Gérlitz — who experienced the then still new and
theologically controversial heliocentrism, with its movement of the planets around
a central sun, as spiritual liberation, from which he could derive a dynamic view
of the relationship between the world and humanity.** Although the expansion of
the universe into the immeasurable and the juxtaposition of the small existence of
human beings to the newly defined cosmos initially aroused feelings of insecurity,
fear, and abandonment, Bohme succeeded in revealing direct connections to God by

26 Gloy, “Das Analogiedenken der Renaissance. Seine Herkunft und seine Strukturen”.

27 Vonessen, “Das Herz in der Naturphilosophie”.

28 Harvey, “Of The Quantity Of Blood Passing Through The Heart,” in Exercitatio Anatomica de Motu
Cordis et Sanguinis in Animalibus. See also Gregory, Harvey’s Heart; Hamraoui, “Linvention de la
pathologie cardiaque entre philosophie et expérience (1628-1749)"

29 See Rossi, Geburt der modernen Wissenschaft in Europa, pp. 174-175.

30 Fludd, Utriusque Cosmi majoris scilicet et minoris metaphysica, physica atque technica historia, vol. 2,
p-275.

31 Weeks, Boehme. An Intellectual Biography of the Seventeenth Century Philosophy and Mystic.
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Fig. 3:
Jacob Béhme,
Fed Do g yi through a drawing
f"l, @aal?‘l’mncxpmm.“ %m?Prmapnum. of his Cosmagon
Sobn. : in Vierzig Fragen
von der Seele,
1620.

i’
*‘0- Cotg

seeing the whole of divine creation at work even in the tiny components of nature.
In this context, he used terms such as ‘light, ‘sun’, and ‘heart’ almost synonymously.*?
There is a fascinating variety of fancy graphic intepretations of Bhme’s philosophy,
but almost all of them were derived posthumously and rather speculatively from his
writings by his admirers - with one exception: the geometric world model of a phil-
osophical sphere. In the tract Psychologia vera, oder Vierzig Fragen von der Seelen,
there is a drawing by Bshme himself next to the text (fig. 3). The whole structure
can be read in three dimensions, in which the two semicircles represent hemispheres
structured by a cross. In the two hemispheres, the dark and the light world face each
other, separated and yet dependent on each other, since the world of light is born out
of the dark by fire. The quarterings created by the cross indicate the wholeness that
consists of Father, Holy Spirit, Son and - remarkably enough - Earth.* And the heart

32 Already for Cusanus, who lived one and a half centuries before Bohme, God was in everything, and
everything was also in God. Ricklin, “Le cceur, soleil du corps: une redécouverte symbolique du XII¢
siecle”

33 For the Christian traditionalists, it was surprising that Bshme extended the Trinity by including the
earth, i.e. materiality.
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is right in the middle of the cross, at the intersection between nature and God: “The

heart on the juncture of the cross means the reason or the center of the deity, so that

one learns to distinguish the deity from nature, and Christians learn to understand

rebirth, when God was reborn for us in Christ from his heart on the cross [...].”** For
Bohme, light is the heart of nature, embodied by the sun, which stands at the centre of
the universe. Light is also the heart of the deity itself. Bhme’s new and original ideas -
expressions of the variety of constructions of meaning of the heart, of multi-layered

textures of memory**® - did not find a home in Lutheran orthodoxy.

Vial as a Tool - Vial as a Living Being - Vial as a Sign

Another type of depictions, in alchemical art, deals with a particularly rich spectrum
of vessels, namely vials, glass flasks and retorts — containers that were often transpar-
ent and in which transmutations took place.*® Goethe’s Faust conveys the impres-
sion that such equipment gives right in the opening monologue: “With boxes round
thee piled, and glass, / And many a useless instrument, / With old ancestral lumber
blent - / This is thy world! a world! alas!”*” What these vessels and laboratories actu-
ally looked like still largely remains an open question. We do know that in the Middle
Ages scholars used glass retorts and flasks in their laboratories because they made it
possible to see what was happening inside. However, this seems to be contradicted
by the fact that the glass of that time generally could not withstand heating for long
periods of time. It is therefore assumed that the glass flasks were usually encased in a
clay jacket, which of course greatly reduced the visual effect. Standard equipment for
alchemical experiments seems to have been less the fragile glass vials, and more the
robust retort made of copper or cast iron.*®

Where does the term ‘vial’ come from? No overview of glass art is without refer-
ence to a document from 982, with which in Venice the Doge Tribuno Memmo do-
nated the island of San Giorgio to the Benedictines. “Phiolarius Domenico’, a bottle
maker, is mentioned in this document. Traditionally, the Venetian lagoon was home
to a strictly regulated glassmaking trade, first in Cannaregio, and from the 13" cen-
tury onwards uniquely on the island of Murano. The trade relations between Venice

34 Bohme, Psychologia vera, oder Viertzig Fragen von der Seelen, p. 32 (translation by the author).

35 See Franziska Metzger’s contribution in this volume.

36 Taylor, “Evolution of the Still”; Frietsch, Hiresie und Wissenschaft. Eine Genealogie der paracelsischen
Alchemie, pp. 235-285.

37 Goethe, Faust I, lines 53-56.

38 Forbes, Short History of the Art of Destillation from the Beginning to the Death of Cellier Blumenthal.
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and the Islamic and Byzantine Orient led to an increase in the quality of produc-
tion from which the whole of Europe profited. Bottles and beakers were the common
products of Venetian glassmakers,* along with the fiala, an elegant, bellied bottle
with a long neck.

In his writings on the production of the Philosopher’s Stone, Michael Sendivogius
(Michat Se¢dziwdj) from Poland, who was considered a successful and serious gold-
maker*® and whose writings were read well into the 18® century, often used the term
‘tool, distinguishing between ‘tools of nature’ and ‘tools of art. Natural tools were
dissolving substances, such as water or mercury, as well as volatilising substances,
such as fire. Sendivogius considered art tools to be an oven, called Athanor, then an
“egg-shaped glass” - which is best made of a transparent, colourless material, tightly
closed, and in which Mercury unites with the “Sulphur of Gold” -, as well as an “ash
pot” in which the ‘philosophical Egg’ is to be buried.*? The ‘philosophical Egg) the
glass vessel, looked in fact more like a pear, but since the pear had no symbolic mean-
ing in alchemy, the adepts preferred to speak of an egg.* In such vessels, which were
placed on an Athanor, the ‘Mercurius’ or “prima materia metallorum” swirled: T
putit, as it should be, in its clear, translucent and round vessel, well stuffed and closed,
through the seal of the hermetic, and let it warm in its well-prepared place, imparting
a tempered heat”** The purpose of the vessel is to capture the creative power of na-
ture (natura naturans), and the shape of the vessel is essential.

For many alchemists, the vessel can do something wonderful: it was a vas mira-
bile. Many alchemists followed the motto “Unum est vas” (“One is the vessel”). They
were convinced that the whole secret lay in the knowledge about the hermetic vessel.
It follows that the alchemical vessel could not be arbitrarily shaped: as a small cos-
mos, it had at least to be rounded off. Sometimes, the vessel from which the Philos-
opher’s Stone is to be born is seen as a kind of ‘matrix’ Many adepts only appeared
as experimenters if the vessel had an egg shape. Behind this was the conviction that
the probability of the success of creative or birthing processes increased noticeably

39 Zecchin, Vetro e vetrai di Murano. Studi sulla storia del vetro; Barovier Mentasti, Il vetro veneziano.

40 The alchemist working for Emperor Rudolf II in Prague became famous when he turned a silver coin
into gold before the Emperor’s eyes. The emperor was so impressed that he had a commemorative
plaque put up on the Hradschin: “Let another do what the Pole Sendivogius has done” (translation by

the author). Szydlo, Water Which Does Not Wet Hands: The Alchemy of Michael Sendivogius; Prinke, ',',

“New Light on the Alchemical Writings of Michael Sendivogius (1566-1636)".

41 Sendivogius, Eines grofien Philosophen fiinf und fiinfzig Briefe den Stein der Weisen betreffend, pp. 70~ 4

72.
42 Ibid., p. 74.

Chymische Schrifften, p. 369 (translation by the author).
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Fig. 4: Johann Daniel Mylius, Anatomia auri sive
tyrocinium medico-chymicum, Frankfurt a.M:
Jennis, 1628, Pars V, p. 8.

when the shape of the vessels was based on the shape of an egg or a uterus.*® In gen-
eral, the relationship between alchemist and vial often appears as a meeting bet“weefx
two rational beings, a fascinating thing-human encounter also staged by poets: Hail
precious phial! Thee, with reverent awe,/Down from thine old receptacle I draw!/
Science in thee I hail and human art./Essence of deadliest powers, refind and sure,/Of
soothing anodynes abstraction pure,/ Now in thy master’s need thy grace impart!”*
Pictures of vessels used in laboratory practices could be found in almost every
illustrated treatise on alchemy. The reader often came across schematic images in the
style of technical drawings. Concerning the visual language of alchemy, the following
is striking: in late antiquity and the Middle Ages, illustrations in alchemical sources
were rare, and they remained largely limited to depictions of devices and simple signs.
It was not until the 15® century that there started to appear sophisticated images -
often in a series —, first in illuminated manuscripts,*” and from the middle of the
16™ century also in printed works. During this process, a very special vial, a vial as

45 Jung, Erlosungsvorstellungen in der Alchemie, pp. 19-20, 249-250. If the vessel. had side necks in wll;ich
rising vapours were deposited, it would look like a schematised pelican. See illustrations of vessels in
animal physiognomies: della Porta, De Distillationibus libri IX, pp. 42-43.

46 Goethe, Faust I, lines 345-350.

47 Obrist, Les débuts de I'imagerie alchimique (XITV-XV* siécles).
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a pictorial apparatus, became more and more frequently employed in these illustra-
tions. Transparent containers provided a frame that could be filled, not with empiri-
cal but with metaphorical material. In the test tube, chemical reactions could clothe
themselves in a dramatic narrative. Substances functioned as allegories, taking on the
roles of figures from the Bible and ancient mythology. The main pictorial element in
Johann Daniel Mylius' Anatomia auri, for example, is the vial (fig. 4). The twelve-step
process of making the Philosopher’s Stone unfolded in vivid scenes on three panels.*®
In the vial as pictorial apparatus, a symbolic and at the same time experimental prac-
tice of knowledge seems to have found its icon.

What may the picture of the vial signal on a general level? That natural processes
require protected spaces, especially when they are recreated in the laboratory. This
idea still seems valid for today’s science. One only has to think of the origin of life
through cell division: only when molecules come together in the nourishing environ-
ment of a cell can the components assembled there participate in the amazing dance
that is called life.*” An observation of modern times may lead one to conclude that
glass vessels inspired Blumenberg’s “postulate of visibility” (“Sichtbarkeitspostulat”)
of experimentally generated knowledge. The test tube, which the scientist inspects in
his laboratory, rises to a heroic pictorial motif, since it is supposed to radiate trans-
parency, neutrality and objectivity.*

As elements of series of pictures especially, vials were able to explain the transmu-
tation stages and thus the dynamics of nature far better than texts could, especially
when the goal was to keep the working steps in mind.*' Through these vials, a symbol-
ism could unfold that drew from the union of opposites. The motor of development
is the conflict of opposites: solving and binding (solve et coagula), sublimation and
condensation, Mercury and Sulphur, Moon and Sun, woman and man, all strive for
unification, for coniunctio. Image sequences aimed to capture the production process
of the Philosopher’s Stone as a development of a transformation permanently kept in
flux by agents. It was a matter of translating the permanent kinetic energy expressed
in the dictum solve et coagula, since this key alchemical formula describes something

48 The transparent vial filled with image scenes became a central mode of representation in alchemical
manuscripts, as well. On the one hand, the vial appeared as a pictorial form that set the frame for itself
as a vessel, as in Donum Dei. More often, however, the vial was filled with images and was embedded
in a picturesque background; particularly impressive is the splendid alchemical manuscript Splendor
Solis.

49 Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything, pp. 368-390.

50 See postcard with Louis Pasteur in his laboratory from the year 188s. Espahangizi, “From “Topos to
Oikos”™.

51 Laube, “Bilder aus der Phiole”.
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that is difficult to grasp: permanent volatility, i.e. the decomposition, separation or
dissolution of a substance and its subsequent reassembling at a higher level. Disso-
lution and binding continue alternating on the ladder of transformation until one
has reached the goal, namely the Philosopher’s Stone.** Vials reflect nature, which is
permanently dynamic. Vials can thus become elastic bubbles.

Vascular Structures and Metaphors

A vessel is far more than just a thing. One need not think immediately of the mirac-
ulous vessel of the Grail in the legendary tales of the Middle Ages or the mischievous
Pandora’s box from antiquity.*® In the thinking of Martin Heidegger, Ernst Bloch and
Georg Simmel, the vial seems to be a type of thing particularly suitable for concre-
tizing philosophical thoughts.** For Heidegger, the container seems to be the thing
summarizing everything. The observation of the jug leads him to reflect on the re-
lationship between heaven and earth, mortal and divine, condensed the object that
has four dimensions (Geviert).** As containers and conveyors, these things acquire
an ambivalent structure between the inner and the outer, between form and content,
between visibility and concealment.

Containers are perfect objects for metaphorical thoughts. Human beings seem to
be vessels that, from the very beginning, were destined to absorb something. The in-
teraction between inner and outer surface invited metaphorical considerations. Since
Plato’s time, ancient philosophy presented the body as the vessel of the soul or spirit.
The Bible speaks of a creating God who sees himself as a potter moulding human
vessels.”® Human beings are designed so that their inner being must be filled to not
feel empty. In a passage in Genesis 2:7, “then the Lord God formed man from the
dust of the ground”, in Hebrew ‘formed’ is yatsar, a word that expresses especially
the moulding of a vessel in the hands of a potter. Gender connotations were often
dominant when speaking of vessels: women were considered vessels of life or of the
male reproductive power.

52 Even though the detailed chemical transformation process shows a wide range of variation, and in
this respect there are hardly two alchemists who follow exactly identical instructions, all experiments
are characterized by a typical procedure. One distinguishes four - later three — phases, which differ in
colour: melanosis (blackening), leukosis (whitening), xanthosis (yellowing), iosis (reddening).

53 Egeler, Der heilige Gral. Geschichte und Legende; Dora Panofsky and Erwin Panofsky, Pandora’s Box.

54 Simmel, “Der Henkel. Ein dsthetischer Versuch [1923]”; Bloch, Geist der Utopie.

55 Heidegger, “Das Ding [1950]”. See also Harman, The Quadruple Objects, pp. 82~95.

56 Rom.9:20-21.






