
 

 

 Solve et Coagula 

Practical Alchemy, 

Freemasonry, and the Hero’s Journey 
  

Once upon a time a boy looked out onto the horizon, discontented, and daydreaming of Change. Soon after, while traveling 

near the wilds, the Fates conspired to offer him Change, placing it in his path. But, as always, Change was accompanied by 

Danger, and fearing that, the boy returned to his home. Unbeknownst to him, Danger, which had taken a keen interest in 

the boy, followed. The boy would have despaired were it not for a wily Guide who offered to lead his way. Rather than 

live at home in fear, the boy set off to find the Change he so desired. 

If this bare-bones beginning sounds familiar, that’s because you’ve heard it before. You saw it when you watched Star 

Wars. You imagined it when you read Lord of the Rings. And you even lived it when you woke up this morning, only to hit 

the snooze button and go back to sleep.  

It’s called the Hero’s Journey. Originally outlined by Carl Jung, it is the quintessential story archetype which all civilizations, 

in every epoch of Man, have been telling over and over.  

The Hero, after initial refusal, sets off onto a dangerous path following the promise of a great reward. He is beset by tests, 

allies, and enemies, until he comes to confront his enemy and snatch the reward. All seems well until he discovers that he 

cannot truly claim that which he seeks until he faces his true enemy: himself. Only through personal transformation can 

he claim victory and return home a hero. 

The story can stray from the path a bit, but never too far, because its power is contained in its familiarity. Whether by 

being burned into our genetics, or into our childhood through memetics, we know it intimately.  

As freemasons we also tell stories. Our greatest story, 

the Legend of the Third Degree, is impressed upon our 

memories and hearts through psychodrama, but does 

it also follow the Hero’s Journey? Here is an even more 

immediate question: Who is the Hero in our degree?  

The most obvious answer is H.A., given the staging of 

our degree, but H.A. is not an active character 

throughout the entirety of the story. Some may say the 

hero is our most esteemed K.S., but he neither is 

entirely present, only appearing at the beginning of the 

second act. In fact, if you think back on it, you’ll note 

that not a single character is present and active 

throughout all three acts of the degree.  



From a writer’s standpoint this is extremely frustrating, and a sign of a poorly constructed, poorly told tale. Who is there 

to whom the everyman viewer can relate? But then in a Third Degree, there are no everyman viewers. 

The Ruffians, most especially Jm, could be viewed as the protagonist if we look at the Legend as a tragedy, which it sort of 

already is, but while the Ruffians distinctly “cross the threshold” very little else applies to them.  

Perhaps a cleverer interpretation is that our heroes are the Craftsmen. To make them our heroes we have to count on 

their given exposition as their first act, which takes place entirely off-stage, and assume that they are at least silently 

present in the third act, content to let K.S. take it from there through to the denouement.  

While this may allow us to hit all the beats, it is again an indicator of a bad story, so we are forced to ask again, does the 

Legend of the Third Degree follow the archetypal Hero’s Journey, and who is the Hero? 

It does. And the hero is you.  

The Third Degree is not a recounting of anything that actually happened in history, but nor is it a work of fiction. The 

characters in it are not individuals, but rather they are the multitude of parts in the head and heart of a single person. 

They are dramatic representations of what Sigmund Freud termed the Id (the Ruffians), the Ego (the Craftsmen) and the 

Superego (K.S. and H.A.) 

Id, Ego, and Superego are best clarified imagining a rider (the Ego) attempting to control a wild horse (the Id), while the 

rider’s father, (the Superego) stands in the field telling his son everything he’s doing wrong.  

 In our legend you are confronted with an invitation by H.A., the Superego, to leave your mundane world of flawed 

character and answer the call of a new adventure of good character. Your Id, represented by the vices of conniving (Ja), 

moral turpitude (Jo), and rash impulse (Jm), refuses this call, preferring pursuit of immediate gratification, leading 

ultimately to cowardice. These are traits each one of us contain.  

Your rational ego, represented by the Craftsmen attempting to apply truth, honor, and fortitude, kneel before K.S., the 

personification of wisdom, which you hope to one day obtain. This mentor, another expression of the superego, sends 

them on a quest to hunt down, and subdue the vices of Id, culminating in the Ordeal and Reward.  

Finally, you learn that while you cannot erase your past misdeeds, nor avoid their consequences, resurrection of the spirit 

is always available through personal transformation brought about by relief, truth, and brotherly love. 

You are the hero, and with your good works, and the assistance of the brethren, you will return home with the elixir of 

life. 

The Hero’s Journey highlights another fascination of Carl Jung; the symbols and process of alchemy. This idea of self-

transformation from the base to the pure is the philosophers stone our philosophical forefathers so desperately sought, 

and our Third Degree Legend provides the process.  

Solve et coagula is the term used by alchemists to describe this process, which roughly means “dissolve and reconstitute.” 

Lead was their base metal used to perfectly describe the average profane man; dull, impressionable, and toxic. Through a 

process of burning and decomposition, one could break down matter into its core components in the same way that we 

can, psychologically, break down our own thought processes into its components of neurosis, triggers, trauma, vices, 

virtues, and values. This blackened psyche can now be purified by isolating and eliminating our toxic traits. Finally, our 

purities can be reconstituted back into pure, allegorical gold.  

This is what can be viewed as truly happening in the Third Degree. This is what happens in a masonic lodge, when done 

correctly. And this is the adventure offered to you, by the Fates, each day. You are given the chance to cross the threshold 

and embark on your own Hero’s Journey.   
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