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What is the Great Dream? 
Talk at the C.G. Jung Club, London 2019 

 

The logo of the venerable Jung Club is full of meaningful symbols and expresses Jungian 

psychology in a nutshell. It shows the alchemical oven which represents the individual from 

which new birth can emerge. It is taken from the alchemical treatise Mutus Liber (1702), but 

in a bit altered form. The original is shown below it. 

 

   

 

C.G. Jung took this image of the Mutus Liber as one of his mottos at the beginning of his 

work Psychology and Alchemy, to indicate that he was joining a two-thousand-year-old 

tradition. You can see that in the original engraving the sun and moon are depicted as a man 

and a woman, but if you look at it in the larger original picture, showing the complete scene, 

sun and moon are uniting in the alchemical alembic. That means that the marriage of the 

cosmic opposites takes place within human relationship and within man and soul. Love and 

individuation are expressed in the picture: namely the longing, fascination and struggle we 

experience in love and the tension and longing we experience between consciousness and the 

unconscious. On the larger scale, we long for the union of archetypal powers and values with 

the birth of new consciousness (the divine child). The oven is the place where this is possible, 

showing an attitude of introversion of the individual, where an inner-psychic transformation 

and creation of consciousness can happen.  
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This process is not an easy task. There is, for instance, the love-letter between the Sun and the 

Moon by 10th century alchemist Ibn Umail.1 The opposites are longing for each other, but 

when they actually meet it is at first not a harmonious encounter,  but rather a clash. Both 

sides are affected. Sun and moon go through mortification and many states of transformation 

until new light can emerge. This corresponds to the great effort we need when we have to 

harmonize consciousness with the unconscious impulses and images. Both sides must 

transform. The voice of the unconscious psyche, the body-language, must be heard but cannot 

be taken concretely; it must be integrated, worked upon. The consequence is that both realms 

are purified and can finally unite. Each deep understanding of a dream and integration of its 

sense into life is such a conjunction. 

This union between consciousness and the unconscious psyche is the great challenge for us 

today—a delicate endeavour—as it has to be done individually and consciously, for instance 

in analysis. It is man’s personal experiment with the unknown.  

We live today in a time in which the moon world, that is, the reality of the objective psyche 

and its voice, are generally not consciously recognized and can only act as an unconscious 

impact from the background. It is overpowered by the sunlight. The collective Zeitgeist makes 

man possessed by the rational intellect, while feeling and intuition for irrational values and 

unexplainable dimensions are discarded. We experience this Zeitgeist in the exploitation of 

nature and of man, man’s soul and man’s body. In our western society, where these values are 

globally expanded, and in the dogmas of nearly all sciences, there is no respect for the reality 

of the individual with a soul which was formerly kept sacred in religion, and which is open to 

the objective psyche and symbolic life. There is no room for the instinct and its spirit. I could 

go on with such critical observations and worries, of which you certainly are already aware. It 

has been a centuries-long process to arrive at this collective state of mind; C.G. Jung 

described it as a state of collective inflation and even schizophrenia. (Jung CW 18 § 581) 

I am aware that I repel and burden you by starting my talk with the dark clouds we live in. But 

otherwise we don’t understand the question in the title I have given to my talk: What is the 

great dream? What is the compensating answer from the unconscious? How does the psyche 

of a creative individual, an artist, react?  

 

What is the great dream? asks C.G. Jung in a letter he writes to Sir Herbert Read (a well-

known art critic) in 1960, one year before Jung’s death. Jung asks this question and 

acknowledges what is going on in the collective unconscious that is pushing us forward into 

an unknown future. He means ‘us’ as mankind and society, we individuals, you and I. He is 

asking this question in deep concern about the state of our culture at the present time. Jung’s 

letter mentions the nightmare we live in, but he intends to lead to the healing creative power 

one can find in the unconscious images which appear in the dreams and visions of modern 

man. 

I read the following passages from his letter: … 

“The great problem of our time is that we don’t understand what is happening to 

the world. We are confronted with the darkness of our soul, the unconscious. It 

                                                 
1 This document, to which Marie-Louise von Franz referred in her book Alchemy is actually newly translated and 

investigated by Prof. Theodor Abt. It is unpublished. 
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sends up its dark and unrecognizable urges. It hollows out and hacks up the 

shapes of our culture and its historical dominants. We have no dominants any 

more, they are in the future. Our values are shifting, everything loses its 

certainty, even sanctissima causalitas has descended from the throne of the 

axioma and has become a mere field of probability. Who is the awe-inspiring 

guest who knocks at our door portentously? Fear precedes him, showing that 

ultimate values already flow towards him.  […] 

 

[...] we obstinately want [the future] to be as we expect it. We decide, as if we 

knew. We only know what we know, but there is plenty more of which we 

might know if only we could give up insisting on what we do know. But the 

dream would tell us more [...]  

 

We have simply got to listen to what the psyche spontaneously says to us […] It 

is the great dream which has always spoken through the artist as a mouthpiece. 

All his love and passion (his ‘values’) flow towards the coming guest to 

proclaim his arrival. […] 

 

What is the great Dream? It consists of the many small dreams and the many 

acts of humility and submission to their hints. It is the future and the picture of 

the new world, which we do not understand yet. We cannot know better than the 

unconscious and its intimations. There is a fair chance of finding what we seek 

in vain in our conscious world. Where else could it be?” 

(C.G. Jung, Letters, Vol 2, p.586 ff.) 

 

I must confess that I was bold to choose this question for my talk. I do not pretend to have the 

answer. But this letter encourages me to investigate anew the work of the Swiss artist Peter 

Birkhäuser in order to find traces of a healing tendency in his paintings. His art-work 

expresses dreams as objective messages.  

Peter Birkhäuser 

A few words about PB (1911-1976), his success and his crisis. (Note the biography in the 

website) 

In an interview in 1975, Birkhäuser had this to say about the fundamental change that had 

occurred in his life: 

“Something was crossing me and destroying my conscious ideals, continuously, 

over a period of years, until I became so small that I had to give in. And I 

obeyed before I understood. From pure suffering I gave in. It was only later, 

over the years, that I was able to see the sense in it. But this unknown something 

within me had always known the sense […] I experienced a power within 

myself that was not me. That is religious experience. It forced me down a road I 

had not chosen, which did not correspond with my taste at that time […] It was 

a long road. But today, when I look back at the thousands of dreams and this 

whole process and the sacrifices involved, I can see that it has been a very 

precious experience.” 

 

You see from this quotation that individuation brought many sufferings to B, but with the 

secret intention to heal the neurotic split within him and to shake him until he could recognize 
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an objective spirit residing in the unconscious and his true vocation to paint it. He calls it 

“religious experience”. 

 

   

 

Miraculously, B had always an inner guide, his soul guide. In the same interview Birkhäuser 

had this to say: 

“When I left my parents’ home I was still a blind man. I could not see things for 

what they were, nor understand what fate had in store for me, namely the 

meeting with my wife. She completely changed my life. It was like a dream I 

had [in 1941, he was 30 at that time]: A woman I didn’t know was lying beside 

me in bed. She told me to get up and look for the blue light, to go on the night 

sea journey, always travelling and questing. At the time I dreamt about the blue 

light, my real wife — the anima in the form of my wife — was telling me to 

concern myself with the unconscious and to go into analysis. She was urging me 

into the adventure of the night sea journey [...] Individuation is not simply an 

inner process of development; it also gives one impulse in real life.”2 

 

Over a long period, Sibylle, his wife, was his guide. She gave him support and understanding 

for the deep, and at times overwhelming, experiences which were delivered from his 

unconscious. Love is, therefore, an important aspect of this opus; love which became a love 

for the soul and a freeing of Eros. Marie-Louise von Franz, PB’s analyst, finally brought him 

deep and encouraging understanding. 

Here are two paintings showing Sibylle Birkhäuser-Oeri: the first is a portrait of her; the 

second shows her in one of B’s most powerful vocation dreams which he had in 1942 (when 

he was 31 years old) as his anima. (The dream and an interpretation can be found in E. Wertenschlag, 

Windows on Eternity, 2009, p. 19 ff.) 

                                                 
2 Taken from interview P.B. gave to Dean L. Frantz in 1975 and 1976. See also Dean L Frantz's diploma thesis at 

the C.G. Jung Institute: "Meaning for Modern Man in the Paintings of Peter Birkhäuser" (Zürich, 1977). 
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Over the years, B learnt to take the inner world as an objective reality and his dreams as 

mysterious messages from the unknown. His attitude, as an artist painting the inner world, 

became that of respect for the moon-world, the blue light. He had the deep urge to understand 

it and to let it express itself; he invited the light of the night to shine in his art (like the 

alchemists did). He never pretended to know answers for our time but he devotedly gave his 

canvas to the voice and the images of the inner world. It was a constant experiment with the 

unknown for him.  

His paintings express on the one hand side his personal individuation and experiences, but 

more and more the messages he received in his dreams, must also be understood as mirroring 

movements in the collective unconscious. 

M-L. von Franz who was the analyst of PB for 24 years said in her funeral address: 

“His pictures are not expressions of his own personal problems; rather something seeks to 

be revealed in them which is stirring in the depths of the collective unconscious, in all the 

people of our time. But, for that very reason, they are not easy to construe, they exist, and 

demand to be experienced. 

The dark and frightening images gradually metamorphosed into ones that tried to 

represent the mystery of creativity. In his later years more motifs that are of gentler, at times 

dreamlike beauty appear, pictures of the feminine and all the magic and spring-like 

qualities that seem to accompany the God of a new age.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 195) 

 

“… pictures of the feminine … “ I focus now on images of the feminine in the PB’s opus, the 

archetype of the feminine, who gives birth (not his personal anima but, so to speak, the 

goddess behind it). In my talk this evening I proceed on to paintings with this collective and 

healing quality, ignoring B’s lifelong struggle with the anima and the mother-world – he was 

so near to the unconscious that the great mother also paralysed him and he had to free himself, 

redeeming at the same time his soul-guide (as in the fairy-tale theme of , rescuing the 

daughter of the witch from the prison of the underworld). Such a long process is, so to speak, 

the education and transformation of the conscious attitude and the re-finding of the anima or 

soul as a bridge to the objective psyche. This quest and coming to terms are of course the 

condition for an approach to the archetype of the feminine, a numinous power in the objective 

psyche, which became more and more fertile and benevolent in B’s process. 

I choose two late paintings of the divine feminine that move me deeply. I offer them as a 

preview of my final objective. They express a message of a healing process that goes on in the 
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collective unconscious; pregnancy or a new birth in the archetype. I show them briefly and go 

then return to the pregnant darkness of earlier paintings and the dangers which accompany it.  

 

With Child – Cow-Birth 

  

 

The two paintings date of 1970 (PB died 1976). Certainly, they can be understood as 

messages about a process in the artist’s individuation – the eternal man in preparation, the 

subtle body as it were. PB had to undergo a very sad and dark experience the year after he 

finished the paintings, when his beloved wife died. But simultaneously, this intense period 

unleashed a meaningful creative process. 

I want to consider the possible meaning of these documents for our time. A new birth is 

coming! There is a striking comment by Marie-Louise von Franz on a dream by PB at that 

time, shedding light on and also possible understanding of these two paintings. The dream 

involved a gorilla fertilizing a beautiful woman, a happening which was a great relief and a 

wonder for the world: 

“A wonderful dream! These dream images show impregnation by the dark god. The dark 

chthonic god is trying to make the soul fecund. We are living in outwardly evil times, but 

underneath (in the collective unconscious), great things are in motion, as at the time of 

Christ’s birth. This underlying process, the hierosgamos, is being illustrated here. It is the 

fundament of the world, but it is taking place in you.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 64) 

Both paintings show that the soul, the collective unconscious, is pregnant or in the process of 

giving birth to a child; a wonder—a new consciousness, a new healing symbol—is coming. 

The archetype of the feminine is fertile and brings forth a new spirit or god-image – but yet 

unseen by consciousness.  

Before we dive deeper into a circumambulation of the two paintings and also into reflections 

about the objective archetypal power of the feminine, I refer back to earlier paintings, where 

we can see already a pregnancy, but as a menacing danger for our times. And where we can 

see the role of the individual. 
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Imprisoned Creative Power / Beast in the Mountain 

Twelve years earlier, in 1958, the pressure of the ‘other side’ had become a matter of critical 

importance. The painting below, which resulted from a dream, is called Beast in the 

Mountain. The English title Imprisoned Creative Power shows one way of interpreting the 

work. The dream goes as follows: 

 

“We were driving along in the car at the foot of a high, wild, rocky mountain. A 

sudden stop: a landslide with massive slabs of stone was blocking the road. We 

jumped out of the car in panic and ran away across a field. When we turned 

round, we could see the whole mountain moving, as though the inside of it was 

boiling. There was a section of the mountain that still looked more peaceful, and 

we climbed up there. Flames were flickering up through cracks in the rock. I 

looked down into one hole filled with water, where no fire was coming out. In 

the gloom there, beneath the surface, I could see a dragon standing. It looked 

like a huge dog, or wild boar, but its body was covered all over in horny, shining 

grey scales. It was motionless, its sinewy legs spread, its tail lowered, and its 

strange, oversized head pointing downwards. I called to Sibylle to come and 

look.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 74 f.) 

 

For PB personally, this dream was a shock and left him with the fright of becoming mad. Here 

is the painting. 

 

At the bottom of the canvas we can see the dreamer’s car stopping and a man fleeing in panic. 

In the dream, on the contrary, he doesn’t flee but rather turns courageously to the danger, 

climbs up the mountain, and looks inside. This choice is very important and auspicious; 

namely that the individual faces this huge power of nature, in psychological view the 

autonomous complex, in spite of his pitifully small and weak personal realm. Note that the 

beast has a golden eye; it is a sort of a dragon. 

To the ancient Chinese the dragon signified the bright, creative power of the Self. In the 

Chinese I Ching, the book of changes, the first hexagram, the creative, is entirely under the 

sign of the dragon. The six lines describe the emergence of the dragon from the earth where it 

has withdrawn, like the ‘beast in the mountain’ shown in the picture, and how it then releases 

its energy in nature as well as in the human being. On the one hand, it embodies the creative 
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workings of God, the cosmic energy behind all fertility; on the other hand, the creative effects 

of the wise man or guide, awakening in human beings their higher nature.3 

 

Still the creative power is imprisoned both in the dream and in the painting! 

In 1964 Marie-Louise von Franz wrote an article with a short analysis of this painting. It 

contains the following: 

 

“It is an earthquake from within, which scares us all. There is a risk that a new 

divine revelation from the unconscious, going astray in its attempt to reach 

consciousness, destroys consciousness instead. If our civilization were 

destroyed in a nuclear war, it would actually be because this beast did not 

succeed in freeing itself.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 180) 
 

This was written during the cold war, but this interpretation is also fitting today. 

What happens if the dragon, this overpowering force from the unconscious, is set free? 

Collectively, this would be a catastrophe but individually, it seems that it would be the right 

thing to do to at least approach it consciously. Here what Marie-Louise von Franz explained 

to PB in the analysis concerning his personal situation: 

“The dragon is thus exposed, and can emerge. That means it can begin, the life of creative 

destiny! Before, your creativity was imprisoned and caused all sorts of trouble. Now 

everything is moving! A highly auspicious, positive dream! It’s also a good sign that you go 

and look at the dragon with your psychological Anima.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 74) 

The documents of alchemy provide us with insights into a hidden tradition, which, if 

understood symbolically, deals with the transformation of darkness. Such transformation was 

also understood by the alchemists as a redemptive task, and work on transforming God. The 

descriptions of the prima materia the alchemists worked with apply to what is rejected in a 

person, what haunts and overwhelms him (for instance an autonomous complex), which, 

however, hides a sense of purpose in life, the will of God, the ‘gold’. In the alchemical opus it 

is worked upon individually and consciously. A dragon is frequently used as an image for this 

work, and for the whole process of transformation. It is the first and primal shape of the future 

new king, an analogy for gold or the sunrise. It is Mercurius, and thoroughly ambiguous, good 

and evil, according to the person's attitude. The individual is decisive!  

Two years later, after the Beast in the Mountain, PB had a dream, which he elaborated into a 

painting which I understand as a vision of a coming solution of this dangerous state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 I Ching or Book of Changes, ed. Richard Wilhelm, tr. Cary F. Baynes (1951; Harmonsworth: Penguin Arkana, 

1989) Hexagram 1 Ch'ien / The Creative. 
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Puer Aeternus – Solstice  

 

In the dream associated with the painting Puer aeternus, a wonderful, divine boy entered 

the artist’s garden and visited him. ”His horse was a small but extremely powerful wild 

creature, a bundle of energy. It reminded me of a wild boar.” The boy got off his animal and 

led it carefully through flowerbeds thick with blooms. (Windows on Eternity, p. 85 ff.) 

 

The dream came to him on the night of the winter solstice, which was why Birkhäuser 

always called the painting the ‘solstice picture’, and later Puer aeternus. It does indeed 

represent a spiritual solstice, on a personal and possibly larger scale as well. On the personal 

level the arrival of the divine boy signifies an encounter with the Self; it is an apprehension of 

meaning. The puer brings the artist a new sense of orientation; he relates to his origins, 

healing the split he has been suffering. He is also élan vital. Life is an adventure once again, 

full of imagination, Eros and new possibilities. 

Birkhäuser did not paint the boy coming into his own garden, however, but rather riding 

through the sky. This implies that he is not associated with the personal psyche but that he 

comes from cosmic distances, from the boundless universe, i.e., from the collective 

unconscious. The puer rides through the space of the psyche like a new star in the heavens. 

He is a new star, a new constellation in the psyche, and everything indicates that he is ‘a 

young god’. He has four arms, three of which are pointing forward and the fourth behind. Out 

of one hand grows a magical eight-pointed flower (or he is holding it). Four in number, too, 

are the dominant motifs in the painting: the boy and his steed, the reddish-orange 'night sun' 

and the pale blue flower of the moon. Clearly the boy embodies quaternity, the universal 

expression of spiritual totality, and characteristic of most images of the divinity. Shiva, for 

instance, is often portrayed with four arms. Four is the number expressing the maternal-

feminine and the material, or inclusiveness with the spiritual, whereas three is the masculine 

number and represents the dominance of the spiritual aspect. So spirit and nature are 

consciously and unconsciously in harmony with one another in the four. The boy is a new 

spirit which has emerged from the world of the mother, the night, and embodies the feminine 

principle too. 

All the details in the picture point towards a mysterious unity of opposites. The orange 

star, for instance, a light born out of night, must be the sun of the day to come, an age that is 

still unknown to us. And the flower that accompanies the sun stands for the moon, or the soul-

bride in the sacred marriage of opposites, silver married to the red, masculine light which is 

also gold. It embodies Eros, and represents the sense of the evanescent, mutable world. It is 

also the image of the individual human soul as the vessel of transformation for the ‘sun’, the 

light of consciousness. Thus the sun and moon-like flower resemble a marriage within the 

human soul accompanying the emergence of the divine child. 

The graceful youth himself harmonizes perfectly with his steed. It is immediately 

obvious, of course, that this might be the same creature as the dark beast with the golden eye 
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imprisoned in the mountain (see Beast in the Mountain). Now it has achieved true liberation 

and has turned into the bearer of the young god. In the mountain it was still a dragon and 

explosive dynamite; now, though, it has found a positive role. Putting it the other way round, 

one could also say that the youthful, god-like boy embodies a new consciousness capable of 

controlling the world of instincts and drives or generally speaking the powerful effects caused 

by the autonomous psyche. Indeed he forms a unity with them. It is striking that the creature 

that had been black when imprisoned in the mountain has now become bright and light, while 

its rider has black skin. Its fiery breath and red eye still recall the volcanic nature of the beast 

in the mountain. 

On 6 June 1960 Birkhäuser had the opportunity of discussing this painting and the one of the 

Beast in the Mountain with C.G. Jung. 

These are Jung’s actual nearly poetic words on the subject of the painting Puer: 

 

“The dark beast has been liberated and now it’s riding through the distant 

heavens in the form of white boar-like horse. This is the white horse Pegasus, 

carrying Aquarius, or the puer aeternus, albus et ater. The god reveals himself 

to everyone. That is what people can’t understand. I can’t tell you here all the 

things associated with this picture of the puer. It’s connected with the 

continuing process of God becoming Man.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 87) 

 

The last sentence hints to a stream of deep religious meaning behind the whole process PB 

experienced and tried to reproduce in his paintings: ongoing incarnation, becoming conscious 

of god, man being the vessel for god. It might be the deeper meaning of individuation for 

many individuals today. But it is indeed hard to understand. And it is also difficult to 

welcome because this birth, even if understood as a step further in the ongoing incarnation of 

god in the individual, is accompanied by explosive dangers and a clash of opposites. 

 

I jump now to a painting of 1968, eight years later, visualizing an alarming dream involving a 

kind of pregnancy in the sky. It is a document stressing the fact, that the individual must wake 

up to realize what is going on in the collective unconscious and react.  

Alarm 

 

Birkhäuser noted: «The day before the dream I was immersed in graphic-work (work for 
earning); painting was far away. Then came the dream: 

I am sitting in the studio, at the telephone […] I have locked the door in order to keep any 

disturbance away. All of a sudden, I hear somebody running towards the studio, like in high 
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excitement or like in a stampede. At the same time a powerful, rhythmic thunder-sound 

approached increasing more and more, like a deep metallic sound O, O, O – reminding of a 

steam hammer. There was also a turning, flashing alarm-light. Each thunderclap a lightning. 

Now frantic knocking on the door: It is Sibylle, who shouts in panic: ‘Open!’ I throw away 

the receiver and rush to the door to open it.” (K. Birkhäuser / E. Wertenschlag, Der rote Faden, 2013, p. 

153) 

With intensity, the anima (in the dream it is Sibylle, his wife), the messenger and mediatrix to 

the collective unconscious, demands the immediate attention of the artist. It is highly urgent, 

that B turns to events going on in the background of the psyche. The dream shows him in the 

personal tension between his work for breadwinning, which seems to absorb him, numbing 

him, and the urgent and ongoing necessity of painting the inner world. This conflict was, in 

reality, an ongoing struggle for him. What seems to be important is the dramatic constellation 

in the collective unconscious. There, obviously not recognized by the conscious ego, but 

indeed by the anima, an upheaval is occurring and enormous power is being unleashed in 

rhythmic sound like thunder. Two light-spheres appear, one with a bright center, and the other 

with a dark one. The sphere with a dark center appears in several Birkhäuser-paintings, 

sometimes as a dark eye (remember the eye of the beast in the mountain). This dark spot 

unleashes an emotion of deep fear. It bears a resemblance to a black hole, an abyss, or the 

opening where unthinkable things can come out. It also emanates light.  

My tentative understanding of this image is as follows: The light of the self manifests itself in 

dual form. Beside the bright sphere, which is like a sun, emanating a larger light-halo, the 

dark side of the self also appears and shows itself, wanting to be recognized. The thunder 

would be its voice. In the Chinese I Ching (or I Jing), in hexagram 51, the thunder frightens 

men at the moment when God manifests himself. The reality of the dark side of God, or of the 

self, is ignored in our culture, and one is speechless when dark things happen. We have no 

religious reverence for it. But it has its own light or meaning. The two lights are meant to 

balance each other or at least belong together. The dream-document points to waking up, to 

becoming conscious, to realizing that there are two sides of the self. Awe is needed.  

It is finally the human being holding light and dark together. Individuation brings along the 

tension of opposites and one of the most important characteristics of this connection is that the 

process is lived consciously, truly suffered through. This is the cross one must bear. 

Unconscious individuation can lead into disaster. For PB it certainly meant to be on alert to 

the emerging of a new god-image, a god-image which includes the dark side as an objective 

reality. It was for Birkhäuser a torturing task and a burden. Many of his dreams witness how 

the creative spirit and his passion practically haunted him, forcing him to give expression in 

his art to the dark side of God, while also recognizing its light. 

I show you a further painting, which B composed 1969, expressing the fruit of the enormous 

tension in the artist’s life. 
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Tree of Lights 

 

Like a wonder, the tree of illumination grows while we are suffering from our passions (both 

physical and spiritual) and our conflicts, consciously holding opposites together. The fruits 

are in B’s life the deep insights and visions from the unconscious that he artfully expresses in 

his paintings. A rich harvest of fruits and lights has grown. The wall glowing with fire 

represents the suffering caused by the conflict, which feeds its own combustion, thus 

nourishing the tree’s growth. (Remember the oven!) 

Achieving consciousness and individuation does not just serve the interests of the limited 

human being, in any case not just those of the ego, but must also serve something greater. A 

tree on which lights are growing as fruits is a wonder, is supernatural, is transformation of 

nature. It is a symbol of the unifying, nourishing aspect of the self. The sun and moon fruits 

on the arbor sapientiae of the alchemists confer immortality. Anyone who eats them will 

never be hungry again. In particular, though, they are meant for the son of the world, the filius 

macrocosmi, the ‘stone’. The alchemist’s work is a contribution to the liberation and 

redemption of the parts of God that are trapped in the material. 

 

The painting, therefore, outlines the mystery of the redemption of nature and the divine that is 

concealed within it, a redemption that occurs through individuation. In individuation, because 

the process of coming to consciousness in human beings runs counter to their natural needs, 

nature is able to reveal its higher, spiritual purpose. We experience it as meaning! The tree of 

lights is like a realization of the lumen naturae, the light of nature, in a human life. Through 

it, further unredeemed parts of nature are drawn into the light, redeemed and transformed. It is 

nature’s longing for light. 

In a further painting, which PB created at the same time, we can see, how the light-fruits 

attract and nourish further parts of the unconscious. 
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The Bear at the Tree of Lights 

 

 

In a shaking dream B was persecuted by a wild bear. The dreamer was running for his life. 

But then the bear stopped at a huge tree full of looming blossoms. He greedily reached out for 

them and began to eat. Thus the dreamer was rescued while, at the same time, the bear found 

what he needed.  

M.-L. von Franz commented: “The dark god […] longs for the fruit of the tree of light, the 

consciousness of man. The tree provides an image for inner growth (individuation) during 

which we continually find illuminating realisations. Only if the bear finds no light does he 

become dangerous.” (M.-L. von Franz, K. Birkhäuser, E. Wertenschlag, Light from the Darkness, 1980, p. 

66)  

The bear or boar or another wild animal often appeared in B’s dreams and paintings.  

Von Franz interpreted these bear- and boar-dreams as an attack by the dark and creative god 

in PB, wanting to create the spirit of the instinct. She said: “When God takes hold of a person, 

it’s like being manhandled by a bear.” And also: “It is an assault of creativity. The Self 

sometimes comes first as an assault.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 122) 

 

We must recall the beast in the mountain, which in the end became the bear or boar carrying 

the Puer. This image incorporates the instinctive as well as the spiritual archetypal power in 

the collective unconscious in both nature and in matter. Here, in this document, this wild and 

dangerous side is nourished and united with the divine tree of inner growth, that is, with 

individuation. 

I want to add an additional nuance to the picture, stemming from the symbolic meaning of the 

tree as feminine numen. In the Book of Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) in the Apocrypha, the 

sapientia Dei, the feminine side of the Creator, is praised as a tree: 

There I grew like a cedar of Lebanon, 

like a cypress on the slopes of Hermon, 

like a date-palm at Engedi, 

like roses at Jericho. 

I grew like a fair olive-tree in the vale, 
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or like a plane-tree planted beside the water. 

Like cassia or camel-thorn I was redolent of spices; 

I spread my fragrance like choice myrrh, 

like galban, aromatic shell, and gum resin; 

I was like the smoke of incense in the sacred tent. 

Like a terebinth I spread out my branches, 

laden with honour and grace. 

I put forth lovely shoots like the vine, 

and my blossoms were a harvest of wealth and honour. 

Come to me, you who desire me, 

and eat your fill of my fruit. 

The memory of me is sweeter than syrop, 

the possession of me sweeter than honey dripping from the comb. (Windows on 

Eternity, p. 126) 

 

In light of this wonderful praise of divine wisdom (Sophia), the tree of lights would be the 

unfolding and realization of the feminine side of God in human beings, in their individuation. 

For she is what makes knowledge, in other words consciousness, possible. She is an 

intermediary between humans and God, and is herself God, i.e., she is the side of God that 

loves humanity. She is love itself, love in an objective way.  

In our painting the loving and light-bringing, healing side of God is able to bind the 

dangerous, raging power of God. Thus two contradictory aspects of God approach each other 

in reconciliation in the painting Bear at the Tree of Lights, and this miracle occurs in the 

individual, empirical human being; for the tree is also individuation, the human being who has 

become whole. 

 

I now return to the two paintings I showed at the beginning: 

 

With Child – Cow-Birth 

    

 

I sense in these two paintings feminine authorities; one is more human, the other nearer to 

nature, but both supernatural, divine, representing the presence of something greater and 

loving in the psyche. Rebirth, bringing about renewal of consciousness, is growing in the 

collective unconscious or in nature thanks to this maternal, healing, uniting quality of the 

feminine. 
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Sibylle Birkhäuser, the artist’s wife, includes a concise description of this psychological 

phenomenon in the book she wrote about the mother archetype: 

 

“No culture can be regenerated without the maternal matrix, any more than can an individual. 

A deep split, whether in an individual or in a whole culture, cannot be bridged without a 

descent into the collective unconscious, in which the original unity is still present. It is also a 

descent into the instinctual world of Mother Nature, which is the only place from which a new 

spirit can emerge, for there is where the phenomenon of the spirit can be met in its original 

form.” (Sibylle Birkhäuser-Oeri, The Mother, Archetypal Image in Fairy Tale, 1988, p. 156) 

 

 

The pregnant anima approached B in a dream and inspired him to paint With Child. 

“I am writing to the Anima [...] and then she comes in, veiled, leaning against me gently. I 

embrace her, and notice that she is pregnant. [...] She is about to go on a long journey to Asia 

or Africa, to study the obscure psychological background of the great upheavals in the psyche 

that are taking place there. This was a most daring endeavour, but utterly fascinating and 

urgent. In some way it was exceedingly important for our civilization. [...] In the background 

an imaginary backdrop: huge cyclopean nocturnal walls spelling out the English words 

‘worldwide upheaval’.” (Windows on Eternity, p. 98) 

 

The ‘new man, the divine child’ is the goal of individuation, arising from the tension of 

opposites in individuation, the divine and eternal in Birkhäuser. It is what the alchemists 

pictured as the Stone, which would also redeem ‘the world’. I also feel the painting carries an 

aura of something universally valid, as does Cow Birth. It is as if the myth to come is taking 

shape, slowly crystallizing out or becoming real — and this is happening in the individual’s 

psyche. 

In the background of the painting the burning cyclopean walls of the dream can be 

recognized. An old world, old civilized values, are being destroyed. This represents the 

nigredo of our times, which many people suffer under, without always even being aware of it. 

All of us these days are continually bombarded with dire predictions about the future. 

Scientific studies see little hope of our planet's survival. So, it is hardly surprising that large 

numbers of people are filled with radical pessimism and a feeling of purposelessness. Some 

young people stencil ‘No Future’ on their jackets. But here in the painting there is a future. 

Against the background of so much uncertainty and while a firestorm sweeps over the earth, 

the immaterial anima [invisibly] prepares in the dark depths the birth of the new man. A new 

god-image, a new healing symbol might appear all of a sudden synchronistically and bring 

new orientation to our culture. 

 

 

The female figure in the painting leaves a profound impression. Her skin is dark, like that 

of the puer aeternus; her eyes and hair glow blue-black. She is the soul, Birkhäuser's Anima, 

but she is also the all-encompassing soul, the collective unconscious, the anima mundi or the 

Sophia. She embodies the dark nocturnal world with its healing power and wisdom, which 

reach us in dreams. Her suprapersonal aspect is made clear in the parallel painting Cow Birth; 

here it is a mix between a cow and a cat giving birth. I am reminded of the great goddess Isis 

or Hathor, worshipped in the form of a cow or else of a cat. In her cow’s horns she carries the 

disk of the sun, for she continually assists at the rebirth of the sun when it rises rejuvenated 

from the world of night. She heals dismembered Osiris and gives him new birth as the child 

Horus. 
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In modern terms, we continually experience this healing power of the archetype of the 

feminine, emerging from our dreams or other messages from the unconscious and the body. 

From that source we are imperceptibly guided and ‘reassembled’, if we pay them proper 

attention. 

 

I come back to C.G. Jung’s letter to Sir Herbert Read What is the great dream? We have seen 

a series of dream-paintings by Peter Birkhäuser and recognized a movement toward new 

birth. The archetype of the feminine seems to bring forth a healing symbol, a new god-image, 

announced in the dreams. This new god-image also embraces the dark side. We should 

meditate much more on these documents but I give the last word again to C.G. Jung: 

“A dream is nothing but a lucky idea that comes to us from the dark, all-unifying world of the 

psyche. What would be more natural, when we have lost ourselves among the endless 

particulars and isolated details of the world's surface, than to knock at the door of dreams and 

inquire of them the bearings which would bring us closer to the basic facts of human 

existence? [...] Even if the whole world were to fall to pieces, the unity of the psyche would 

never be shattered. And the wider and more numerous the fissures on the surface, the more 

this unity is strengthened in the depths.” (C.G. Jung, The Meaning of Psychology for Modern Man, Vol. 

10, § 305 f.) 
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