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Abstract 

Color symbolism serves as a foundational semiotic framework 

within Western mystical literature, transcending mere aesthetic 

ornamentation to function as a direct vehicle for metaphysical 

expression. This study decodes the semantic structures of primary 

colors—specifically red, white, and black—within mystical 

discourses spanning medieval hermeticism to late modern esoteric 

texts. Employing a qualitative hermeneutic approach integrated 

with structural semiotics, this paper analyzes how spiritual authors 

utilized color to articulate ineffable transcendent experiences and 

structural cosmological hierarchies. The text provides a rigorous 

text-based evaluation of primary materials, analyzing the 

structural transitions between theological states. The findings 

demonstrate that colors in mystical discourse operate as dualistic 

signifiers, bridging the finite human intellect with absolute 

transcendent realities through a systematic linguistic progression. 

Ultimately, this research provides an expanded, systematized 

framework for decoding the visual rhetoric and linguistic 

parameters of Western esoteric traditions. 
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Introduction 

Mystical discourse is fundamentally characterized by the structural challenge of translating the 

ineffable—experiences that transcend conventional linguistic boundaries—into structured human 

language. Within the Western esoteric and mystical traditions, visual allegories, particularly color 

symbolism, emerged not merely as secondary figures of speech, but as vital epistemological 

bridges linking finite human cognition with perceived transcendent realities. Rather than acting as 

passive aesthetic attributes or arbitrary cultural decorations, colors within these texts function as 

active semantic signs embedded with complex cosmological, psychological, and theological 

meanings. 

While extensive scholarship exists on the literary use of color in secular Western texts to convey 

mood or psychological disposition, the specific intersection of color semiotics and mystical 
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theology requires deeper, more comprehensive systematic analysis. Mystics across historical eras, 

including Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, Meister Eckhart, Jakob Böhme, and later Hermetic 

writers, systematically employed a precise color palette to map the stages of spiritual ascent, divine 

emanation, and internal transmutation. This paper aims to decode the underlying semantic 

structures of color symbolism within Western mystical literature, focusing on the core triadic 

matrix of black, white, and red. By analyzing these linguistic tokens through a structuralist and 

hermeneutic lens, this study illuminates the precise textual mechanisms through which esoteric 

discourses construct, preserve, and communicate metaphysical reality. 

 

Methodology 

This study utilizes a qualitative methodological design that systematically combines structural 

semiotics with classical textual hermeneutics. The analytical framework is primarily grounded in 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s dyadic model of the sign, which examines colors as textual signifiers 

inextricably tied to specific, historically situated metaphysical signifieds. This semiotic approach 

is further augmented by Umberto Eco’s theories on how cultural codes condition visual perception 

and text-based interpretation, ensuring that the colors are not analyzed in isolation but as part of a 

dynamic, systemic cultural language. 

The selected textual corpus consists of foundational works within the Western mystical and 

esoteric canon, chosen for their explicit and systemic reliance on color parameters: 

- Medieval Christian apophatic and kataphatic treatises (specifically the works of Pseudo-

Dionysius the Areopagite) 

- Early modern German theosophical and mystical texts (specifically Jakob Böhme’s Aurora) 

- The corpus of Western mystical alchemy and Rosicrucian manifestos spanning the 15th to 17th 

centuries. 

The texts were subjected to close reading and thematic coding to track the precise occurrences, 

linguistic contexts, and semantic shifts of specific color terms. Particular analytical attention was 

paid to the syntactic and sequential relationships between colors, observing how transitions from 

one color to another reflect structural spiritual phases, such as purgation, illumination, and ultimate 

perfection. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The textual analysis reveals that Western mystical discourse relies heavily on a highly structured, 

triadic color matrix consisting of black, white, and red. Far from being a random assortment of 

visual descriptors, this triad mirrors the ancient alchemical developmental phases—nigredo, 

albedo, and rubedo—and corresponds directly to the Neo-Platonic threefold path of spiritual 

evolution: purgation, illumination, and union. 
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Color 

Signifier 

Primary Mystical Signified Structural Spiritual 

Stage 

Historical Source 

Correlation 

Black 

(Nigredo) 

Prime Matter, Absolute 

Apophatic Divine Darkness, Ego 

Death 

Purgation / Spiritual 

Dissolution 

Pseudo-Dionysius, St. John 

of the Cross, Alchemy 

White 

(Albedo) 

Divine Light, Spiritual Purity, 

Sophia, Awakening 

Illumination / 

Cognitive Rebirth 

Jakob Böhme, Meister 

Eckhart, Early Mysticism 

Red 

(Rubedo) 

Divine Love, Holy Spirit, Fire, 

Philosophical Gold 

Perfection / Unio 

Mystica (Union) 

Alchemical Corpus, 

Rosicrucian Manifestos 

 

In Western apophatic theology (the via negativa), the color black represents the absolute, 

unconditioned transcendence of God, who remains completely hidden beyond all human 

intellectual comprehension. As established in the foundational texts of Pseudo-Dionysius the 

Areopagite, "Divine Darkness" is fundamentally re-conceptualized not as a privation or absence 

of light, but as an blinding excess of divine radiance that completely overwhelms the finite 

capacity of the human intellect (Pseudo-Dionysius, 1987). Textual analysis shows that black 

functions as a polyvalent signifier: it represents both the unmanifested Godhead and the necessary 

state of spiritual blindness the mystic must encounter when stripping away sensory illusions. 

Concurrently, in the practical and psychological mystical traditions, black signifies the painful 

experiential phase known as the Dark Night of the Soul, systematically articulated by St. John of 

the Cross (1991). In these texts, black operates as a semiotic marker for purgation—the systematic 

dissolution of the ego, intellectual pride, and sensory attachments. Evelyn Underhill (1911) notes 

that this state of ontological dark corresponds directly to the alchemical nigredo, the putrefaction 

of primary matter. The textual syntax during this phase is characterized by vocabulary denoting 

death, blindness, and void, indicating that spiritual regeneration cannot occur without the absolute 

structural elimination of the old self.\ 

The textual transition from black to white marks the successful completion of purgation and the 

entry into the via affirmativa (the affirmative way). White consistently manifests across the corpus 

as the primary semantic token for divine light, absolute purity, and cognitive awakening. In the 

highly complex, speculative theosophy of Jakob Böhme (1914), white represents Sophia—the 

divine mirror of virgin wisdom and the pure, unmanifested potential of the divine mind. Böhme’s 

texts utilize the signifier of white to depict the pristine state of creation before it fractured into the 

multi-colored variance of the material world. 

Furthermore, Meister Eckhart’s mystical sermons use white to describe the unallocated, detached 

soul (abgeschiedenheit) that has become a blank slate ready to receive the birth of the Divine 

Word (Underhill, 1911). Semiotically, white acts as a neutralizer of prior material stains. The text 

constructs white as a state of active clarity and intellectual illumination, where the mystic, having 

emerged from the apophatic black void, is granted an unmediated intuition of divine order. 

However, within the Western esoteric framework, white is rarely the final destination; it represents 

a state of passive perfection that must be quickened into dynamic realization. 

The semantic trajectory of Western mystical literature inevitably culminates in the color red, 

which denotes the final stage of spiritual evolution: rubedo or absolute union (unio mystica). Red 

functions as the supreme signifier of divine love, the descending fire of the Holy Spirit, and the 
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ultimate quickening of spiritualized matter. In secular literature, red often denotes raw, chaotic 

passion; however, within the controlled parameters of mystical discourse, it is systematically 

sublimated to represent the highest spiritual intensity and divine charcoal (Faivre, 1994). 

This semantic sublimation is most vividly executed within the Western alchemical corpus and 

early Rosicrucian manifestos. As Marie-Louise von Franz (1996) demonstrates in her 

psychological and semiotic evaluations of alchemical texts, red represents the successful 

generation of the Philosopher’s Stone—the permanent transmutation of base, mortal human 

consciousness into immortal divine substance. Frances Yates (1964) similarly identifies this red 

rhetoric in the Rosicrucian tradition, where the “Rosy Cross” signifies the union of spiritual purity 

(the white cross) with divine suffering, life force, and triumphant spiritual gold (the red rose). 

The syntax in this final phase shifts dramatically from the passive, reflective vocabulary of the 

white phase to an active, fiery vocabulary of heat, blood, gold, and eternal life. This triadic 

progression demonstrates that color symbolism forms a cohesive, mathematically precise visual 

language designed to guide the reader through an irreversible metaphysical transformation. 

Applying Umberto Eco’s (1985) semiotic framework reveals that these colors do not possess 

intrinsic, static meanings; instead, their semantic value is generated entirely by their position 

within the broader esoteric system. For instance, black is only “divine” when contrasted with the 

blinding light of white, and white is only “pure” because it has been washed of the dark 

putrefaction of black. Red represents the synthesis of this dialectic—the fire that requires the purity 

of white as fuel and the depth of black as its primal source. Glenn Alexander Magee (2001) argues 

that this triadic structure heavily influenced later Western philosophical movements, particularly 

the Hegelian dialectic of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Thus, the visual rhetoric of Western 

mystical literature provides a structured semiotic blueprint that allowed esoteric authors to codify, 

preserve, and transmit experiences that standard language was structurally unequipped to express. 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that color symbolism within Western mystical discourse operates as a 

highly sophisticated, structurally organized linguistic system rather than a collection of loose 

literary metaphors. Through a systematic application of semiotic and hermeneutic methodologies, 

this paper has decoded how the triadic matrix of black, white, and red serves as a precise structural 

map tracking the mystical journey through purgation, illumination, and absolute metaphysical 

union. Each color acts as a specific epistemological signifier, allowing mystics to classify and 

communicate the parameters of the ineffable. By anchoring these concepts in Saussurean 

semiotics, the paper highlights how esoteric literature constructs a specialized visual rhetoric to 

bridge finite human comprehension with perceived ultimate realities. Future research should 

expand upon this triadic paradigm by analyzing secondary color signifiers, such as gold and blue, 

to further map the semantic cartography of the Western esoteric tradition. 
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