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what distinguished the true alchemist from the fraud this question animated the lives and labors
of the common men and occasionally women who made a living as alchemists in the sixteenth
and seventeenth century holy roman empire as purveyors of practical techniques inventions and
cures these entrepreneurs were prized by princely patrons who relied upon alchemists to bolster
their political fortunes at the same time satirists artists and other commentators used the figure of
the alchemist as a symbol for europe s social and economic ills drawing on criminal trial records
contracts laboratory inventories satires and vernacular alchemical treatises alchemy and authority
in the holy roman empire situates the everyday alchemists largely invisible to modern scholars
until now at the center of the development of early modern science and commerce reconstructing
the workaday world of entrepreneurial alchemists tara nummedal shows how allegations of fraud
shaped their practices and prospects these debates not only reveal enormously diverse
understandings of what the real alchemy was and who could practice it they also connect a set of
little known practitioners to the largest questions about commerce trust and intellectual authority
in early modern europe

for thousands of years before men had any accurate and exact knowledge of the changes of
material things they had thought about these changes regarded them as revelations of spiritual
truths built on them theories of things in heaven and earth and a good many things in neither and
used them in manufactures arts and handicrafts especially in one very curious manufacture
wherein not the thousandth fragment of a grain of the finished article was ever produced the
accurate and systematic study of the changes which material things undergo is called chemistry
we may perhaps describe alchemy as the superficial and what may be called subjective
examination of these changes and the speculative systems and imaginary arts and manufactures
founded on that examination we are assured by many old writers that adam was the first
alchemist and we are told by one of the initiated that adam was created on the sixth day being the
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15th of march of the first year of the world certainly alchemy had a long life for chemistry did not
begin until about the middle of the 18th century

the alchemy reader is a collection of primary source readings on alchemy and hermeticism which
offers readers an informed introduction and background to a complex field through the works of
important ancient medieval and early modern alchemical authors including selections from the
legendary hermes trimegistus to robert boyle and isaac newton the book illustrates basic
definitions conceptions and varied interests and emphases and it also illustrates the highly
interdisciplinary character of alchemical thought and its links with science and medicine
philosophical and religious currents the visual arts and iconography and especially literary
discourse like the notable anthologies of alchemical writings published in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries it seeks to counter the problem of an acute lack of reliable primary texts
and to provide a convenient and accessible point of entry to the field

renaissance comedy first produced in 1610 includes modernized english text critical and
explanatory notes and introduction from the yale ben jonson edition

a book that finally demystifies newton s experiments in alchemy when isaac newton s alchemical
papers surfaced at a sotheby s auction in 1936 the quantity and seeming incoherence of the
manuscripts were shocking no longer the exemplar of enlightenment rationality the legendary
physicist suddenly became the last of the magicians newton the alchemist unlocks the secrets of
newton s alchemical quest providing a radically new understanding of the uncommon genius who
probed nature at its deepest levels in pursuit of empirical knowledge in this evocative and
superbly written book william newman blends in depth analysis of newly available texts with
laboratory replications of newton s actual experiments in alchemy he does not justify newton s
alchemical research as part of a religious search for god in the physical world nor does he argue
that newton studied alchemy to learn about gravitational attraction newman traces the evolution
of newton s alchemical ideas and practices over a span of more than three decades showing how
they proved fruitful in diverse scientific fields a precise experimenter in the realm of chymistry
newton put the riddles of alchemy to the test in his lab he also used ideas drawn from the
alchemical texts to great effect in his optical experimentation in his hands alchemy was a tool for
attaining the material benefits associated with the philosopher s stone and an instrument for
acquiring scientific knowledge of the most sophisticated kind newton the alchemist provides rare
insights into a man who was neither enlightenment rationalist nor irrational magus but rather an
alchemist who sought through experiment and empiricism to alter nature at its very heart

as is now shown more concisely in this book mythology and religion astrology and magic
mysticism and science literature and art and many another ingredient including even music have
contributed to the rise and development of alchemy and hence of chemistry the most romantic
and picturesque of all the manifold fields of science the alchemist is first considered realistically
in relation to his working background of alchemy with its intriguing theories and conceptions its
vast literature and its wealth of cryptic expression and pictorial symbolism contents alchemy and
alchemists nature and origin of alchemy alchemical theory some alchemical tenets operations of
the great work alchemical expression and symbolism types of alchemists the alchemist in
literature an alchemist among the canterbury pilgrims an alchemist in jacobean london an
alchemist tells of himself the alchemist in art durer s melencolia weiditz brueghel stradanus de
bry the mystical alchemist in art teniers van ostade steen bega wijick other dutch painters a
spanish alchemical painting later alchemical paintings wright of derby

unlike most other studies of alchemy and literature which focus on alchemical imagery in poetry
of specific periods or writers this book traces the figure of the alchemist in western literature from
its first appearance in the eighth circle of dante s inferno down to the present from the beginning
alchemy has had two aspects exoteric or operative the transmutation of baser metals into gold
and esoteric or speculative the spiritual transformation of the alchemist himself from dante to ben
jonson during the centuries when the belief in exoteric alchemy was still strong and exploited by
many charlatans to deceive the gullible writers in major works of many literatures treated
alchemists with ridicule in an effort to expose their tricks from the renaissance to the
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enlightenment as that belief weakened the figure of the alchemist disappeared even though
protestant poets in england and germany were still fond of alchemical images but when
eighteenth century science almost wholly undermined alchemy the figure of the alchemist began
to emerge again in literature now as a humanitarian hero or as a spirit striving for sublimation
following these esoteric romanticizations as scholarly interest in alchemy intensified writers were
attracted to the figure of the alchemist and his quest for power the fin de siecle saw a further
transformation as poets saw in the alchemist a symbol for the poet per se and others influenced
by the prevailing spiritism as a manifestation of the religious spirit during the interwar years as
writers sought surrogates for the widespread loss of religious faith esoteric alchemy underwent a
pronounced revival and many writers turned to the figure of the alchemist as a spiritual model or
in the case of paracelsus in germany as a national figurehead this tendency theorized by c g jung
in several major studies inspired after world war ii a vast popularization of the figure in novels
historical set in the present or juxtaposing past and present in england france germany italy brazil
and the united states the inevitable result of this popularization was the trivialization of the figure
in advertisements for healing and cooking or in articles about scientists and economists in sum
the figure of the alchemist in literature provides a seismograph for major shifts in intellectual and

cultural history
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