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The history of alchemy streiches back for
more than two thousand vears. It is
seeped in mystery and ambiguity, rich in
strange symbols, obscure theories and
apparent absurdities. Divine art for its
praclilioners, fraudulent or even satanic art
for its adversaries, alchemy has
nonetheless been a magnificent adventure
of the human intellect, giving birth to
many profound philosophical and
technical intuitions, nurtured by a guest
for knowledge so insatiable, so vital that it
was to influence the arts and literature,
the law and customs of every age.
Alchemy has always been interpreted
according to two different points of view.
The first is the realm of the historians of
science, for whom alchemy was merely
the inept and superstitious forerunner of
chemistry, a covert practice performed by
artful swindlers and misguided fools who
sought to achieve the Elixir of Life and
the wonderous Philosopher’s Stone which
could turn base metals into gold. The
second 15 the view taken by the mystics,
for whom alchemy was a magico-esoleric
discipline the apparent chemical overtones
of which were no more than allegories of
the inner search for transcendental
knowledge. ]

In reality it is impossible to understand
alchemy unless each one of its multifold
aspects is examined to the tull and
envisaged as an integral part of the same
tradition. Such is the approach taken by
this book. Drawing from major studies on
the subject and from the ancient texts
themselves, it explores the history of
alchemy from its origins before the birth
of Christ to the present day. It gives an
objective account of the vicissitudes of
this fascinating quest, of the historical
figures who have marked its progress, and
the theories on which it has been built
over the cenluries.

[t is a long and enthralling journey, which
begins in the mists of primitive cultures,
where superstition deemed the smiths and
metal-workers to be the instigators of a
sacred lask, takes us to the Middle and
Far East, to Hellenistic Egypt and
Medieval Europe, concluding on the
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INTRODUCTION

‘{A lchemy: the chemistry of the Middle Ages
and the 16th century, limited to the pursuit
of the transmutation of baser metals Into
gold, and the search for the alkahest and the panacea™ '
This, in brief, s alchemy Other similardy concise
definitions Include: a cultural relic of the past; a bizarme
systemn of occult theories devised by people greedy for
unlimited wealth and equally unlimited longevily; a
primitive and naive form of chemistry by which men
sought to transmute base metals (lead, tin, iron) into
precious metals (gold and silver); the medieval forerunner
of chemistry, primarily the attempt to transmute base
metals into gold and silver.

Written in a deliberately obscure style, ornamented by
countlese onigmas and cryptograms. embellished by
pictures as fascinating as they are incomprehensible. the
original alchemical manuscripts appear at first glance 1o
confirm this general view Essentially they describe
alchemy as Ars Trasmutatoria, or the ar of
transmutation.  According to the 9th century lslamic
philosapher, Al-Farabi: “The science of alchemy is the
science of the transformation of certain things inio
other species”.” Or more precisely, alchemy is Ars
frasmutatoria metallorum, the ant of transmuting metals.
for- “Aichemy is the science that instructs one on how to
translorm ane metal into another™. ' The transmuting of a
base metal virtually means removing from it all its original
imperfections, thus making it pure and indestructible: “By
‘means of this art. metals which are found in the mine in
an imperfect state are brought from imperection to
perfection, from impurity to purity”.* Transmutation
was supposedly achieved by the Philosopher’s Stone
or Elixir, the quest for which forms the basis of the
Great Work (the body of alchemical knowledge and
ideas]. The SPECULUM ALCHEMIAE (MIRROR OF
ALCHEMY) a medieval text attributed to the English
philosopher Roger Bacon, gives a very explicht
description of alchemy, similar to the delinition

adopted by most modern dictionaries: “Alchemy is the
science of preparing a cerfain medicine or Elixie which,
when cast onio base metals. will wm them into
precious metals the moment it touches them” * Apart
from this miraculous transformation of metals. the Elixir
will also renew the human bedy, restoring lost vouth and
prolonging life, at least according to the Ldth century
Franciscan monk John of Rupescissa, who extols the
virtues of a “wonderful medicine, which not only heals
our bodies of all illness, as if by a miracle, but also
iransmutes base metals into gold and silver in less than
the twinkling of an eye™ "

Even though the writings of the alchemists abound in
peremptory statements, we realize today that alchemy
was not simply the quest for gold or the search for a
life-prolonging medicine. We also know that the
alchemists. In producing this apparently bizarre picture of
their Arf, were debiberately and cleverly concealing other
more significant aspects. Studies conducted over recent
vears have, in fact, provided us with a more accurate
perspective and proved that the alchemy was far more
than meets the eye: it was an attempt to understand
man's relationship with nature; a code of conduct, the
search for transcendental experiences. a complex
scientific system revealing an unsuspected capacity for
intultion, considering the age in which it was practised; a
cultural phenomenon of such Intensity that during its
golden age it was 1o influence the ars, [iterature, law.
politics and customs in general.

With the advent of modemn chemistry, founded by
Antoine Laurent Lavoisier (1743-1794), alchemy was
confined to the realms of the absurd and deemed
unworthy of furiher investigation: It was not until the
second half of the [ast century that alchemy began to elicit
renewed attention. Paradexically, this  rehabllitation
process was initiated by a group of exponents of the new
science bom from  Lavoisier’s chemical revolution
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A complex ollegorical illusiration from a 15th century alchemical code. The two half-langth figures top lak and right are
holding scrolls which read respectively: “1 tell you, this Is the dragon that kills self with its own dart swallowing its awn
sweat”; 7 tell you, this dragon dieth not, excopt with his brother and his sister”. The illustration, originally entitled: "This
is the picture of the Heavens” . reters to the purification of Mercury. Much of alchemy's magnetism arises from the intricate
symbolism of its illustrotions.
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Introduction

They saw alchemy as the forerunner of chemistry and for
this reason began to study the ancient manuscripts.

The French chemist Marcelin Berthelot (1827-1907)
was one of the first scholars to recognise the
importance of a new approach alchemy, In his
introduction 1o LES ORIGINES DE LU'ALCHIMIE (THE
HISTORY OF ALCHEMY) he writes: “The origins of
alchemy are indeed vague. It is a science that would
appear to have no roots, and is first discerned during
the fall of the Roman empire. It developed throughout
the Middle Ages, in a haze of mystery and symbalism,
but was never to become much more than a mystic
doctrine. [t is often hard 1o distinquish the adepts and
philosophers from the tricksters and the charlatans,
and even from the villains. This science has every right
to be examined from beginning to end in the light of
modern eritique """

Berthelot would not have been disappointed, for he was
succeeded by an ever-growing number of experis who
were to dedicate much time and effort 1o the scientific
evaluation of the vast quantity of literature left by the
ancieni alchemists. Though conducied with many
different methods and aims, this research proceeded
primarily in four specific directions.

(A) Alchemy as a scientific system. This s the approach
adopied by historians of the sciences and was the
direction followed by Berthelot himself. Through a
systematic study of alchemy they sought to shed light on
the development of the scientific spirit and method of
experimentation of what they considered to be the
forerunner of modern chemistry. They centered their
attentlon on the materlal and chemical aspects of the
manuscripts and ignored the magical and religious
connotations which they dismissed as the rather irritating
heritage of an age in which science unfortunately went
hand in hand with superstition

(B} Alchemy as a philosophical and religious system
Wherever in the world it was practised, alchemy has
always been intimately linked with philosophy and
religion, from which it gleaned both symbolism and
fundamental beliefs. In fact. the relationship between the
Art and Taoism, voga, Hermeticism, Sufism and
Christianity has been the subject of many interesting
studies, including those of Mircea Eliade, André-Jean
Festugiére and Henry Corbin, Here, the chemical value
of the alchemical manuscripts, while not totally ignored,
s of secondary importance. Mircea Ellade writes:
“These alchemical operations were certainly not
symbolic: they were material operations carried oul in
the laboratory, but they pursued an objective different

I The Shorter Oxford Dictionary, Oxlord 1973
“Alchemy”

* R. Halleux, Les textes alchimigues. Tumhout 1979, p. 43
IR. Bacon, Speculum alchemiae, in: J.J. Manget,
Bibliotheca Chemica Cuniosa, Geéneva 1702, Vol L p 613

' Khalid, Liber tium verborum, in: J.J Manget, op it

ee

from that of chemistry... It would be rash indeed 1o
relate the originality of alchemy to its impact on the
origins and triumph of chemistry. From the alchemists’
poini of view, chemisiry was a ‘step backwards', being, as
they saw it, the secularization of a sacred sclence”™ "

C) Alchemy as a magico-esoteric system. According o
the esoterics, the cne and only true alm of alchemy was
not the transmutation of metals, but the ransmutation of
the adept himself. The alchemist was a magus, who
strove to attain higher levels of spiritual perception at the
same time achleving certain special powers. The chemical
operations described i the manuscripts are memely a
diversion. by means of which adepts sought to hide the
true scope of the Art from the eves of the indiscreet. They
either have no value at all, or else are to be seen as an
allegory of a psycho-physical discipline of self-realization.
Thaouah with somewhat differing personal outlooks, this
basic theory is clearly upheld in writings such as those of
Julius Evola, René Alleau and Titus Burckhardi

D) Alchemy as a realm of the imagination. lf was the
more rational aspects of alchemy that were lo capture
the amention of the psychoanalysts, from Herben Silberer
to Carl Gustav Jung and Marie-Louiee Von Franz. The
vast quantity of alchemical hiterature was for them the
starting point for a deep analysis of the human psyche
Jung's theorles are particularly interesting. He began to
notice that alchemical symbolism bore a close
resemblance to the subject matter of his patients’ dreams
and hallucinations, and concluded that the practice of
alchemy was a means by which to explore in the mind of
the individual the sechetypes of the collective
unconscious. Jung did not doubt that the work of the
alchemists included authentic chemical experiments, but
the Great Work was 1o be read above all as the quest for
pewchic experiences that enabled the adept to achieve
individuation, that is to say the discovery and conquest —
by means of the progressive manifestation of the
archetypes of the conscious mental world — of his true
|dentity as a human being

Despite the vast quantity of literature provided by these
scholars, the age-old stereotyped idea still persists that
alchemy is nothing more than the foolish pretension 1o
transform lead into gold and the guest for the elixir of
life. On the other hand it is & far from easy task 1o
interpret such a complex subject to the full and it would
be a mistake to analyse it from any one viewpoint
alone, Il we are to better understand every aspect of
this fascinating science our only hope is to diligently
pursue ¢ach single path that the Divine Art has taken
over the centuries.

Vol I, p. 189

R Bacon,op cif , p 613

). de HI-I'Pe-iﬂFSrL D¢ consideratione quinfae essentiae
Basie 1561, p. 117

' M. Berthelot. Les origines de Falchimie. Paris 1885

M. Eliade. The Forge and the Crucibde, London 1971
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Egyption demon dominating the floming heavens. (Popyrus of o later age, probably eriginating trom Heliopalis). According
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CHAPTER

ORIGINS

']"' he orgin of alchemy is an unsolved problem
This Sacred Art or Divine Art, as It was called
by the Greek alchemists, can first be discerned

in the early centuries of Christianity, in Graeco-Roman

Egypt, but it is hard to believe that such a complex

tradition stemmed from one moment in fime or from one

culture alone. The roots of alchemy most surely extend
back into the mists of time and have been slowly
nourished behind a wveil of secrecy by muliifarious
magico-religious systems from different ages and places.

Traces of pre-alchemical ideas and practices have been

found in both the East and West dating from the 1st

millennium B.C.. confirming the theory that alchemy
reached the banks of the Nile from far away and could be

likened 1o a river winding its way through time and a

bewildering variety of landscapes, most of which are

unknown to us

The alchemists of Hellenistic Egypt give no concrete
information on the origins of their Art; at maost, they give
the vague explanation that it stemmed from some
primitive, mythical notions according to which divine
knowledge was revealed 1o adepts by a divine or
semi-divine being, or at least by a symbuolic figure. In later
tradition the historical founder of alchemy was thought to
be the prophet Hermes Trismegistus, or Hermes the
Thrice Great god. a figure ideniified with both Hermaes,
the Greek messenger of the Gods, and Thoth. an
ibis-headed Egyptian moon-god, patron of science and
literature, wisdom and inventions, spokesman of the
gods and keeper of the records, In earller texts, however,
the revealer of alchemical secrets was not a god at all but
an-angelic creature,

One such text is the brief account 815 THE PROPHETESS
10 HER Son Horus, in which lsis reveals to her son the
mysteries of alchemy and explains to him how she
came 1o possess them. lsis tells how she went to a
place called Hormanouthi, where the Sacred Art was

11

practised in secret. One day she was visited by an angel of
the first firmament, who was séized by an overwhelming
desire for her. She agreed to satisfy his passion on the
condition that he disclose the mysteries ol the preparation
of gold and silver, but, fearful of the consequences of
revealing so great a secret, the angel refused. The
following day a higher angel named Amnael sppeared 1o
Isis, to whom the goddess made the same request
Ammnael at first refused, but his lust was so strang that
in the end he succumbed ta temptation and confessed
the mysteries of alchemy in exchange for the goddess's
favors.'

This story. of unknown orgin, has been handed down to
us by one of the fathers of Hellenistic alchemy, Zosimos
of Panoplis, who lived in Equpt around the vear 300 A.D
In his many works Zosimos often refers to the angel who
revealed to men the concept of tinging metals, In other
words of transmuting metals, hinting that the tradition
was very old indeed. In the anly remaining fragment of a
long-lost book by Zosimos, preserved for posterity by
Suncellus, the angels are portraved as demons, Zosimos
claims 1o know “ancient and divine Scriptures’” [n
which it iz said that “all the arts of nature”, and
therefore the secret of tinctures for the tinging of
metals, were revealed by the fallen angels to the
daughters of men for whom they lusted. He adds that
Hermes Trnsmegistus had dedicated to this event
almost all of his book, PHYSIKA

Zosimos's account of the angelic origins of alchemy with
its fallen, lusting angels, would seem to be inspired by the
Books 0OF ExNOCH, an apocrypha of the Oub
TESTAMENT written in the first two centuries B.C. or
even earlier.’ In the angeological section of ENOCH
reference = made to the eplsode narrated in GENESIS
{1V, 1-5}. which telis of the fallen angels wha lusted for
the daughiers of men and desired to hawe children by
them, Each chose for himsell a wile and began to teach
her spells and magic and how to cut plants and roots
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Greek alchemical manuscripts have few symbalic images,
bt ore rich in drowings of loboratary . Here we
see: on the left, on alembic on the Hre; on the right, a
second alembic; center top, o flask fastened by means of @
delivery spout o a globular vessel that receives the
distillote; center bottom, o digestlon flosk (11th century
manuscript ).

Azazel tauahit the men to make swords, knives, shields,
breastplates and showed them metals and how 1o make
bracelets, omaments, how to tlinge and beautify
eyelashes, cut stones, especially precious stones, he
showed them tinctures and the changing ol the world
There was much wickedness and fornication. They fell
victim to these errors and their way of life was
corrupted. Amezarcek taught the spell-makers and the
root-cutters, Armaros, how to resolve spells. Baragal
taught the astrologers, Kobabel, the signs of the stars
Temel taught astrology and Asradel the course of the
moon * The Lord punished this evil by sending the
Flood

In this passage from the BOOKS OF ENOCH the secrets of
magic. herbal lore. metallurgical crafis, the processing
of precious stones and the preparation of tinctures

12

are all referred 1o as cursed knowledge: revealed to man
by the fallen angels, it led to the spread of sin and
wickedness. and those who made use of it would incur
divine punishment. The writings of ENOCH suggest that
even in very distant times a common origin was attributed
to the multitude of techniques for the manipulation of
minerals (metals and precious stones) and that these
techniques were regarded with suspicion, as though they
were Indeed the work of demaons.

It certainly was not the intention of Zosimos of Panoplis to
paint the Sacred Art as a cursed or forbidden doctrine,
quite the contrary . All becomes clear, in fact, in the last of
Zosimos's books FINAL ACCOUNT. In this book he quotes
an even earlier work by Hermes Trismegistus the BOOK
oF NaTuRaL TINCTURES, in which the fallen angels are
again implicated in another, more detailed version of the
otigin of tinctures. This story affiems that the wse of
natural finclures, that s 1o say the methods of
transmuling one subsiance into another according fo
nature existed on the Earth long before the days of
Hermes Trismegistus. The fallen angels, or demons,
conspired together so that mankind forgot these
procedures, The secret of natural tinctures was then
entrusted to the Egyptians alone, who closely guarded
them in their temples, concealed behind a veil of
symbolism that could only be deciphered by means of a
special code, In the meantime the demons had craftily
diffused the art of opportune tinctures, similar 10 the
methods used for dyeing material, which could only be
accomplished in  certain  favorable planetary
conjunctions and with the complicity of the fallen
angels themselves.”

This version seems to point 10 a distinction between the
true Sacred Arl (natural tinctures), arising in the dawn of
time long before the Flood, and later |mitations
fopportune tinclures), reputedly the work of demens and
possible only with their cooperation. In comparison with
the age old Divine Art, whose origins were above
suspicion, this grotesque imitation, having been
propounded by demons, was indeed an accursed art,
When Zosimos, who believed explicitly in  matural
tinctures, upholds this distinction, he is evidently
moved by a desire to oppose any ideas different from
his own, But it is also possible that he felt the need 1o
disperse any doubls that the Sacred Art had 1o do with
devilry, and 1o distinguish quite clearly between good
and bad alehemy.

A divine art and wet a cursed one. This apparent
contradiction was to accompany alchemy throughout
its evolution, and in a number of ancient cultures the
craft of the metalworker was seen with the same
ambivalence. According 1o biblical radition the first
metalworker was Cain, whose Jewish name. Qaun, s
generally held to derive from the verb ganah (to get),
because of the words spoken by his mother Eve when
she bore him: "] have gotten a man from the Lord ™
But it is equally possible, and perhaps more probable.
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that Qayn comes from the term which in Semitic
languages means blacksmith. In the story of GENESIS,
Cain. cursed by God and driven from his homeland 1o
lead a fugitive and vagabond life, becomes a craftsman
and builder of cities, The figure of Cain well exemplifies
the ambiguity of the ancient smiths and metalworkers,
venerated yet feared, much sought-after yet outcasts,
respected vet scormned.’ Again according 1o GENESIS
ong of Cain's descendants was Tubal-cain “an
instructor of every artificer in brass and iron’” whose
name literally means “blacksmith from the country of
Tubal”, a place lamous for its metalwork.” The Latin
alchemists believed Tubal-cain 10 be one of their
mythical ancestors and the keeper of the greatest
secrets of the Art.”

As in the myth of Cain, a similar fate was reserved for
Hephaestus, the personificaiion of terresirial fire and
master in the art of working metale. His limping gait was a
permanent sign of the punishment inflicted on him by
Zeus. He was therefore a cursed god. lll-made and
bad:tempered, he speont hig time concealed in grotioes
deep within the belly of volcanoes, forgeing Zeus's terrible
lighining and other ingeneous objects of great beauty.
Hephaestus's ambiguity is also expressed in a collusion
between the destructive force of the fire he incarmnated
and the subtle and inventive spirit which enabled him to
create delicate works of an.

Cain, Hephaestus and many other divine blacksmiths
from myihs the world over are probably the survivors of a
time long forgotten in which the blacksmith was a =on of
magus-shaman, who was believed to be in contact with
oocult powers which imparted to him the secret
techniques and mysterious rituals of his trade "

The ancient blacksmith and metalworker, forerunners of
the alchemist, were always regarded as camying oul a
sacred task, not only because of their supposed contact
with the supematural, but also because of the tools of
their trade and the element with which they lorged
metals. This element was, of course, fire which had
always embodied a spiritual quality, being considered a
manifestation of the gods and not only in the lorm of
lightning. The blacksmith was a Masier of Fire. 2 man
who could control and direct a flame according to his will
Similarly, metals too had thelr own myths and magical
theories. In Mesopotamia and Egypl and probably many
other areas, one of the first metals 1o be forged was
meteorie lron. Understandably. meteorites were held 1o
be sacred as they fell from the sacred sky. Much later
man developed mining techniques. but his beliefs
about the mystic significance did not change, for the
earth. like the sky, was sacred and alive; not for
nothing was it known as Mother Earth, and the mines
were the bowels of the gods, Metals were believed to
grow organically within the earth, like an embryo
developing within its mother’'s womb.

The miner, drawing forth metals from the mine, was
rather like a mystical obstetrician delivering a sacred

foetus. All organic embrvos require a certain length of
lime 1o develop, according to the characteristics of the
species to which they belong. Likewise, it was thought
that the seeds of metals needed time to mature. Lying
within the womb of the earth were metals that had
reached maturity and other that had not. The
metalworkers, whose cralt was to smelt and mould the
ores drawn from the mine. earned the reputation of
magus-priest, exercised in the shkill of intervening in
Mature's course and helping her fo give birth more
rapidly. So at a certain point, the Master of Fire became
alko a Master of Time, because he was capable of
reproducing the work of Time

[t was from these primitive beliefs about mining and
metallurgy that the alchemical myth arose, according to
which It was believed that the womb of the earth could be
created artificially in the laboratory, enabling the natural
growth rate of a mineral 1o be accelerated, wansforming
the mineral from an imperfect to-a perfect state (gold or
silver) in a much shorter time. The idea that metals grew
and matured within the mine was upheld until well inio
the Middle Ages."’

Early civilizations first learnt how to work copper,
bronze and gold and later lead. tin and ron. At the

A 15th century portroyal of Tubal-coin, descendont of Coin and
“an instructor of every artificer in brass and fron™, of work a
the anvil. In the Middle Ages. this biblical figure was thaught
io be the inventor of music and somefimes of alchemy.
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ku-bu (embryo. foetus) which, from the context. would
seem fo refer to the minerals beéing worked in the
furnace.'” I this interpretation ks correct, the Assyrians
were the firel to leave historical writings on the theory that
metals were living matter which grew and developed in
the fumace like an embryo In the womb. Which alsa
means that the Babylonian tablets were the first
documents to express one of the fundamental concepts
of alchemy

However, the exact meaning of ku-bu Is controversial. It
is possible that the text simply refers to the placing of real
embryos (human or animal) in the fumace together with
the metal. But according to Mircea Eliade, even in this
case, the description of the ritual leaves no doubt that the
Assyrians believed metale to be living matter, the growth
of which could be accelerated artificially. The magical
significance of the embryo was evidently derived from the
belief that there was an equivalence between a loetus and
an unborn mineral, The purpose of the ku-bu ritual
would have been either to transfer the life reserve of
the foetus to the metal, or to accelerate the birth of the
metal by encouraging it to behave like the real embryo
Iying beside it

The idea that metals grew within the dark womb of the
Earith and that this metamorphosis could be speeded up
artlﬂr_lalh; was not uncommaon in China prior o the
advent of Christianity, *® An even earlier belief in China
and other paris of the Eas=t and Wesl, was thal
cinnabar, the brilliant red sulphide of mercury, and
other substances of a blood-red color, could give
immaortality

It was a recurrent practice in the culiures of the Upper
Palaeolithic and Neolithic stages of the Stone Age, o
cover the bodies of the dead with red ochre prior to
burial. These early ancestors of ours must have noticed
that death cccurred when there was a loss of bload, for
instance from a wound, and as they believed that blood
was, or at least contained the 5;:-:1:‘[-: of life_ they p:u:-bably
reasoned that by covering the body or bones with red
ochre or some other substance of a similar color, those
mortal remains would some day come back to life
Evidence that this custom was widespread for many
thousands of years has been found in Europe. Asia.
Africa and Australia. Over the centuries, in certan
geographical regions, red ochre changed from being a
magical drug of Immonality to become a medicinal
subsitance capable of prolonging life

In China, India and pre-Incaic cultures, cinnabar was one
of the substances that was sprinkled on the bodies of the
dead. Like red ochre, this association with the idea of
immortality led to the use of cinnabar as a pharmaceutical
drug, which Chinese physicians prescribed to  theis
patients to vestore lost vitality and prevent bodily
degeneration after death. The splendidly preserved
corpse of the Lady of Tai, burled shortly after 168 B.C .
and excavated in 1972, tells us more about the
composition of certain potions. After lengthy analysis.
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Diogram of an ancient domed furnace the ruins of which
were discovered some 20 miles from Baghdad. The earllest
remains of domed furneces Found in Mesopotamie dote bock
to prehistoric times, [From Chemistry ond Chemical
Technology in Ancient Mesopotomia, by M. Lovey).

the body was found to contain high concentrations of
mercury and lead distributed in the body in such a way
as to suoggest ingestion shortly before death. Traces ol
native cinnabar were also found, which was probably
the main ingredient of the elixir taken by the dying
waman "

In 144 B.C., some twenty years after the burial of the
Lady of Taj the Empercr Ching ssued an edict decreeing
the death penalty for anyone discovered trying to falsify
gold = Around 180 A.D., almost 350 years after this
edict, a commentator explained that the Emperor Ching
had been obliged to take this drastle course of action in
arder to put a stop 1o the fabrication of gold by alchemical
means which had in fact been encouraged by his
predecessor, the Emperor Wen (c. 175 B.C.). Now, we
ask ourseives, was the imperial edict aimed at restricting
the propagation of alchemical experiments on the
transmulation of metals, or was [t more 51n1|:|il,.r il
precaution against the spread of common forgery? And
was the cinnabar elixir taken by the Lady of Tal the end
product of an alchemical guest for the elixir of life. or was
it tnerely an empirical remedy for preserving the body
from deterioration after death? In other words. was the
alchemical tradition already alive in China In the 2nd
century B.C., while on the banks of the Mediterranean
the Sacred Arf was about to step out ol the mists of
prehistory?

Once again we do not have suffickent pointers 1o enable
us to answer these guestions for certain. When Chinese
manuscripts talk about the fabrication of gold, it is
impossible 1o establish whether they are referring 1o
forgery techniques. magic rituals or genuine alchemy
The exact origin of alkhemical taditions in China
remains, for the moment, a mystery. Possibly it daies
from the d4th century B.C | though some scholars claim
that it did not appear until the 3rd-4th centuries of our
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Era. The first signilicant complete work is the CHOU |
TS'AN T'UNG CH'I (TREATISE ON THE THREE PRINCIPLES),
written by Wei Po Yang around 142 A D., with
passages added in the 9th century. Another important
manuscript is the first chapter of the HUANG TI CHIU
TING SHEN TAN CHING (EXPLANATION OF THE YELLOW
EMPEROR'S MANUAL OF THE NINE-VESSEL MAGICAL
ELmIgtl written in the second hall of the 2nd century
B.C.#

The TREATISE ON THE THREE PRINCIPLES is a strongly
magical Taoist work concerning the preparation of the pill
of immoralily and concelved In the form of a
commentary on the | CHING (BoOK oF CHANGES). ™ The
title of the book arises from the fundamental beliefs of its
author, according to whom the BOOK OF CHANGES,
Taokst doctrine and alchemical practices are concurrent,
in that they all deal with the same subject though under a
different name. The alchemy described in the TREATISE is
based firstly on the hexagrams of the | CHING, a work of
cosmic philosophy, secondly on the system of the five
elements (water, fire, wood. metal and earth) and lastly
on the interaction of the two cosmological principles yin
(feminine. passive, |unar, moist, dark] and wvang
{masculine, active, solar, dry, bright). Each ol the five
elements, depending on the way in which vin and yang
were combined within it, was capable of generating
different substances with differing characteristics. Chinese
alchemists aimed at controlling  these cosmic
combinations by way of the hexagrams of the BOok OF
CHANGES, which held the secret of the preparation of the
pill of immortality

The book illustrates quite clearly that the Chinese
alchemist's main preoccupation was the quest for
immorality, while the fabrication of alchemical gold was
merely a means by which to achieve this goal. According
to Wei Po Yang longevity was of fundamental importance
in the grand miurmph, By eating alchemical gold, the
common man would be transformed, attain immortality
and become chen-ven (true man) ** A story is told that
Wei Po Yang succeeded in preparing the pill of
immortality. He went into the mountains with his white
dog and three disciples to try out the medicine. He gave
one to his dog which promptly expired and his disciples
lost faith. Po Yang felt it would be too humiliating to
return without trying his own medicine even though it
was obviously not complefe, and having taken some, he
too fell down apparently dead. One loyal disciple
followed suit, while the other two departed to arrange a
funeral However, Po Yang revived from the apparently
lethal dose, administered some well-concocted
medicine 1o his disciple and the dog who also soon
revived and the three of them went to join the Hsien
(Immortal Sages) ™

Wei Po Yang was a Taoist philosopher and the alchemy
he describes in the TREATISE ON THE THREE PRINCIPLES
is clearly inspired by Taoist thought. No matter the
age or place, alchemy has always assimilated
contemporary popular religious beliefs, reflecting in its

16

language, its svmbolism, its very philosophy, elements
borrowed from these cults. And China was no exception.
According to tradition Taoism was founded by Lao Tau,
author of a short compendium on Taoism called the Tao
TE CHING (BOOK OF THE WAY AND OF THE VIRTUES), who
is theught to have lived in the 6th century B.C. Taolsm
was born as a philosophical doctrine and gradually
developed nto a system of religion. The Taoist strove to
obtain comtact with the Tao, a cosmic-transcendent
principle which is highly difficult to describe and which
in the West is generally explained by such terms as
Way, Rule, Principle or Right Way of Life. But Taoism
means much more than this. To be in harmony with
the fundamental laws of the universe was the first step
in Taoist discipline. The Taoists were quietists and
contact with Tao was achieved by practices such as
“sitting with a blank mind”. Various forms of breath
contral entered into the technique and also the
cultivation of visionary travels of the mind. In this way
the Taoist sought to preserve and strengthen his vital
energies in order to reverse the natural process of
ageing and escape bodily degeneration and ultimately
death

Contact with a philosophico-religious system %o closely
involved with the theme of immortality was fertile ground
for aichemical thought. In the centuries following
the TREATISE ON THE THREE PHINCIPLES, Chinese
alchemy became more and more immersed in Tackm,
gradually abandoning the original goal of seeking the
elixir of life to become a Taoist technique for attaining
spiritual perfection and immortality. But it would be a
mistake to assume that alchemy had always been a
Taoist discipline or that it had been invented by the
Taaists. **

Early Taoists certainly believed in the Immortals and
this must surely have been the ool of the Chinese
alchemist’s quest for lasting vitality and immortality. As
far back as the 4th century B.C. Lieh Tzu, one of the
fathers of Taosim, mentions five sacred islands where,
in dwellings of gold and jade, lived the Immortal
Sages, men who had achieved immonrtality by having
lived the way of the Tao. Gold and jade were
associated with immortality because they were held to
be composed of near pure vang: it is not surprising that
they soon came to be seen as substances capable of
preventing bodily degeneration. Pao Pu'tzu (pseudonym
of Ko Hung, ¢, 254-334 A.D.) prescribed: “If gold and
jade are placed in the nine apertures of the corpse, it
will be preserved from putrefaction."™ It was a
long-standing custom for the aristocracy and upper
classes to be buried in caskets of gold and jade together
with numerous object made of these same minerals,
When Chinese alchemy became involved with the
fabrication of gold, people were advised to use alchemical
gold 1o make plates and crockery: “If you eat and drink
from these dishes, vou will live a very long time”,
announced Ko Hung®™ The Chinese were not yet
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concemed with the preparation of the elixir of hife, but
simply of benefiting from the magical gualities of objects
made from alchemical gold or gold dust. In the TREATISE
ON THE THREF PRINCIPLES, the extraordinary elfects of
alchemical gold are described in these terms: “When the
golden powder enters the live entrails, a fog is dispelled,
like rain-cloude scattered by wind. The countenance
beams with well-being and joy. Hair that was white
turns 1o black; new teeth grow where old ones have
fallen out; the old man becomes a lustv vouth: the
decrepit crone Is again a young gitl. He who has thus
escaped the perls of life becomes a totally different
being "*°

The Chinese alchemist’s quest to make gold was not,
therelore, to accumulate vast wealth but to attain
immortality. Initially. it was enough to use pots and
pans made of alchemical gold, but later this substance
formed the basis of the pill of immortality and the elixir
of lile. Cinnabar was alse vital 10 the Chinese
alchemist, though not the native cinnabar taken by the
Lady of Tai. but a substance that had been transformed
in the furnace. In 133 B.C | the occultist Li Chao-kiun
advised the emperor Wu Ti that if he were to worship
the goddess of the Stove, he would thus invoke
spiritual beings in whose presence it would be possible
to transform cinnabar into gold amidst the flames. If
he were then 1o use this gold 1o make vessels from
which to eat and drink, he would prolong his life
sufficiently to enable him to attain the audience of the
Immortal Sages; and with their help become an
immorial himself **

From earliest times this bright red sulphide of mercury
had fascinated men for s color, so similar to that of
blood. and in fact @ was mythologizged as “dragon’s
blood™ For the Chinese alchemist cinnmabar was
Important because when the ore = heated |t releases
volatile fumes of mercury which can be condensed into a
silver mirror, This reaction was seen as something
extraordinary and full of symbolism: the cinnabar died to
be miraculously reborn as mercury, From the advice
given by Li Chao-kiun 1o the emperor Wu Ti, it is evident
that cinnabar played an important role in the preparation
of alchemical gold. Later. it was linked directly with the
elixir, which was aleo called chin tan (cinnabar-gold) or
shen tan (transcendent gold)

Although the tradition of the Immaortal Sages goes back
to antiquity. the ides that immaortality could be attained
through alchemical means was not part of early
Taoism, which totally rejected the use of any drug and
believed that immortality could be achieved by spiritual
practices alone,” The legend of the Taoist philosopher
Wet Po Yang who went the way of the Immeortals after
having taken a pill which he himself had prepared,
shows how Taolst thought had changed over the
centunes,

Taocsm Hrst came into contact with the 1'I1|,I'I|"| of the
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elixir of life at the beginning of the 4th century A D.
when, after the fall of the city of Lo-yang (311 A.D) at
the hands of barbarian powers, there was mass migration
of the Chinese to the region of the Yanagtze, where
alchemy already numbered among the practices that
promised immortality. The educared fugitives soon
adapted Taoism 1o alchemy and to the religious use of
special potions, Around the year 500 a descendant of the
aristocracy, Tao Hung-ching, founded a special Taoist
movement which adopted alchemical techniques and
expressed this new mingling of Tacism and alchemy in
a strongly symbolic and metaphorical style of
language 7' It was thus that Chinese alchemy, bomn as
an independent discipline, gradually merged with the
Taoist culture to become a tradition no longer
concerned with chemical experiments, but one that
emphasised only spiritual goals.

Alchemy has always been reputed by its followers to be a
scientific tradition, the result of divine revelation and
therefore not susceptible to any change. Despite this
statement of principle, alchemy has undergone
considerable transformation over the centuries, in both
the East and the West. As regards Chinese alchemy
specifically, the manuscripts in our possession bear
witness to a marked abllity to accommodate new
impulses. both of a technico-chemical nature and new

philosophical notions proposed by the popular religion of
tha time,

Chinese alchemy formed around a nucleus of three
principles: longevity, the desire 1o prolong life and
immortality of the soul; salvation, achieved through
perfection of the spint: celestial appointment, or the
desire 1o go the way of the Immortal Sages ' These goals
were pursued through ascetic and devotional practices,
but alchemy, with its special way of merging spiritual
discipline and the fabrication of tanglble substances;
might have brought them closer

For the Chinese alchemist, as for his western counterpart,
the working hypothesis was 1o dominate Time and
replicate the work of Nature more rapidly. According to &
document written around the year 900, the alchemist
accomplishes in a period of 4320 hours what takes
Nature 4320 vears ™ These figures have a symbolic value
only, but thelr proportion e significant; the alchemist
perfects matter in a thousandth of the time that Nature
takes.

In order 1o become a Master of Time. the Chinese
alchemist too had first to become a Master of Fire, for it
was the heat of the fire in the alchemical furmace that
assumed the role of the cosmic forces in Nature, For a
successful outcome to the experiment. everything had to
be meticulously prepared according to precise quidelines:
the dimensions of the furnace; its alignment in respect to
the sky and earth. the quality and quantity of the
substances that were to be cooked in the Fire: the
proportions of yin and vang in these substances; the
intensity of the fire which was increased or decreased in
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carefully timed cycles corresponding to the cucle of
warmth and cold in the four seasons. The earliest
-experiments on record speak of two ingredients that were
vin and yang with respect to each other and were placed
side by side in the furnace. They were conjugated and
separated through one _E,acie after another. progressively
becoming more perfect,”
In short, the goal of the Chinese alchemist was the
interaction of yin and yang. the marriage of opposites.
But this goal could be reached, not only within the vessel
in the furnace, but within the body of the adept himself,
envisaged as a large alchemical vessel, This aspiration
belonas to the nei tan internal alchemy tradition involving
meditation practices, which in China developed parallel
to wei fan external alchemy based instead on chemical
processes. We know for cerlain that during the first
century A.D. a number of Chinese alchemists had
already established relations with a hierarchy of gods
within their bodies. There is further evidence that in
the d4th century A D alchemists used yogic and
med|iative techniques of self-cultivation to visualize the
circulation of vital energies or cosmic effluvia within the
body ** According to the nel tan tradition the adept
saw his body as a laboratory in which transtormations
were brought about by mental and physiological
exercises, In particular the Tacist technique af breath
control. The adept inhaled deeply, ihen held his breath
for 120 heartbeals before breathing out again, Afier
much practice he would be able to hald his breath for
1000 heartbeats. “When an old man reaches this
stage,” vows Pao Pu'tzu “"He will become a voung man
&Qaln."j"'

Arising as they did concurrently, it is not always easy to
distinguish beiween nel tan and wei ran, For instance, the
symbolism of the TREATISE ON THE THREE PRINCIPLES Is
so strongly obscurantist in style that the procedures it
deseribes eould just as easily belong to one tradition as 1o
the other. However, over the centuries the spiritual
tradition gradually gained the ascendancy, as it did in
the West, Experiments with mineral ingredients
became only marginally important until in the end
alchemy emerged as a pureély meditative discipline,
velled from the curiosity of the profane by a
metallurgical symbalism. A possible explanation for
this |s that external alchemy failed to develop bevond a
certain stage. From the 10th century onwards wei tan
manuscripts show little progress In the understanding
of chemical processses, while the nel fan system
continued to elaborate new concepts and meditation
techniques:

In Chinese internal alchemy metals comespond to
different parts of the body, while the body itself is the
laboratory. The meditative techniques for controlling the
vital energies and the conscience take the place of the
transformations achieved in the furnace Seemingly. the
_alchemists are still describing the creation of divine
cinnabar, but this is not the case. what they are really
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talking about is the generation of the elixir of life within
certain secret regions of the brain, and also through the
channelling of sexual energy

Already at the time of the TREATISE OF THE THREE
PRINCIPLES Chinese alchemical fradition envisaged
certain  sexual techniques in which the joining of
apposites seems to assume a lieral significance. Later
Taotst alchemy develops this aspect to the full. As in the
Tantra of Indian alchemy, one particular pursuit was the
reversal of the direction of the male seed. The adept’s aim
was o distill the sperm thus releasing the seminal essence
which then flowed into certain secret paris of the body
known as fields of cinnabar. Here dwelled a number of
divinities which the adept sought to visualize in his mind
by means ol special meditation practices. Situated at the
top of the head, in the solar plexus near to the heart and
directly below the navel, these fields were places where
the energy elicted was nurtured. The use of the word
field immediately conjures up a piclure of |and
cultivation, The similitude is actually guile appropriate,
for it was in these areas that the spiritual energy and
seminal essence were cultivated until the embrvo of
immaortality was borm within them

The first step in this exercise was the exertion of sexual
energy by way of speclal meditation practices or so.called
bedroom techniques, which not surprisingly required the
cooperation of a partner. Actual emission of the seed
was, however, withheld so as to avoid dispersion of the
seminal essence outside the body. The essence of the
sperm was transformed into energy in the fields of
clnnabar and as such could ascend and descend
through the body by way of the spinal column. This
movement was enhanced by breathing exercises. Once
the process had become continuous. further mental
exercises permitted sublimation of the energy and its
subsequent transformation inio a spiniual force, and
the embryo of Immortality was conceived. Az the
months went by, the process was accompanied by
certain psychological and physiological phenomena
one of which was the acquizition of special powers,
which the adept was not supposed to use. Onee the
embryo had been completed in the second field of
cinnabar, it then had te be translerred to the upper
field of cinnabar located in the head. Here it was
preserved and nuntured  uniil it reached maturity
Finally, the sublimated win spiritual energy became
totally wvang spiritual energy, which could leave the
body of the adept {(and return to it at will) in the form of
light particles or a minute reproduction, wvisible 1o
others, of the adept’s physical body. The adept who
achigved this stage would then devote himself to a fife
ol perpetual contemplation until his entire body
became pure vang and thus immertal ™

In this particular form of alchemy there was no longer
room for metallurgical technigues, even though the
symbollsm adopted was often that of early
metallurgical fraditions, The embrve of mmoraliv
theory, in drawing a paralle]l between the evalution of the




Su Lin, the mystic who waos soid 1o hove
uvsed breoth conirol technigues in arder
to achieve immortality (17th century
peinting en sllk], Early Too alchemicol
tradition combined lebaratory proctices
with psycho-physicol disiplines. From the
10th cenlury onwards sxperimenial
alchemy was virtually abandaned ond the
art become o purely spiritual and
myatical syslem.

Too Hongjing (451-538), the Tooist hermii
who was said te hove bagun his gquest
for the ellxir of immariality af the oge of
ten. At the end of his search, he and his
disciples took o polion made of cinnabar
and wami to join the Immortals [17th
contury painting on silk),

20



Chrigins

Distiflation of herbs In 18th
canfury Ching. Part of the
learning that inspired Taoist
alchemy survives in the
traditionel medicine of modern
China.

alchemical Opus and the development ol a loetus within
the womb, establishes a connection betwesn the work
of the early blacksmith and nei tan alchemy. And yet

this link with past traditions was not always understood
by the alchemists. At the time of the TREATISE OF Tl
THREE PRINCIPLES, internal alchemu, external alchemy
and sexual alchemy intermingied as different aspects of
a single tradition. Later Taocist alchemists however

sometimes went as far as o deny that the laboratory
tradition had ever had any real function, apart from
that of throwing the non-initiated off the scent. They
argued that only the ignorant could have bebeved in
the furmmace technigue and tried to put it into practice
This same posiion 1S assumed in the West by many
aichemists of the maodern age, who fend describe
alchemy solely as a means to attain spirtual fulfilent
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through the sublimation of sexual energy.

Apart from these later developments, we are still faced
with the problem of establishing whether Chinese
alchemy is actually older than the Sacred Art and if so
whether it could have provided inspiration for the
Egyptian tradition. We know that in the lirst century
B.C. silk caravans operated between China and Persia
and we also know that Battmria, the most easterly
province of the Persian empire, which became Buddhist
at the beginning of the first century A D in the
reign of King Kanishka. was a facal point for Hellenism

! M. Berthelot, Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs, Paris
1888, Vol 3, p. 31.

* G. Syncellus, Chronographia, Viol. 1. p. 23-24, in Corpus
Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn 1829

* The Books of Enoch, of which there are several versions,
was long belleved to be a manuscript of the Cheistian era It s
now held to be of an earlier origin, possibly of the 2nd or 3rd
century BC, after fragments of Enoch were discovered
amongst the Qumran manuscripts

I libro di Enoch. from Apocrifi deil’Antico Testamento,
edited by P. Sacchi, Turin, 1981, p. 473-75.

* M. Benthelot, op ¢t Vol 2, p 239,

" Genesis, IV 1

" S. Ribichini. The Mark of Cain, in "Abstracta” n. 17.p. 27
" Genesis, IV-22

* Tubal-cain is listed as one of the fathers of alchemy in a
manuscript guoted in; G- Carbonelli, Sulle fonti storiche della
chimica e dell alchimia in lialia, Rome 1925, p. 17,

"' M. Eliade, The Forge and the Crucible: The Origin and
Structure of Alchemy. Harper 1971 (Forgerons et
alchimistes, Panis 1956) This fascinating study by Micea
Eliade has provided us with much infarmation on the beliefs
that inspived the tradition of the metal worker in anciert times,
" M. Eliade, op. cif

' R.J Forbes, Metallurgy in Antiguity, Leiden 1950, p. 62
onward

M. Levey, Chemistry and Chemical Technology in
Ancient Mesopotamia, Londan/ New York 1959,

" AL Oppenheim, Mesopotamia in the Early History of
Alchemy, rom "Revue d'Assyriclogie” n. 60, 1966, p. 37
onward

PCJ Gadd and R Campbell Thompson, A
ﬁ-gdjgre-ﬂabyfnman Chemical Text, from “lrag™ 3. p. B7-96,
1

" According 1o A L. Oppenheim {op.cit . p.40), the study
puees signs that are both rare and anificdal, but could
nonetheless be understood by a well-educated Babylonian
scribe

"M, Ebade. op.cit

and oriental cultures However. as it is impossible to set
an exact date on the dawn of alchemy in China and
Eqypt, we cannot be sure whether Chinese alchemy in
any way contributed 1o the evolution of the Hellenistic
tradiion. Theoretical and practical parallels and
differences between these two systems are commonly
quoted i favor of one or the other theory, but as the
matter stands today it would seem maore likely that the
two forms developed independently, at about the same
time after a long prehistory which In part followed a
similar path in both East and West.

" Ibid , p. 61

"N Sivin, Chinese Alchemy, lrom The Encyclopaedia of
Religions, McMillan, New York 1987 Sivin's entry integrates
and up-dates his earier Chinese Alchemy: Preliminary
Studies, Cambridge, Mass. 1968, 1o which we have referred
fot further information on Chinese alchemy.

“' H. Dubs, The Beginning of Alchemy, from “lsis”, Vol 38,
1947, p. 62-65.

# N Sivin, op. cit.,p. 189

“ Wei Po Yang. An Ancient Chinese Treatise on Alchemy
entitled Ts'an Tung Chl, written by W.P Y. about 142 AD,
edited by Lu-Ch'lang Wu and T.L. Davis, in “lsi=”, Val. 18,
1932 p. 210-289

“ Ihid., p. 240

“* M, Ehiade, op. it , p. 129,

“ The relationship between Chinese alchemy and Taoksm is
analysed m;, M. Stickmann, “On the Alchemy of Tao
Hung-ching". In Facels of Taoism: Fasavs in Chinesg
Religion, New Haven 1979, p. 123.192

* M. Eliade, op. cit

= Ibid., p. 128

“ Wei Po Yang, op. cit. p. 240. :

# E.J Holmyard, Alchemy, London 1957 and M. Elinde,

ﬁ).ﬂl‘.

N. Sivin, op.clf., p. 1M
M. Strickmann, op. cif.
“ N. Sivin, op.cit. p. 187,
S lbid. pi 187,
* For all these details, see: N, Sivin, ap. ¢it.
© N Sivin. op.cit., p. 188,
“ M. Eliade, Le Yoga, immortalité et liberté, Paris 1954
% M. Eliade, op cit
" Taoist alchemical studies describe this process with many
vatiations according 1o the era and school of thought. Rarely.
s the complete sequence of operations described to the full.
The description given here is drawn not only from the
Chinese alchemical studies quoted in the preceding notes,
but also from the “Introduction”™ by C. Despeux to: Chao P
Ch'en, Traité d'alchimie et de physiologie taolste, Paris 1979,
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CHAPTERII

GRAECO-EGYPTIAN ALCHEMY

I n 1828 Johann d'Anastasis, wice-consul and
later consul general of Sweden and Norway in
Alexandria, and an expert in antiques, sold his

collection of ancient Equptian papyri to the Duich

government, which in turn sent them to the Museum of

Antiquities of the University of Leiden. Two vears later,

the Duich scholar, C.J.C. Reuvens, announced to the

scientific community that one of these papyr was, in fact,

a copy of a Graeco-Egyptian treatise on chemistry, The

Leinen PAPYRUS, as it was called, soon became the

focus of extensive scruting on the part of science

historians, The French chemist Marcelin Berthelot
alleged it was the starting pomt for his study of Greek
alchemicai manuscripts, Much later, in 1913, news
lesked out that d'Anasiasis had given a second
papyrus collection on chemistry to the Swedish

Academy of Antigulties in Stockholm where it had

been carefully conserved for many vears, Disclosure of

the ParvRus HOLMIENSIS, as it became known, caused

a greal stir. Ever since their discovery these two

documents have been the object of widespread

analysis and considerable controversy. Nonetheless.
even today they are sfill seen as a keystone of

Graeco-Egyptian alchemy.

As the LEIDEN PAPYRUS comes from Thebes, it is more
than likely that the Stockholm manuscript does as well.
Both date from the 3rd-4th century of our Era, but almost
certainly draw on much earber spurces. The LEIDEN
PapyRUS contains 99 chemical recipes and 10 articles.
derived from the works of the Greek physician
Dioscorldes, while the Stockholm manuscript contains
159 recipes. These recipes describe processes for the
purification of metals, the fabrication of alloys and the
preparation of tinclures for the creation of gold, silver
and precious stones, or for the dyeing of wool 50 as to
mahe it look as though it were colored with real purple,
which was very expensive and in great demand in the
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Graeco-Roman world. Recipe 16 of the LElbes
PaPYRUS, for instance, runs as follows: “To augment
gold, take Thraclan cadmia. make the mixture with the
cadmia in crusts; or cadmia of Gaul, misy and sinopian
red, equal parts to that of gold When the gold has
been put into the fumace and has become ol good
color, throw in these two ingredients and removing
[the gold] let it cool and the gold will be doubled
Recipe 26 stipulates; "Tincture of silver, Transforms
copper objects into silver: Strips of tin, 2 drams;
mercury. 4 drams; earth of Chios, 2 drams. Smell
the tin, add’ the ground earth. then the mercury,
shake together with the iron and mould into little
balls. "'

Apart from the general obscurlty of many of these recipes
which, not surprisingly, in any practical demonstration,
fall miserably to produce the desired effect, and a certain
difficulty in identifying some of the ingredients, the main
purpose of these two manuscripts seems to be that of
faking precious metals. As with the Assyro-Babylonian
tablets. the problem is really to establish whether the
Leiden and Stockholm papyr are truly alchemical or
merely the work of forger craftsmen, According to some,
the very fact that these recipes are only marginally
suceessful and produce little mare than an mept imitation
of the real thing, lends credit to the theory that they are
not the work of expen forgers, but rather of unskilled
alchemists who mistook simple changes of color for
authenfic transmutations. But perhaps this hypothesis s a
litthe rash. Although it is extremely difficult 10 distinguish
between a technical and an alchemical recipe, one cannaot
help noticing that neither of the twa Egyptian papyri
makes any direct reference to the theory of the
transmutation of metals, nor do they contain any of the
theoretical and magico-mystical considerations  thal
appear in some of the older Mesopotamian recipes. On
the other hand, some experts, André Festugiére for one,
maintain that the Hellenistic tradition of alchemy probably
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Arigtotie the philosopher in the guise of an alchemist.
Behind him, writhen vertically, is the moto: "The work of
tha Elixir, or the work of the Philosophers, is nothing more
than lo raise from the sarth fe the heevens”. The phrase
cen be interpreted in two woys, for it alludes both fo the
process of distillation, during which the evoparating

substance rises in the form of vapour, and to the spiritual
wlevation pursued by the alchamist himself (15th century
minioture],

arose in Egypt and is in fact a combination of the an of
forgery as described in the Leiden and Stockholm papyri
and  the mustico-philosophical  postulations ol
Alexandrian Hermeticism ° In brief, the two papyri
purchased from  Johann d'Anastasic  provide
documentary evidence of a prehistorical phase of
Graeco-Alexandrian alchemy.

Other almost contemporary texts of a more strictly
alchemical nature have been handed down to us in the
writinas of certain Graeco-Byzantine copyists. This vast
collection of manuscripts includes In some cases
unabridged versions of the original writings and in
other cases mere exiracts of older works. They are
attributed to both real and imaginary figures such as
Agathodaimon, Kleopatra, Hermes., Isis. Maria
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Prophetissa, Moses, Ostanes, Zosimos of Panoplis,
Olymplodorus. The lact that they are only copies, and
olten incomplete, written centuries after the originals,
obviously poses a problem, bul we must nonetheless be
grateful to the Byzantine copyists who have handed
down 1o us invaluable information on the advent and
emergence of the Sacred Art

Some of these manuscripts are extremely detailed in their
description of the ancient philosophers. the men who first
explored the Sacred Art. However, they have no
historical foundation, and probably this was not the
intention in any event. The authors’ main worry was
above all 10 bring credit to the An itself by creating a
succession of circumstances that linked the newly written
text to an ilustrious forefather. Alongside the names of
real or mythical alchemists, these lists also include the
names of famous Greek philosophers such as Democritus
of Abdera, Diogenes, Thales, Aristotle, Plato. Heraclitus
But aparl from an understandable desire to enhance the
prestige of the Sacred Art, this addition to the alchemical
family tree of some of anclent Greece's greatest thinkers
emphasises the objective truth that alchemical theory
was highly dependent on curremt Greek scientific
thought. For instance. it was Aristotle who first
developed the theory ol different levels of existence
throughout nature, at the basis of which was a prima
materia (first  mater), pure potentiality without
actuality capable of assuming an infinite variety of
forms. The aim of the alchemists was to identify and
separate this prima materia by reducing metals to a
liquid state. They believed that by modifying the form
copper 1o its prima materia, this latter could then be
manipulated to become the form of gold or silver It
was Aristotle's belief that only after death could an
animal of a certain species loose the form of that
species and take on another. Likewise, the alchemists
assumed that the transmutation of a metal from an
imperfect to the perfect form of gold or silver could
only occur if the base metal underwent a sort of death
and corruption process in the fumace prior to forging.
The theoretical supposition on which transmutation was
based was the Aristotelian concept that even the simplest
matter is made up of the four elements: earth_air, fire and
water, arising from the pairing of elementary gualities:
hot, cold, wet and dry. Transformation of one element
into another was believed perfectly feasible by a change of
gquality.

Apart from the Aristotelian theory, Hellenistic alchemy
was also inspired by Stoic philosophy and the concept of
prieurna or “flery cosmic breath™, a spirit that pervades
and permeates all things, lilling every comer of the
Universe. The stoics believed that the world was
composed of two inseparable principles. the active
principle  (pneuma) which united with a passive
unqualified principle (matter). All things in the world
contained a spark of this universal pneuma, and the
difference between one physical body and another was
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derived from the form taken by the preuma within it. The
alchemists thought the pneuma could be extracted
from matter and made assume a different
conformation, thus giving nise to a different form. in brief
a new substance

{n]

The only Greek philosopher to be qualified as an
alchemist in the Leiden and Stockholm papur
Demaocritus of Abdera (¢ 460-370 BC). Reference is
made to him in the second recipe of the PAPYRUS
HOLMIENSIS on the fabrication of silver, which begins
thus: “Another recipe, According 1o Anaxilaos this recipe
too belongs to Democritus. ™ Apparently the writer of
the papyrus believed Democritus to be the author of
several recipes on the preparation of metals

Democritus of Abdera is famous in history for having
developed, together with his older contemporarny
Leucippus, the first materialistic philosophy of nature
known as the aiomic theory. He believed that every
substance was q:nmptmd of minute. indivisible
“uncuttable”, as it were, particles, or atoms [Greek
a-loma = uncuttable}. These atoms were infinite in
number, |Iﬂ|r1!h:|'_.,' varied in bl:ap-e and size and gq:nqm”!,,
fnvisible to the naked eve |'|'“|e"g; WETE 11 peqwlu.il ot o
in all directions in infinite space and were capable of
forming objects by combinatton., He concelved of the
soul as C-I'J-I'I'lpl.',l':'n-ﬁ'l'l of the finest: roundest atoms. mobile
and distributed ithroughout the body. These
“soul-atoms” try to escape from the body, but they are
constantly being renewed by breathing Democritus
explains human perception as being due to eidoja o

is

Democritus painis 1o o naked
women whe holds In hor loft hand &
flaming heart. She is Nature, whose

inner force (the heort) the
philosopher hos discoverad, Bohind
thom . in o semi-kneeling position
Hephosstus-Vulcan eliminates the
impurities of Nature's shadow with
his flre. In the distance can be seen
o group of buildings representing
the stages of Democritus’s
dlehemicol thaorles. (From Symbola
auress mensoae by M. Maier, 161T).

images, emitied from the surtace ol bodies. producing
air-impressions which enter our sense organs and by
contacl gives rise 1o gualities of calor, sound elc. Dreams,
oo, are the result of eidola, which penetrate the sleeper s
body through the pores

By the dawn of Christianity, Democritus had become the
protagonist of many strange tales; he is represented by
tradition as having liked solitary places and even as
hiaving had the habit of locking himsell away in tombs in
order o verily and develop his theory on eidola. The
Greek writer, Lucian of Samosata (c. 117-180 AD ),
tells of how on one accasion Democritus, who did not
believe in ghosts, shut himself away in a tomb where he
staved davs mights  writing
pontemplating his theories. A group of youngsters,
determined to give the philosopher a nasty tum, crept
into the tomb dressed in black from head to foot and
wearing skull-like masks. They then began o prance
about in fromt of Democritus who. far from being
frightened out of his wits, simply wenl on writing and
murmured. “Do stop this loolishness™ because, o
courseé, he believed that “the soul was nothing once
outside the body”."
Like Pythagoras

fcir 31*'ni'ra| l:['l[i drli..l'

Democritus  was repuied to have

travelled widely in India, Persia, Egypt and many other
distant and mysterious places. where it i= assumed he
leamt the secrets of magic and astrology. According to
Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD) Democritus visited the
tomb of the legendary Phoeniclan sorcerer Dardanus,
with the intention of stealing his books on magic, on
then based his own doctrines

which he Pliny was
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amung those who atinbuted 1o the Greek atomist a
deep understanding of the science of the Magi and in
this respect he wrode that Democritus had recorded the
stolen secrets in a book: “It is a well-known fact that
the book CHIROCMETA s surely the work of
Democritus, ™ This book, of which no trace remains. (s
also mentioned by Vitruvius (1st century A.D.), who
wrote: “| also admire Democritus’s books DE RERUM
NATURA and his annotation entitled CHEIROKMETOS, in
which he used a ring to seal with a soft wax the things
in which he was an expert”, ' Chefrokmetos is a Greek
term used also by Aristotle which means handmade
substances, artificial substances * However, when
referring to Democritus’s use of the word chiroemeta,
modern Latin dictionaries prefer the meaning manual
work.” It is also possible that in Greek cheirocmeta
speciiically imphed medical, magical and technical
practices '’ Quoting from the CHEROCMETA Pliny
describes the magical and medical virfues ol certain
herbs but, in consideration of the meaning of the title,
it 8 equally feasible that the text explains the
preparation of imitation metals, This hypothesis |s
borne out by the fact that in the 3rd-dth century A.D.
the father of Hellenistic alchemy, Zosimos of Panoplis,
describedd his colleagues as “those dedicated 1o the
search for ta cheirckmeta”, meaning by this term
artificially produced metals '’

The question [s: was Democritus of Abdera just a
philosopher or a magus and an alchemist, too? Fliny the
Elder has no doubt. He refers 1o Democritus's magical
practices as being so immoral and implausible that even
Democritus's admirers have difficulty n admitting their
authenticiiv. But - adds Pliny - they are wrong. for
Democritus is indeed the man resl];wnﬁ’ale for inciting a
Hellenistic craze for magic.”® Despite  Pliny's
sell-assurance in @xpressing this rather negative opinion,
he was in fact mistaken. Of a more ohjective, and befter
informed, opinion is Pliny's contemporary, Lucius
Columelia, a Latin writer born at Cadiz who died ¢. 65
A.D, Columella, too, speaks of magical annotations
“which In Greek are called CHEROEMETA, but he
attributes them to the pen of an Egyptian named Baolos of
Mendes, even though these warks “ermonesusly bare the
name of Democritus™ "

Who was the man behind the pseudonym of
Democrilus whose works were frequently mistaken for
those of the famous philosopher of Abdera? The Supa,
a Byzantine lexicon of the 11lth century containing
approximately 30,000 entries on the disciplines of
knowledge, only adds 1o the confusion when it lists two
different peaple with the name of Bolos: the first,
named Bolos-Demaocritus (or the Democritean), is said
to have written on the “history and art of medicine™;
the second, called Bolos of Mendes and described as a
Pythagorean, is instead the author of works concemning
sumpathies and antipathies of stones '* So we are left
with a Bolos inspired by Demaocritus, but who did not
write on alchemy. and a Boles ol Mendes who was
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deeply nterested in the virtues of stones, but who was o
Pythagorean!

The mystery was in pan explamed quite recenthy. It ic
widely agreed today that the magical and alchemical
warks once attributed to Democritus, were in fact the
work of Bolos of Mendes, who deliberately used the
name of the Greek philosopher, and was later
involuntarily confused with him because of cerain
similarities between the two schoois of thought
Bolos-Democnitus (¢ 300-250 BC) was one of the
inventors of Graeco-Egyptian alchemy. He was also the
first man to unite the theories of Egyptian alchemy, on
which the Leiden and Stockholm papyius collections
were based. with the mystical and magical doctrines of
the land of the Magi. "

What were the theories of Bolos of Mendes? Littie o
nothing i known today of the CHEIROKMETA, so
famous in antiquity. We do know something howeve:
of another equally famous work by Bolos-Democritus
the PHYSIKA KAl MYSTIKA (ON NATURAL AND INITIATORY
THNGS), which s clearly of an alchemical tradition
Although we cannot judge how much of the original
document (2nd century B.C.) survives in the version
handed down 1o us, this book is held 10 be the oldest
alchemical text currently in our possession. It =
composed in a rather fragmentary manner: the first
part concerns purple dyes, after which the authos
describes how he came lo possess the secrets of the
Persian magus, Ostanes. He then provides numerous
recipes for the fabrication of gold and silver
interspersed with magical ideas of sympathy and
antipathy. As with the Leiden and Stockholm papyri.
the style of these reciples is enigmatic.

“Take mercury, fix it with the metallic body of the
magnesium, or with the metallic body of stimmi from
lraly, or with apyro sulphur, or with aphroselinon, or
with burnt limestone, or with alum of Melos, or with
arsenicon, or with what you will. Place the white earth
so prepared upon copper and you will have chalkos
without shadow. Add vellow electron, and you will
have gold, with gold you will have chrysocorallos
reduced 1o metallic body. The same result will be
obtained if you use yellow arsenicon or sandarach
properly treated, and cinnabar wholly transformed
But mereury alone produces the chalkos without
shadow. Nature triumphs over nature,"'*

This recipe has been explained by modern chemists as an
aftempt o give copper a superficial colouring similar to
that of silver or gold by the use of mercury alloys or
arsenic alloys.'” As is true of the Leiden and Stackholm
papuri and all pre-chemical and alchemical texts of this
same period, the true significance of these recipes |=
unclear, as we do not know exactly how to interprer
many of the terms they use. For instance, the substance
referred 1o by the alchemists as magnesium was
something very different from the magnesium carbonate
of modern chemistry,



“As coral grows beneath the waters
and hardens in the air, vo does the
Stone”. (Emblem XXXII of Atalanta
Fugiens . by M. Maler. 1618). In ano

ol his recipes Bolos of Mendes
refoers to the end product of
transmutation as corol gold, For the
Latin alchemists coral wos ane of
the symbels of the Philosophar's
Stone resulting from the Red Work,

The magnesium 1o which Bolos refers in his recipe is a
substance we are unable o identily "™ It s equally diffscul)
to know what the alchemists meant by chrysocorallos:
literally It means coral-gold, but was probably the name
given to the guintessence of gold, or the artificial gold
dust produced at the end of the experiment. The other
substances= are easier to identily: chalkos & bronze or
copper; Italian stimmi is the native sulfide of antimony;
apuro sulphur & unhéated sulphur (native sulphur)
.;rph.r'umﬂ'mr:u:' is selenite [avpsum, calcium sulphate) also
known as moon stone or speciar stone as it was thoughi
to harbor the image of the moon, which changed day by
day according 1o the waxing and waning ol the real
moon:'" vellow efeciron was either yellow amber or
more frequently. an arificial alloy similar 1o amber in
color, composed of 80 parts of gold and 20 of silver, or of
a mixture of copper, zinc amnd nickel: vellow arsenicon
was orpiment; sahdarach (known also as realgar) was
red-colored arsenic sulphide. " However, we should
not farget that in the PHYSIEA KAl MYSTIKA the names
of many common substances are preceded by the
adjective "our”, When Bolos writes "Our lead"”, ha is
really saying "MNot common lead, but that which we
Philosophers. in this particular context. mean by lead”
The use of this expression is common throughout the
historv of alchemy: “our ‘our sulphur

Your :In_th.IJrl:" refer 1o substances F‘II-.'|1<Ih'-E according
lo  special and different

cinfnabar

seCrel processes ety

Graeco-Equptian Alchem,

from the substances we mean by these terme

It 5 evident from these recipes that Baolos- Democritus had
a solid understanding of contemporary chemistry, but the
Privsiia KAl MYSTIKA {s more thar just a compilation of
[he wvery name of the book is overthy
1|'u"

magicil recipes
alchemical, because it draws a parallel between
hidden secrets of nature (physika) and things mystical
imustika). The aim of true alchemical philosophy was 1o
go beyond the phenomana that could be achieved in the
laboratory and try to discern the mysterious cosm o forces
that governed these phenomena. This s basically the

view taken bw the French alchemist Fulcanelll when he

tries {0 explain the difference between chemistry and
alchemvy:; “Inevitably - he wrote - chemistry s the sclence
l;Z-l. !..-_'lu_[';, I.'-ll-'i_' .".Ellf!l."-'l':'-.' is thi sclence of Causes T|'n,'
first is limited to material things, and is dependent on
experience; the second, prefterably, follows the
principles ol philosophy. The purpose of one is to
etudy natural things, while the other attempts to
penetrate the mysterious dynamism essential to thei

n“r;n_-:-l.-”=1|'-_|"|-.i-1 [t 5 net samply a question of
knowing how to recognise and how to
phenomena; we must alo be able to question nature
learn exactly

i

|I-:l.='.lr'ﬂ!'ll.: 1o whic| preceps the pro jucts of nature

classify these

in aorder 1o under what conditions, and

TeN
created

The recipes of FHYSEA KAl MYSTHGAY are infle
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An glchemist porfrayed n the robes of on orentol priest [17th century miniature). According to the elchemical rradition of
Hellonistic Egypt, Ostanes. whe was soid to hove instructed Bolos of Mendes, incornoted Persie™s contribution to the birth of
the Sacred Art,

it
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with invocations, phrases and comments of a mystical
note. Particularly interesting is the passage in which
Bolos-Democritus tells how he came by the knowledge
revealed in the pages of his book

“Having learnt these precepts from our master
(Ostanes), and recognizing the diversity of mater, we
were called upon to harmonize their natures, Bur as
our master died before we were initiated, at a time
when we were still occupled with the knowledge of
matter, we were told that it would be necessary to
summon up his spirit from Hades. | forced myself to
attain this end, addressing him directly with these
words: By what gifts dost thou reward that which |
have done for thee? After pronouncing them |
remained in silence. | called upon him several times,
demanding how | could harmonize the natures. At last
he replied that it was difficult o speak without
permission of the Daemon and prenouced these words
only: ‘The books are in the Temple '

"l returmed to the Temple and set about secking to
become possessor of these books, for he had, while
living, never spoken of them, and died without
testamentary disposition. He had, as we supposed, taken
poison to part his soul from his body; or as his son
declares, he swallowed the poison by mistake. But he had
intended before his death to show these books to his son
only when he should have become of age. None of us
knew ol these books. Since after seeking we had found
nothing. we would have given much to know how
substances and their natures unite and are blended. When
we would have effected the composition of matier, the time
having ammived for a ceremony in the Temple, we made a
festival together. Then, as we were in the shrine of the
Temple, suddenly a column opened, bul we could see
nothing within, Neither his son nor we had been told by
anyone that his father’s books had been so deposited.
Ostanes's son led us to the column, but we we saw
nothing revealed save this precious formula ‘MNature
rejoices in nature, nature iriumphs over nature, nature
dominates nature. ™

This motto 15 repeated frequently by Bolos-Democritus.
For instance, it appears at the end of his recipe for the
fabrication of gold and it would not be incomect to say
that this is probably Bolos's main theoretical
contribution to the process that finally led to the
transformation of dyeing techniques into the Sacred
Art: a process in which this ancient craft was gradually
infused with a subtle philosophico-religious subsiratum
based on the concept of the fundamental unity of
Nature, which encompasses all the peculiarities of the
matter, i.e. the different natures. The paossibility that
different substances combine and unite to form a single
substance (the harmonizing of the natures) depends on
the sympathies and antipathies between one body and
another. This synthesis occurs according to the
assumption that Nature conquers (assimilates) similar
natures

Baolos-Democritus’s formula was to influence alchemy
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throughout its evolution. Some eighteen centuries
after Bolos, the French alchemist Amtoine-Joseph
Permnety in  his DICTIONNAIRE  MyTHO-HERMETIOUE
(MYTHO-HERMETIC DICTIONARY)., under the entry
“Mature"” remarks:

“The Philosophers fi.e. the alchemists) are strongly
insistent on one particular point, that the composition of
the Stone (of the Philosophers) must include nothing but
things of the same nature, In fact, nature rejoices in its
own nature, nature commects nature, nature perlects
nature, nature contains nature and nature s contained by
nature. These are the expressions used by the
Philpsophers 1o show that the philosophical dissolvent
must be of the same nature as the body # & going 1o
dissolve. This is why they (the alchemists) say that
different nalures cannot comect each otheér, meaning that
they cannot perfect each other because they cannot unite
perfectly, "

The story of Ostanes’s disciples using necromancy lo
summon up the dead magus's spirit and the amazing
discovery of his books, provides further enlightenment
We are told that Bolos-Democritus learmned the rudiments
of the Art directly from a teacher, Ostanes, and that the
essential secrets of these practices were imparted by
magical initdations, in line with the tradiions of most
rellgious systems of that peried m which only the initiated
were allowed o participate in certain secret rites. The
summoning of the spirit of Ostanes and the feast that
followed m the Temple clearly imply that alchemical
tradition had assumed a strong magico-religious quality
and gone beyond the confines of mere laboratory
experimentation. The fact that the books of Ostanes were
hidden inside a column in the Temple is reminiscent of
the old Egqyptian and Mesopotamian traditions according
to which the sacred craft of metal working was always
praciiced within the temple confines. And the very fac
that Ostanes might have unintentionally brought about
his' own death, while experimenting with a potion 1o
separate the body from the soul, is open to a dual
interpretation; indeed. should it be read as an act of
external alchemy or internal alchemy? From a symbolic
point of view, the episode could represent the aspiration
of external alchemy to separate the elements by way of
the dissolution of the bodies; on the ether hand it could
be the pursuit of intemal alchemy to free the spirit from
the mortal body, separating it by special technigues, and
even with the use of drugs. Several centuries later (7th
century B.C.}) Stephanos of Alexandna. an alchemist
and Christian mustic, author of texts In which
laboratory practices are virtually ignored in favor of
mystical chemistry. clearly describes alchemy as the
“disgalution of the body and the separation of the soul
from the body™ ™

But who exactly was Ostanes. the man described in
Pivsika Kal MYSTIKA as the teacher of Bolos
Democritus? [n the first century B.C_, the name of Ostangs
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appeared regulary in Greek alchemical texts of the
Hellenistic period, and several passages were attributed 1o
him. Pliny the Elder, who showed total contempt for
these writings, claimed that Ostanes was not only the
author of the oldest treatise on magic of his era, but also
the magician who accompanied the emperor Xerxes of
Persia on his disastrous expedition against Greece in
the 5th century B.C. Pliny also blames Ostanes for the
craze for Persian magic that swept throughout the
Greek world, But i this Ostanes was indeed a
contemporary of Xerxes, then he certainly could not
have been the teacher of Bolos-Democritus, who was
born several centuries later,

Pliny's harsh judgement of Ouanes was due to the
contents of the magical books attributed to him, which
dealt with the magic of stones and herbs, with spells and
medicines made from human bones and bone marrow
and other unsavory ingredients. But apart from Pliny's
accusafions, il is impossible to date these books. or to
establish who really wrote them, One thing is sure,
however, that at the ime of Bolos-Democritus. Ostanes
was considered a great magician who, like Zoroaster,
embodied the sacred and magical traditions of Persia.
From a symbolic point of view, the episode namated in
PHYSIEA Kal MYSTIKA in which Demoeritus is reputed to
have been a disciple of Ostanes in Equpt, would appear
to be an attempt to present the A as a doctrine
encompassing  both  Gravco-Egyptian  and  Persian
traditions.

But how much did the Persian sclence of Owanes
influence the alchemy of Bolos-Democritus? A critical
analysis of the writings of PHYSIKA KAl MYSTIEA reveals
that during his lifetime, Ostanes did little more that impart
to his disciple a number of theoretical notions on ways of
“harmonizing the natures”, ceriainly not enough o
guaraniee the success of any practical experiment. The
instructions given by the splrit of the dead Ostanes jead
to the discovery, not ol lechnical recipies. but merely
of a philosophical concept concerning Nature, This
would imply that the contribution made by Persian
tradition to the development of the Art was essentially
theoretical. Ostanes was reputed to have written
several treatise on the virtues of stones and herbs. The
astronomical and astrological theories developed by
the Chaldaean Magi together with their ideas on the
equation of metals and planets were to become one of
the cornerstone concepts of alchemy. We have no way
of knowing for certain i at the time of Bolos the
magico-chemical traditions of the Assyro-Babylonians
were still alive in the Eastern world, But if they were,
Bolos would most surely have come into contact with
some of the technical notions handed down from this
culture. On the other hand, the Greek alchemical
tradition places a  distinction between Dstanes’s
method, that is the Persian school of thought, based on
the wet way, and the Eguptian school of thought, or
dry way. The former adopted the technique of
immersing bodies in a liquid substance which was
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absorbed by the bodies during heating in the furnace. The
lamter was instead based on calcination, which involved
heating & substance until all the volatile components had
been drawn from it and absorbed by the body being
ransformed * Bolos s reputed 1o have introduced
Persian methads into Equpt.

Key figures in the early years of Hellenistic alchemy in
Egupt include & number of women, such as Maria
Prophetissa, Kleopatra, Theosebela. Paphnoutia. This is
really quite extraordinary, because alchemy later became
a male prerogative and it is not until the 15th century that
we come across another woman alchemist, namely
Pernelle, wife and associate of the Parisian alchemist
Nicholas Flamel.

The name of Maria Prophetissa is often mentioned by
Zosimos of Panoplis {c. 300 AD). Maria belongs
therefore to an even older period and was a revered
figure, as Zosimos makes clear. In legend she was the
sister of Moses, perhaps in a symbolic sense, being
identified with Miriam the prophetess whose story is
told in Exopus XV 20-21 and NUMBERS XlI: 1 and
XX, 1. In the same way Ostanes symbolizes Persia's
contribution to the dawn of the Sacred Art, so Mana
Prophetissa would seem lo suggest a possible Jewlsh
influence. In Hellenistic Eqypt Jewish magic was most
certainly held in high consideration, perhaps because
of the episode narrated in Exopus VI and VI, which
tells how Moses and Aaron defeated Fharaoh's
magicians with their enchantments. In the magical
papyri of Hellenistic times, Moses is said to have
generated magical and astrological enchantments,
while Solomon is the reputed author of formulae for
spells and exorcisms. A number of alchemical recipes
dating back to this period are attributed to Moses,”
while others contain the names of Abraham. lsaac,
Jacob and King Hosea ™

However, it is quite possible that Maria Prophetissa did,
in fact, exist, through she certainly was not the sister of
Maoses, Of her writings, only a few fragments remain,
handed down to us through the words of later alchemists,
Nonetheless, she is a revered figure 1o all the historians of
chemistry and alchemy. She must have had a deep
understanding of philosophical and technical principles,
as well as a talent for imtuition. She is credited with
innovation in laboratory apparatus and for having
invented several highly important procedures. According
10 Zosimos, she conceived the tribikos, a three-funnelled
alembic “' Maria gives precise instructions on how to
build the tribikos; she specifies the size and thickness of
each piece. describes the materials to be used and how
to astemble them and even Includes an {llustration.
There is something about her use of language that hints
she was familiar with kitchen equipment: for instance
the three funnels of the tribikos were to be made of
“three tubes of ductile copper. a little thicker than that
of a pastry-cook’s copper frying pan. luting the joints
with flour paste”



Maria Prophetissa, or Miriam, the
woman alchemist to whom
Losimos of Panoplis refers, wha
is said to hove invented the
triblkes, or three-funnelled
alembic, In this picture she is
painting ot a fire which rises

fram a vessel on the ground to
another vpturmed vossel and then
descends ogain. This circulor
mavement probably alludes 1o
the process thot lokes place
during distillation. (From Symbola
ourcoe mensoe, by M. Maier,
1617).

Thanks to the long vertical tubg inserted between the
head of the still and the distilling vessel, Maria's warming
bath, which later became known as Balneum Mariae
{Bain de Marie) ater its inventor, permitted the hquids to
be boiled at a higher temperature and thus more
quickly ™ The term bain-marfe i =ill used today to
describe a flat vessel for holding hot water in which other
vessels are placed for heating food and other substances
The innovations introduced by this Jewish alchemist
point to a deep understanding of the philosophical
principles on which the Sacred Art was based. which
Maria then managed to put into practice. From her
observation thal in nature water rises in the form of
water vapor to fall again as rain, she developed the
idea of exploiting the up and down movement of steam
within the alembic. Reflecting on the principle of the
correspondence  beiween  the infinitely  large
(macrocosm) and the nfinitely (microcosm),
Maria discovered a way of reproducing inside a piece
of laboratory apparatus the natural phenomenon that
causes rain. L

smal|

Another woman alchemist of this same period.
Kleopatra, not to be confused with the famous Queen
of Egypt. is the protagonist ol a very interesting
document, THE Book ofF ComaRins. ™ Kleopatra is
presented as a disciple of the high priest Comarios, from
whom she lgams the secrets of the Sacred A Later
during a discussion with other alchemists, including
Ostanes. she expounds her vision of the world and of the
Art. In explaining the agua divina, which giwes new

Craeco-Equptian Alchemy,
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hlfe to matter, Kleopatra suggests gathering plants, metals
and stones and placing them In the furnace until they
reach the “diving state of fusion”™ Within the fre these
substances are nurtured and slowly grow and develop
like an embryo within its mother's womb. When they
reach maturity, they come forth from Hades like a
new-borm babe from the womb. Once bormn, the new
creation must be fed and cared for, as & mother would
care for child In an engrmatic stvle, Kleopatra
instructs the Philosophers on how to accomplish the
Alchemical Opus: arsenic and certaln other substancas
are healed in the furmace until they are all united in
spirit and sewl IF the product of this unification process
is then projected onto silver, the result will be gold fit
for a king

The symbolism used by Klkeopalra reveals that the
operation was envisaged as both a technical process
using metals and other concrete substances, and as a
spiritual exercise to liberale the soul from the material
warkd In the second case the objective was the fusion
af spirit and seul. Once this had been achieved. the
dark prison of cormuption lefl the bodu, which was filled
with the light of spivituality and divinity thanks 1o the
pharmakon of life (medicine of lle] with which it was
now imbued

The Book oF COMARIDS se1s forth |:||‘r1_‘|r|l_.r and for the {irst

IIL'!

time In a =ingle docoment, four comerstongs ol
alchemical tradition: the paraliel between a metal being
iransformed in the alchemical bath and an embry

develaping in its mother's womb: the use of a symbolisn
rich in sexual magery; the duality of alchemical Iteratir




The alchemist who hos achieved illuminotion by dominoting Moture (17th century miniature). The ultimate goal of Hellenistic
glchemy described in the Book of Comorios was the preporofion of on elixir or pharmekon of life which permitted the
odept to attain within himsetf o higher level of existence, in which his body wos “filled with light”
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in general which may be interpreted as either
material or spiritual alchemy, the latter being the path
towards spiritual enlightenment, according 1o the
teachings of Hermetic gnosticism; the idea that it was
through a pharmakon of life that this goal could be
attained. It is interesting that for Kleopatra the sign of
success was a physical body filled with light. “When the
spirit of darkness and unsavory odor has been cast out,
the body is filled with light. Soul and spirit rejoice. The
soul summons the body now filled with light and says
to it: "Awaken now from the depths of Hades. come
forth from the darkness, awaken and leave the
darkness behind. Because vou have regained a
spiritual and divine nature. the voice of resurrection
has spoken and the pharmakon of life has penetrated
within you.""™ The resurrection that the alchemist
sought to achieve within himself and his preparations
by means of the pharmakon of life was really the
stepping stone from one level of existence to a higher
one, from one level of consciousness to another with a
qualitatively higher center of organization ™ For both
the alchemist himself and for his preparations. the
conquest was immediate, and the body was suddenly
filled with light.

What exactly does filled with light mean? In the ancient
manuscript in which THE Book of COMARIOS is to be
found, beside the words body. soul, spirit (pneuma). light
appear respectively the signs of lead. mercury. cinnebar
and nascent sulphur. The sign of nascent sulphur appears
also beside the word fire. ™ In relation to chemical
alchemy the concept of light would appear to be linked to
that of fire and refers probably to the lustre imparted by
cooking. As regards gnostic alchemy, we must look
elsewhere. In the COMMENTARY ON THE LETTER OMEGA,
Zosimos of Panoplis maintains that the father of men,
Adam, while he was still spiritually perfect prior to the
Fall, “was in Paradise in the form of light” " This concept
was handed down 1o the alchemists by gnostic writings,
which describe Adam as having been created as light
emanating from the Supreme Being. or “light that exists
from the beginning”. ™

According to Kleopatra's alchemy the adept, after having
been regenerated by the pharmakon of life, regains the
spiritual perfection enjoyed by Adam before the Fall and
becomes once more a man of light. The notion of body of
light or body of glory was wused not only by
Graeco-Eqyptian alchemy but also by other mystical
and esoteric traditions to define the condition of the
man who had achieved illumination. When the light
rises in the inner man — explained an lslamic mystic —
“his heart is light, his body is light, his material shell is
light. his hearing, his sight, his hand, his exterior and
his interior are light, his mouth and his tongue are
I.. ht"._m

'I|'gh¢ alchemy described in the Book OF COMARIOS is
something very different from the Leiden and Stockholm
collections of chemical recipes. Proceeding in the
direction indicated by Bolos-Democritus, Kieopatra
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develops a system brimming with magico-religious
notions. Her doctrine on the manipulation of matter is
developed within a truly philosophical vision of the
Cosmos and the forces that govern it. The central
theme is death and rebirth, which is applied not only 1o
the substance being translormed in the fire, but to the
adept himself, the idea being to destroy, purify and
resurrect the soul so that the body it inhabits acquires a
divine aura

At this point in time Hellenistic alchemy appears as a form
of gnosticism, a method by which 1o explore the nature of
man and God. This & understandable: gnostic doctrine
flourished in the Graeco-Roman world during the 2nd
and 3rd centuries A D. In Egypt lor example there was a
gnostic system that referred back to the concepts divulged
by the mythic patron of alchemy, Hermes Trismegistus

In pre-Hellenistic Egypt. one of the institutional taszks of
the Temple priests was the study of the sky in order to
gather astronomical data for the compiling of calendars
and to determine the occull influence of the slars on
human alfairs. The papyri on which were transcribed the
secrets of the horoscopla were guarded In the sanctuaries.
together with other sacrets such as mining technigues and
metallurgical skills *

At the time of the Prolomies, when Hellenism first
reached Egypt. a number of astrological works were
translated mte Greek and attributed to Thoth, an
ibis-headed god, worshipped throughout Egupt as a
moon-god, patron of the arts and science, wisdom,
inventions and magic, and keeper of the records of the
gods. These texts gradually increased in number until
they became the bulky Hellenistic Hermetic corpus,
ascribed no longer to Thoth bul to Hermes Trismiegistus
The Greeks had been quick to notice a similarity between
Thoth and their god Hermes and so they combined the
two  divinities wonder the name of Thoth-Hermes
Gradually, however, cultural changes gave rise 1o a
tendency to consider these ancient gods as merely
heroes or illustrious figures of a bygone age, who had
received divine recognition in honor of thelr eminence
and wisdom. Thoth-Hermes was made human and
identified with Hermes Trismegistus, the Thrice Great
god.

He was regarded as a historical founder of alchemy
and Hellenistic magical astral mysticism. Many vital
texte were attributed 1o him on astrology, maaic and
occult sciences and others of a mystico-philosophical
nature. Clemem of Alexandria (150-215 A.D) refers
o the existence of fortviwo Hermetie texts. which the
disciples of Thoth-Hermes camled in procession on
special occasions. Other later writers attribute far more
works to Hermes, which suggests that at that time a
vast number of writings were circulating under his
name. Only a small part of this literature has reached
the West, but nonetheless it has enabled us to establish
that the oldest texts are those concerning magic and
astrology, some of which date back to the 3rd century
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B.C., while the philosophical and mystical wrilings stem
from the 2nd and 3rd centuries of our Era *'

The mystico-philosophical Hermetic texts known 1o us
can be divided into three groups: the ASCLEPIUS, a
Medieval Latin version of a lost Greek text; the CorpPus
HERMETICUM, consisting of seventeen different texts; the
ANTHOLOGIUM, compiled by the Greek anthologist
Johannes Stobaeus (500 & D) in which fragments from
many lost works are preserved. The birth and spread of
such texts was the result of a gradual dechne in the
influence of Greek philosophy during the 2nd century
A.D., which pushed men to seek other forms of
knowledge. The old Graeco-Roman religion was no
longer seen as the answer o0 mankind's innate fear of
death and the evils that dominated the world. From this
sense of instability stemmed the doctrines of redemption,
such as Chnstanity and the mystery religions, and a
growing interest in magical practices.

In Eqypt, Alexandria was the heant of Hellenistic culture
and the fulcrum of a brilliant and varied intellectual life,
centered in the famous library®™ and equally famous
Museum, or Temple of the Muses, where scholars
enjoyed not only free board and lodging but tax
exemption, too. Virtually all the religious traditions of the
ancient world were represented there: Eguptian, Jewish,
Greek. Latin, Persian. And it was here, at the beginning
of the 2nd century A.D., that the neoplatonists
developed their philosophy. They tried to concentrate all
the forces of Greek thought and religion and of oriental
mysticism, too, absorbing all streams that in some way
conformed with their own system. They sought to liberate
the soul from the body and bring it back 1o God by means
of a mystico-ecstatic experence. In Alexandria at this
same fime were other philosophical sects. such as the
Chaldean astrologers, Persian magi disciples of Zoroaster
and even Buddhists and gumnosophists (yogi) from as far
away as India, It is more than possible that elements of
these and other philosophical, magical and religious
systems combined in Alexandria giving rise, among other
things, to the proliferation of different sects and schools of
thought,

The Hermetic texts reflect the sense of Hermetic
gnosticism, which proposed redemption through
knowledge of the self, in the search within the self for the
spark of divine light which is innate in man, The KORE
KasMu (DARGHTER oF THE CosMos), one of the
EXTRACTS OF STOBAEUS, explains that God, the Artisan
of the Universe, created the souls by drawing forth from
the depths of his own being, the breath (pneuma) of life,
uniting it in the fire with other substances. But these souls
then disobeyed their Creator and were punished: “The
Lord and Master of all things saw fit to create the
organism that s man, so that, within this organism the
soul would suffer eternal punishment."" Though
imprisoned within matter, the soul preserves the spark
of divine pneuma breathed into it by God Man
achieves redemption by freeing himself of this

matter, and by distinguishing within himsell the spark of
divine light with which he was bom and by then
cherishing it. “H you learm to recognize that the true
nature of man consists of light and life - confides the
Supreme God to Hermes Trismegistus in the CORPUS
HERMETICUM - and if you recognise that you, too, are
made of these elements, vou will return to fife”.** But
knowledge of the selfl is not enough. Through
asceticism and moral discipline, the righteous man will
perceive how to make that divine part he has
recognized within him prevail. The result will be a
process of spiritual regeneration that will make him
similar 1o God "™ Once this has happened “the
Hermeticist will never die”. Or rather, at the moment
of physical death, the deified soul of the man who has
succeeded in freeing the divine light within him will
separate from the material body and rise through the
celestial spheres towards God, to then penetrate God
and In turn become Power **

In the light of this doctrine it is easy to detect similarities
with the procedures described by the lady alchemist
Klecpaira. when she speaks of mordifying the matter in
order to draw forth the soul and the spirit (the divine part)
then moulding them together to regain the light,
regeneration and final transmutation. Without doubt
Hermetic philosophy had a strong influence on the
development of alchemical tradition, rather as Taoism
influenced alchemy in China. Nonetheless, this does not
necessarily mean that Graeco-Eguptian alchemy actually
stemmed from Hermeticism, [t is of no little significance
that while many of the older texts attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus concern  magical and  astrological
philosophies, not one of them refers to alchemy. The
oldest alchemical book we know of is the PHYSIKA KAl
MYSTIKA written by Bolos of Mendes about the year 200
B.C. According to this work the father of alchemical
sclence 8 Ostanes, while Thoth-Hermes or Hermes
Trismegistus is never mentioned, The Book OF
Comarios, though clearly bearing the mark of
philosophical Hermeticism, traces the genealogy of
alchemy to Comarios, the high priest and philosopher
who was. in fact, Kleopatra's teacher. It is not uniil
Zosimos of Panoplis that alchemical tradition is first linked
with the name of Hermes Trismegistus.

With Zosimos Hellenistic alchemy stepped out of legend
and into history. Zosimos came from Panoplis, bul
seems to have worked in Alexandria around the vear
300 A.D. He had a sister named Theosebeia who was
also involved in the Sacred Art. Zosimos composed an
encyclopaedia of alchemy consisting of 28 books
dedicated to his sister. Only fragments of this work
remain, and not always in the original Greek language,
but in a Syriac translation. He was undoubtedly a
polymath, equally familiar with the secrets of the Arr,
Archimedes' discoveries in applied mechanics, the
theories of magical, astrological and philosophical
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Hermes Trismegistus, the mythical lather of alechemy, poriroyed o1 o bearded old man dressed In orlental garmenis. On his
turban he wears a crown, symbol of the regal dignity of alchemy. With the index finger of his right hand he poinis
upwards, fo an elght-pointed star; with three fingers of his left hand he points downwards. He is referring quite obvlously
te the words of the Tabula Smaragdine: "That which s above |s like 1o that which is below, and that which Is below is llke
to that which | above...” The Tabule wes ascribed to Hermes (1 5th contury minlature].
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Tha trbikos. the thres-funnslled alembic reputedly inventad
by Maria Prophetissa (1 1th century manuscript). It was made
of three tubes of ductile copper o litlle thicker "than that of
a pastry-cook's copper frying pan”. Her descriprion of the
triblkos is quoted by Zosimos in his Treafise on instreuments
and Furnaces.

Hermeticism, many of the more imporiant gnostic beliels
and other works of a mystico-religious nature *’

As we saw in chapter 1, Zosimos believed in a
distinction between natural tinctures and opportune or
timely tinctures and launched a prolonged attack on
those who upheld the latter, as they relied upon
{avorable diamones or spiritual beings. When he learnt
that Theosebeia had fallen under the spell of the virgin
Paphnoutia and other individuals whe worked with
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opporfune fnctures, Zosimos wrote fo her waming her of
the danger of “ignorant people” who preached “idle
myths” % Zosimos seems, then, to have been the
forerunner of an Art which, quite simply, aspired to the
study of matter based on scientific procedures and rid of
all magical and astrological implications. In explaining his
methods for the joining and separation of the four
elements. he undetlines the importance of establishing a
precise worklng routine

This picture of Zosimos is corroborated in all his writings,
which reveal that he possessed a deep understanding of
chemical methods for the preparation of metals and
minerals. For instance. he talks of a second mercury
(arsenic) obtained from sandarach (arsenic sulphide),
and describes an experiment in which, by an
absorption process, the sandarach, lirst releases
sulphur, then, in the form of a cloud of arsenic,
deposits the arsenious oxide which, when heated
together with certain other substances, releases the
second mercury."” Zosimos also made accurate
descriptions of many other chemical substances and
procedures. He was much interested in apparatus, too,
writing about it in his TREATISE ON INSTRUMENTS AND
FURNACES, in which he describes the tribikos invented
by Maria Prophetissa.

But Zosimos is important not only for his understanding
ol the chemical aspects of the Art. but above all for his
efforts to imbue the practical tradition of the Art with
mystico-philosophical speculation based on Hermetic
gnosticism and other concepts taken from the many
culiural systems practiced in Egupt at that time. It is
extremely difficult to distinguish in Zosimos’s writings
between the chemical and the mystico-philosophical
aspects of alchemy. They become confused in a complex
and obscure symbolism that is open to many
interpretations. With Zosimos of Panoplis, the long
pre-history of Hellenistic alchemy comes 1o an end and
the Divine Art at last assumes the characteristics of the
enigmatic science we know today

Zosimos was also the author of a manuscript known as
On VIRTUE which concerns the compesition of the
waters, a term that certain chemistry historians believe
was probably used to mean molten metals. ™ In this work
Zosimos uses a literary expedient 10 explain his theories.
He tells how he fell asleep and had a vision, a synthesis of
which follows

In the first dream a priest appears to Zosimos. He iz
standing before him on a chalice-shaped altar which i
approached by fifteen steps. The priest describes the
intolerable violence he has suffered, when he was
cleaved with a sword and dismembered; his skin was
removed from his head, his bones mixed with his flesh
and these were bumed in the fire of the treatment, It
was thus, by the transformation of the body, that he
learned to become a spirit. While the priest is speaking,
he takes the appearance of a tiny man, tearing himself
with his own teeth and falling away. Zosimos



Graeco-Egyptian Alchemy

wakes for a moment then falls adeep again and has a
second dream. He is in the same place, but this time in
the upper part of the chalice-shaped altar water is being
boiled in which a number of persons are floating. On the
altar is a barber, whitened by years. who professes to be a
spirit and a guardian of spirits. Then Zosimos sees a Man
of Copper, whom he recognises as the priest of the first
dream but now in a different state. Zosimos wakes again
and narrates his visions, explaining in an enigmatic style
how to transform the nature of metals

Eager to climb the seven steps of the altar (no longer
fifteen as in his first vision), Zosimos falls asleep again. He
dreams that the old barber, who has now become the
Man of Copper of the second dream, jumps into the fire
Then he meets another old man, Agathodaimon,
representing the Man of Lead, whao is also thrown into the
fire. Zosimos awakes and explains the vision: the lead
must be melted In order for the "combination of the
hquids” to take place. Zosimos again goes back to
sleep and thiz time dreams of two men. The first is
holding a sword. the second a round object, known as
the Meridian of the Sun. The man with the sword
explains to Zosimos that his companion must be
sacrificed and boiled. Upon waklng. Zosimos remarks:
“Well do | understand that these things concern the
liquids of the Art of the metals™ "'

Experis on the history of chemistry believe that in his
visions Zosimos gives a symbolic description of the
chemical reactions that take place when certain metals are
mixed with a reagent, and which, in the eyes of the
alchemist, represented a process of torture. death amd
rebirth. The chalice-shaped altar described by Zosimos is
the upper part of a distilling vessel or a kerofakis, an
apparatus in the form of a tube with a furnace al the
bottom and a condensing dome at the top, used to
vaporize acidic liquids which would correde metals.
The dismembered human beings thrown into the fire
represent the metals which have to be cooked and
boiled in the apparatus. The steps leading up to the
altar (twenty-two in all, L.e. fifteen plus seven) probably
stand for the various phases of the experiment, which
involves copper, lead and cinnabar (the Meridian of
the Sun).™

Some have suggested that the violent. almost delirious
style of this account indicates that Zosimos was in a state
of wild elation or semi-trance when he wrote it, brought
on by the emotion of watching the boiling mass of metals
inside the distilling vessel continually changing state and
color, Descriptions of this kind are not necessarily pure
literary fiction, but the result of an authentic mental
experience

But is this all that the visions of Zosimos mean? Probably
not, for his writings have evident connections with
Hermetic gnostic mysteries and rites. The Sacred Art
becomes a svetem in which the themes of the death and
rebirth of metals bear a strong resemblance to the
techniques adopted by disciples of Hermes to achieve
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The cylindrical instrument on the left is o kerotakis . o reflux
apparaius uvsed by the Greek alchemists for treating metols
with vapours |1 1th century manuseript]. In tha treatise On
Virtue . dedicaled 1o the composition of the waters, Zosimaos
of Panoplis describes a chamical operation using the
keratakis, in which this ingtrument is llkened to an altar
where 8 sacrificing priest cerries oul o purlfication rite
which leads to 8 knowledge of God and of the self.

mortification of the flesh thus freeing the divine spark
The symbolism used by Zotsimos in his visions to describe
the alchemical procedure s the same as that used by
the mystery religions 1o depict the soul’s ascemt of the
mystical stairway. The human beings who are cast into

the “place of punishment” to meappear on the




The alchemist-priest-magus mitigates the fury of the
dragan wha disgarges fire (Mercury). by feeding it the
Red Elixir. In the sky obove o comel shines, onnouncing
on omazing eveni, o chonge in the Nature [17th cenlfury
minkature).

top of the sphere are remimeent of the Fall and
Redemption of prmordial man (Anthropos) dear to
Hermetic gnosticism. From these and other details it has
been established that the central theme of the visions is
the Hermetic, or more generally gnostic, doctrine of the
knowledge of God and of the self.™ On VIRTUE s an
extremely ambiguous manuscript, to the extent that its
symbolism was equally clear to both historians of sclence,
who read it as a chemical treatise, and of religion, who
saw it as a mistical work

The duality of alchemy is reflected in the duality of
Zosimos himself, and wvice versa. Zosimos believed
firmly in natwral tinctures and in working with a
method. When he describes the processes Invelved, he
is talking unequivecally aboul true chemical reactions
But whal does he really mean by iinctures? Can we be
sure he is talking aboul chemistry, or is # merely
pre-chemistry? Our doubis are justified When warning
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his sister Theosebeia of the danger of using opportune or
tmely tinctures, Zosimos advises: Do not let the search
for God worry you unnecessarily. fill your heart with

peace and God, who & everywhere, will come ta you. . If
vour body s calm, you will be able 1o allay your passions,
resist desire, pleasure, anger, tfemper and the twelve
kinds of death. . By correcting voursell, you will bring
upon voursell divinity, . In this way you will oblain the
true natural inclures. Do this until yvou have achieved
perfection of the soul. When wou are sure of having
become perfect, spumn the elements of matter. seek
refuge in your shepherd and, immersed in meditation,
vou will ascend to your origin..."™ This passage would
seem io suggest that for Zosimos the preparation of
natural tinctures was In reality a pretext for expounding a
technique of Hermetic asceticism. Whatever Zosimos
meant by these words 1o his sister, an examination of his
wrilings 48 a whaole reveals unequivocally that he was
convinced that no chemical operation would be complete
if the adept did not at the same time purify his inner self
through strict self-discipline. The Latin  alchemists
expressed this duality. in the formula “oratory and
laboratory”

Duality and ambiguity, the visions ol Zosimos have
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one more surprise in store, In advocating the need for
method he writes: “In fact. it 8 with method,
measurement and the exact weight of the four elements
that the combination and separation of all things is
achieved. No bond can be achieved without method. It is
2 natural method, breathing in and breathing out,
maintaining the combinations of the method. to increase
or diminish them as necessary. When all things are
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# A.J. Festugibre, La révélation d’Hermés Trismégiste. Vol
1.p. 218-219,
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harmonized by a process of separation and combination
never forgetting the methods, nature Is transformed
Because nature, when it withdraws into itself, is
transformed. ™ It was by withdrawing into himseif using a
natural method based on breathing exercises, separating
and poining the yin and the yang, that the Chinese
alchemist sought unity with the Tao. We will never know
If Zosimos was aware of this

chemisiry appears in the writings of Stephanus of Alexantdria

which are quoted by J. Lindsay, op. ¢it. . p. 383,
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CHAPTERIII

FROM ANTIQUITY
TO THE MIDDLE AGES

y the beginning of the 4th century, on the
B strength of the audacious speculations of

Kleopatra and Zosimos of Panoplis, the Sacred
Art had become a fait accompli. Primitive Egyptian
methods for the manipulation of metals had been
succeeded by what was becoming & veritable science,
based on precise theoretical assumptions which
combined chemical, philosophical and mystical aspects.
the aim of which was to perfect and endow with
immortality not anly metals but man himself,
However, immaediately after Zosimos, the contours of
Graeco-Egyptian alchemy again became confused and
indistinct, and the period was marked by little innovation
and few figures of any real standing. The handful of
better-known names of the 4th century include Pelagius,
Dioscurus and Synesius, but even they are not much
mare than shadows and their books have little to say,
being at most vague comments on the works of Bolos
Democritus, Zosimos and other earlier writers. One
thousand years later Latin alchemy remembers only the
name of Synesius, who is sometimes identified with
Synesius, the Greek neoplatonist philosopher and poet
who became the Christian Bishop of Ptolemais at the
beginning of the 5th century '
The fact that the Sacred Art took a step backwards almost
before it had started on its ppurney, was not onby due to
the absence of men with the ability 1o carry on where
Zosimos had lefi off. In the 4th century, with the spread
of Christianity, the Roman Empire embarked on a
bitter campaign against magical practices. In 319
Consiantine the Great decreed that soothsayers were
forbidden to enter private houses, even those of their
closest friends. on pain of death. The decree was
mitigated the following year and in the end the practice
of white magic was allowed, at least until Constantius Il
{318-361) brought in the death penalty for all
categories of soothsayers, astrologers and magi, and even
for the wearers of lucky charms or anyone seen walking
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in the vicinity of a cemetery after sundown, this being
taken as evidence that the unlucky wanderer was a
sorcerer or necromancer It is feasible that these
persecutions hindered the spread of the new science
which, au we know, wae traditionally associated with
magic, astrology and other accursed knowledge revealed
o man by the fallen angels. Alchemy was viewed with
suspicion by the authorities for other, more practical
reasons, linked with the Sacred Art's reputation of being
capable of transforming base metals into gold or silver
According to certain Byzantine historians, alchemy had
been subjected to severe persecution as early as the time
of Zosimos when, around the year 290, the Emperor
Diocletian ordered the destruction of all the alchemical
literature found in Eqyptian territories. (n order to prevent
men from accumulating wealth in the form of alchemical
gold and silver

The authenticity of this story ks doubtful, also because it is
beyond the bounds of reason that the Emperor would
have taken such a lively Interest in a science which. in the
year 290, was hitle more than a collection of hazy
nofions. Nonetheless, Diocletian certainly pursued a
restrictive  policy aimed at checking the Empire's
economic crisis and reforming the monetary system; it is
possible that one of Dioclefian’s worries was 1o stop the
spread of forgery, which was common practice
throughout the African provinces of the Empire and
might have suggested to the authorities a link between
alchemy and the forging of coinage.

An emblematic figure of late Hellenistic alchemy was
Olympiodorus. Born at Thebes in Egypt, he lived and
worked during the first half of the 5th century. He was a
man of letters and diplomacy and his books reveal how
great was his effort to anchor Zosimos’s theortes to the
philosophy of the ancient Greeks Drawing bom the
works ol the atomist Democritus of Abdera (not
Bolos:Democritus), Olymplodorus pe-examines  the
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theory of the four elements and the concept of arché, a
principle or prime substance from which all things are
derived. Quoling Zosimos, he implicitly recognises the
Sacred Amr as a psychophysical practice: the arfist, al
peace with his own body, seeks 1o calm his passions and
waits for the divine spirit 10 be born within him, thus
achieving the union of the One with the All. Like
Zosimos, Olympiodorus mixes mystical and chemical
aspects. He quotes numerous types of tincture, and
describes the substances and procedures from which
they are made. In his writings, as In those o Zosimos,
it is difficult to distinguish when the chemical terms are
being used 1o describe real experiments with metals
and when they are instead meant in a purely sumbolic
sense.

The last luminary of the Alexandrian tradition was the
philosopher Stephanos, who worked in Alexandria In the
period 610-641, It was he who sowed the seed of the
great transformation of the Sacred An which began to
acquire the language and symbolism of Christian
mysticism. In his writings Stephanos combined the
theoretical and practical aspects of the Art expounded by

This complex illustration from o 1 1th century Greek -
manuscript represents the text of the Gold-Making of
Kieopetro. The tigure top lett. o schemotic rapresentation of
Ouroborus, bears the inscription: “Ona is the All and
through it is the All and by it is the All and i you heve not
the Al All is nothing” [euter circle): "One is the serpent
which has its paison occording to two compositions” (inner
circle). The two symbaols top right ore those of silver
(crescent moon ) and of auritied silver (radiont semi-circle),
Bottom right, & fwa-funnelled alembic, on the lett the
Owroboros in whoie centre ore the words: “Ona is the All",
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Balos-Democritus and Zosimos with speculations inspired
by ancient Greek philosophy and contempaorary
neoplatonism, but his style of language and use of
alchemical symbolism  underlines the influence of
Christianity 100, For example, Stephanos sees a clear
parallel between the Acqua divina, which vitalizes and
transmutes metals, and the grace of Christ. which is the
living water that gives etemal life to mankind

In 632, while Stephanos was teaching In Alexandria,
Mohammed died at Medina_ In the space of one century,
the Arabs conquered Persia, Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine,
Egypt and then entered Europe via Spain, where the tide
of Moslem conquest was at last halted by Charles Martel
{“the Hammer') at Poitiers in 732 Graeco-Christian
alchemy disappeared from Egypi. but survived in the
lands of the Buzantine Empiré. In reality the Byzantine
alchemists were not rue philosophers, but rather erudite
men who collected and commented on the works of the
Alexandrian alchemists. In their writings the laboratory
tradition is played down, in an attempt to transform the
alchemical Opus into an allegory of a Christian
mystical quest. It is true that these myslico-
philosophical writings are occasionally interspersed
with books of a technical nature, but for the most part
these are collections of recipes which are more
reminiscent of the Leiden and Stockholm chemical
papvri than of the works of Zosimos

The progressive transformation of Byzantine alchemy |s
reflected in the CRISOPEA, a brief treatise on the art of
making gold written by the Byzantine politician and
teacher of philosophy, Michael Psellus (1018-1078).
Psellus was not an alehemisi and he limits his comments
to what he has heard and read on alchemy. And the
cpening  lines of the CRISOPEA reveal just how
approximate was his approach to the Sacred Art. In fact,
in the dedication to Michael Cerulariue, we read: “You
see, lord and master of my soul, what vou do to me when
you force me 10 descend from the heights of philosophy
to the mechanical technique of a metalworker. and
persuade me to ransform matter and modify Nature Or
perhaps this concemns philosophy and depends upon the
science of Nature?

"Many believe it is an initiatory and secret art and make
no attempt o see It in a rational light. |, though surprised
by the phenomenon, on the one hand take no notice of
what people are saving, on the other consider it to be just
another monstrosity. "™ So it seems that Peellus doubted
that the Art was philosophy or natural science and
deemed it little more than a mechanical technique,
about which it was almost dishonorable to write. In line
with his comments in the dedication to Cerularius.
alchemy as Psellus sees it = a series of procedures for
making something similar to gold from base materials,
such as sandarach, sulphate of iron and copper.
orpiment, sulphur, cinnabar. Like the Leiden and
Stockholm papyri, the CRISPOEA gives instructions on
how to double gold, starting with a minimal quantity



of real gold, which is used to impart a golden color 1o

compounds ol copper or other sultably prepared
substances

The works of the Byzantine scholars contributed to the
spread of alchemical ideas in the medieval West, but the
veritable craze for alchemy that hit Europe during the
12th and 13th centuries was the resull of a far more
complex process, by the end of which the Sacred Arr had
become true alchemy,

As the Alexandrian school began to lose its influence, the
Sacred Art blossomed in the area that is now Syria. and at
the court of Byzantium. In this reglon, three miles from
Edhessa. close to the Turkish-Syrian border, was the
ancient city of Harran, an important junction for the
caravan routes where, since as far back as 1,400 B.C .
the commerce and cultures of the Middle and Far East
had met and mingled. Harran was a magical city
according to one legend, it was the burial place of the
goddess Selena; another tradition narrates that it was
the first city 10 be built after the Flood; in other stories it
was {ounded by Abraham's brother and was the place
whence Abraham departed on his jourmey to Canaan,
while its religion was reputed to be the oldest in the
world . *

In reality the Sabeans, as the inhabitants of Harran later
came to be known, had a special religion of thelr own., a
high allegorization ol ancient myths combined with
far-fetched imagery, based on the veneration of the seven
planetary divinities, to each of which they dedicated a
ditferent temple. Supplications were addressed to the
gods by priests, who alone understood the magical and
astrological properties of the planéts. The stars, too,
were veneraled, probably a legacy of the Babylonian
religion. They believed that each plant, animal or
metal belonged to a star, to which they offered magical
ar propitiatory sacrifices. Although the little we know
about the Sabeans and their culture comes from late
Christian and Moslem sources, it is plausible that
Harran was the meeting place of cults that combined
elements from Babylonian, Persian and later Greek,
Christian and Islamic refigions

The mysterions city of Harran was also an important
cultural center. Imitially a rendezvous lor Sumerian, Hittite
and Babwlonian clvilizations, in 528 B.C. {he city became
part of the Median and Perstan Empire, whose culture it
absorbed. Subsequently, during the age of the
Achacmenids, it became the point of convergence for
Eguptian and Persian cultures. |n Hellentstic tmes, its
temples were the residence of scholars whose task it was
to study and translate the fundamental works of ancient
Greek philosophy and literature, and later the
neoplatonist. Hermetic and gnostic writings. As Harran
also had commercial ties with India and possibly China. it
is feasible that ideas from Far Eastern countries mingled
there, too.

This cultural melting pot became an important center
for the production of philosophical, religious and magico
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An lslamic version of the Ouroboros [ 1Tth century
manuscript]. |t was during the 5th and bth canturies that the
Socred Art spread from Hellenistic Egypt to the Middle East
and in particuler to the areo thet is now known as Syria. In
tact, it wos brom Syrlon writings that the Arobs learned of
thiz oncient Arf, which they colled ol-Kimiyo,

mystical books compiled and presented as the
authentic works of Plato, Pythagoras, and Aristotle. Of
the great philosophers of antiquity, the mythical
Hermes musi have been particularly revered by the
Sabeans, for it appears that he was sometimes known
as “the prince ol the Harranians™. The Sabeans also
composed false books which they attributed to Hermes
and his pupils Trismegistus, Agathodaimon, Asclepius
and Ostanes

A Moslem author, Hanum al-Rashid (763-809) tells how
the Sabeans offered human sacrifices, and quotes an
example of how this was done: a man, dressed as
Hermes-Mercury, was placed alive in a vessel of oil
and soda (or borax); alter a vear had elapsed. the spirit
of Hermes entered the body of the unlucky victim, the
mummified remains of whom were believed 10 have

prophetic powers, and were worshipped and
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questioned on the future. Stones of human sacrfices and
prophetic mummilied or artificial heads: are to be found
throughout anfiguity 10 the Middle Ages. and were used
by [ dizcredit the
non-orthodox minorities. However, al-Rashid's story s so
sfrange as to sugoest that what he was offering to his
readers was the account, handed down by word of mouth
and deformed by the passing of time, of an anclent rite
celebrating symbolically an alchemical experiment: the
death and resurrection ol imperfect matter ingide the
alchemical vessel by means of the acton of certain special

unscrupulous  chronichers

substances which permitted the Imperfect matter 1o
assimiate the spirt of the Mercury
Almost certainty Harran was one of the cradles of

alchemy. It was renowned for ts metalworkers, who
used malerials imported [rom Asia Minor, Kurdistan
and Persia. Its shaps dealt In gold, silver, copper. tin,
iron. lead, sulphur. arsenic sulphides., and borax, the
same  substance mentioned al-Rashid's story

According to Ephrem Svrus (dth century), the HERMETI

i

lexTs, which expressed the philosophy of the Sacred
Art, were writlen in Syria while Harran was considered
by certain Arabic chroniclers to be the place where
correspondences between planets, geometrical shapes
colors, metals, davs of the week and numbers, so
essential to  the alchemical wadition. were [first
established

In an Arabic texi of 673 these :'l]rlu-::ip-m!{ii."l‘lcu:. are
expressed in the lable below

In' the 5th century, not only Hamran, but the whole of
Syria had become an importanl cultural and scientific
center. As early as the 2nd century both the OLD and
New TestameNT had  been info Suriac
Bubsequently philosophical. medical and alchemical texis
were translated from Greek into Syriac, Litthe by little
Syrian  alchemy acquired a role of considerable
importance: on the one hand # absorbed and revised the
milestones of the Sacred Art. on the other it (l?u.ﬂc:p{id
its innovative experiments. It s perhaps no
chance that Oreel lire was invented Syrla,
Heheopobs, in 673, When the Arabs conguered Persia and

translated

Dwn

1 al

Saturn hexagan black lead Saturday 9
Jupiter Iriangle e fin Thursday 8
Mars SUAKE riedl T Tuesday 7
Surn sguare plhon gold Sunday (]
Venus elongated tHangle bhue fwhite COET Friday |
Mercury hexagon nside square various colors all Wednesday 4
Moon penlagon white and goiden / white stheer Monday 3

Marianus . the Chelstian hermit and
nlchemist, is sald to have tought
Prince Khaled ibn Yazid the secrets
of alchemy. Here he is showing his
pupil, wha bows betore him (n o
gesture of respect, the Earth, the
anly tree source of knowledge: he
wha tries to scole the alchemical
fower without o lodder [s bound 1o
fall. (From Symbolo aureae mensae
by M. Maier, 1617).




From Antiquity to the Middie Ages

Syria, the caliphs shrewdly took into their service the
scholars of these two nations, The monks of the heretical
Nestorian church were entrusted with the task of
translating first into Syriac and then into Arabic the major
Greek works on philosophy, astronomy, mathematics,
medicine and other sciences. It was at this point that the
Sacred Art changed its name to al-kimiya

Our word alchemy is derived directly from the Arabic
al-kimiva, which the Latin translators, from the 12ih
century onwards, wrote as alkimia, alguimia, alchimia,
alchemia. " What the Arabs actually meant by al-kimiya is
plain to see. as this definition from the Kitag aL-FiHRrisy
(Book OF THE CATALOGUE} by an-Nadim (987 A.D)
shows: “The people who practice al-kimiya, that is to say
those who make gold and silver from other different
metals. .. But if al-kimiva was the art of making gold and
silver. from where had the Arabs taken this word, which
in their language was used to substitute the terms Sacred
Art and Divine Art used by the Graeco-Alexandrian
Philosophers?

Al-kimiya is composed of the definite article al and the
word kimiva, the origins of which are uncertain. It is not
an Arabic word and must therefore have been derived
from another language, probably Egyptian or Greek. The
Egyptian hypothesis is that it is associated with the ferm
chem, signifying black and relating to the anchent
Egyptians’ description of their land as “The Land of the
Black Soil” in relation to the dark alluvial soil of the Nile
delta which contrasted with the red terrain of the desert
This characteristic was known to Herodotus, who
remarked: “a black and gritty land, composed as it is of
mud and debris brought down by the river from
Ethiopia” ¥ Some four centunes after Herodotus,
Plutarch, too, appeared 1o have heard of the dual
meaning of chem: “Eaypt, Jand of the black soil, is known
by the same name as the black pant ol the eye,
Chemia...™ This would then define alkimiva as “The
Egyptian Ant", confirming the tradiion according 1o which
the origins of alchemy are to be found in Egypt.

The Greek hypothesis is even more convincing. As early
as the 3rd century B.C. the Greeks adopted the term
chyma to describe an ingot or metal bar. " It later came to
mean the casting or fusing of metals. Greek texts also
mention the alternative forms of chemela or chemia
According to the Byzantine writer George Syncellus,
Zosimos had spoken of the existence of a book entitled
CHEMEL contalning the secrets of the Art.'" On numerous
occasions Zosimos and other Greek authors had
attributed the origins of alchemy 1o a hero by the name of
Chémds, Chimés or Chymds.' Plainly there & a
connection between the Sacred Art, the term chyma and
its derivatives. Al-kimya would therefore mean the art of
chimya or the art of fusing metals.

Tradition has it that the first Arab to take an active
interest in alchemy was Prince Khalid ibn Yazid, an
historical figure who lived at Damascus and died in 704
The Kimag alL-FIHRIST provides this portrait of Khalid:
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“He was a preacher, a poet, an eloquent man, full of
passion and greal wisdom. He was the lirst man to
commission the translafion of books on  medicing,
astrology and alchemy. It ls taken for certain, and God
knows better than anyone else if this is true, that Khalid
succeeded in his alchemical exploits. He had written a
certain number of treatises and booklets and composed
poems on this subject, | have seen some five hundred
pages of verse and | have seen amongst his works his
BooK OF AMULETS, GREAT anD SMalt BooK OF THE
ECRDI]]: B0 OF THE TESTAMENT (lo his son) ON THE
ART™,

Far richer in detail is the alchemical tradition according 1o
which Khalid was a young prince who, tired of the
intrigues and immorality of court life, relinguished the
pomp and ceremony that were his by right and devoted
himsel to the study of the sciences. Attracted by
alchemy, Khalid ordered the translation into Arabie of
many texts, bul he was surrounded by {alse prophets who
caused his atternpts at ransmutation 1o fail, One day he
received a wvist from a disciple of Stephanos of
Alexandria, a Christian monk called Morienus who lived
a hermit’s life at Jerusalem, Belore the prince's
astonished eyes, Morlenus successiully completed an
experiment in transmutation, Khalid was so angry at
having been duped, that he put the false alchemists, his
former teachers, to death, but in the confusion Morlenus
disappeared. After some years, the monk reappeared
and agreed 1o teach Khalid the secrets of the Arl, and the
prince thus became the first Moslem alchemist capable of
achieving transmutation

This story is probably based on both fact and fictlion. As
we said earlier, Khalid was indeed an historical figure, an
Omayvad prince of considerable culture. It is possible that
he ook an interest in alchemy, although the alchemical
books ascribed to his pen are surely false, written long
after the real Khalid's death. But there is an underlying
wein of truth when the tradition speaks of the transmission
of alchemical skills from Stephanos of Alexandria to a
hermit living in Jerusalem who then passed on the
knowledge to an Arab prince. Whether or not the names
are true, the story 15 a symbolic account of how the
Sacred Ant spread from Egypt to the Christian Middle
East and to the world of [slam

Much more is known about Jabir ibn Hayyan, who was
venerated by the later European alchemists mare than
any other Arabic writer. The oldest known bography of
Jabir is found in the Kitag aL-FiHRIST: “His name was
Abu Abdallah Jabir ibn Hayyan ibn Abdallah al-Kufi.
known by the name of al-Sufi. Not all agree on this
matter. The Shites say that he was one of their
dignitaries and one of the fathers of their doctrine; they
say he was a close friend of the famous sixth Shi‘ite
Imam, Ja'fa al-Sadig (may God be pleased with him) and
that he was an inhabitant of Kufa. A group of
philasophers claims, on the contrary, that he was one
of thelr number and composed works on rhetoric and
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Jablr |bn Hayyan, knswn in the West o3 Gerber. The words beslds the Hgure's heod read “God and Nature do not operate
in wain” {15th century miniature). For the alchemists Nature wos o divine wark, their task therefore was io seek the diving
essence hidden within natural phenomena. In this wey alchemy was both o form of sclence and a miystic discipline.
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philosophy. As for the adepts of the ast of making gold
and silver, they affirm that he was highly skilled in this an
during his lifetime, but was forced to keep silent about it
They add that he moved relentlessly fram town to town,
never staying long in one place, for he leared for his life.
Others say that he belonged to the Barmecide family,
to whom he was devoted, and that he was particularly
friendly with Ja'far ibn Yahya. Those who are of this
opinion claim that, when speaking of his teacher
Ja'far, Jabir was referring to the member of the
Barmecide family of that name, whereas the Shiites
maintain that he meant Ja'lar al-Sadiq. A man whose
word | can trust and who is interested in alchemy told
me that Jabir lived in a road called Bab al-Sham, which
is situated in the area known as the "District of gold™.
He added that Jabir spent much time at Kufa, due to
the city's excellent climate, and it was here that he
prepared his elir. When some houses were being
demolished in Kufa a mortar was found weighing more
than two hundred rotls.'* This same man told me that
the place in which it was found was the site of Jabir's
house and all that was left was the mortar and a
laboratory  for dissolving and combining. This
happened during the reign of lz-Eddaula, son of
Mo'izz-Eddaula. Abu Sebekteguin, the chamberlain,
told me that it was he himself who claimed possession
of the mortar. A group of scholars and book-lovers has
assured me that this man, Jabir, never really existed.
Others say that if he had really lived he only ever wrote
THE Book oF MERCY. as for the other books which
bear his name. they are the works of men who used his
name instead of their own. As far as | am concerned. |
say that any man of worth who undertakes or bothers
to write a book of two thousand pages, calling on all
the resources of hie spirit and intelligence, quite apart
from the physical effort of actually putting the words on
paper, and who then aseribes his book to someone
who never existed, is an imbecile. This i« something
that no man with a smattering of scientific knowledge
would undertake nor agree to: what profit, what
advantages could he hope to gain? So Jabir must have
existed: his personality is well known and rightly
famous, and he is the author of many important works,
He has also written books on the Shi'ite doctrine,
which | will mention at the oppartune time, and other
_scientific subjects, about which 1 have spoken in other
chapters of this account. Rhazi, in his alchemical
manuscripts, refers to him (Jabir) in the following
words: 'Our teacher Abu Musa Jabir ibn Hayyan

!HHH* wih

These few lines well express the scepticism with which
Jabir was regarded by the Moslem scholars of the 10th
century. Today, in the light of the many inquiries that
have been made into this mystery, it is possible to
confirm that at least a part of the KITAB AL -FIMRIST s
authentic. Jabir, believed to be the son of an apothecary,
was born at Kufa in 721.722, one of the main cities of
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the Omayyad caliphate. The title of al-Suft indicates thal
he became a Sufi, a member of that mystical and esateric
sect that flourished within lslam. He was probably a
Shiite, too, a disciple of Ja'far al-Sadiq, the sixth
Shi‘lte Imam, a scholar of occult sciences. particularly
astrology and alchemy. After Ja'tar's death in 765,
Jabir is said to have become a close friend of the
Barmecide family, who became powerful ministers and
governors under the Abbasid caliphs. Thanks to his
position at the Baghdad court, Jabir was able to carry
out important scientific and alchemical experiments
When the Barmecides lost favor in 803, Jabir returned
to Kufa, where he probably died somewhere between
813 and 815

As an-Nadim points out, only a century or so after his
death, there already exisied a substantial corpus of
alchemical writings bearing Jabir's name. Altogether
Moslem scholars gathered some 3,000 titles ascribed to
his pen, though only 215 of these have survived to the
present day. Thelr authenticlty is doubtful Even the
oldest would seem 1o have been written no earlier than
the second half of the 9th century, more than fifty vears
after Jabir's death.'” This older part of the Jabirian
Corpus s ke a mosaic or jigsaw puzzde Globally, i
canstitutes a single and complete systemn, which has been
deliberately broken up and divided among different
manuscripts, according to a precept dear to Jabir, the
dispersion of science.' in the light of a certain similarity
of style and language, It & possible that these
manuscripts, or at least a pant of them, were written by
Jabir's disciples or by alchemists who adhered rigidly 1o
his teachings. It has been suggested that some of the
writings ascribed to Jabir were the work of a group of
natural philosophers who were close o the secrel
society of the lkhwan al-Safa (Brethren of Purity),
active during the 9th-10th centuries who, preferring to
remain anonymous, signed their works with the name
of the legendary Jabir '® It |s more likely., however,
that the members of the Brotherhood were not actually
thie authors of the Jabirlan texts, though they may
have taken his ideas as the basis for their doctrine,
which they then wrote down in an Encyclopaedia of
fifty-one treattses Intended as a tlestimony of
contemporary knowledge in general. and a valid guide
for the evolution of mankind ™"

The doubtul authenticity of the Jabirian Corpus. or what
iz left of lt. s not encugh to throw doubt on the existence
of the man himself nor his reputation as father of Islamic
alchemy, The books bearing his name represent the
integral product of a single school of thought which used
the name of its Master 10 honor his memory, and not a
collection of works written by charlatans and fraudulently
attributed to a famous figure in order to exploit his
reputation. In the case of Jabir. the identification of the
disciples with their Master is particularly significant,
In the Jabirian book KiTaR aL-Mann (Book
OF THE GLORIOUS), it is written that to understand
the book Is o be like Jabir himself, acquire the
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knowledge contained therein means to become Jabir, the
Glorious, the pure Light. Comments Henry Corbin:
“Jabir 1= neither a myth nor a legend: Jabir is something
more than a mere historical ligure. The Glorous is the
archetype; even if the corpus has been written by many
authors, they would merely have been continuing the
glorious work of the archetype, thus with every right to
use his name. ™

The main works of the Jabirian Corpus are: the KITan
AL-RavMA, known in  Latin  alchemy as LBER
MISERICORDIAE (BOOK OF MERCY); the KITAR AL-SAB'IN,
known in the West in a Latin wversion, LIBER DE
SEPTUAGINTA  (THE SevenTY BOOKS); the KuTtue
AL-Mawazin |BOOKS OF THE BALANCES).

It has been implied, even in recent times, that Islamic
alchemy follows two distinct patierns. a spiritual al-
chemy, which expresses symbalically the gradual
regeneration of the human soul, whose chief advocate
was  Abu al-lragl  (I3th ceéntury]: the purely
operational, or chemical alchemy upheld by Abu Bakr
ar-Rhazi (865-923/4) ' Jabir's alchemy succeeded in
integrating the two aspects, according to the tradition
of the Sacred Art

Jabir's most congequential ideas were probably those that
modified the Aristolian theory of the four elements (fire.
air, water and earth)] associated with the four qualities
{hot, dry, moist and cold). Another of his innovations,
which became a comerstone of later alchemy, was the
Sulphur/Mercury theory, In the KITAB AL-1DaH {BOOK OF
EXPLANATIONS) he writes: “All metals are made basically
of Mercury combined or solidified with Sulphur, They
differ one from the other only in the qualities that are
theirs by chance, and this difference is due to the
quality of the Sulphur used, which in turn is
determined by the type of terrain in which it is found
and its location in relation to the heal of the sun” #*
The Mercury and Sulphur of alchemical tradition are
not the substances commonly known by these names,
but two principles. the combination of which in
differing proportions forms the basts of all metals. As
with the vang and vin of Chinese philosophy, Sulphur
is the masculine principle which, being fiery and active
represenis the sun, while Mercury Iz the femining
principle, liquid and passive, representing the moon.
When they are totally pure and perfectly combined,
Sulphur and Mercury engender the most perfect of
metals: gold. If the combination i not perfect, the
resull i an imperfect metal The task of the alchemist is
therefore that of extracting and purfying the two
principles in order to achieve a successful transmutation
According to Jabir the operations which made up the
work were multarious, but could be divided into three
fundamental phases: distillation of the prime matter in
order to extract the fundamental components:
purification, Involving compléx manipulations (grinding.
absorption, drying. cooking) of the substances being
distilled, in order to achieve the spiritualization of the

maiter; reunification of the purified elements in a single
substance, the Philosopher’s Stone. To carry out these
operalions many pieces of apparatus were used,
including the cucurbit {al-quria) and the alembic (the
word adopted in Europe comes from the Arabic al-inbig
meaning a sill, which in turn comes from the Greek ambix
applied 1o the head of the sill), Jabir's alchemy also
envisaged the preparation of the Elixir of Life. In one
of his books, he tells how one day he was called by the
nobleman Yahya al-Barmaki, in despair because a
favorite concubine of his was dying of a strange
disease. The alchemist had with him an elixir (this
Wesiern term also comes from the Arabic al-iksir) of
which he gave to the sick woman one dose oi two
grains mixed with two ounces of vinegar and honey. In
less than half an hour the patient had completely
recovered ™

In the LIBER DE SEPTUAGINTA when he describes the
function of the distilling wvessels, dJabir stresses the
importance of leaving an opening at the joint of the
cucurbit and the alembic large enough to allow the
insertion of & certain number of bamboo stalks or myrtle
stems serving as branch pipes. A bamboo stalk could
quite feasibly be used as a primitive form of pipe, but even
if we stretch our imagination, the same could hardly be
sald of a myrtle stem! It is thought that Jabir was
speaking in code, and this hypothesis is backed up by a
comment he makes in his BOOK OF OHRIENTAL
MERCURY. He writes that when. in an earller work, he
describes distillation using myrtle stems, he does not
exactly mean what (s normally meant by myrtle
Given the importance of color change in the alchemical
process. It is believed that myrtle alluded to the color
green and bamboo to yellow,

Jabir's masterpiece of impenetrability is his BOOKS OF THE
BaLANCES. In fact some of the alchemical methods he
describes are so tortuous that his name gave rise to the
term “gibberish”. The balance in question is not a pair of
scales, but a fundamental principle dear o Jabir,
equilibrium. Jabirian equilibrium has many meanings,
being applied without distinction to; specific weights: the
proportions of substances in a mixture; speculation on the
letters of the Arabic alphabet in relation to the four
qualities (hot, cold etc.). the metaphysical principles
leading to man’s self-realization, Perhaps these meanings
were suggested to Jabir by the allegorical interpretations,
dear to Moslem Gnosticism. of the Koranlc passages on
the scales of the Last Judgement. In fact, Jabir Introduces
Moslem Gnosticism into his scientific system, just as the
early alchemists had incorporated in the Sacred At first
Hermetic Gnosticism and later Christian Gnosticlsm. As
we have said before, Jabir's books can be just as easily
interpreted as chemical alchemy as spiritual alchemy.
That he is not speaking purely of metallurgical operations
is evident from passages such as this, from the BOOKS OF
THE BALANCES: “In the BOOK OF THE SYNTHESIS | told
you ‘If we could take a man and cut him up in order 10
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balance his Natures and subsequently endow him with a
new life. he would never die’ This balance, once
achieved, never a%am changes. never again alters, never
again modifies . Another paragraph from the same
book reads: “With the help of God | have studied the
Pentateuch, the Gospel, the Psalms, the Song of Songs.
In the Pentateuch | found proof of the need to balance
the Natures in order to conserve the bodies against
corruption. You mus! go back to the first creation to
understand what you are doing; you must be able to
distinguish the coldness of the soul from the warmth of
the spirit, similarly the coldness of the earth from that
of the air; only then will you understand the
significance of all this.,"*" Jabir would seem 10 be
advocating the balance of the Natures as a method for
regaining the spiriual perfection that was Man's before
the Fall, the perfection that gave Adam immortality
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A page from & 17th lslamic olchemical manuscript. of the
bottom of which an eogle and o serpent are fighting. The
eagle regresents sublimated Mercury. o highly volatile
substance: the serpent | terrostriol Marcury. which will be
devoured by the sogle.
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before he was cast out from the Garden of Edeén. There &
nothing surprising in this. Jabir, as we know, was an
upholder of bath Suft and Shi‘ite doctrines

Sufism {derived from the Arabic suf. wool, referring to the
coarse garments wom by  eardy devotees) is a
migstico-ascetic doctrine within lslam which arose in the
Tth-Bth centuries. One of the first Sufi communities was
organized at Kufa. Jabir’s native city. The Sufi elders
taught their disciples how fto  progressively free
themselves of the impurities of human nature, by
means of a spiritual discipline that developed through a
process of death and resurrection of the soul which,
once purified and regenerated, could i with God
The symbolism the Sufis use to describe this journey is
that of the alchemists: the subject of this spiritual
process, the soul, is like the lead that must be
transmuted into gold, the Moon that must join with the
Sun {the Spirit), the dragon that must be killed belore
the hero can gain the prize ="

The city of Kula was also the place where in the Tth
ceptury the Shi‘ite sect first appeared. The name
Shi'ite covers a multitude of sects but commaon to them
all was the belief that Ali (Mohammed's cousin and
son-in-law) was the true successor of the prophet and
that the first three caliphs of the Sunnites were
usurpers. From the outset the Shi'ites showed a
tendency to accept many different forms of occult and
esoteric thought. The name they gave to their leader
was Imam (head of commeon prayer) And as we have
dhiﬁid'!,r seen, il was the =sixth IH'h!.ﬂ'L, Ja'lar al Enadtq,
who was reputed to have been an alchemist and Jabir's
teacher

The Books OF THE BALAKCES. so complex, so full of
latent meaning, has often been seversly eriticised by
science historians in  terms such as; “Incoherently
composed. a mixture of puerile convictions and humbug™
or “A bizamre book, a jumble of Cabalistic and
philosophical ideas wt This indignation and contempt
is almost always provoked by a section of the book that
is indeed strange, in which Jabir poses an unending
series of apparently senseless questions, such as
"Why when vou attach the bone of a dead man to an
aching tooth. does the tooth stop hurting? .. Why does
a lion keep its distance from a woman in her menstrual
cwele who lies naked on her back? Is the lion afraid of
the woman who i3 menstruating?... Why, il a woman
In labar puts on a man s garments which the man then
puts back on without first washing them. will the man
recover from quartan fever? ls the fever afraid of the
garments the woman has worn, or s there some other
reason?, "

Beliefs such as these, which were frequent in the
magical rites of medieval western culture, probably
belonged to popular Arabic magic of the day, Why did
Jabir include them in the BOOKS OF THE BALANCES,
which opens with a long panegunc to inlu”:genre
God's supreme gift te mankind? Perhaps Jabir, like
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many other alchemists before and after him, loved to
make fun of his perspicacious readers. More
probably, these strange queries served only 1o disperse
the secrets of the Art. camoullaging them in the midst of
fotally irrelevant remarks. According to a ldth century

ess

writer, Ibn Khaldoun, the reason for such mystification
was another: “Alchemy (...) is a sort of magic (...). It is for
this reason that they (Jabir, Maslama and thelr

non-lslamic pr.‘etier-:.-i'snrl.ll wrile m this enigmalic way It 15
to protect alchemny from the disapproval of the religious
laws, and not to guard its secrets, as the ill-informed like
to believe.™"' In reality, there was never any Oper
hostility between the lslamic dogma and alchemy, It is
frue, however, that lslamic jurisis often regarded the Anr
with a susphclous eve. possibly confusing 0 with the
criminal offence of counterfeiting gold, as was the case Iin
the West

Strange as i may be. the BOOKS OF THE BALANCES
collection has been Interpreted by science historians as a
rigorous attemnpt o classily the natural sclences in a
gquantitative  system.” But the Jabirian science of
bhalances s much more than a simple chapter of the
pre-hisiory ol the scences. As Henry Corbin  has
demonsirated, the books hinge on the spiriiual as well as
material warld. ™ In this respect the scope of the science
of balances ks 1o seek within each body the relationship
that exists between ihe manifest and the occull, the
exoteric and the escleric. When Jabir seeks 1o measure

the degree in which the lour gualites (heat, cold,
maisture and dryness) are present within a given body he
is not simply carrying out a physical operation, he is also
trying to measure the extent 1o which the Anima Mundi
1Soul of the World, see chap. V) has desired to pervade
the body in question. The desire the Anima Mundi
experiences for the elements constitutes the basis of
Jabirlan alchemy: it Is the transmutation of the Anima
which reverts 1o s orginal condition, overcoming or
modifying the level of its desire for the elements, that
finally leads to the transmutation of the body, Corbin
explains that Jabir saw the alchemical operation as a
typical psycho-spiritual exercise. This doeg not mean
that the Jabirian alchemical texts are just an allegory of
the soul; a genuine physical experiment s carried out
on genulne matier, bul at the same time the various
phases ol the operation symbalize the phases of the
transmutation of the soul ™

In 1923, among the Jabirlan corpus. the discovery was
made of the copy of a treatise whose only known version
up untll thar moment was |n Latin. fis name was the
TasULs SMARAGDINAG (EMERALD TARLET). The alchemists
of medieval Europe believed the TaBULA came fram
the very dawn of time and they told of how the original
version, carved on a slab of emerald, was found inside
a cave clasped In the hands of the body of Hermes
Trismegistus. According to other legends, the TABULA

was discovered by Sara, the wife of Abraham,
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INDIAN ALCHEMY

A contemporary of Avicenna, the Arobic scientist Abu al-Biruni {973-1051), hos left us voluoble evidence of the
emstence of an oichemicol tradition in medieval India: ““They (The Indians) possess o science of their own very similar o
aichemy. They coll it Rasoyono, a word derived from roso, “gold' . Al-Biruni's statement has aroused much discussion
among the historions of science, some of whom argue that Indhan alchemy, where the term implies the science of the
transmutation of metals, did not originale in India, but was introduced into that country by the Arabs. Today this
hypothesis i refuted, for though many indion olchemical manuscripts hove still o be esomined, the origin and
development of Indian alchemy 1if into o well-defined pottern extending bock gver millannia.

Rasa s an ancient Sanskrit word meaning fluid or wial fluid, and refers in parficular 16 the sop of trees. Originally
rasayana was the way of the fluid or the way of the vital fiuid. In the Caroka Sombita (1st or 2nd century B.C). o
classical text of Indin’s oldest medical tradition, Ayurvedo, the term rosayana wos used to describe certoin technigues
the aim of which was to revitalize the bady and extend life expectancy with the od ol specinl elixirs, the majority of
which were prepared from plants. The concept of rosyana hod a mystical os well os medicinal implication. In the yoga
system of Patanjali {c. 2nd century B.C.) the fluid of medicinal plants, or truit of Rasyona, is recommended as 0 means
ol ochisving pertection, or liberation during life.

As ol-Birun| explains, ot o cerfain point Rasyona came to mean a system i which base metols were transmuted into
gold. There is no proof 1hm this occurred because of the influence of lslamic alchemy, A number of fexts written before
the Islamic congusest prove thot the Indian culture hod long believed in the possibility of fransmuting metals by the use of
drugs and spells. The ability to transmute stone into gold ond gold into stone wos, occording 1o ancient tradition, one of
the powers [siddhi) acquired through the practice of yoga,

In later Hindu terminology of the mineral warld, Rosa come to mean mercury, possibly becouse this strange liguid metal
was in some way comporable to the fluds of plants and of the human body. And when mineral and mercunal drugs
began to take the ploce of the vegetable elxirs described in the ecrly manuscripts, Rosapona changed its meaning from
way of the Mluid o way of the mercury. The tronsmutation of metals, like longevity, could be achmeved in three different
ways: the use of vegetable preporations; the vse of mineral preporations; the practice of yogo.

in time, Indian olchemy developed strong hes with Tantric yoga. As with Chenese olchemy ond Tooism and Hellenistc
alchemy ond Gnosticism, Indion: clchemy, too, when it come into contoct with Tantrism, developed a language ond o
symbolism thot could be read either in a spritual key invalving knowledge of the sell, or a practical one i which metals
were subjected fo operations corresponding fo those on o psychic level. As Mircea Ehode explaing, the elixr obtoned by
alchemical means is equal to the immortality sought through Tantric yoga. The alchemist works on bis metals-in order fo
transform them into gold through regeneration, the yoga odept works an his own body ond psycho-mental processes so
as to franstorm his Hesh into o divine body thus liberating the Spirit.

The ombsvalence of the term is perfect. For instance the chemical killing of the metals correspends to the yogo proctice in
which there is suspension of all mental states, or transmutotion of the mind involying the turning away of the senses
fram the external world, ond concentration on inner mental processes. The killed mercury which, within the oven,
becomes the principle that regenerates the base metols, on g cosmic level becomes the "Semen of Shiva', o primesdial
substonce from which oll beings ore generoted, Sexval union is wital in Tanfra and from it Indion olchemy derived a
tradition that attributed o sesxuval volue to every substonce and every combination of the elements throoghout the
Universe. The world is the emanotion of the elernal unicn betwesn the twin casmic principles-Shiva ond Shokt, whose
sexval essence, of which Mercury and Sulphur are the wisible manilestations, are the means by which to punfy the
w!d It was from Tantrism, which uses o sexual symbolism and iconography to express the union of energies, that
rosoyana developed its explicitly sexualized longuage where, for exomple, Mercury penetrotes Sulphur to be killed ond
reborn in o more perfect state, It is still not clear, however, fo what degree Indhan mistical alchemy wos influenced by
Tantric sexual techniques, and in parficular that of the refention of the semen which in Ching inspired the ne fan

spiritual tradition of alchemy.
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17%h century drawing inspired by the Ferba Philosophorum:
six Philosaphers are engoged in o lively discussion on the
principles of the Art. The Turbe. e Lotin version of an
Arabic text derived probobly Fram o Greek ariginal, is

of seventy-two speeches, in which the theareticol
premises of alchemy ore discussad.

or by Alexander the Great, or by the famous Greek
philosopher and reputed worker of miracles Apollonius of
Tyanma (15t century A D)

Jabir was among those who believed that the TABULA
SMARAGDINA had been found by Apollonius of Tyana.
The discovery of the Arabic version of the TaBULA shows
that the text is Indeed very old, and was probably
translated from the Svrlac though ulimately it may have
been based on a Greek original The Tapula is
considered to be one of the fundamental texts of the
Arabic alchemical tradition and would certainly have
influenced the works atiributed to Jabir, ™

The TABULA SMARAGDINA ks one of the brielest texis of
the entire history of alkchemy and consists of a mere
handiul of lines: not for this is it any easier 1o decipher. In
fact. countless paces have been written on ils meaning
Here below is a translation from the Latin:

“True #t Is, without falsehood. certain and maost true, That
which is above is ke to that which is below, and that
which s below s fike to that which k& above. to
accomplish the miracles of one thing

And as all things were by the contemplation of one, so

all things arose from this one thing by a single act of
adaptation

The father thereof is the Sun, the mother the Moon

The Wind carried it in its womb, the Earth is the nurse
thereol

It = the father of all works of wonder throvghout the
whole wordd

The power thereof is perfect.

if It be cast onto the Earth, it will separate the element of
Earth from that of Fire, the subtle from the gross.

With grear sagacity it doth ascend gently from Earth 1o
Heaven

Again it doth descend to Earth, and uniteth in isell the
force from things superior and things inferior.

Thus thou wilt possess the glory of the brighiness of the
whole world, and all obscurity will fy from thee

This thing is the strong fortitude of all strength, for it
overcometh every subtle thing and doth penetrate every
solid substance

Thus was this world created

Hence will there be marvellous adaptations achieved, of
which the manner is this.

For this reason | am called Hermes Trismegistis,
becawse | hold three parts of the wisdom of the whaole
word

That which | had to say abour the operation of Sol is
completed ™

In general, the document aflirms the principle of the
correspondence between macrocosm (things superior)
and microcosm (things inferior), both deriving from the
same origin. the same prime matter. This. In turn, is the
daughter of the masculing principle (Sol) and feminine
principle (Luna), The text might also be making an
allusion 10 the theory of the four elements, where it states
that all things arlse fram the concurrence of the Sun (fire),
the Moon (water), the wind (air) and the earth,
Separating and revitalizing the elements, volatilizing
the fixed and fixing the volatile, through a series of
alchemical operations, the adept acquires the ability of
reproducing nature's creative eyele (thus was this world
created)

To which alchemy 15 the unknown author of the TABULA
SMARAGDINA reterring? However closely we analyse the
text, it is never clear whether it is talking about a
chemical process or mystical and spiritual techniques.
The phrases, “With great sagacity it doth ascend gently
from Earth to Heaven. Again it doth descend to Earth,
and uniteth in itself the force from things superior and
things inferior” suggest the procéss of distllation, bui
they might just as easily be referring to an exercise in
atonement in which the spirit leaves the body to join
with the Absolute. While the waords: “Thus thou wilt
possess the glory of the brightness of the whole world,
and all obscurity will fly from thee"” could allude bath 1o
the whitening of the substance blackened In the
turnace or to the achievement of the mystical body of
Iight ™'
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Within a temple, the Arobic alchemist Senior Zodith cansults o fablet divided into twe parts. On the left can be seen o
silver colored full Moon and crescent Moon, end two birds with their beaks locked together, On the right side
ore two golden Suns, ond o circular figure divided into three sections, eoch of which beors a fece. Three young men anter
the temple, pointing te an alchemical vessel on the lep of o column and conteining o gelden liquid. On the roof blus
eogles ormed with bows, aim their orrows at Senior Tadith (Minioture from the Aurore Coasurgens . 1ath century]. The
illustration is o pictoriol tramsposition of the opening lines of the Tobule Chemice , o text fo which the Latin olchamist
attached conslderable impartance ond oscribed to an imoginary Senior Lodith, son of Hamuel, in reality the work i derived
from an original Arabic manwicript entitlad The Silvery Water and the Starry Earth, by Mubammad ibn Umail (10th century)
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Another Arabic text ascribed to Jabir imagines a group
of philosophers assembling together to discuss the
principles of alchemy: Almost certainly this book is
modalled on a famois manuscript of Latin alchemy
the TurBa PHILOSOPHORUM (THE CRrROWD OF
PHILOSOPHERS). Studies conducted during the 1Thirties
and Fifiles have shown that this CROWD so dear fo
Western alchemists is the Latin version of an Arabic
original dating back to around 900, It is even possible
that the Arabic text may have been the revised version
of a Greek work. ™

The fext tells how nine philosophers of oncient Greece
(Anaximander, Anaximenes, Anaxagorus, Empedocles,
Archelaos, Leuckhppus, Ecphantus,” Pythagoras and
Xenophanes) meet together o discuss alchemical matters
in associafion with speculation on God the creator ol
the world. the unity of the Universe and the theory of
the four elements, Sub-divided into seveniy-two
debates, the CROWD gives an Arabic “sheen” to those
concepts of Greek philosophy which formed the
thearetical premise of the Sacred Ari, The book is an
example of the attempt made by early lslamic
alchemists to “lslamize” alchemy

Fallowing in Jabir's footsteps were other llustrious Islamic
alchemists, such as: the tamous Persian physician Abu
Bekr Muhammad ibn Zakariva ar-Rhaz [c. 864-925),
known to the West as Rhazes, author of the Kitas
AL -AspaR (BoOK OF THE SecRETs), which deals with
apparatus as well as chemicals and adds a third
constituent, Salt, 1w the two Jabian principles.

Sulphur and Mercury, underlying all matter; Maslama ibn

Ahmad, known as al-Magriti meaning “from Madrid™ (d
10078, Muhammad ibn Umail (200-960), whowe book
THE SILVERY WATER AND THE STARRY EARTH was
iranslated into Latin as the EPISTOLA S06LIS AD LUNAM
CRESCENTEM (EMSTLE OF THE SUN TO THE CRESCENT
MooN), or TABULA CHIMICA (CHEMICAL TABLET) and
atirlbuted to an imaginary Senior Zadith, son of Hamuel
{an obvious transposition of ibn Umail); Abu Ali ibn Sina
(380- 1037}, known 1o the West as Avicenna, the "Prince
of Physicians”. rose to highest prominence both as an
administrator and as philosopher-physician, and wrote
on the generation of metals though he was strangly
critical of transmutatory -alchemy. The Islamic
alchemical tradition spread steadily up until the 13th
century, with Abu al-lragl, and to the 14th century,
with Avdamur Jildaki

Like many other branches of lslamic philosophy and
science, alkhemy was Introduced into the world of
Christendom as Islamic political and religious dominion
extended to the West, Spain and Sicily were the two
gateways through which the Arablc and Latin cultures
mingled. Spain in particular, for centuries under Saracen
rule, was influenced by Moslem culture and science,
maagic and astrology.™ For the men of the 12th century,
thirsty for new cultural expertences, the Spanish
peninsula became a sort of “promised land”, where
mathematics, astronomy. medicine and alchemy could
be studied. From all over, men gathered in Toledo,
Barcelona, Tarragona and other Spanish cities 1o
improve their knowledge of Arabic and work as
translators. [t was not an easy task. and ai timeés they
were obliged to enlist the help of the Spanish Jews,

The Arobic philosapher and
physician Avicenno. who wai
raputed to have been on alchemisi,
though in reality he did not believe
in the possibility of frans mutation,
Here he is painting te an eagle
chained to o toad. symbol of the
marrioge of the Volatile and ihe
Fined. (From Symbola aureoe
mensae by M. Moier, 1617).
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‘who translated from Arabic into the vernacular, which the
Iu.f&:hu.l translators then put into Latin. With such a
complicated system it goes without saying that the final
wersion was full of inaccuracies, if not gross errors

The work of translating Arabic manuscripts was often
encouraged and protected by the ecclesiastical author-
ities, such as the archbishop of Toledo or the bishop of
Tarragona. Not infrequently the translators themselves
were clerics; on the other hand, the keys to culture in
those days of widespread illiteracy were securely in the
hands of the Church_ After a meeting in Spain with the
Englishman Kobert of Chester (or Robert of Ketton,
known as Robertus Castrensis), Peter the Venerable,
the last great abbot of Cluny, encouraged the
Englishman to undertake the translation of the Koran.

' On the (dentification of Synesius, see J L . The
Ongins of Alchemy in Graeco-Roman Egypt. London 1970,
£ Animianus iMarcellinus, XIX, 22, 14

“M. Psellus. La Crisopea, edited by F. Albini, Genoa 1988,
p 27,

I"'nlllu-l'hm.:lu. it stated atherwise, the notes on Harran have béen
teken fromi: J Partinglon, A History of Chemistry, London
15970, Vol I p. 330-343.
%J. Lindsey, op. cit.
"R Halleux, Les textes alchimigues, Turnhout 1979, p_ 45
" M. Berthelot, La Chimie au Moyen Age, Vol 3. p. 26.
5 Herodotus, History, 11, 12
* Plutarch. De fside et Osinde .

" Foe the Greek etymology of al-kimiya, see in particular: J.
Lindsay, op. cit.

1.6 Syncellus, Chronographia, Vol 1, p. 23-24

2Rp Halleux, op. cit.. p. 45.

B M. Berthelot, op. cit., p. 29 For the titkes of the works of
Khalid quoted by an-Nadim, we have referred to the
translation made by J. Holmyard in Alehemy. London 1957
WA rofl was equivalent 1o approximately 327 grams,
according 1o the comparisons quoted ‘n; Jabir ibn Hayyan,
Bix Trairés d" Alchimie, Paris 1983 Introdudiion by P, Lory,

M. Berthelol, op. ai., p. 31-32
M Soe: R Halleux, ap. ait., p. 67,
' Jabir ibn Hayyan, op. cit., p, 53
B F Sherwood Taylor, The Alchemists, London 1976, p:

69-70.
W Carban, Histoire do la philosophic tlamique. Pars 1964
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According to tradition this same Robert of Chester was
the first man to translate an alchemical manuscript. On
February 11, 1144, he in fact completed the Latin version
of an Arabic text reputed to have been written by the
famous Christian hermit Morienus for his llustrious pupil
in alchemy, Prince Khalid In the preface to this book,
translated as LIBER DE COMPOSITIONE ALCHEMIAE (BOOK
OF THE COMPOSITION OF ALCHEMY), Robert of Chester
writes: What alchemy is, and what the composition of
alchemy is, which vou of the Latin culiure have yet 1o
encounter, | will explain te you in this book."™" And even
though a handful of Greek manuscripis on the tinctures of
the Sacred Ari had in faci reached Europe from
Byzantium during the Sth-9th centuries, thie was the
beginning of the alchemical adventure in the Westerm world

¥ fhviet

21 Jabir tho Hayyan, op. ¢t p. 17

= Quoted m: J. Holmyard, Alchemy, in & History of
Technology, Vol. 2. Oxiord 1956

7 Jabir lbn Havyan, op. cit., p. B8.89.

). Holmward, op. cit.

* Jabir ibn Hayyan, op. cit., p. 81-82 and notes

M. Berthelat, op. cit., p. 148

ihid. . p. 148

8 H. Nasr. Sufi Essags, London 1972,

" M_ Berthelot, op. cit. , Préface

Y ibid. p. 150 onward,

1 Jabir ibn Hayyan, op. cit,, p. 33.

® P. Kraus, Jabir ibn Havwan, contribution 3 I'histoire des
ildes sctentifiques dans [Tslam, Paris 1985,

M. Corbin, op. cit., p. 140-141.

M j’t.-d

* ). Holmyard, op. cit

* This translation of the Tabuls Smarsgdina s that of R

Steele and D.W. Singer, made earlier this century

" An interesting esoteric Interpretation of the Tabuls
Smaragding is provided In: T Burckhardt, Alchimie. sa
signification el son image du monde, Baile 1974. Among
other things, Burckhbedt bases his interprotation on both the
Latin- and Asabic verstons, which differ dightly from one
another.

1. Holmyard, op, cil.

¥ C. H, Haskins. The Renaissance of the 12th Century, New
York, 1958

W) Manget. ap: it Vel 1. p: 507



The Rebisx. or alchemical andragyme rppl.ll..ll-lin-g- the union of opposites, iz one of the most lomeus symbols in alchemy
which con be found in many different representatians. In this case the male parn of the creature is halding o hare _ the
lemale pari a bai: the conjunciio portroyed is thot of the Fixed (the hare) with the Volatile (the bat). (Minioture fram the
Aurore Consurgens . | 5th cantury).



CHAPTER IV

WITHIN THE MONASTERY WALLS

rom the 12th to 14th centuries, as alchemy began

to spread throughout the western world, it was

bound to attract the attention of the Franciscan
and Dominican monks. Revealed 1o the West through the
translations of Robert of Chester and his colleagues, this
new science was fervidily received by Medieval culture
and the Church, When_ in the early 13th century, the first
original Latin alchemical manuscripts were written, many
monks and men of the Church were already deeply
invalved in alchemical practices, as is eviden! from the
comments of some of the alchemical wrilings dating from
that period: “Brother Pasinus Parvus of Brescia practices
alchemy and knows how to extinguish mercury with
coral. | think this is the same preaching friar from Mantua
to whom Gabriel refers when he describes a brother of the
Friars Minor with misguided ideas..|”; “Friar Michael of
Cremona. of the Order of the Harmits of St. Augustine. is
an alchemist . "' “"Master Galieno, the Bishop's scribe, s
an alchemist and knows how 1o whiten copper so that o
resembles commaon silver,..”; I will first expound the
chapter written by an archbishop who was alio an
alchemist.,."™'

If the CHroMCA (CHROMICLES. 1258) of Salimbene of
Adam is to be believed, alchemy was introduced 1o the
Franciscans at an early date. thanks to Friar Elias
Buonbarone who later became [amous as Brother Elias
of Cortona and assumed leadership of the Order
shortly after the death of Saint Francis. Though his
exact origins are uncertain, Elias was probably born ai
Cortona or Assisi. He pined the order in 1211 and
soon eamed the respect of Saint Francis himself. In
1217 he was appointed Minister Provincial for the Holy
Land.* He sailed from Brindisl in 1217 together with
the Crusaders and stayed in the East {or three years
We have no record of his activities during this period,
but we do know that he stayed in Syria for a time.
where he was joined by Saint Francis in 1219
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Quite possibly it s here, n a country where the
mysterious tradition of Harran was sill alive and which
had played such a vital role in the transformation of the
Sacred An into al-kimiva, that Brother Elias first
encountered the science of transmutation.

In 1221, upon his return from the East, Ebas was
appointed vicar to the Saint, his duties, meticulously
carried out, being to organise and guide the Order. Upon
the death of Saint Francis in 1227, the Franciscans
glected Brother John Parenti to succéed him as General
of the Order. Brother Elias, swallowing his pride and
disappointment, tumed his efforts 1o the canstruction of
the basilica of Assisi, which ook mwenty-five months 1o
build and was completed by April 1230 That same vear a
special chapter was called to discuss a number of serious
problems thai had arisen within the Order, not least of
which was the guestion of the poverty rule: to precisely
what extent were the friars obliged to comply with the
Franciscan Rule that prohibited the use of money? Were
the friars to remain simple souls; lollowing in the steps of
their founder, or should they study and perhaps teach at
the universities? Were they obliged to follow Saint
Francis's TESTAMENT o the letier, leading an ttinerant life
of heroic poverty, residing only in “churches or humble
dwelling places™

In reality, already in those early days, the Order was
divided on the guestion; the rigorists on the one hand
advorated strict observance of the rules of poverty and
humbleness. on the other the laxists belisved in mitlgation
and the use of money 1o expand and strengthen the
Order. The contention was such that on September
2R, 1230, the papacy. in the person of Pope Gregory
IX, invested not only with the autharity of his position
but also with the influence arising from his deep
personal friendship with Saint Francis himself, issued
the bull Quo ELONGATI, which established that Saint
Francis's TESTAMENT was not law but merely an
axhartation.
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The bull was W play o decistve 1ole in the uiure of the
Order In 1232 Brother Elias was elected the third general
arid he at once embarked on a course designed to confler
power and glory on the Franciscans. This, combined with
his tyrannical manner, soon upset the rigorists, who saw
him as the negation of all that Saint Francis had stood for-
They turmed 1o the Pope, accusing Brother Elias of
worldly conduct and eficiting his mmediate dismissal,
and his career i fact abruptly ended shortly therealter,
Caught up in the power game between Gregory IX and
Emperor Frederick I, Elias, whe was a friend of both,
tried 10 mediate between the two contenders When he
falled 1o appease the Emperor he was accused of
Ghibellinsm and, unable 1o resist the curmrent moving
against him, was deposed in 1237, Not long after he was
deprived of his post of guardian of the Basilica of Assisi,
fallowing which he retived o Conona with a small group
of disciples. A second attempt to negoliate peace
petween the Pope and the Emperor was misinterpreted
and in fact made matters worse and he was promptly
threatened with excommunication for having acted on
oehall of the Emperor. Ehas apparently sent a letter of
explanation to Gregory IX but the letter falled to reach its
destination and the excommunication edicl was
confirmed. Though expelled from the Church, Elas sall
remained on excellent terms with Frederick Il wha sent
fim on a debcate diplomatic mission to the East
[124:-1242), but the assignment only helped 1w increase
fis reputation as a Ghibelline. During the vears to come,
nis disciples made a number of attempts to restore his
good name, but to no avall. All hope finally died when, in
1245, the oew Pope, Innocence IV, confirmed his
excommuncation and forbade him w0 wear the
Franciscan habit. Again Elias’s letters of explanation to
ine Pope were inercepted by his enenues and failed to
reach their desination.” He died al Cortona on Apeil 22,
1253, and was probably reconclled with the Church on
his deathbed

How Elias was judged by his contemporaries was
undoublediy Lifluenced by the current political situation
and the spid within the Order. The LEGENDA PRIMA (LIFE
OF SaINT FRANCIS), written by Thomas of Celano in
1229, describes Brother Elias as one of Sainl Francis's
closesi friends; so great, in fact, was the Saint's esteam
that ke chose him “as & mother fof himsell and father for
the other sons.” The book also narrates how Elias
recelved a special blessing from St Franels on his
deathueu, annust as though the Samit’s last wish was thal
Elias slowid be his successor at the head of the Order "
He is descoved by contemporary chroniclers as “famous
in the art of architecture. ", an eloquen! speaker “so
well-versed in every branch of human knowledge that
thete are few in Italy who can equal him.. " And the
very facl that he was sent by Gregory IX on a mission
to Frederick Il indicates that he was Indeed a man of
many falents. And vet afler his death, when the
historians of the Order were plecing together

a5

the events of the carly years of the Franciscans, the finer
of Elias’s qualities — up until 1239 he had been revered
almost as a saint — were gradually plaved down until he
became known as the man who had “upset the whole
Order”, a scapegoat for all the trials and tmbulations
expetienced by the Franciscans during the first half of the
13th century.’

The lamous medieval chronicler Salimbene of Adam,
who had been accepted into the Order in 1238 by
Brother Elias himself, accused Elias of having
transformed the Order into a den of alkchemists.
Accarding to the list he compiled of Ehas’'s multifold
misdeeds, the ecleventh transgression of which he was
guilty was “the infamy he brought upon himself by having
taken an active interest in the practice of alchemy. In fact,
whenever rumor reached his ears that there were friars
within the Order who had studied this science of
deception he would summaon them to stay with him at the
Gregorian Palace " Salimbene adds: “There was within
the monastery of the Friars Minor a magnificent suite
which had been built 1o the specifications of Pope
Gregory 1X, not so much for the glory of Saint Francis’s
house as fou his own personal comfort whenever he
visited Assisi. The suite contained many secrel places and
it was hete hal Elias lodged thise friars and other men
and whete i 15 said they engaged in conversativn wita the
Priestess.™ The chronicler continues with an accuunt wi
Brother Gerard of Cremona’s visit 1o the former Gueieis
at Conona in 1247 “Brother Gerard passed a sleepless
night and, as he later recounted, heard noises he took to
ke demons fluttering to and fro in the suite and the
monastery all night long lke bats, their cries filling him
with terror from head 10 toe. "™

In confusing the alchemist's laboratory with the dewil's-
lalr, Salimbene atiois ool thal kil [T
were already being viewed with suspicion in the Weslem
world as early at 5t Francs's time. Pursued abmost
exclusively by men of the Church. mwany saw it as a
science closely akin (o the satanic arts. Today, however,
we must ask ourselves just how obpecove Salimbene s
CHRONICA was in s criticlsm of Eliss. Does it indeed
prove that Brother Ehas was an alchenist? Although we
connot be sure that St Francis's successor actually
engaged in alchemical practices, Salimbene’s affumations
are backed by further evidence: First, we find the name of
a Brother Elias of Assisi or Cortona attribulied 10 a nuimber
of treatises and poems of an alchemical nature.

Second. the LIBER LAUREATUS, written around the year

1300, names Elias as one ol the lathers of alchemy. "
Third, in the HISTORIA SEPTEM TRIBULATIONUM, written

prior 10 1326, Angelo Clageno [1255-13347) describes
Elias as an accomplished alchemist.'' Last of all. the
alchemical manuscripts ascribed (o Michael Scoie (e,

1190-1250) astrologer and alchemist atl the court ol
Frederick 1l, repeatedly refer to Elias as an expert in
thee Art." Other circumstances would seem 1o confirm
that this Franciscan friar was indeed one ol the first
alchemists of the Western world,



Within the Monastery Walls

Calcination, represented by a dog-like creoture with wings
and o toil. The sword and the arraw are symbals of the fire
essentiol to the operation. inside the vessel on eagle ond o
dragon are fighting, each biting the athei's tail, thus
larming o reminiscent of the Ouraboras, deseribing o
procoss al alternotion betweesn the Fixed and the Valatile
(Miniature trom the Aurore Consurgens ., 15th century),

Destiny was to take him for sufficlently long periods of his
life to Syria and Sicily. and we know for a fact that Syria
was one of the historical binhplaces of Islamic alchemy
The Sicilian court of Frederick Il was one of the places in
which klamic scientific manuscripts were translated
into Latin. Michael Scoto was renowned for his
proverbial knowledge and his translations from Arabic
He is even said to have ranslated a text written by the
Arabic physician Rhazes " Scoto, who spent much of
his youth at Toledo. another center of Islamic-Latin
alchemy, was probably one of the first men of Western
culiure o practice alkchemy and lo write his own
accounts of the sclence. In one of the texts attributed 10
his pen, Scoto refers to a feflow alchemist named
Brother Elias '

The oldest copies of manuscripts bearing the signature
of Brother Elias were not written prior to the 15th
century and their authenticity is therefore doubtiul. In
accordance with a tradition recurrent throughout the
evolution of alchemy, it is possible that these
manuscripts were the work of some unknown Friar
Minor of the 13th or l4th century, who elected to
overcome his anonymity by adopting the name of an
lllustrious predecessor and reputed alchemist. However,
Brother Elias's reputation had been so  badly

a2n

compromised in the second hall of the 13th century,
thanks to the scathing words of Salimbene and other
Franciscan historians, that it would have been unwise for
any aspiring alchemist friar of the 13th century 1o use the
name of a man. belleved 1o have been a perpetrator of
niquity, If the manuscripis ascribed to Elias are fakes,
then they must date back w0 a perod in which

Buonbarone’s reputation was still relatively intact. It
therefore follows that these writings may indeed be the
result of early Franciscan alchemy. On the other hand,
Salimbene's allegations describing Assisi during Elias's:
generalship as a den of alchemists, cannot be entirely
without foundation and probably reflect the spread of
alchemical practices within the Franciscan organization
during the first half of the 13th century

When Salimbene descrlbes alchemical activities as one
ol Ehas's misdeeds. he is implying that such practices
were fllicit at that time, This was not true. In the first
half of the 13th century, the Doctors ol the Church
spoke freely and unfearingly of alchemy. Robert
Grossetesta [1175-1253), chancellor of the university
of Oxford and reader to the Franciscans, was a great
admirer of Brother Elias and in his writings occasionally
alludes to the science of alchemy. He was apparently
aware of some of s fundamental theories — for
instance. the mafuring of metals from an imperfect to
a perfect state beneath the earth’s surface — and did
not entirely refute the theoty of alchemical
transmutation ' The Dominican Vincent of Beauvais
lc. 1190-1264), author of SPFECULUM MAIUS (GREATEN
MIRROR], the most extensive encyclopaedia of medieval
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The Dominican philosopher

Albertus Magnus, held by
tradition ie be one of the fothers
of Latin alechemy. Here he is
shown in bishop's robas, for he
was bishop of Rotisbon from 1260
o 1262, pointing fo the mystery
of the Rebls. (From Symbala
oureoe mensae, by M. Maler,
1617),

knowledge, completed arcund 1250, olten mentions
alchermy in the SPECULUM NATURALE (NATURAL MIRROR)

one of the three parts comprising the encyclopaedia
Vincent of Beauvais believed alchemy 1o be linked 1o the
science of mineralogy, rather in the same way that
agriculture is linked to botany ™" He, too, was convinced
that minerals, especially metals, could be translormed
from their original species 1o another purer state; and
even though alchemy may sometimes seem to be illusory,
its true value has been proved, not only by the anchent
philosophers but by the men of this age who practice it
HF held that Iransmutalion was PUSHI‘.'!I-I:'. becass base
metals could be reduced to their simplest state and then
transformed untll they assumed the characteristics of a
precious metal. It was through the Philosopher's Stone.
the Elixir. that the Art imitaied nature.'” In his
encyclopaedia;, Vincent de Beauvats writes that alchemy
was founded on a number of fundamenial points: the
four spirits present in all metals (Mercury, Sulphur

Arsenic and Salt); the six basic metals (gold. silver,
copper. tin, kead and ron) generated within the bowels ol
the earth, all metals were generated fram the marriage ol
Sulphur and Mercury. '™ However. Vincent de Beauvais
was convinced that there was more to alchemy than just
the theory of ransmutation. He believed it had many

practical applications, lor instance, thal alchemical
techniques for the disintegration and subsequent
transfcrmation ol matter could be used for Industrial

purposes, such-as the fabrication of mintum, cinnabar,
saltpetre and brass

o ]

Another Dominican, Thomas Aquinas (e 1225-1274),
wias even more deeply involved in the alchemical debate,
though his attitede in this respect was 1o change more
than once during the course of his fifetime. In one of his
early writings SCRIPTUM I8 IV LIBROS SENTENTIARIUM

maGIsTRI  PETRi  LoMmBARDI {COMMENT ON THE
SENTENCES OF PETER LOMBARD). writien around
1252-1257, he conweys a certain scepticism,

remarking that alchemists could not hope to fabricate
true gold as they used the heat of a fire for them
operations, unlike nature which uzes the heat of the
sun.® However, some ten vyears later, in this
monumental SUMMA THEOLOGIAE, wrilten between
1269 and 1272, in debating whether or not it was
ethical 1o sell alchemical gold, his amitude |s less
guarded: "Therefore. if the gold or silver created by
the alchemist does not possess the quallties of the true
metal, it is fraudulent and deceitful to try to sell it. True
gold and silver possess certain qualities deriving from
natural processes which are obviously absent from the
sophisticated gold of the alchemisi. For Instance, the
ability to alleviate suffering in certain  illnesses.
Moreover, true gold, unlike artificial gold, can be used
maore, lasts longer and maintains its purity, However, if
pureg gold could be obtained through alchemical
practices, it would not be illicit to sell it. There Is
nothing o prevent the art from resorting to certain
natural processes in order to produce truly natural
effects; as St. Augustus sustains, when he talks of the
things produced by the aris of the devil "'
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olchemy said to be by Thomas Aguines). one of the many alchemical texts erronsously ascribed to this Dominican
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Even less sceptical, and parhaps lar this very reason less
famous, is the view he expresses in his comment on
Aristotlian philosophy I IV LIBROS METEOROLOGHORUM

EXPOSITION (COMMENTARY (ol ARSTOTLE'S
METEROLOGICA) 1269-1272. “As regards the matenal
principles of metals, it should be remembered that these
fall inlo two calegorles; some in fact are the remote
materials of such metallic bodies, which are the vapors
emprisoned within the Earth's rocks. but the immediate
matetials of the metals are Sulphur and Ouoicksilver: this s
what the alchemists maintain. Thus, in the aloresaid
rocky places of the Earth, by way of the mineral virtue
Sulphur and Quicksilver are first generated, from which
according 1o the proportions in which they are mixed,
spring other different metals, By means of the alehemical
art |a verflable art Indeed bul nonetheless a difficult one
due 1o the accult operations of the celestial virtue, namely
the mineral virtue, which, hidden as they are, are imitated
by us only with difficulty); the alchemists sometimes
manage 1o achieve the authentie generation of metals
either from the above mentioned Sulphur and Quicksihver
without the generation of vapor, or by causing certain
bodies 1o exude the vaporous exhalations by means of
the appropriate application of heat, which is the natural
agent. ™

A number of alchemical writings are attributed to Thomas
Agquinas, bul before going into them, #t is worth our while
to examing the views of the German philosopher and
theologian., Albert of Bollstredt (St Albertus
Magnus. 1193-1280), Albertus  joined the
Dominiean order while studying. in Padua. He later
taught in the schoole of Hildesheim, Ratisbon and
Calogne. where Thomas Aquinas was his pupil. He

L
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Three legendary alchemists

8 icolly engoged in
u::*drormﬂm in front of an
athanar. Basil Valentine, o
Banodictine of 51. Peter of Effurt;
Thomas Norton: John Cremer.
abbai of Westerministor. The
plcture portrays the early pheie
of Lotin alchemy, when the Ari
was widely procticed in
ecclesiostical clreles. (From
Triphn owreus, by M. Maler, 161E).

was a man ol vast scienfific interests who firmiv believed
that the only valid basis for science was observation and
direct expetience. In his book DE REBUS METALLICIS ET
MINERALIBUS (ON METALS AND MINERALS), Albertus
reveals a generic interest in alchemy. though like
Avicenna, who was critical of fransmutatory alchemy, he
haolds that alchemy cannot actually mutate the species of
metals, only imitate them. as when coloring copper until
it looks like gold ' Of all the ans. alchemy s the one that
best imitates nature, but # s still only an Imitation M
theory — he explains — the alchemists could purify a vast
guantity of the two fundamental components of metals
[(Sulphur and Quicksilver) and ihen combine them in
differing proportions according to the metal thev wish
to create; In practical terms, however, the alchemists
only succeed In coloring the base metal vellow or
white. Theoretically, the transmulation of metals is
possible but alchemy has yel to discover the key. “I
have tested alchemical gold personally affirms
Albertus — but after it has been heated slx or seven
times il lurns lo powder s

In the light of our knowledge today, the Dominican's
statements are remarkably accurate, With the advent of
nuclear physics, scientists have established that the
ransmutation of matler & indeed possible, though it
requires highly complex technlgues that the medieval
alchemist could not have imagined even in his wildest
dreams. Albertus Magnus's involvement in alchemy
would have gone no further than this shrewd intuition,
were il not for the fact that a conspicuous number of
magical and alchemical writings have been aseribed 1o
his pen. The first, especially the two manuscripts
known as MAGNUS ALBERTUS and PARVUS ALBERTUS,
are a collection of recipes, spells and other popular
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superstitions, that are now known to have been written at
a later date. The second group, too, are now held to be
spurious, apart from one or two rare exceptions. such as
the LIBELLUS DE ALCHIMIA (LITTLE BOOK OF ALCHEMY),
possibly derived from the earller ALCHIMIA MINOR {MINOR
ALCHEMY). This manuscript is said by some to be
authentic, while others more cautiously go no further
than to say thal there are strong possibilities that the text is
his.™ The fifty-seven chapters of LIBELLUS DE ALCHIMIA
deal with the key aspects of alchemy. such as the
Mercury-Sulphur theory of the generation of metals; the
quality and quantity of the alchemical ovens; the various
steps of the alchemical operation (sublimation,
distilafion, calcination, coagulation etc ). the nature of
the Elixir; the wvarious substances that are used in
alchemical processes (arsenic, sal ammoniac, alkali,
cinnabar ete. ).

The most interesting part of LIBELLUS is the preface in
which the author describes the vicissitudes of his search
for the secrets of the Ant: “Having traveled, despite great
difficulty, throughout many regions and even more
provinces, nol lo mention cities and casfles, In pursuit of
the science called Alchemy and having spoken at great
length with scholars and learned men about this art in my
desire 1o penefrale its secrets, and having transcribed all
their writings and pored long hours over thelr works, |
found no truth in the things their books declared . | then
studied the wntings of those who are opposed and of
those who are in agreement and | found that they have
nothing to offer and therefore have no use. Certainly, |
met many rich and learned men, abbots, deans, canons,
physicists, and ignorant people oo, who for the sake of
this art had wasted much time and money and had in the
end abandoned the search because ot was leading
nowhere. In truth, | did not despair, but continued my
travels despite the hardships and expense, wandering
from place 1o place, meditating as did Avicenna: il this
thing is, then how is it? If this thing is not. then how is it
not? | persevered in my study, meditation and
contemplation of his (Avicenna'sl works until | found
what | was looking for, not by way of my scientific
knowledge but by the grace of the Holy Spirit. Thus, with
my experience and understanding of that which surpasses
nature, | began to pay more attention 1o the alchemical
decoctions and sublimations, solutions and distillations,
waxings, calkinations and coagulations, and at last |
realized that transmutation in Sol and Luna is possibie
This (the metal thus obtained] appears upon handling
and examination, to be far better than any natural
metal "

Were this passage authentic, it would be exwemely
embarrassing, for it virtually alleges that Albertus Magnus
was not only an alchemist, but that he had actually
obtained the Philosopher’s Stone. In all svents, even if
the passage were authentic, f would have to be taken
with a pinch of salt. because Albertus, Count of
Bollstaedt, however knowledgeable he may of been, was
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still & man of the Middle Ages and as such was Inclined 1o
takie veritable nonsense for the ulimate truth. In his
writings [ sometimes claims 10 have suceessfully carred
out some totally absurd experiment which he presents [o
his readers as an authentic scientific discovery, declaring
perempiorily: “I saw it with my own eyes’™" For instance,
he apparently believed in the sirange mystical powers
attributed throughout the Middle Ages to the toad, and
even alleges o have watched an experiment i which a
tosd with & mere glance successfully distinguished
precious stones that were not sufficiently pure

The reputation Albertus enjoyed among his
contemporaries of being an alchemist was bound to rub
ofl on his {averite pupil, Thomas Aquinas, o whom are
attributed a8 number of alchemical manuscripts. Petrus
Borellius's catalogue. BisLioTECA CHIMICA, published in
1656, lists a copious group of works under his name:
LiBER LY BENEDICT (BOOK OF THE BLEssED Litly):
TRACTATUS DE ESSE BT ESSENTIA MINERALIUM [TREATISE
OF THE BEING AND ESSENCE OF MINERALS); SECRETA
ALCHIMIAE MAGNALIA [THE SECRET WONDERS OF
ALCHEMY): THESAURUS ALCHIMIAE (THE TREASURE OF
ALCHEMY); AURORA CONSURGENS (THE RisinG Dawn):
DE ARTE METALLICA [THE ART OF METALS). Dif LaPIDE
VEGETABILI (ON THE STONE THAT GIVEs LIFE), a
commentary on the TURBA PHILOSOPHORUM and another

“on the TABULA SMARAGEINA, Nong of these boaks 1« held

o be authentic, as they were probably not wntten unhi
the [4th century. According 1o a popular legend of the
late Middle Ages, which totally overlooked the gueésion
of authenticity. 5. Dominic was reputed to have been an
atchemist and 1o have discovered the way o obiain the
Philosopher's Stone. A secret that he apparently passed
on to Albertus Magnus, who in turmn revealed it to Thomas
Aduinas

Apart from the LIBELLUS DE ALCHIMIA. Ul 1s a fact that in
same of his writings, the authenticity of which is
unguestioneble, Albertus Magnue reveals a deep
understanding of alchemical matters. ™ With such an
inquisitive scientific mind, it is not unlikely that he did, in
fact. dabble in alchemy. This is less probable in the case ol
Thomas Aguinas, though guite recently, Marie-Loulse
van Franz, who worked under Jung at a time when he
was researching alchemical symbollsm, espressed the
apinion that the AURORa CONSURGENS could indeed
have been written by Thomas Aquinas. The AURORA,
which we will be discussing in detail further an, & a highly
suggestive work. According 1o Marie-Louise von Franz
there is much in the book to imply that it was written by a
dying man. ™ 1t is said that Thomas Aquinas. during the
last years of his life. sometimes appeared 10 be alienated
from the world around him, as though his mind were
elsewhere. His close friend Reginalde of Pipemao, a fellow
monk who had been with Aquinas for many years as a <on
of secretary-servant, wrole that al a certan point he began
16 fear for Thomas's sanity. Apparently, be would be sirting
at his desk ving to compose the cloung passages ol his



One of the mest famous works escribed fo Thomos Aquinoas is the Avrare consurgens . of which there exist handwritien
copies beautifully illustrated with enigmatic miniatures such as this one, portroying o monstrous creature the symbolism of
which is for from cleor. The creoture has an ape-like face, indicating that the Arf is the “ape of Nature". It has three legs,
ong being o fish [the clement Woter), one a burning sheef of corn (Fire), and the third o horse’s leg resting on o skull
(Earth). On its lef shoulder sits an segle, represonting the element Air. Using & serpent for @ bow, the creature plays o
red crab. symbaol of the Philosopher's Stone. He is accompanied by an owl ploying o small trumpet, suggesting the supreme
harmony thot Inspires the Groat Work .
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SuMMA, when suddenly he would drop his pen and sit
with his head resting on his hands, his eves fixed in an
unseeing stare. When Reginaldo asked him why he was
not writing, he would invariably reply “l cannot”. After
this same scene had been repeated for several days
running, Thomas, prompted by his friend's urgings to
take up his pen again, explained that he was unable to
continue because everything he had written up to that
moment now seemed vain and empty. Subsequent
versions of the episode reported by other sources go a
step further, maintaining that Thomas was more
specific: . .everything | have written until now seems
vain and empty in comparison with the things | have
seen and that have been revealed to me " The episode
is often quoted in support of the theory that, during the
closing stages of his life, Aquinas had mystical visions
during which he believed he had experienced a higher
form of consclousness. In all fairness, it should be
added that others are of the opinion that this attitude
was merely the early signs of senile dementia
Marie-Louise von Franz tends to favor the first
hypothesis; however, this was not her most important
discovery. Apparently, Thomas Aquinas died while
composing a commentary on the SONG oF SONGS, the
book of the Bible which more than any other bears a
resemblance to the AURORA CONSURGENS. These and
certain other factors have convinced von Franz that the
AURORA was derived from notes on Thomas Aquinas’s
last lessons, '

While the legend of Dominican alchemy was forming,
Franciscan alchemy was already a fait accompli. The
Franciscan frisr Bonaventura d'lses, a contemporary of
Elias, iz sald to have written the LIBER COMPOSTELLA,
though the oldest known manuseript of this work dates
back no further than the 15th century.™ Bonaventura,
who probably lived between 1180 and 1260, was a
leading figure in the history of the Franciscan order after
the generalship of Elias. Salimbene of Adam describes
him as being: “learned. ingenious and wise, an honest
man leading a saintly life”. He also adds that he was one
of the few men with the ability 10 oppose the tyranny of
Brother Elias's rule. Nevertheless, Salimbene does allow
himself a characteristic streak of malice when he affirms
that Bonaventura “often assumed an extremely superior
attitude, despite rumors that he was born the son of a
humble innkeeper”.™ Written undoubtedly after 1256,
the LiBER COMPOSTELLA is a collection of practical
alchemical recipes which suggest ways of preparing oils,
solvents and powders fram which could be obtained
medicines, tinctures and metals colored 1o resemble gold
and silver. The basic substances wused in these
experiments Include, together with the metals and other
materials common to traditional alchemy, some rather
more unusual ingredients such as sea water, poppy
extract and even human blood.

Later alchemiste were not only interested in the recipes
themselves, they were also intrigued by the title of the

work and the true meaning of the word compostella
Several hypotheses have been put forward: firstly, that
compostella s derved from the Latin compositum
fcompound] meaning “a book compounded ol many
things” or even “a book of aichemical compounds™; a
sgcond possibility ks thal compostella relers to Santiago de
Compostela, the destination of a pilgrimage to which the
alchemists attributed a deeply symbolical meaning, as we
shall see in another chapter; lastly, according to those
who delighted in  unravelling the enigma of the
alchemists' habit of playing with words to hide the true
meaning of their statements, compostella was instead a
compound of cum {with] and post (after), or of compos
(master] and stella (star), meaning “book written in
accordance with the anclents, but afler them” or “book
written in order to possess the star”, the star being one of
the signs that transmutation had been achleved **

The Liner COMPOSTELLA also recommends a recipe that
“serves to make man wise and of a quick memory.” In
deseribing the miraculous effects of this water, the author
writes: “This water is equally good for epilepsy and was
discovered by Master John of the Frars Minor ™™
Whoever the author was, this observation proves once
again that speculative and practical alchemy was widely
pursued by the Franciscans. By the second half of the
13th century alehemy was a lirmly established activity in
monasteries throughout Europe, so much so that the
relighous authorities began to be worrled and eventually
responded by issuing a series of deliberations
condemning alchemy

The first serious restriction was announced in 1272 when
the Provincial Chapter of Narbonne orbade the
Franciscans 1o dabble in alchemy. ordering the burning of
all alchemical texts and implying that there were strong
similarities between the Art and magic * Even more
repressive was a supplementary note added, somewhere
between 1279 and 1313, to chapter 113 of the 1279
edition of the Friars Minors’ COSTITUTIONES GENERALES
ANTIQUE, which forbade the friars of the Order to have
anything to do with alchemy, and threatened
transgressors. with  severe punishment and even
excommunication:

“And if they (the alchemist friars) persist in their
wrongdoing, they shall be deprived of the company of
thelr fellow brothers, should they persevere in their error
to the bitter end, they shall be thrown into prison. Let this
be announced by the general chapter or by the
minister-general in accordan