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Some Problems with the Historiography

of Alchemy 

Lawrence M. Principe and William R. Newman 

I 

The well-recognized complexity and opacity of alchemical literature has long 

constituted a barrier to its proper understanding. Indeed, since the eigh­

teenth-century disappearance of its last serious practitioners within the com­

munity of chemists, alchemy has been the subject ,afsev~ral radically _distinct 

schools of historical interpretation. The current understanding of alchemy 

a'm~~1tn,st~;i;ns or~cie;~e, ~ot to mention the general public, remains 

strongly colored by one or more of these divergent schools of interpretation, 

which stem, respectively, from the Enlightenment rejection of obscurity and 

the later Romantic disenchantment with Newtonian science that led to a new 

embrace of the occult. 1 At present, when historical interest in alchemy is in 

the ascendant, it is appropriate to reexamiBe the content, origins, effects, and 

validity of these interpretations. We will argue in this chapter that none of 

these established interpretive schools is satisfactory, for none represents 

alchemy in a way that is consistent with the historical record, and all severely 

distort the content and context of the discipline. As we will show, this dis­

tortion is often the inevitable consequence of the adoption, frequently un­

witting, of principles derived from niI1_~!~i~11th-ceg!ury occultism, which have 

become wide~~~adtenets in the historiography of alch~my. We hope, there­

fore, to clear away some of the detritus that has gradually accumulated 

around the topic, enabling scholars more accurately to chart and later to fol­

low a path through what remains a partly uncharted domain and thus arrive 

finally at a clearer and more accurate understanding of alchemy. 

The Eighteenth-Century View of Alchemy 

The increasing rejection of traditional alchemy during the eighteenth cen­

tury is generally well known, even though more detailed studies would be 
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beneficial to define the exact course and means of that repudiation. In­

creasingly from the beginning of the century there was a tendency to se­
quester the "older" alchemy from the ''.newer" science of~hemist~y,··;·~a 

this divorce appears clearly in the etymological distinctions between 

"alchemy" and "chemistry," which became entrenched in the first decades 

of the eighteenth century. As we have shown elsewhere, the words 

"alchemy" and "chemistry" were used interchangeably to refer to the same 

body of activities throughout most of the seventeenth centurr, and only 

during the eighteenth century were distinctions similar to those in com­

mon modern usage rigidly drawn between the two. In the early eighteenth 

century, the domain of "alchemy" was for the first time widely restricted 

to gold making-or what had previously been termed "chrysopoeia" or 

alchemia transmutatoria-and many writers (such as the Lemerys, Geof­

froy, and Fontenelle) focused ever more exclusively on the cheating prac­

tices of alchemical charlatans, eventually indicting the whole subject as a 

fraud. 2 Indeed, for most writers and thinkers of the eighteenth century, 

alchemy was synonymous with gold making and fraud. 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, "alchemy" was in fairly un~­

versal disrepute am~ng. scientific authors, save for scattered continuing 

support from a few writers partic;:;larly in Germany. In the lingering Ger­

man debates over the validity of alchemical transmutation (which contin­

ued until the end of the century), the opponents of chrysopoeia continued 

to insist upon alchemy's putatively fraL_1.d~ul~ntcharacter. These Enlighten­

ment writers drew heavily on metaphors of light and darkness to describe. 

the dawning of chemistry out of the misty obscurity of the medieval delu­

sion of alchemy.3 This strongly negative viewpoint endured well after 

alchemy ceased to be a topic of actual debate, being adopted wholesale by 

many members of the early generation of chemical historians including Jo­

hann Friedrich Gmelin and Thomas Thomson. Indeed, judgments drawn 

in the eighteenth century persist to the present day, even among some 

historians of science. 4 In protecting the developing discipline of mod­

ern chemistry from the censures to which traditional alchemy (i.e., 

chrysopoeia) was liable, the Enlightenment writers produced the appear­

ance of a radical disjunction in the history of chemistry, as if the newly 

redefined "alchemy" and "chemistry" were only marginally contiguous. 

This movement paralleled the attempts of early eighteenth-century chem­

ical practitioners to legitimize their discipline and enhance their status by 
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divorcing themselves sharply from the foregoing alchemical tradition, 

which had fallen into disrepute. The recasting of alchemy as "other" rela­

tive to chemistry was to have significant consequences in the nineteenth 

century and thence to the present day. 

Alchemical symbolism continued to survive in some nonscientific quar­

ters, however, even after alchemy itself was no longer reputable. For ex­

ample, during the eighteenth century the Pietists both in Germany and in 

America propagated in a spiritual setting the alchemical imagery em­

ployed by Jakob Boehme in expounding his ecstatic visions.' The mystical 

brands of alchemical thought propounded by Heinrich Khunrath and the 

Rosicrucian enthusiast Robert Fludd persisted among several secret soci­

eties. The Gold- und Rosencreutz of the eighteenth century relied heavily 

on alchemical symbolism and made at least rhetorical gestures toward the 

importance of alchemical practice. The "Convent of the Philalethes," a 

Parisian masonic order sharing its name with one of the seventeenth cen­

tury's most popular alchemical writers, took up alchemy along with other 

"occult sciences." 6 The secrecy universally connected with earlier alchem­

ical writers and practices facilitated a juxtaposition of alchemy with dif­

ferent sorts of "secret knowledge" such as natural magic. Alchemical 

works deliberately written to be obscure and secretive in their own age 

sometimes became meaningless in the next. Such obscurity was a boon to 

those striving to display the fraudulent and "nonscientific" character of 

alchemy, as in the case of Johann Christoph Adelung, whose Geschichte 

der menschlichen Narrheit casts together magicians, soothsayers,.and al~ 

chemists into a common bin.7 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, references to alchemy were 

to be found predominantly in association with magic, witchcraft, and the 

other practices commonly grouped together as "occult;' topics that the 

eighteenth-century "triumph of reason" had ridiculed. Thus, when occult 

revivals began in the early nineteenth century, alchemy received new at­

tention not so much in itself but as one of a number of "occult" sciences. 

The work of the occult writer Francis Barrett, whose 1801 The Magus in­

volved alchemy along with natural magic, astrology, and demonology as 

"a complete system of occult philosophy;' provides one example. This 

book was followed some years later by Lives of the Alchemystical Writers, 

often ascribed to Barrett as well, the very orthography of whose title sig­

nals its author's tendencies. 8 This yoking of alchemy to such disciplines as 
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natural magic, astrology, and theurgy, although already begun in some 
quarters during the Renaissance (see chapter 1 of this volume), was con­
summated only during the final years of the ancien regime in France, at the 
time when Franz Anton Nlesmer was disseminating his pneumatic "sci-

' ence" to the world.9 Mesmerism, as we shall see, laid the foundations for 
the mid-nineteenth-century success of the "spiritual" interpretation of 
alchemy. 

The "Spiritual" Interpretation of Alchemy 

Although nineteenth-century occultism is a complex subject in its own 
right, it is possible to distinguish a set of characteristic features of a "spir­
itual" interpretation of alchemy in this period. The esoteric or occultist 
school, which interpreted alchemy in this spiritual way, held (and holds) 
that the operations recorded in alchemical texts corresponded only tan­
gentially or not at all to physical processes. 10 Although it was in fact a com­
monplace of the early modern period to build extended religious conceits 
on alchemical processes and to draw theological parallels therefrom-an 
aspect of alchemical writing Luther praised in passing 11-the occultists of 
the nineteenth century went much further to claim that alchemy itself was 
an art of internal meditation or illumination rather than an external ma­
nipulation of apparatus and chemicals. Nineteenth-century occult writers 
claimed that the alchemists did not aim primarily at changes of a chemical 
kind but rather used chemical language and terminology only to couch 
spiritual, moral, or mystical processes in allegorical guise. The alchemists' 
important goals were supramundane. The transmutation of base metals 
into noble ones is thus to be read as a trope or allusive instruction for the 
transcendental transformation of the alchemist himself, or of all mankind 
through him, from a base, earthly state into a more noble, more spiritual, 
more moral, or more divine state. The philosophers' stone that effects this 
transmutation/transformation may be corporeal or noncorporeal but in ei­
ther case represents a mystical or spiritual power either intrinsic or extrin­
sic to the contemplative spiritual alchemist. This point of view, which we 
shall refer to as "spiritual alchemy," sees alchemical adepts as possessors 
of vast esoteric knowledge and spiritual enlightenment. 

The nineteenth-century focus on "spiritual alchemy" succeeded m 
bringing about a massive transformation in the general perception of 
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alchemy. Although the more extreme exponents of this school are rather 
easily relegated to places beyond the fringes of respectability, the overall 
impact of the esoteric school on present-day perceptions of alchemy, even 
among historians of science, remains significant. When Herbert Butter­
field famously derided historians of alchemy as being "tinctured with the 
same type of lunacy they set out to describe," it is likely that he had this es­
oteric/occultist interpretation in mind. 12 The two most seminal figures in 
the history of the "spiritual" interpretation of alchemy date from the 
middle of the nineteenth century. Mary Anne Atwood in England and 
Ethan Allen Hitchcock in the United States independently produced spir­
itual explanations of alchemy in the 1850s, and they were rapidly joined 
by many others caught up in the Victorian fascination with the occult. 

Mary Anne Atwood was born in 1817, daughter of Thomas South, a 
gentleman of Hampshire. At their home of Bury House in Gosport, father 
and daughter studied classical and esoteric literature together and became 
involved in animal magnetism, Mesmerism, and other manifestations of 
occultism then in vogue. In 1846, Thomas South, probably in collabora­
tion with his daughter, published a small tract entitled Early Magnetism, 
in its Higher Relations to Humanity as Veiled in the Poets and Prophets 

(under the anagram 0uoc; Mayoc;). This treatise is an early example of the 
Souths' reading of esoteric subtexts into historical literature, in this case 
the supposed allusive revelation of animal magnetism in the Homeric 
Hymns. Thereafter, the two read alchemical literature, and believing they 
had found therein great esoteric spiritual knowledge and practice in alle­
gorical guise, settled upon writing two expositions, the father writing in 
verse and the daughter in prose. In 1850, Mary Anne's treatise was com­
pleted, sent to the press, and published as A Suggestive Inquiry into the 
Hermetic Mystery. Immediately upon publication, however, the author 
and her father recalled the book and, on the lawn of Bury House, burned 
all of the copies plus South's notes and unfinished poetical work. 13 Only 
the few copies that had already been purchased or sent out to libraries sur­
vived. These few examples do seem to have been eagerly read and cited by 
occultists in the latter half of the nineteenth century. It remains open to 
question whether this recall and destruction arose from a "moral panic" 
upon a sudden "realization of the sanctity of the Art" and a fear of being 
"betrayers of the sacred secret;' as claimed by Atwood's followers, or was 
instead intended to excite future interest in the volume. 14 
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The balance of Atwood's life was without further authorship; she mar­

ried Rev. Alban Thomas Atwood, vicar of Leake, Yorkshire, in 1859, with 

whom she bore no children, and who died in 1883. Atwood herself died 

in 1910 and bequeathed her papers and few copies of the Suggestive In­

quiry (bearing her revisions) to her friend and confidante Isabelle de 

Steiger. From these copies a new edition was produced in Belfast in 1918, 

introduced and edited by Walter Leslie Wilmshurst, an editor of esoter­

ica. 15 It has remained in print almost continuously ever since. 

The Inquiry begins with a cursory (and naive) history of alchemy from 

Egyptian antiquity to the seventeenth century, when a "mistrust, gather­

ing from disappointment" generated the "absolute odium" under which 

alchemy and its practitioners had lain since the Enlightenment. 16 Atwood 

gives special place to Eugenius Philalethes (alias Thomas Vaughan) but re­

serves her highest (and lengthiest) praise for Jakob Boehme (1575-1624), 

the Lutheran cobbler-mystic, whom she calls "the plainest, simplest, and 

most confidential exponent" of all. She adds to her praise of Boehme a sur­

viving fragment of her father's immolated versification that declares that 

the accumulated wisdom and esoteric knowledge of Orpheus, Zoroaster, 

Pythagoras, Plato, and every other "saint and sage" 

In Bohme's wondrous page we view 
Discovered and revealed anew. 17 

Atwood concludes that the world is "fully ignorant of the genuine doc­

trine" of alchemy because the adepts' recipes "though at variance with all 

common-sense probability, have been the means of surrounding many a 

literal soul with stills, coals, and furnaces, in the hope by such lifeless in­

struments to sublime the Spirit of nature, or by salt, sulphur and mercury, 

or the three combined with antimony, to extract the Form of gold." 18 

What appear to be laboratory operations are but "wisdom's envelope, to 

guard her universal magistery from an incapable and dreaming world." 19 

Such laboratory processes were doomed from the start, according to At­

wood, because although the adepts could in fact transmute base metals 

into gold, that was the lowest form of their craft and was not accom­

plished by means of normal chemical operations. The physical transmu­

tation of metals required that the alchemist first transform himself so that 

he could operate in a quasi-magical and pneumatic fashion. The materi­

alist recipes of the alchemists were purely delusory: in fact, they were win­
dow dressing. 
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The balance of Atwood's treatise presents her thesis wrapped in a dense 

and often incoherent hodgepodge of decontextualized and often unattrib­

uted quotations from alchemical and classical authors, piled high with ob­

scure assertions, enraptured exclamations, and bizarrely twisted scientific 

notions. 20 Atwood asserts that the alchemists' prime matter, philosophical 

mercury, primordial chaos, or Spirit of Life is an imponderable incorpo­

real ether. The alchemical vessel is man himself, and when in a trancelike 

state, the adept can "magnetically" draw in this ether or primordial light 

and condense it into the philosophers' stone, "pure Ethereality of Nature" 

or "Light inspissate," a noncorporeal agent of universal change and exal­

tation dwelling within the enlightened adept: 21 "Man is the true laboratory 

of the Hermetic Art; his life the subject, the grand distillatory, the thing dis­

tilling and the thing distilled, and Self-Knowledge [is] at the root of all Al­

chemical tradition." 22 

The alchemical process thus involved a self-purification and exaltation 

to a "higher plane of existence." Simultaneously, the spiritualized esoteric 

adept could also manipulate matter by the application of the same forces, 

advancing lead into gold by purely spiritual means. Atwood declares an 

underlying unity of creation and the ability of all its manifestations-min­

eral, vegetable, animal, or spiritual-to be exalted within their sphere by 

the same power. Clearly alchemy is totally distinct from chemistry: "No 

modern art or chemistry, notwithstanding all its surreptitious claims, has 

any thing in common with Alchemy."21 

Atwood's exposition of the "Hermetic Mystery" is intimately bound up 

with her early enthusiasm for Mesmerism. The ether that forms the foun­

dation of hermetic manipulations is the same medium by which Mesmer's 

planetary influences and animal magnetism were transmitted. Atwood 

claims that the trancelike state necessary for self-purification and the con­

centration or manifestation of the "matter" was achieved in ancient times 

by the devotees of the Eleusinian mysteries and contemporaneously by the 

practitioners of Mesmerism- "the first key opening to the vestibule of this 

Experiment." 24 She is generally dismissive of modern science, considering 

it too intent upon the physical, lower order of things and its practitioners 

thereby both unfitted and unable to ascend to the ancient and eternal 

mysteries. 
Shortly thereafter, Ethan Allen Hitchcock (1798-1870), a general in the 

U.S.Army, propounded a considerably different, but still spiritual, view of 
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alchemy. His Remarks upon Alchymists was a short work published in 

1855, attempting to show "that the philosopher's stone is a mere symbol 

signifying something which could not be expressed openly without incur­

ring the danger of an auto da fe." After an unfavorable review of the book, 

Hitchcock issued a response two years later in the form of the longer and 

more detailed Remarks upon Alchemy and the Alchemists. 25 Hitchcock's 

reading of alchemical texts is moral and Christian, arguing that they are 

allegories or veiled descriptions of the moral life. He asserts that the al­

chemists actually did nothing akin to chemistry and that "Man was the 

subject of Alchemy; and that the object of the Art was the perfection, or at 

least the improvement, of Man." 26 Philosophical Mercury is a clean and 

pure conscience, difficult to obtain but potentially available everywhere, 

and once obtained it leads easily (through "women's work and children's 

play") to the philosophers' stone, which is the consummate moral life. The 

true nature of the alchemical quest was hidden in secrecy owing to the "in­

tolerance of the Middle Ages ... known to every one." Hitchcock casts the 

alchemists as "Reformers" and asserts that an "open expression of their 

opinions would have brought them into conflict with the superstition of 

the time, and thus exposed them to the stake"; unfortunately, he never ex­

plains exactly why an exhortation to Christian morality would have been 
viewed as heretical.27 

Hitchcock indulges in none of the bizarre occultism of Atwood's ex­

travagant thesis. For Hitchcock, improvement of the human being comes 

not by psychic exaltation to higher planes of existence but rather through 

the practice of true religion and morality. He interprets the substances, the­

ories, and operations of the alchemists allegorically after the manner of a 

preacher unfolding a scriptural parable. For Hitchcock, alchemy is wholly 

a dimension of orthodox religion. Accordingly, Hitchcock's work, al­

though cited frequently by the close of the nineteenth century, did not cre­

ate the furor that followed upon Atwood's more daring Suggestive Inquiry. 

These midcentury interpretations fed a general revival of alchemy 

among spiritualists and occultists in both Europe and America in the late 

nineteenth century. In France, a broad esoteric movement followed the 

occultist Eliphas Levi (alias Alphonse Louis Constant, 1810-75), and in 

England, occultist groups grew and flourished. 28 The esoterics Anna 

Kingsford ( 1846-8 8) and Edward Maitland ( 1824-97) created a Her­

metic Society, published a Corpus Hermeticum, and prosecuted the 
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"Higher Alchemy," finding alchemical mysteries couched in the Old Tes­

tament and equating alchemy with religion itself.29 William Wynn West­

cott (1848-1925), the "Supreme Magus of the Rosicrucian Society in 

England, and Master of the Quatuor Corona ti Lodge," summarized these 

esoteric formulations under the pseudonym Sapere Aude ("Dare to be 

wise") in 1893. 30 Westcott saw a link between Eastern mysticism and 

Western alchemy, undoubtedly provoked by the garbled Hinduism of his 

associate Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-91) and enshrined in the 

Theosophical Society she founded in 1875, of which Westcott was a mem­

ber. In 1888, Westcott helped organize the "Hermetic Order of the Golden 

Dawn," which flourished for fifteen years (before splintering into sects) 

and which had a seminal influence on W. B. Yeats. Its influence on late Vic­

torian society is only beginning to be recognized. 31 Westcott also wrote a 

preface to a translation of Nicholas Flamel's Hieroglyphics and edited and 

annotated a Collectanea Hermetica (published by the Theosophical Pub­

lications Society) that included several alchemical and mystical tracts. 32 

Across the Channel in France, several occult alchemical societies were 

founded, including "1:Association Alchimique de France," which under its 

leader F.Jollivet-Castelot (author of La synthese de !'or in 1909) published 

the monthly review L'Hyperchimie beginning in 1896. By the late nine­

teenth century the incorporation of alchemy into esoteric and magical sub­

jects and the mythic history of secret societies had become a matter of 

course. Hargrave Jennings's popular work on the Rosicrucians presents al­

chemical adepts as mysterious, unaging, semi-immortal wanderers en­

dowed with a knowledge and being far above that of mere mortals. 

Likewise, Albert Pike recapitulates the esoteric interpretation of alchemy 

in a Masonic context. 33 The revival of alchemy under esoteric/occult guise 

grew so vigorous that a report on the various groups and their tenets was 

presented before the American Chemical Society in 18 97 and printed in 

the annual report of the Smithsonian Institution, wherein the author com­

plained of the "company of educated charlatans" then engineering the 

revival. 34 

The most prolific of the esoterics was Arthur Edward Waite (1857-

1942), 35 who published a multitude of books on occult topics ranging from 

Freemasonry and Rosicrucianism to devil worship and cabala. The major­

ity of his publications, however, dealt with alchemy, and he exerted a signif­

icant influence on the development of twentieth-century interpretations of 
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alchemy. His first book, Lives of the Alchemystical Writers (1888), was a 

massively rewritten version of the book by the same title issued anony­

mously seventy years earlier. Whereas the original Lives was merely a com­

pilation of uncritical and largely fictitious biographies of about fifty 

alchemists, Waite's expanded (but no more critical) version used these ac­

counts to promote his own theosophical view of alchemy. His introductory 

essay finds fault with both Atwood's "psychical" and Hitchcock's "moral" 

interpretation because neither recognizes the real physical operations that 

the alchemists carried out in the laboratory, where they did (according to 

Waite) labor successfully to produce a physical philosophers' stone able to 

transmute metals. 36 Waite asserts that the "attempt to enthrone [al­

chemists! upon the loftiest pinnacles of achievement in the psychic world, 

however attractive and dazzling to a romantic imagination, and however 

spiritually attractive, must be regretfully abandoned." 37 Nonetheless, he 

retains a largely spiritual view of alchemy, arguing that the true "Hermetic 

interpretation lies in a middle course": The alchemists labored on actual 

physical processes, but these were only the corporeal manifestations of "a 

theory of Universal Development" that "had an equal application to the 

triune man" as to the triune metals. 38 Alchemy, or "psycho-chemistry is a 

grand and sublime scheme of absolute reconstruction ... the divinisation, 

or deification in the narrower sense, of man the triune by an influx from 

above." 39 The adepts' success in physical processes is, by the "Hermetic 

doctrine of correspondences, ... analogically a substantial guarantee of 

the successful issue of parallel methods when applied in the psychic world 

with the subject man." 40 

Waite dealt with this esoteric "alchemical transformation of humanity" 

to provide "the perfect youth to come" at length in his Azoth, or the Star 

in the East, published in 1893. There he refers to alchemy as "physical 

mysticism" claiming that "all alchemists [were] Mystics, and alchemy ... 

a mystic work." While maintaining his view that the exclusively spiritual 

interpretations of Atwood and Hitchcock are "errors of enthusiasm," 

Waite nevertheless asserts that "alchemical literature deals primarily at 

least with the conscious intelligence of man, and with the unevolved pos­

sibilities of the body and mind of humanity." 41 Thus alchemy presents the 

means of a "spiritual evolution" of mankind as a whole into a higher form 

of being. The (successful) transmutation of metals, according to Waite, is 

the lowest form of alchemical study. Waite urges experimental trials of 
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psychic alchemy and provides the reader with pithy (and often bizarre) 

rules for activity and advancement in the spiritual realm. 

Waite is perhaps best known for the alchemical treatises he translated 

in the early 1890s. 42 But these editions have proven to be historically per­

nicious, for although they appeared as translations, they are often noth­

ing of the kind. They are almost invariably based upon corrupt editions 

and offer texts butchered to unrecognizability by the silent excision of 

large portions of material and adulterated by the addition of occultist el­

ements and slants completely alien to the originals. The fact that there are 

in many cases no other modern translations with which to compare or re­

place them has intensified their ill effects over time. Waite's corrupt trans­

lations were used regularly by historians of science until the middle of this 

century, as witnessed by their frequent citation in articles in Ambix and 

Isis, as well as in scholarly books; some authors still continue to refer to 

them. Nearly all have been reprinted and are currently available in inex­

pensive editions. 

After his string of translations in the 1890s, Waite did not publish again 

on alchemy for almost thirty years. In 1926, however, he produced his last 

book, The Secret Tradition in Alchemy, whose contents mark a sharp de­

parture from his earlier interpretations. Here Waite attacks Atwood and 

Hitchcock much more vigorously than before, proposing to "survey al­

chemical literature and its history" in order to ascertain its real degree of 

esoteric or spiritual content. He then proceeds through biographies akin 

to his earlier Lives, but a remarkable metamorphosis is evident: a degree 

of skepticism and historical discretion appears, and Waite cites his "own 

hardened unbelief about things occult"! 43 He concludes that "between the 

age of Byzantine records and the age of Luther there is no vestige" of a 

spiritual alchemy in the historical record and actually refers to the history 

of alchemy as a record of experimental physics. 44 At no point does Waite 

explicitly repudiate his esoteric theosophical theories from the Lives, his 

doctrine of the "alchemical transformation of mankind" from Azoth, or 

any of his many other clear expressions of belief in occult matters. In one 

place he even criticizes a reviewer for maintaining the very same esoteric 

view of alchemy he himself had expounded at length in Azoth. The oc­

cultist has marvelously transmuted himself into a positivist; whether his 

mind was changed by further studies or by a convenient abandonment of 

Victorian occultism for 1920s positivism is unclear. 
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Fate and Validity of the "Spiritual" Interpretation 

The esoteric school remains strong to this day and continues to have an 
extensive impact on both the general and the learned perceptions orh1s-, 
torical alchemy. \Yriters such as J~lius Evola (1898.:_1974) and Titus 
Burckhardt have extended the movement through the twentieth century.4 

' 

Outside of serious scholarship, a number of esoteric alchemical circles in 
the United States and Europe perpetuate the transcendental views of 
alchemy so popular in nineteenth-century ~cc;ltism, som~times amalga:::~ 
mated with heterogeneous notions from more recent occultist/spiritualist 
movements such as the New Age movement or radical environmentalism. 
Many of these groups operate presses that regularly release books on 
"spiritual alchemy" as well as poor editions and translations of earlier 
texts. Over half of the books on alchemy published since 1970 either es­
pouse an esoteric/occultist view or are reprints originating from esoteric 
organizations or presses. A 1976 reprint (by Shambhala Press in Berkeley, 
California) of Waite's 1894 translation of Paracelsus bears a foreword by 
one Charles Ponce of the "Azoth Foundation," who declares alchemy to be 
the "product of Soul Imagining" and the "archetypal language of the 
soul." An even more extreme example may be found in Kenneth Rexroth's 
preface to a reprint of Waite's edition of the Works of Thomas Vaughan. 

Being completely ignorant of the Sendivogian alchemy that Vaughan es­
poused, Rexroth is free to interpret it as a veiled expression of tantric yoga. 
Hence Vaughan's sentimental references to his dead wife lead Rexroth to 
the sensational claim that "lhomas Vaughan and his wife, his soror mys­

tica wrapped in entranced embrace at the Pinner of Wakefield were, it is 
true, blundering into a region of revelation which they little understood 
and which, it would seem, eventually destroyed both of them."46 

Many books embracing the esoteric interpretation continue to be taken 
quite seriously. The grip of occultism was, at least at one time, particularly 
strong in France, where esoteric/occultist volumes have been published 
regularly from the last century to the present day; a reviewer of one such 
book referred to its contents as the "typical French approach to the sub­
ject of alchemy;' and Robert Halleux has briefly catalogued such writers. 47 

This unremitting flow of esoterica continues to seep into the field to the 
detriment of serious scholarship. Such volumes often appear on university 
library shelves alongside scholarly works (sometimes outnumbering them) 
and thus present a trap for the unwary. Within academe, scholars writing 
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on the relationship of alchemy to religion, art, and literature in particular 
have frequently embraced rather uncritically part or all of the spiritual in­
terpretation of alchemy. Additionally, those who do not utilize primary 
sources are particularly liable to acquiesce to the esoteric view. One at­
traction of this interpretation is that it allows writers with a generally sym­
pathetic view of alchemists to attribute grand and cosmic designs to their 
subjects in opposition to the (equally unwarrantable) criticism that all their 
efforts toward the manufacture of gold were mercenary or fraudulent. 

The chief problem with the esoteric view is that even laying aside the 
more extreme positions, the historical record (as Waite, for whatever rea­
son, finally concluded in 1926) simply does not countenance it. Although 
the works of many alchemical writers contain (often extensive) ~- ,

! 
sions of period piety, imprecations to God, exhortations to morality, and 
eventhe- ~c-casional appearance of an angelic or spiritual messenger, we 
fincl n~) indication that the vast majority of alchemists were working on 
anything other than material substances toward material goals. The dis-'-, 
tinctions in tone and attitude toward spirituality that quite admittedly ex-
ist between many "alchemical" texts and more modern "chemical" texts 
can be explicated without recourse to the spiritual interpretation's dis­
junction between "alchemy" and "chemistry" and its labeling of them as 
esoteric and exoteric traditions, respectively. First, it must be remembered 
that transmutatory alchemy fell out of wide popularity at around the time 
of the widespread secularization of intellectual culture that occurred in the 
eighteenth century. Most alchemical texts originated in a culture of greater 
religious sensibility than our own and thus naturally exhibit more spiri­
tual and religious expressions than do later works of "chemistry." Second, 
the secrecy and "initiatic style" ubiquitous in works on transmutation led 
quite naturally to a tone of mystery absent from the later, more "open" 
writings of eighteenth-century chemistry. This emphasis on secrecy led 
originally to the fairly common contemporaneous invocation of morality 
or divine agency as "gatekeepers" to secret knowledge, but in the nine­
teenth century to a linkage of the arcana of alchemy to the secrets of "the 
occult" as a whole. 48 These culturally based differences of expression and 
tone do not countenance the spiritual interpretation, which fails to recog­

nize the cultural context of alchemical texts. 
This is not to say that there vVa~ r:!2!.hipg whatsoever akin to a "spiritual 

alch;~-y" i~ the b~~;d-his~~-rical spectrum of alchemy. The relationship 
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between alchemy and religion, theology, and spirituality is complex, but 
still does not countenance the esoteric spiritual school of interpretation. It 
is true that a tradition of using alchemical terms and imagery in religious 
and spiritual literature did in fact develop in the early modern period; in­
deed, such works sometimes use the term "spiritual alchemy." St. Francis 
de Sales, for example, writes of Christian love as the "divine powder of 
projection" and labels the transforming power of that love as a "holy and 
sacred alchemy." The alchemical emphasis on purification, transforma­
tion, and the quest for the perfection of gold naturally provided an abun­
dant supply of similitudes to religious writers. Secular writers and poets 
made a similar use of alchemy and its ideas, and the Scriptures themselves 
occasionally invoke metallurgical images of the refiner's fire to express 
spiritual trials in a similar way.49 

Alchemical theories and processes also provided theological and de­
votional object lessons. Sir Thomas Browne remarked that his study of 
material relating to the philosophers' stone "taught me a great deale of Di­
vinity." More dramatically, the alchemist Pierre-Jean Fabre wrote a book 
entitled Alchymista Christianus, in which "most of the mysteries of 
Christian faith are explained by means of chymical analogies and fig­
ures." 50 Complementary to the use of alchemy to instantiate and illustrate 
religious truths, the same religious truths and revelations were also em­
ployed to direct alchemical work. There exist numerous "alchemical read­
ings" of the Bible, just as there are alchemical readings of pagan 
mythology.51 It was this practice of some seekers after transmutation 
which Thomas Sprat criticized when he wrote dismissively that "they 
believe they see some footsteps of it, in every of Moses, Solomon, 
and Virgil." Interpretations of holy texts also contributed occasionally to 
the cause of alchemical secrecy, as in the case of a description of how to 

make the philosophers' stone disguised under the forms and words of the 
Mass. 52 Of course, many fundamental terms and themes in alchemy­
such as death and resurrection, exaltation and sublimation-derive from 
Christian theology. 

But in all these interactions of alchemy with spirituality, it is clear that 

;...;.~c;,;~,,:f,,u:,,:n,;;;:;c.t:;ionsas a source of tropes and imagery for rhetorical embel­
lishment or didactic e;~mpEfic::at1on-rath~r,than as an inherently spiritual 
<>v,~.-r,c" which the practitioner by some esoteric illumination. It 
~ight be noted that the deployment of alchemical images to express ~pir-
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itual themes metaphorically is in some sense related to Hitchcock's expo­
sition of alchemical themes as metaphorical descriptions of Christian prin­
ciples and devotions, but it has nothing in common with the "spiritual 
alchemy" that stems from Atwood and her followers, with its links to 
Mesmerism and other nineteenth-century occultist movements. When al­
chemical authors deploy sacred texts or spiritual terminology, this is a rel­
atively unproblematic use of images, concepts, and terms drawn from the 
religious culture of the time, rather than evidence that alchemical practices 
were concerned primarily or essentially with the spiritual enlightment or 
development of the practitioner. These linkages were made by minds more 
attuned to the drawing of similitudes and the reading of "meanings" (and 
more convinced of the epistemological value of similitudes in general) than 
are those of our highly literal modern world. 

Perhaps the most pervasive use of alchemical language in spiritual writ­
ings appears in Jakob Boehme's mystical theology. The language of the 
Paracelsian tria prima, the divine Salitter (sal nitrum), and related con­
cepts are used to express divine qualities, powers, and activities and to ex­
pound the cobbler's ecstatic visions. But Boehme's use of alchemical 
language and imagery-as extensive as it is-remains clearly of a differ­
ent order than, for example, the practical and theoretical antimonial ex­
ercises of Basil Valentine, Alexander von Suchten, Eirenaeus Philalethes 
and others, or the rigorous Scholastic alchemy of "Geber," Albert the 
Great, Petrus Bonus, or Gaston Duclo. 51 Even if Boehme's work were 
taken as evidence of the "spiritual alchemy" promoted by esoterics and 
occultists, it would remain to be proven by historical argument that he falls 
into the mainstream of early modern alchemical thought, and that ex­
trapolations about alchemy in general could be reliably or usefully made 
from him. 

We should also mention the little-recognized school of "supernatural 
alchemy" which seems to have developed in seventeenth-century England. 
This school held that certain alchemical products had supernatural effects 
either upon the external world or upon the possessor. Robert Boyle, for 
example, thought that the philosophers' stone might summon angels and 
facilitate communication with them, and Elias Ashmole and others men­
tioned yet greater "supernatural stones" which gave the possessor spe­
cial intellectual or spiritual powers. 54 But even these notions are only 
superficially similar to the spiritual interpretation of alchemy as it was 
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conceived in the nineteenth century. Now it is possible that this school 

may have initiated a certain tradition of alchemical interpretation which 

persisted at some low level through the eighteenth century, and then 

provided a nucleation point for nineteenth-century occultist writers, but 

there is presently no clear historical evidence for this conjecture. (The 

same conjecture might also be made regarding Behmenist thought.) 

The seventeenth-century supernatural school needs more study to define 

its origins, content, extent, and influence. Nonetheless, at present it is 

clear that this "school" was a small and perhaps fairly localized subset 

of alchemy, and so it would be wrong to extend its characteristics to 
"alchemy" as a whole. 

Thus it goes without question that alchemy and religion (or spirituality 

of various kinds) interpenetrated one another in the medieval and early 

modern periods, and that each borrowed terms and concepts from the 

other. This fact is not, however, remarkable in itself, nor is such interpen­

etration with religion unique to alchemy. Recent work across the entire 

spectrum of the history of science displays clearly the ubiquity and the im­

portance of religious and theological concerns and influences in early 

modern natural philosophy; alchemy should be neither an exception nor a 

special case. By rejecting the "spiritual interpretation" of alchemy we do 

not intend to imply that the discipline over the longue duree was uncon­

cerned with religion any more than modern historians of science would 

wish to deny the religious and theological dimensions and motivations of 

the works of Kepler, Boyle, or Newton. We do argue that the view which 

sees alchemy as an essentially spiritual activity, and which maintains that 

the degree or character of alchemy's religious or theological content ren­

ders it distinct from other branches of contemporaneous natural philos­

ophy (and particularly from "chemistry") is an ahistorical formulation 

which postdates the early modern period and was fully developed only in 

the context of nineteenth-century occultism. 

In addition to its direct effects on the historical understanding of 

alchemy, the prevalence of the esoteric interpretation in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries seems to have had even greater indirect 

effects. The currency of the notion of an internal alchemy whose goal 

was the transformation of the soul cannot have failed to influence the 

construction formulated by Carl Gustav Jung, with which it shares an 

emphasis on psychic states and spiritual self-development. Indeed, the 
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Jungian view, as we shall see, seems little more than nineteenth-century oc­
cultism translated into "scientific" terminology. 

The Jungian Interpretation of Alchemy 

Carl Jung has probably exercised a greater influence on the common per­

ception of alchemy than any other modern author. His psychologizing 

view of alchemy has been propelled into the cultural mainstream by sucn 

wrrtersas the.historian of mythology Joseph Campbell, the literary critic .. 

~orthiop.Frye, the philosopher Gaston Bachelard, and the historian of re~­

ligion Mircea Eliade." But Jung has had an even more pronounced effect 

onthe historiography of alchemy itself. The Jungian approach to alchemy 

is a stock element of most popularizing texts on the subject, for example, 

Gareth Roberts's 1994 The Mirror of Alchemy and Allison Coudert's 

1980 Alchemy: The Philosopher's Stone. Even such serious students of 

the subject as E Sherwood Taylor and E. J.Holmyard felt obliged to con­

sider the Jungian perspective in their own surveys. 56 Among recent serious 

historians of science, Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs promoted the Jungian ap-
=",,_-~----=,,""', 

proach in her famous Foundations of Newton's Alchemy and reaffirmed it 

unequivocally as recently as 1990. 17 Even the praiseworthy Norton His­

tory of Chemistry pays homage to the Jungian analysis of alchemy, cit­

ing it as a "traditionalist" view of the subject. This note of approbation is 

shared by the debunker of alchemical symbolism Marco Beretta. 58 

Jung was deeply interested in occultism from at least his adolescence. 

His doctoral dissertation, "On the Psychology and Pathology of So-Called 

Occult Phenomena;' was based on the spiritualist seances of his cousin 

Helly Preiswerk, in which he was an active participant. 59 As early as 1913, 

he had adopted a "spiritualist and redemptive interpretation of alchemy," 

and one can be sure that this reflected his wide reading in the occult liter­

ature of the nineteenth century. 60 In addition, Jung was aware of and prob­

ably influenced by earlier work on alchemical symbolism by the Freudian 

psychologist Herbert Silberer.61 But only in the 1920s did he begin writing 

on the subject, a pursuit that was to occupy the rest of his life.62 By far 

the clearest specimen of Jung's approach can be found in his "Die Erlo­

sungsvorstellungen in der Alchemie;' published in the Eranos-Jahrbuch 

of 1936 and translated into English as "The Idea of Redemption in 

Alchemy."61 Here Jung put forth his soon-to-be-famous claim that in the 
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\ analysis of alchemy, "we are called upon to deal, not with chemical ex­

perimentations as such, but with something resembling psychic pro~esses 

e~pressed in pseudo-chemical language." 64 
• 

According to Jung, alchemists were concerned less with chemical reac­

tions than with psychic stat_~s_taking place within the practitioner. The 
practice of alchen=;y··;~;;lved th~-~~ - ;f ~'~tiv~--i~;gi;;~i;-~~7'=;;;~ the 

part of the would-be adept, which led to a hallucinatory state in which 

he "projected" the contents of his psyche onto the matter within his 

alembic. 65 The Jungian alchemist literally "saw" his own unconscious ex­

pressing itself in the form of bizarre archetypal images, which were 

"irruptions" of the collective unconscious into his conscious mind. Be­

cause he viewed the primary role of alchemy in the light of the uncon­

scious, Jung pointedly devalued the chemical content of alchemical texts. 

The alchemist's "experience had nothing to do with matter in itself," and 

consequently, the attempt to decipher alchemical texts from a chemical 

point of view was quite "hopeless." 66 In this claim one can see clear ves­

tiges of Jung's immersion in Victorian occultism. Like Atwood and Hitch­

cock, Jung pointedly rejects the image of alchemy as protochemistry. 

Unlike the more radical upholders of spiritual alchemy, however, Jung did 

not altogether deny the role of the laboratory in alchemy. In this regard, 

Jung's view of alchemy greatly resembles A. E. Waite's notion of "alchem­

ical transformation" expressed in Azoth, rather than those of inveterate 

spiritual alchemists such as Atwood and Hitchcock. Perhaps this should 

not be surprising, given that Waite's works were circulating among mem­

bers of Jung's Zurich Psychological Club in the 1910s.67 Like Waite, Jung 

did not completely reject the claim that alchemy involved laboratory ex­

periment, but in effect he wrote it out of the picture, since alchemy's real 

co~~-9L~c1s__th.t tr_ansformc1tiorighhe..p$ycne, wpich could ~roject its con­
tents onto any sort of matter. The actual substances employed in a process

~--~-- CV _,._ 

made no difference at all to the alchemist so long as they stimulated the 

psyche to its act of projection. In reference to the many operations in­

tended to produce the philosophers' stone, Jung explicitly stated that 

"[o]ne can make nothing of these from the standpoint of our modern 

chemical knowledge; if we turn to the texts and the hundreds and hun­

dreds of processes and recipes which the Middle Ages and Antiquity have 

left behind, we find among them relatively few which contain any chemi­

cal sense."68 According to Jung, therefore, the alchemical experience had 
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more in common with the ecstasy of the illumine in a state of unio mystica 

than with that of the laboratory technician. 

Beyond his confident view that alchemy represented a process of psychic 

transformation, Jung also had comments to make on the subject of al­

chemical secrecy. Alchemists did not use obscure language to conceal 

chemical ingredients or to delude the uninitiated. Instead, they employed 

their bizarre terminology of dragons, dying kings, and copulating couples 

because these were the forms in which the unconscious projected itself 

onto matter. 69 Since the Latin Middle Ages were dominated by Christian­

ity, the minds of medieval alchemists were especially filled with images of 

Christ, leading to the elaboration of a widespread "Lapis-Christus paral­

lel," in which the philosophers' stone was symbolized by Christ. 70 The mul­

tiplicity of names for the materia prima, the starting point of the 

alchemical work, was a necessary consequence of the fact that "projection 

derives from the individual, and is different for each individual." 71 

Because the unconscious, according to Jung, always reveals itself in the 

form of hints and images, ambiguity was therefore an essential element of 

"genuine" alchemy. From this it follows that any alchemical text that 

could be clearly decoded into chemical language would be a second-rate 

product, and indeed, Jung went so far as to say that "there are good and 

bad authors in alchemical literature as elsewhere. There are productions 

by charlatans, simpletons, and swindlers. Such inferior writings are easily 

recognizable by their endless recipes, their careless and uneducated com­

position, their studied mystification, their excruciating dullness, and their 

shameless insistence on the making of gold. Good books can always be 

recognized by the industry, care, and visible mental struggles of the 

author." 72 

This claim incorporates, of course, an important self-validating prin­

ciple. Ifa historian, by successfully decoding a given allegorical recipe into 

chemical language, were to challenge Jung's assertion that alchemical pro­

cesses are expressions of the psyche, Jung (or a Jungian) could simply 

reply that the very fact that such a recipe could be translated into mod­

ern chemistry means that it is not a specimen of "good" or "genuine" 

alchemy. Genuine alchemy, by definition, cannot be decoded. 

Jung's belief in a "good" and a "bad" alchemy led him to make numer­

ous historiographical statements, and these have had a marked effect on 

subsequent historians. Jung believed that the history of alchemy could be 
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divided into two chronological periods. The first, which he called the 

"classical period," fell between late antiquity and the end of the sixteenth 

century. 71 The second, which Jung called the period of alchemy's "decay," 

began with Paracelsus and Jakob Boehme, who split the field into two di­

vergent realms. Paracelsus was responsible for putting alchemy on the 

path that would convert it into a "natural science" by emphasizing its 

medical aspect, whereas Boehme transformed it into a purely speculative 

mystical theology.74 Jung put this metamorphosis of alchemy into typically 

graphic terms: "As we have seen, the Gnostic vision of the nous entangling 

itself in physical nature flashes out again from these late-comers to 

alchemy. But the philosopher who, in earlier days, descended like a Her­

cules into the darkness of Acheron to fulfill a divine opus has now become 

a laboratory worker given to speculation." 75 

In other words, the Paracelsians of the seventeenth century were no 

longer engaged in the "integration of the personality" by means of 

alchemy: They were mere technicians and scientists with a side interest in 

symbolism. The followers of Boehme, on the other hand, forsook the lab­

oratory altogether and converted alchemy into a devotional literature. 

They too abandoned the path of ancient and medieval alchemy, which had 

relied on the integration of laboratory practice and visionary projection 

for its success as a path to "individuation" (the healing of the psyche). 

Jung believed, then, that alchemy began to divide into something like mod­

ern chemistry on the one hand, and Hermetic theosophy on the other, 

around the beginning of the seventeenth century. He added that this "de­

generation" of alchemy continued into the late eighteenth century and 

that the classical tradition received its coup de grace with the parallel oc­

currence of the chemical revolution of Lavoisier and Goethe's fully con­

scious use of alchemical metaphor. 

Criticism of the Jungian Interpretation 

Despite the widespread acceptance of Jung's approach to alchemy, a num­

ber of his key suppositions have been challenged recently. First, Richard 

Noll's fundamental study of Jung as a cult figure has cast considerable 

doubt on the validity of Jung's "collective unconscious," supposedly the 

deepest level of the mind, from which profound "archetypal images" can 

irrupt into the conscious. 76 Part of Jung's fascination with alchemy lay in 

his observation that "alchemical" visions and dreams spontaneously oc-
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curred in the minds of his own psychotic patients, along with other ar­

chaic, esoteric images.77 As Noll has argued, the showpiece in Jung's the­

ory was a patient known subsequently as "the Solar Phallus Man." The 

patient had visions of the sun endowed with a swaying penis from which 

the winds issued. Jung was struck by the similarity of this image to a 

Mithraic liturgy stemming from late antiquity. On numerous subsequent 

occasions, Jung claimed that the patient could not have had any knowl­

edge of the ancient mysteries and that the particular Mithraic text had not 

even been published at the time of his vision. Thus the Solar Phallus Man 

assumed an important role for Jung and his followers, providing evidence 

of the universal, transchronological character of archetypes drawn from a 

collective unconscious. As Noll has convincingly shown, however, Jung 

knew perfectly well that the Mithras liturgy had been translated and 

published both in German and English before the patient's remarkable 

vision and that the symbol was available in other sources as well.Jung en­

gaged in a deliberate pattern of deception to buttress the scientific validity 

of his collective unconscious, itself an outgrowth of nineteenth-century 

occultism. 78 

Although it is not our purpose here to engage in an ad hominem attack 

on Carl Jung, it is important to emphasize the weakness of his theory of 

the collective unconscious, for without it, his interpretation of alchemy 

cannot stand. Jung explicitly argued that in the "classical period" of 

alchemy, the collective unconscious provided the stock of alchemical im­

agery: "The alchemistic process of the classical period (from antiquity to 

the end of the sixteenth century) was a chemical research into which there 

entered an admixture of unconscious psychic material by the way of pro­

jection. For this reason the alchemistic texts frequently emphasize the 

psychological prerequisites of the work. The contents that come into 

consideration are those that suit themselves to projection upon the un­

known chemical substance. Because of the impersonal nature of matter, it 

was the collective archetypes that were projected." 79 

Since Jung's theory of the chronological development of alchemy de­

pends on his belief in the complex mechanism of "projection," according 

to which the contents of the collective unconscious acquire an external, 

hallucinatory reality, it follows that the fortune of his interpretation is 

yoked to the fate of the collective unconscious itself. The evidence of fraud 

that Noll uncovered therefore acquires a significance beyond the unsavory 
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light in which it places Jung, for by exposing the deeply problematic char­
acter of the collective unconscious, it undercuts the foundation of his in­
terpretation and "historiography" of alchemy. 

In addition to Noll's probing analysis of Jung himself, the historians 
Barbara Obrist and Robert Halleux have presented detailed arguments 
against Jung's interpretation based upon their extensive reading of late me­
dieval and Renaissance alchemical texts, indeed, some of the very same fig­
urative texts that Jung found most attractive. 80 Obrist in particular has 
shown that the Aurora consurgens, a highly emblematic alchemical text 
of the late Middle ascribed to Thomas Aquinas, can be interpreted 
more simply and easily without the elaborate apparatus of analytical psy­
chology. Nor do we need to invoke the gratuitous hypothesis made by its 
Jungian commentator Marie Luise von Franz that St. Thomas wrote the 
Aurora consurgens in a state of visionary ecstasy on his deathbed. The 
work is manifestly pseudonymous, having little relation either to the philo­
sophical or theological work of Thomas Aquinas. 81 

Finally, we have elsewhere argued extensively against the validity and 
utility of the Jungian model. Briefly, if the images used in alchemical texts 
are in fact irruptions of the unconscious, then there would be no pos­
sibility of "working backward" from them to decipher such images into 
actual, valid laboratory practice. Nonetheless, we have presented com­
prehensive decodings of alchemical symbolism into modern, replicable 
chemical terminology. 82 Even some of the most allegorical writings-even 
when describing operations intimately linked with the making of the 
philosophers' stone-can be sensitively "decoded" and the chemical 
fects reproduced in a modern laboratory. Since these decoded authors 
include Eirenaeus Philalethes and Basilius Valentinus, who were among 
Jung's favorite examples for use in his psychological interpretation, Jun­
gians cannot dismiss them as "bad alchemists." 

Furthermore, we have shown clearly how extravagant alchemical im­
agery was consciously constructed to hide actual laboratory operations 
and how the very same alchemists who penned bizarre allegorical de­
scriptions in print were able routinely to express their knowledge in clear, 
unambiguous "chemical" terms in private communications. A clear ex­
ample of this is the preparation of the "sophic mercury" darkly veiled in 
the allegorical writings of Eirenaeus Philalethes but lucidly expressed in 
operational terms in the private 1651 letter of George Starkey (the real au-

thor of the Philalethes tracts) to his friend Robert Boyle. Indeed, con­
temporaneous alchemical readers were highly eager to "decode" allegor­
ical texts such as Philalethes' lntroitus apertus ad occlusum palatium, 
and many were successful in doing so as well as in reproducing the results 

described. 83 

Additionally, some alchemists were quite specific in cogently describing 
and designing apparatus for particular operations. Were alchemy a psy­
chic phenomenon involving the collective unconscious and an external, 
hallucinatory reality, there would be no requirement for intelligent appa­
ratus design as a prerequisite for success. Finally, chemical replications of 
results described in alchemical texts under the guise of extravagant im­
agery, including some of those that Jung himself used to argue for the non­
chemical basis of alchemy, have demonstrated that the images that Jung 
claims originate in the collective unconscious actually have much more 
reasonable origins, namely, in the sometimes evocative physical appear­
ances of chemicals reacting in flasks. 84 Clearly, then, alchemical texts, even 
highly emblematic and chrysopoetic ones, are not mere irruptions of the 
unconscious; they are descriptions of laboratory operations consciously 
and purposefully outfitted in sometimes outlandish guise. The alchemists' 
images are not unconscious productions, but rather expressive metaphors 
developed under the guidance of actual observation of chemical reactions 
coupled with the need to maintain secrecy and the outlook fostered by the 
"emblematic world-view" characteristic of the premodern period. 81 

Despite the fact that Jung's interpretation of alchemy is riddled with 
problems, many continue to accept his historiographical model. Sur­
prisingly, few have challenged his claim that an alchemy previously unified 
by its single-minded projection of psychic contents onto matter began 
splitting into a natural science and a devotional art as a result of the 
modern iatrochemical movement. To the contrary, Dobbs explicitly 
adopted this model in her Foundations of Newtons Alchemy, and it 
has striking resonances with her later attempts to distinguish between 
seventeenth-century "chemistry" and "alchemy."86 According to her, the 
former was characterized by its straightforward practicality, whereas the lat­
ter had such themes as the redemption of matter and the salvation of the 
soul. 87 \Ve have argued elsewhere against similar anachronistic attempts to 
distinguish "alchemy" from "chemistry" in seventeenth-century contexts, 
such as those made by Dietlinde Goltz and Marco Beretta. 88 In fact, the 
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overarching discipline of late antique and medieval alchemy already con­

tained a multitude of practical laboratory pursuits along with religious 
motifs; sometimes the two tendencies are combined in one text, but often 

they are not. The same is true of premodern alchemy's successor, the 
"chymistry" of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There is no com­

pelling reason to adopt nor any clear evidence to support the Jungian the­
ory that a previously homogeneous discipline disintegrated into the two 

realms of devotional and practical alchemy upon the advent of Paracel­
sianism and that these immediately came to be identified as "alchemy" 
and "chemistry" respectively.89 

Although Jung was an important contributor to the notion that an es­
sential difference of philosophical or spiritual outlook divided alchemy 

from chemistry, the idea is not restricted to Jungians. Many scholars char­
acterize alchemy as an essentially vitalistic, view of nature as well 

as a spiritual illumination granted to its adepts. Hence alchemy suppos­
edly incorporates a "mentality" radically different from that of modern 

chemistry. Traces of nineteenth-century occultism are clearly evident in 

this viewpoint, though its twentieth-century proponents do not always 

perceive these vestiges. In the following section, we shall refer to this view 
of alchemy, in which illuminism and vitalism are viewed as atemporal, es­
sential characteristics of the discipline, as the "panpsychic" model. 

The Panpsychic Interpretation of Alchemy 

The view that alchemy was a historical constant, suffused with ecstatic il­
luminism and vitalism over its entire period, and that the loss of this out­

look signified the death of the discipline had already been promoted as 
early as 1938 by the comparative religionist Mircea Eliade, whose essay 

"Metallurgy, Magic and Alchemy" formed the nucleus around which he 

built his immensely popular The Forge and the Crucible.90 Eliade, like 
Jung, had early ties with the popular occultism of the late nineteenth and 
nascent twentieth centuries. In his student years, he was a devotee of 

Rudolph Steiner's ':A.nthroposophy" and developed a keen interest in 

alchemy.91 This juvenile interest bore fruit later in "Metallurgy, Magic, and 
Alchemy;' in which Eliade, like Jung, portrayed alchemy as a discipline 

concerned primarily with soteriology. Although the alchemist might work 
tangentially with chemicals and metals, his real quest concerned the soul: 
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"The alchemist, while pursuing the 'perfecting' of the metal, its 'transfor­
mation' into gold, pursued in fact his own perfection." 92 

Eliade was not a psychoanalyst, and he therefore eschewed the language 
of analytical psychology, yet this part of his message is identical with 

Jung's. 91 Like the Swiss psychologist, Eliade thought that alchemists expe­
rienced an initiatic experience leading to "certain states of consciousness 
inaccessible to the uninitiatecl." 94 And like Jung, Eliade stressed that the 

chemical side of alchemy became pronounced only when the discipline 
"decayed" or "degenerated" from its primeval simplicity.9 ' As the "sa­

cred" side of alchemy declined, the ecstatic experiences of adept 

abated, making it possible for the newly "profane" science of chemistry to 
emerge and for precise laboratory observations to be made. This division 

of sacred alchemy from profane chemistry also recalls the spiritual inter­

pretation of alchemy. Eliade differs from Jung, however, in his extreme em­
phasis on the vitalism of alchemy, which he claimed to be a defining 

characteristic of the discipline. Drawing numerous parallels with African 
smith traditions, Eliade focused on alchemical texts that spoke of the 

growth of metals within the earth and of their "love" and "marriage" with 

one another. 96 His alchemists described the furnace as a surrogate for the 
tellurian matrix" of the earth, in which the philosophers' stone as 

an "embryo" would be incubated. 

Eliade further claimed that alchemy represented a sort of "organic" 
worldview in contradistinction to the mechanism of modern science.98 

Only with the birth of the scientific worldview during the early modern pe­

riod did alchemy lose its cosmic vision: "After the mental revolution ac­
complished by the Renaissance, the physico-chemical operations and 

cosmic events achieve their autonomy from the laws of universal life, en­
closing themselves, though, into a system of 'dead' mechanical laws."99 

For Eliade, the development of mechanism killed alchemy and inaugu­
rated modern science. Indeed, in a remarkably prescient turn of phrase, 

Eliade made it clear that for him, the death of alchemy was synonymous 
with the death of nature. It is only through the of a few al-

chemical topoi in Western civilization, he said, that Cosmos 'dies' 
very late in lthe] European imagination." wo 

Eliade's panpsychic view of alchemy has a surprising counterpart in the 
writings of a contemporaneous and influential historian of chemistry, 

Helene Metzger. Although Metzger seems to have influenced Eliade little 

https://science.98
https://alchemy.91
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if at all, she had already proposed important parts of his interpretation in 

a fundamental article of 1922, which later resurfaced as an integral part 

of her well-known Les doctrines chimiques en France du debut du XVIIe 

ala fm du XVII le siecle of 1923. 101Metzger maintained, like Eliade, that 

alchemists took a hylozoic approach to matter and that they believed that 

metals and minerals grew like vegetables or animals within the earth. 102 

This very vitalism, according to Metzger, made alchemy possible, for the 

"Hermetic philosophers" based their belief that base metals could be per­

fected on an organic model: "Now in order to justify their research, the 

Hermetic philosophers said that gold is a metal that has attained the final 

limit of its perfection. The imperfect metals, like green fruits exposed to 

the sun, ripen spontaneously and transform themselves naturally into 
gold."103 

Hence the very notion of metallic transmutation was based, according 

to Metzger, on a transference from the plant and animal realm to that of 

minerals and metals. Metzger went so far as to argue that such specious 

analogical reasoning was at the heart of alchemy. Just as alchemists made 

an invalid comparison between the inanimate mineral realm and that of 

the living, so they assumed that there were operative correspondences 

working between stars and metals or between minerals and the parts of the 

body. 104 She believed such "primitive;' "illogical" thought to be respon­

sible for alchemy's origin and longevity. 101As Jan Golinski has argued, 

Metzger was probably influenced here by the famous philosopher­

anthropologist Lucien Levy-Bruh!, who happened to be her uncle. 106Levy­

Bruhl too had spoken of a "primitive mentality" characterized by the 

reification of analogies, and Metzger explicitly used this concept to ex­

plain alchemy in several of her later articles. 107 

Metzger shared with Eliade not only the belief that alchemy was by its 

very nature vitalistic, but also the conviction that the mechanical world­

view of modern science killed it off. According to Metzger, the emergent 

corpuscular philosophy of the seventeenth century was fundamentally op­

posed to alchemical transmutation, for the matter theory of the Cartesians 

left no room for "perfectability" in the mineral realm. Metzger was un­

equivocal about this point, which resurfaces at various places in her oeu­

vre: "What did manage to ruin [alchemyl was the Cartesian theory, which 

did not even attack it directly; indeed, to admit, as Descartes had done, 

that 'all varieties which are found in matter depend on the movement of 
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its parts,' was in effect to admit that matter is similar to itself everywhere; 

it is therefore to render absurd the idea of the perfection of chemical sub­

stances or even of Nature, which remains always as created." 108 

According to Metzger, there was an inviolable schism between cor­

puscular theory and alchemy. With the accession of the former, the latter 

had to fall. One result of this observation is that whenever Metzger found 

early modern writers on chemical subjects invoking the language of "cor­

puscles" or "minimal parts," they automatically became "chemists" 

rather than "alchemists." This was one tool that she used in defining the 

emergent discipline of chemistry, as opposed to alchemy. ''Alchemy" could 

not coexist with mechanism, whereas "chemistry;' as in the writing of the 

important iatrochemist Nicolas Lemery, could and did. 109 

Metzger and Eliade both asserted, then, that alchemy was fundamen­

tally stamped by its insistence that matter was alive, indeed, ensouled, and 

when this view came into question during the Scientific Revolution, 

alchemy had to pass into oblivion. Hylozoism was therefore an essential 

characteristic of alchemy, according to these two writers. Jung too upheld 

that all alchemists viewed matter as alive and ensouled. Only this notion 

of the soul of matter allowed alchemists to develop their myth of redemp­

tion, according to which the philosophers' stone became an analogue of 

Christ. All three authors were therefore forced to see the development of 

early modern chemistry as a divorce from a radically different mental­

ity represented by alchemy. In the case of Eliade and Jung this schism 

appeared in the nostalgic terminology of "decay" or "degeneration," 

whereas Metzger, driven by other sentiments, employed a different lan­

guage. But she too, no less than they, believed the seventeenth century to 

have witnessed the birth of our modern science of chemistry, to the imme­

diate discomfiture of the alchemists. 

This panpsychic view of alchemy has received a more modern expres­

sion in some of the less overtly Jungian writings of Dobbs, and indeed, she 

employed both Eliade and Metzger directly. 110It is interesting to note that 

Dobbs makes no reference at all to Jung in two of her last publications, Al­

chemical Death and Resurrection and The Janus Faces of Genius, despite 

her simultaneous endorsement of his views elsewhere. 111In these two 

works Dobbs stresses that alchemy has always been characterized by a de­

sire to view nature in biological and vitalistic terms. 112Not only is vitalism 

a fundamental trait of alchemy, however; so too is the quest for religious 
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illumination. 113 This fusion of vitalism and illuminism that characterizes 

alchemy over its entire history is in turn the product of a primitive under­

standing of life, death, and resurrection that imposes these categories on 

the animal, vegetable, and mineral realms. 114 What is instructive about 

these comments is the ease with which Dobbs manages to pass from an 

overtly Jungian point of view to one that is bereft of the apparatus of ana­

lytical psychology while maintaining Jung's essential point that alchemy 

was above all a quest for religious revelation. 

A romantically colored rendition of the panpsychic view also forms a 

central thesis of Carolyn Merchant's popular The Death of Nature (1980), 

whose very title could be a restatement of Eliade. Merchant uses Eliade 

and Jung to argue that the alchemists-again considered as a homoge­

neous body-held a sacred view of nature in which the earth was revered 

as female. m She sees the (supposed) triumph of the mechanical philos­

ophy over alchemy in the seventeenth century as a central example of "the 

transition from the organism to the machine." 116 Evelyn Fox Keller has 

also expressed these themes from the pan psychic interpretation in her Re­

flections on Gender and Science of 1985. 117 According to Keller, "the 

hermetic tradition" (here uncomplicatedly equated with alchemy) and 

"mechanism" provided the two poles available to natural scientists in mid­

seventeenth-century Britain. 118 Unlike the upholders of a mechanical 

worldview, the alchemists employed a highly gendered language whose 

"basic images" were "the hermaphrodite and the marital couple." 119 

Hence, although she asserts that the alchemists were not actually feminists 

themselves, Keller sees them as having championed the "view of nature 

and woman as Godly," a position that she claims the mechanical philoso­

phers defeated. 120 The traces of Eliade's interpretation lie just below the 

surface of such claims, whether explicitly invoked or transmitted by au­

thors such as Merchant and Dobbs. 121 

Criticism of the Panpsychic Interpretation 

One can see, then, how the pan psychic model of alchemy, based primarily 

on the work of Eliade and a diluted version of Jung's conceptions, but also 

abetted by Metzger's focus on vitalism, has colored the current view of 

alchemy. It seems to us that there are three fundamental problems with the 

panpsychic interpretation. From a historian's point of view, one of its most 

obvious weaknesses lies in its failure to acknowledge the development of 
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alchemical theory and practice over the longue dur1ieas well as its internal 

diversity during a particular time. It is an essentialist picture of alchemy. 

Its goal has often been the segregation of the field from other scientific dis­

ciplines for one or another polemic or historiographical purpose. As we 

and others have argued elsewhere, alchemy as a historical phenomenon is 

too diverse to permit such overly reductionistic views. 

This diversity comes to the fore when we treat the second problem: vi­

talism. The panpsychic notion that alchemy is inherently and necessarily 

vitalistic draws some support from alchemical sources, which often speak 

in a language that attaches images of vegetable and animal life to the min­

eral realm. Images from agriculture and reproduction are particularly 

common. But here we encounter a problem analogous to that found in the 

spiritual interpretation, namely, how much of such imagery is to be un­

derstood in a literal sense? We argue that among many alchemists these 

images are merely metaphorical or heuristic. Although we cannot declare 

that this is true for all alchemical writers, because of the inherent diversity 

of the subject, there are sufficient numbers of nonconforming alchemists 

to subvert any attempt to characterize alchemy on the basis of its vitalistic 

content. For example, the famous medieval Testamentum ascribed falsely 

to Ramon Lull uses the term menstruum to describe a corrosive, drawing 

an elaborate parallel between the Galenic theory of human generation, 

with its male and female sperms and menstrual blood, and the mineral 

realm. But pseudo-Lull explicitly says that this analogy between the min­

eral and the animal is only a metaphor: "the mineral genus is added only 

figuratively, for the sake of similarity." 122 What may have appeared at first 

to be a naive case of hylozoism turns out to be a deliberate choice of 

metaphor. 

Unlike post-Enlightenment writers on alchemy, early modern scholars 

were sensitive to this distinction between analogy and identity in alchem­

ical thought. When the polymath Daniel Georg Morhof wrote his 1672 

overview of alchemical thought, for example, he explicitly considered the 

question "an metalla vivant" (whether metals live). Morhof's response is 

enlightening, for he excuses himself from answering the question at length 

and lists only Giordano Bruno and the little-known Berigardus as propo­

nents of such vitalistic or hylozoic notions before he passes on to other 

topics. Clearly, the widely read Morhof did not see vitalism as ubiquitous 

or even widespread in alchemy as demanded by the panpsychic model. 123 
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Additionally, the popular late sixteenth-century chrysopoetic writer Gas­

ton Duclo, or "Claveus," explicitly discusses the use of vitalistic imagery. 

In his 1590 Apologia chrysopoeiae (written against the attack of Thomas 

Erastus on transmutation), Duclo states clearly that the laws governing the 

animate world of animals and vegetables are different from those govern­

ing the inanimate world of minerals and metals. The anti-Paracelsian Eras­

tus had in fact used cross-realm analogies in his attack on alchemy, and 

Duclo unequivocally asserts their faulty nature. Nevertheless, Duclo him­

self uses terms like anima and semen and the image of the alchemist imi­

tating the farmer growing crops, but he firmly denies any literal-minded 

interpretation of these expressions, stating that they are used only 

metaphorice. 124 Such terminology is only superficially vitalistic: it does not 

imply the hylozoism claimed by the pan psychic interpretation. 

But there is a third flaw imbedded here as well. Adherents of the pan psy­

chic model insist on a thoroughgoing break between alchemy and chem­

istry, which they claim to have been implicit throughout much of the 

seventeenth century. This notion reflects Jung's assertion that alchemy 

ceases to be alchemy when it becomes clear enough to be understood in 

chemical terms, and this seems also to be the case for Eliade, with the 

added criterion that such "degeneration" from the older tradition of 

alchemy marks a passage from the sacred to the profane. This break also 

appears in Metzger's work, which contains a crucial erroneous element 

beyond the mere assertion that much of the seventeenth century saw 

alchemy and chemistry as widely divergent practices. As we have already 

stated, the definitive break between alchemy and chemistry occurs for 

Metzger when the iatrochemists of the seventeenth century adopt an ex­

plicit corpuscular theory as in the case of Nicolas Lemery. This distinction 

displays the flip side of the supposed vitalist-mechanist dichotomy: al­

chemists are vitalists, chemists are mechanists. But this distinction will not 

hold. It is now a demonstrated fact that an important corpuscularian tra­

dition was associated with alchemy from the thirteenth century onward. 

Indeed, this alchemical corpuscular theory influenced the conceptions of 

no less a mechanical philosopher than Robert Boyle himself. 125 Thus not 

only is the assertion that alchemy was necessarily vitalistic flawed, so is the 

complementary assertion that it was nonmechanical and noncorpuscular­

ian. In fact, the very notion of a clean distinction between vitalism and 
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mechanism in the seventeenth century, regardless of their putative attach­

ment to "alchemy" and "chemistry" respectively, is open to question. 126 

Metzger, Jung, and Eliade all employ a supposedly nonarbitrary, histor­

ically founded criterion of demarcation for alchemy that they can then use 

to repel all countervailing criticisms. If one points out an alchemist who 

employed clear language, an expressly nonvitalist system, or the language 

of atomism, then these authors can simply reply that by virtue of their def­

inition, he was not really an alchemist, or at least not a "good" one. But it 

does not require tremendous acumen to see that such a response is little 

more than a species of begging the question. 

Positivist and Presentist Treatments 

The reader will note that a common theme in all of the three foregoing in­

terpretations of alchemy is the tendency to downplay or eliminate any nat­

ural philosophical or "scientific" content in alchemy. Although we argue 

that the artificial segregation of alchemy from the scientific tradition is an 
1

error, we wish equally to steer ~way from a "positivist" position that there 

is no real distinction between alchemy and later science. It is pertinent 

then, briefly to mention the positivist view of alchemy, whose tutelage we 

must likewise decline. 

We are ill at ease with the label "positivist," however, because of the dif­

fuseness of its common use. The case of the nineteenth-century organic 

chemist Justus Liebig provides a good example of the problems inherent in 

the term. In the third letter of his Chemische Briefe, Liebig treats the his­

tory of chemistry and states that "alchemy has never been anything other 

than chemistry." 127 Although Liebig's position here has often been charac­

terized as positivist because he dwells upon the positive contributions of 

alchemy without due consideration of its historical ~on text; at the end of 

the same letter Liebig explicitly refutes the threefold development thesis 

of Auguste Comte on which classical positivism is based. 128 The kind of 

"positivism" that is generally alluded to by historians of science and that 

we niean to critique in its application to alchemy shares much with "pres­

entist" or "Whig" historiography, which assigns relative importance to 

h1~torical ideas based upon their l~~~C~Tconnection with or similarity t() 

current scientific notions and shows insufficient interest in the historical 

 
✓ 
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and cultural context of those ideas. For the sake of simplicity, then, we will 

henafo~th r~f~; to this type of hist~ri~al writing as "presentist." 

This presentist historiography has had two quite opposite effects on the 

scholarly study of alchemy. Shortly before the appearance of Atwood's 

Suggestive Inquiry, Hermann Kopp published the first of his several his­

torical studies on the history of chemistry. 129 Kopp began by listing the 

specific contributions of alchemists to chemistry-for example, methods 

of separation and purification, apparatus, and various chemical prod­

ucts-denominating alchemy as a developmental phase of chemistry. Yet 

he also dismissed as mere error whatever did not make a positive, experi­

mental contribution to later chemistry. As one historian has remarked, 

Kopp "merely takes the seeds out of the fruit, which to him are the only 

things of value. He has no interest in the uniqueness of the fruit as a whole, 

its shape, color, and smell." 130 But in spite of this criticism, it should be re­

membered that before Kopp, alchemy was seen, following Enlightenment 

judgments, primarily as a fraud without redeeming qualities; thus Kopp's 

reading offers not only a more accurate representation of the historical ac­

count, but also a rehabilitation of alchemy. Kopp's scholarship much 

exceeds that of his preae-cessors Johann Friedrich Gmelin and Karl 

Christoph Schmieder, and in his later contributions he develops a some­

what broader view of alchemy. Yet the approach of picking and choosing 

nuggets of positive contributions to chemistry out of their alchemical con­

text continued to characterize much of the serious historical literature of 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, particularly general histories 

of chemistry. 131 Such well-intentioned rehabilitation of alchemists and 

their art lies behind the early twentieth-century denomination of the real­

ity of radioactive decay as a "vindication" of the alchemical belief in 

transmutation; this spurious connection is still encountered in popular 

texts on alchemy and serves as a point of confusion rather of clarification. 

At the same time, presentist attitudes have led certain historians to dis­

miss alchemy from serious scholarly consideration. The spiritual and non­

scientific interpretations outlined earlier in this chapter made the subject 

appear even more unpalatable to those with a positivist bent. For example, 

George Sarton expressed a notorious revulsion for alchemy, which led him 

to declare as late as 1950 that alchemists were all "fools or knaves, or more 

often a combination of both in various proportions." His presentist out­

look is fossilized in the Isis classification system he devised, which contin-
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ues to this day to classify alchemy with witchcraft and divination under the 

opprobrious rubric of "pseudo-science." 132 Alchemy seemed insufficiently 

"scientific" to merit serious consideration in the history of science. Such 

views stand behind the resistance to revelations that respected figures of 

early modern science, such as Newton and Boyle, were devotees of tradi­

tional alchemy. 133 Similar sentiments undergird the continued casual use 

of alchemy as a convenient foil against which to set off modern science. 

On the flip side, the presentist extractions of "scientific germs" from the 

totality of alchemy left the overall context of the field largely unexplored, 

allowing esoteric and psychological notions to fill that vacuum with little 

resistance, thus further removing from our reach an accurate understand­

ing of the sum of the discipline. The unsatisfactory nature of a presentist 

approach need not be insisted upon to modern historians. 

Summary 

The reader may already have noticed that of the three most influential 

interpretations of alchemy presented and critiqued here-spiritual, psy­

chological, and panpsychic-none (excepting Metzger's role in the pan­

psychic model) were devised by historians. Jung and Eliade, moreover, 

were directly influenced by late nineteenth-century occultism, and Met­

zger by the anthropological musings of her uncle Levy-Bruh!. Yet in spite 

of their origins outside of properly historical studies, a fact sufficiently 

manifested by their tendency to view alchemy as a chronological constant, 

these interpretations have all permeated the historiography of alchemy to 

such an extent that many historians have adopted them without being 

aware of either their origins or their unsuitability. 

A factor common to these interpretations is their tendency to separate 

alchemy from "science" or natural ·philosophy; all insist upon psychologi­

cal, ecstatic, or irrational elements as fundamental to alchemy. Much of this 

view arises from the often rather alien nature of alchemical writings, 

whether we consider the highly metaphorical style, the commonplace reli­

gious sensibilities and sentiments, or the outlandish emblems and figures. 

Clearly these modes of expression are far removed from those encountered 

in the writings of more recent and more well-established scientific figures. 

But differences of expression need not translate directly into differences of 

intent or content. We have mentioned above the readings of even ostensibly 
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bizarre texts recently offered by us and others that "decode" alchemical 

language into a language of the laboratory and of natural philosophy. We 

do not deny that alchemical thought often embodied cultural and intellec­

tual presuppositions and intents far different from those typical of the mod­

ern age; we do, however, deny the validity of interpretations that artificially, 

unwarrantably, and most of all, ahistorically introduce a chasm between 

"alchemy" and "chemistry." We argue that this putative divide is largely an 

artifact of the interpretations critiqued in this chapter. 

We have shown moreover that not only the esoteric spiritual interpreta­

tion but also, to varying degrees, both the Jungian and the panpsychic in­

terpretations draw their inspiration from nineteenth-century occultism. 

The similarity of Jung's psychologizing view to the "spiritual evolution" 

system of A. E. Waite's Azoth is clear, and what we now know of Jung's ju­

venile interest in the occult and the currency of Victorian esoterica in 

Jung's early circles supports this observable similarity. Likewise, the con­

cept in Eliade and others that "genuine" alchemy had spiritual illumina­

tion as its goal and that early modern alchemy was a product of a 

degeneration from a more "sacred," purer, or more "organic" time are de­

velopments of ideas that can be found in the work of Atwood and other 

occultists. Since Jung's and Eliade's views have been widely accepted by 

subsequent historians of alchemy, we therefore come to the rather surpris­

ing conclusion that the residues of Victorian occultism have deeply colored 

the historical study of the discipline. It seems unlikely that many histori­

ans would continue to engage in the blithe generalizations criticized in this 

chapter if they realized their dubious origins. 

Future of Alchemical Studies 

Thus far we have devoted this chapter to a study of various influential in­

terpretations and approaches to alchemy, all of which we find unsatisfac­

tory. We hope that this exercise will succeed in clearing away these skewed 

historiographies and their claims and allow for more accurate and more 

penetrating future studies. Although it would be premature to sketch out 

in any detail what a fresh view of alchemy would look like, it is not amiss 

to conclude with suggested directions for the historical study of the sub­

ject, some of which are currently being explored. 
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A fundamental difficulty in the study of alchemy has been the lack of re­

liable historical data relating to both authors and their texts. This twin 

problem, which inhibits the accurate situation of authors and texts into 

their historical and cultural contexts, presents a major hurdle to be over­

come before thorough and substantive advances in the understanding of 

alchemy can be made. Some notable advances have been effected in this 

arena, and further advances are to be expected from the work now in the 

hands of prominent scholars. 114 Nonetheless, rigorous historical attention 

to issues of textual purity and authorial biography should be one impor­

tant focus for alchemical studies over the next decades. Critical editions of 

important individual works are needed and more comprehensively, edi­

tions of the complete opera of important figures, containing careful dis­

crimination between the strata of authentic, interpolated, and spurious 

works. Even the writings of so important a character as Paracelsus, in spite 

of the labors of Karl Sudhoff decades ago, are still quite problematic. 135 

The present corpora of many important figures are heterogeneous masses 

of texts; some are validly attributable to the real author, whereas others 

were composed by students or imitators who in some instances lived cen­

turies later. 136 Clearly, the possession of emended texts localizable to a time 

and a place, coupled with information regarding the intellectual, tempo­

ral, religious, social, and political situation of their authors, are prerequi­

sites to solid and contextual historical inquiry. 

A common failing of the interpretations critiqued in this chapter is the 

depiction of alchemy as a uniform and constant monolith; consequently, 

future studies should pay attention to mapping out the development and 

fine structure of the discipline. One potentially fruitful method of ap­

proaching this problem is by executing a variety of focused case studies of 

specific alchemists or their schools; broad surveys of alchemy in the style 

of Taylor and Holmyard are no longer of value for advancing the field. 

Such precise studies could then be drawn upon for making comparisons 

and contrasts between styles and contents among different schools and 

epochs. 117 For example, we already know a great deal about Paracelsians, 

and it would now be useful to contrast this group with non-Paracelsian al­

chemical workers. Such a segregation of alchemical schools would sort out 

the conflicting works of rival alchemical practitioners, possibly showing, 

for example, that Paracelsus, somewhat too casually marked as a chief 
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doyen of alchemy, was as much an outsider and iconoclast to the alchem­

ical tradition as he was to classical Galenism. Likewise, the bracketing of 

Van Helmont and the Helmontians would resolve some of the paradoxes 

presented by apparent self-contradictions in seventeenth-century alchemy. 

Since there is strong evidence that there is now a new interest in alchemy 

among historians of science, we hope that the kind of studies advocated 

here will be carried out with renewed vigor and liberated from the mis­

conceived interpretations that this chapter has undertaken to criticize. 

Now that the importance of alchemy to the origins of early modern sci­

ence is a more or less established fact, future studies will serve to define 

more rigorously what the precise lines of influence were. These future de­

velopments should also serve to elucidate the spectrum of notions, atti­

tudes, and pursuits generally grouped under the wide umbrella of 

"alchemy" and to portray it as a vastly more dynamic field than has hith­

erto been presumed. 
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