
Visualizing Alchemy and the Scholarly
Conversation
(Canvas Module Text)

Welcome to the module with preparatory materials for your session with librarians Amanda
Koziura and Erin Smith! We will be teaching you a variety of ways to think about research
methods and resources, data, tools, and how to interact with the scholarly conversations
surrounding you in your time at university and beyond. Our session topic revolves around the
curious mix of science and humanistic imagery and symbols that make up the historic field of
alchemy.

As you will read in the Stewart chapter on the history of the practice, alchemists across the
centuries were concerned with transmuting (or transforming) pre-existing substances into new
substances - primarily base metals into gold as well as creating an elixir to promote health and
longevity. There was also a spiritual element that went along with performing alchemy meant to
change the soul of the alchemist themselves. Alchemical treatises often used jargon or symbolic
language and images to hide the process from the uninitiated. Interacting with alchemical texts
reveals a mixture of chemistry, metallurgy, astrology, art, poetry, and sometimes even music.
Not to mention all of the artworks drawn and written that feature alchemists! We will be
investigating this combination of imagery, spirituality, and science that many scholars now refer
to as chymistry. This assignment looks in particular at European interest in alchemy with
references to alchemy in the Islamic world. (Alchemy was also practiced in China and India, but
the treatises are not fully understood and written about at present.)

Assignment:

● Your assignment is to first read the chapter by Stewart to get a sense of the theories and
purpose of alchemy, the timeline, and the major names and literature on the topic. (Feel
free to skim when you run into the excerpts from the alchemical treatises themselves.)

● Next, study the images in the Glasgow University Library’s Special Collections blog post
about the alchemical treatise Rosarium Philosophorum.

● There is also an optional short reading from Principe’s The Secrets of Alchemy that
explains some of the common images including why there are so many sexually-oriented
images in alchemical treatises like the Rosarium Philosophorum if you are interested in
doing a deeper dive into alchemy.

Once you have read the reading(s) and viewed the images, it’s time for you to start your own
research into alchemy. You are asked to find an image of historical interest related to alchemy
from any time and any place. This can be a painting of someone engaged in performing
alchemy, a photo or painting of alchemical equipment, or an image from an alchemical treatise.



Consider how your image relates to your reading and contributes to the historical perception of
alchemy or the conversations happening around the topic. Be aware that you will need to make
available a link to an image address along with other requested information listed below from
one of the suggested museums or another site.

We’ll be doing an exercise in class and need to approve your alchemical information/image, so
we require your contribution by [time and date]. Add the details about your contribution to this
spreadsheet:

[link to timeline.js spreadsheet for class was here]
Date: Month, Day, Year - Fill in as much information as you have.
Headline: A few short words describing your object
Text: A couple sentences about your object
Media: A link to a media file related to your object. List of supported media types.
Media Credit: The citation of the media file.  Can be as simple as listing the creator & webpage
Media Caption: A brief description of the media file
Media Thumbnail: An image file no larger than 32x32 representing the media.

Suggested Resources: Suggested resources include the following museum collections.The
Getty Alchemy Collection and the Wellcome Collection of science images are particularly
useful.To capture the information you need, it will require copying the image address. On
windows right-click, copy image address. On Mac, hit control and click on the image.

● Getty Alchemy Collection
● Wellcome Collection, London archive of science images - search “alchemy” and

“alchemist” after choosing “Images”
● Paris Museums Collection - search using French “alchimie” or “alchimiste”
● University of Glasgow Library Collection - search using “alchemy”
● Yale Art Gallery - search “alchemist”
● New York Public Library - search “alchemy” or “alchemist”

* We included optional module elements that explain how to access databases and perform a
search, how to use JSTOR, and more. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to reach out!

[contact information for the librarians was included here]

Readings:

“Mediaeval Europe: Translations, Debates and Symbols” chapter 5 from P.G. Maxwell Stewart’s
The Chemical Choir: A History of Alchemy . Continuum, 2012. Pp. 55-81 = 23 pages.

https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/library/files/special/exhibns/month/april2009.html

https://timeline.knightlab.com/docs/media-types.html
https://archive.org/details/gettyalchemy
https://wellcomecollection.org/works
https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr
https://archive.org/details/universityofglasgow
https://artgallery.yale.edu/collection/search
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/library/files/special/exhibns/month/april2009.html


Optional reading: Lawrence M. Principe’s The Secrets of Alchemy. University of Chicago Press,
2013. Pp. 73-82


