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To the memory of
Harry Starr

Whose chance remark on Jews and alchemy,
made many years ago,
fivst planted the idea of this book
in my mind
and

To my brother
Saul Patai

the chemical encyclopedist,
from whom I learned
how much more—and less—

chemistry is than alchemy



The vocable alchemsa (or some alternate form such as
ars chemica) appears in the West from the twelfth cen-
tury onward mn reference to the medieval quest for a
means of transmuting base metals into gold, for a uni-
versal cure, and for the “elxir of immortahty ” The
alchemust’s quest was not scientific but spiritual

Mircea Ehade,
“Alchemy” in Encyclopedia of Relyjion

Alchemy 1s the art of liberatung parts of the Cosmos
from temporal existence and achieving perfection which
for metals 15 gold, and, for man, longewvity, then
immortality, and finally, redemption
H J Sheppard,

“Chuinese Alchemy” in Encyclopedia of Relygion

At times alchemy was an organic part of a comprehen
sive tradition which 1n some manner embraced all as
pects of human existence The transmutation of base
metals nto gold 1s certanly not the true goal of al
chemy Alchemy treats the soul as a “substance”
which has to be punfied, dissolved, and
crystallized anew

Titus Burckhardt,
Alchemy

Alchemy 1s usually defined as the art of transmuting
base metals into gold

Encyclopedin Americana
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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION

SCHOLARS who have written about alchemy are far from agreeing about
what alchemy actually is (or was). Some go along with the popular view
that alchemy is nothing but the art that tries, or claims to be able, to
transmute base metals into gold. This view considers alchemy as a whole
a pseudoscience, a misguided attempt at dealing with the properties of
matter, which produced a few practical results before it was superseded
in the late ecighteenth century by Antoine Lavoisier’s establishment of
modern chemistry. Others, at the opposite extreme of the range of opin-
ions, hold that alchemy is basically a spiritual endeavor whose aim is to
transmute the imperfect human soul into a more perfect spiritual entity.
This latter view has antecedents as far back as Maria the Jewess, the
famed Hellenistic Jewish founder of alchemy.

Several Renaissance alchemists considered the stages in the alchemical
work steps in the mysterious process of spiritual regeneration. Thus
Heinrich Khunrath (1560-1601) interpreted transmutation itself as a
mystical process occurring within the adept’s soul. Highly individual is
the cosmological-psychological approach of C. G. Jung (1875-1961),
who held that “alchemy is pre-eminently concerned with the seed of
unity which lies hidden in the chaos of Tiamat [Jung used the name of
this ancient babylonian deity to designate the primordial matriarchal
world] and forms the counterpart to divine unity.”* However, the entire
construct erected by Jung in his Psychology and Alchemy is summarily
dismissed by the Encyclopedia of Religion with the statement that “En-
ticed by the resemblance between the dreams of his patients and alchem-
ical symbols,” C. G. Jung concluded that “the attribution of life to mat-
ter was the foundation of alchemical belief,” which belief he “read . ..
from his psychoanalytic standpoint as the projection of inner experience
onto matter, and thus as the identification of matter with the Self.”2 Fur-
ther examples of the great variety in the identification and interpretation
of alchemy could easily be culled from the huge literature on alchemy.

During the Renaissance, alchemy broke up into competing schools
among whom little sympathy was lost. The spiritual alchemists looked
down with contempt at those who labored on transmuting metals, and
dubbed them “sooty empirics” and “puffers.” On the other hand, the
claim of being in possession of spiritual truths revealed by God evoked
the jealousy and wrath of many churchmen who remained indifferent to
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the smell of the retorts but smelled heresy in what they felt were spiritual
pretensions of the alchemists, and were scandalized by such alchemical
doctrines as the one that identified the philosophers’ stone with Christ,
since both redeemed base matter. One of the few to take a contrary view
on this issue was Luther, who praised alchemy for its verification of
Christian doctrine.

The contrary definitions of alchemy bring to mind the old Indian
story about the group of blind men who were trying to identify an ele-
phant. Their guide took them to the courtyard where the maharaja’s
elephants were kept, and let them touch one of the big beasts. One blind
man happened to get hold of the elephant’s trunk, and exclaimed, “The
elephant is a big fat snake!” Another touched the elephant’s leg and
said, “No, the clephant is like the trunk of a big tree!” The third one
grabbed its tail, and cried, “No, no! The elephant is like the hawser of
a ship!” And so on, for the elephant’s various parts.

The fact is that alchemy was everything its practitioners claimed it
was, and its aims comprised everything its historians attributed to it.
They included the transmutation of base metals into silver and gold, the
doubling or otherwise increasing the weight of gold, the manufacturing
of pearls and precious stones, the production of all kinds of tinctures and
other substances, the concoction of dyes, and the making of all kinds of
remedies for healing every disease of which humankind suffered, and the
creation of the quintessence, the fabulous elixir, which healed, rejuve-
nated, and prolonged life for centuries. Because health, youth, and long
life were always at least as important desiderata as riches, most alche-
mists were also physicians, and used their alchemical expertise for manu-
facturing remedies, searching for the elixir, and ministering to the sick
and the old in any manner they could. All this was part of the practical
aspect of alchemy.

Another of its aspects was the theoretical. Everything the alchemists
did was based on theories in which they believed, and which were the
guarantee that their quest would ultimately be crowned with success.
The most important of the alchemical theories was that of the unity of
all nature. Wherever alchemy developed—in China, India, the Ancient
Near East, the Arab world, Christian Europe—it was built on the theory
that all the visible forms of matter, whether mineral, vegetable, animal,
or human, were manifold forms of one basic, essential substance. A rock,
a piece of iron or gold, a tree, a human body—however different they
appeared to be, they were but variant physical manifestations of the one
and only essence contained in all of them. This is why a malfunction of
a human body (i.e., an illness) could be healed with a remedy derived, or
rather an essence extracted, from some mineral, vegetable, or animal
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substance. And this is why a base metal could be transmuted into a pre-
cious one, again by applying to it a minuscule amount of that precious
essence. This was the area in which alchemy and medicine functioned
not merely as sister sciences, but as identical activities: the healing of a
sick person was understood to be the transmutation of a sick body into
a healthy one, and the transmutation of copper into gold was under-
stood to be the healing of a sick metal and imparting health to it. Among
Jews throughout the centuries, most of the alchemists were physicians as
well, and it is not easy to decide whether the outstanding role they
played as physicians facilitated their entrance into the field of alchemy,
or whether they became outstanding physicians because they were led
from alchemy into medicine.

Connected with the theory of the unity of nature was the theory of
the analogy between the growth of individual plants and animals on the
one hand and the development of inanimate forms of matter in the
bosom of the earth on the other. Just as a seed germinates and with time
becomes a full-grown tree, and just as the human embryo grows in its
mother’s womb into a fully formed child, so in the earth ores and metals
were believed to develop from lower into higher grades, until at the end
they became gold. This theory served as the basis for the alchemist’s
practice of trying to transmute base metal into precious ones, by repro-
ducing in his laboratory the developmental processes of the metals, at a
very accelerated speed, always keeping in mind that transmutation was
healing,.

A related theory was the one that postulated an analogy between
body and soul in a human being and bodies and souls in metals. Maria
the Jewess said, “Just as man is composed of four elements, likewise is
copper; and just as a man results [from the association of] liquids, of
solids, and of the spirit, so does copper.”® An elaboration of this theory
was that some metals were bodies, others spirits, and that bodies and
spirits could be transmuted into one another and back again; by doing
this the adept could change one metal into another. The belief in the
alchemist’s ability to influence the mineral spirits led back to the human
spirit, which too came to be considered subject to alchemical manipu-
lation, and primarily to alchemical ennoblement. Thus alchemy was a
comprehensive tradition embracing all aspects of human existence,
which was conceived within the broader context of a universal ontology.
It was this theoretical aspect of alchemy that attracted some of the great-
est minds known to the Western world, including Newton and Goethe.

The main alchemical theories were supported by many subsidiary
ones. One such was the identification of metals with the planets, so
that when the alchemist worked with gold he felt he enjoyed the power
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emanating from the sun, and likewise his silver gave him a connection
to the moon, quicksilver to Mercury, copper to Venus, iron to Mars, tin
to Jupiter, and lead to Saturn. One of the expressions of this planetary
theory was the alchemical usage of substituting the names of planets for
those of metals. An alchemist spoke of “Sun,” and meant gold, of
“Moon,” and meant silver, of “Venus,” and meant copper, and so on.

Another astronomical connection of alchemy was the one between
cach alchemical process and a particular sign of the zodiac, with which
that process was held to be mysteriously associated. Calcination was as-
sociated with Aries, congelation with Taurus, fixation with Gemini, dis-
solution with Cancer, digestion with Leo, distillation with Virgo, subli-
mation with Libra, separation with Scorpio, ceration with Sagittarius,
fermentation with Capricorn, multiplication with Aquarius, and projec-
tion with Pisces—thus according to the schema developed by Dom An-
toine Joseph Parnety, the eighteenth-century French alchemist.

An essential part of the alchemical theory was that the Royal Art, as it
was called, went back to divine revelation accorded to the great biblical
figures beginning with Adam, and hence was endowed with a certain
sanctity. The success of an alchemist therefore depended not merely on
his expertise in the laboratory, but also on his moral stature: it was only
by the grace of God that an experiment succeeded, and God, of course,
rewarded with His grace only an alchemist who deserved it. A manifesta-
tion of high moral stature was knowledge, or wisdom, whereas igno-
rance and folly were considered moral shortcomings. This is the basis of
the frequent admonition found in alchemical writings that the teachings
contained in them must be kept secret, that is, must not be divulged to
the ignorant, the vulgar.

To this context belongs the relationship between alchemy and
magic—a field not yet investigated. The strictly orthodox alchemist
would have nothing to do with magic. He relied on his expertise and his
knowledge of procedures, worked hard, and prayed to God. But there
were others for whom the enticements of magic were too strong to re-
sist. They combined alchemy and magic, much as in certain religious
cults in the Caribbean and Africa Christian and pagan religious elements
are joined, despite the original incompatibility of the two. As we shall
see in this book, some Jewish alchemists combined alchemical work with
magical proceedings.

One of the very interesting, and likewise largely unexplored, aspects
of alchemy is the relationship between the three great branches of al-
chemy that developed more or less simultancously in three great cul-
tures of antiquity: those of China, India, and the Ancient Near East (es-
pecially Hellenistic Egypt). The fascination of such a study lies in the
fact that, although widely separated geographically, the alchemies of
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these three worlds show surprising similarities in both their theoretical
and their practical activities. Since, however, our interest in this book is
in Jewish alchemy, which developed within the Western world (that is,
the Ancient Near East, the Arab world, and Christian Europe), we shall
not be able even to touch upon these issues.

THE prevailing attitude of Jewish scholars to the role Jews played in the
history of alchemy is reminiscent of the scholarly position on Jewish
mysticism a hundred years ago. At that time—only a generation or two
removed from the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment—]Jewish schol-
ars belittled mysticism, distanced themselves from it, and tried to show
that they were true, enlightened “Europier” by roundly condemning
both the Kabbalah as a movement and the literature it produced. I re-
member vividly how shocked 1 was when, as a teenager in the 1920s in
Budapest, while reading Die Geschichte der Juden by Heinrich Graetz—
who at the time was still considered the greatest Jewish historian—I
came across the sentence in which he condemned the Zohar and called
it a “Logbuch” (book of lies). My shock was the greater since my father,
who was the dominant influence in my young life, was a great admirer of
both the Kabbalah and Hasidism, and I simply could not understand
how a Jewish historian could denigrate this wonderful manifestation of
lofty spiritualism in Judaism.* Fortunately, the Zohar and the Kabbalah
in general have been fully rehabilitated in the last half century, due pri-
marily to the work of Gershom Scholem and his followers. Martin Buber
and his disciples have done the same for Hasidism, which is recognized
today as a powerful religious movement that has played a crucial role in
Jewish history since the eighteenth century. No such redemption has as
yet come to alchemy.

There are, of course, basic differences between Kabbalah and Hasi-
dism on the one hand, and alchemy on the other. First, although Kab-
balah and Hasidism reflected outside influences, they were specifically
Jewish phenomena.® Jewish alchemists, on the other hand, even though
they played an important role in the origin, development, transmission,
and spread of alchemy, were nevertheless only a small group of adepts in
comparison to the large number of non-Jewish alchemists in the coun-
tries of the Jewish diaspora. Second, although Kabbalah and Hasidism
were mass movements among the Jewish people—at times the majority
of the Jews adhered to them—alchemy was always confined to a few in-
dividuals. It was an occupational specialization, comparable to medi-
cine. The people at large may have believed in the reality of alchemy, and
may even have had an inkling of the basic doctrines of the alchemical
worldview, they were nevertheless as little able or inclined to engage in
alchemical operations as they were to dabble in medical procedures.
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Contemporary scholars, unlike their nineteenth-century counter-
parts, do not condemn what their research unearths, but, if they find
something that is not to their liking, they try to ignore it. And this is
precisely what they have done in discussing the Jewish work in alchemy.
Even though the actual extent of Jewish alchemical work has been un-
known, and there has existed no inventory of alchemical manuscripts
written by Jews, nor even a study of references to alchemy found in
printed books authored by Jews, those who have written on Jewish
alchemy have taken the comfortable position that the participation of
Jews in alchemy was insignificant. A few quotations will illustrate this
general trend.

Moritz Steinschneider, the great master of Jewish bibliography and
book lore, set the trend in the late nineteenth century. He wrote: “The
Jews were much too knowledgeable about the real gold-scales to let
themselves be fooled by ‘the philosophers® stone.” Only later times in-
vented [fingierte] a writing by Saadia and foisted another on Maimoni-
des.” He added in a footnote: “As for alchemy, I don’t know a single
document,” and stated categoricaily, “The Kabbalah, as far as I know,
teaches nothing of alchemy, even though it attached itself to other su-
perstitious disciplines.” He summed up his view by saying, “Hebrew lit-
erature contains remarkably little material on this subject.”®

At the turn of the century, the well-known Jewish folklore scholar
Moses Gaster wrote an article on alchemy for The Jewish Encyclopedia,
which was published in New York in the early twentieth century. He
opens with these words: “Traces of the connection of Jews with the sci-
ence of Alchemy are very scanty in Hebrew literature. Not a single dis-
tinguished adept is found who has left in a Hebrew form traces of his
knowledge of the subject. There is, however, scarcely a single important
ancient work upon the science which is not directly related to the Jews,
with their traditions and their science.” And he concludes the scant
four-page article (much of which is devoted to a description of a He-
brew alchemical manuscript in Gaster’s possession) by saying that from
the sixteenth century on, “Jews themselves apparently took no more in-
terest in the science of Alchemy, deprived as they were, from that period
on, of any further intercourse with the world of science.” How un-
founded these statements are will become clear from the material pre-
sented in this book.

Next in chronological order follows Judah David Eisenstein’s article
published in his Hebrew encyclopedia, Osar Yisrael (Berlin and Lon-
don, 1924). In it he quotes more or less the same sources Gaster did a
quarter of a century earlier, and then, as if to excuse the Jewish interest
in alchemy, he concludes: “However, we cannot deny that alchemy was
the mother of chemistry from the 17th century on and rules now in the
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country at the head of all sciences, and great 1s the number of the Jews
who take part in real chemustry just as they took a great part 1n the study
of alchemy ecarlier ”

In the late 1920s two Jewish encyclopedias were published 1n Ger-
man The smaller of them, titled Judisches Lexikon (5 vols, Berln,
1927-1930), contains a very brief and superficial entry on “Alchimie ”
The larger one, entitled Encyclopaedia Judarca (Berlin, 1928- ) started
to appear 11 1928, but the advent of Nazism prevented 1ts completion
Its first volume contains a detailed and excellent article on “Alchimie”
by Bernard Suler, who utilized all or most of the material available at the
time on the subject But he was unable to rid himself of the influence of
Steinschneider, and consequently we find 1n his article such statements
as “The number of Jewish alchemists who practiced the art of alchemy
1s, as far as our present information goes, relatively small But our
knowledge 1s, 1n this respect, very incomplete ” He goes on to state that
alchemy “could not have originated among a people to whom 1t was
forbidden to ‘make gods of silver and gold * Alchemy 1s not a Jewish art,
and the Jews occupied themselves with 1t only to the extent to which
they dealt also 1n other profane sciences ”

In 1939 Joshua Trachtenberg’s important study on Jewssh Magec and
Superstitron was published Although Trachtenberg did not deal with
alchemy, he found 1t proper to state that “alchemy had 1n general
very hittle currency among the Jews 1 have not found any reference
to or directions for the practice of alchemy 1n the hterary works pro
duced 1n northern Europe, although Jews were popularly believed to be
adepts ” One cannot quarrel with the statement of a scholar who says “I
have not found ” although, as we shall see 1n this book, references
to alchemy are tound 1n wnitings produced by Jewish scholars in north-
ern Europe But 1t 1s typical of the general ant1 alchemucal approach of
modern Jewish scholars that Trachtenberg casts hus statement 1n a nega-
tive form, whereas he could just as well have said that he had found ref-
erences to alchemy 1n literary works produced by Jewish scholars except
those of northern Europe We may add that, as 1s well known, Sephardi
Jews (those of the Mediterranean area), took a much greater interest in
secular sciences than did Ashkenazi Jews in northern Europe, and that
therefore one would have expected from them greater participation 1n,
and more writing about, alchemy

The most detailed survey of Jewish alchemy 1s contained 1n the 1972
Encyclopnedia Judaica (Jerusalem) However, the article, written by
Bernard Suler, 1s just a reworking by the editors of the entry the same
author contributed 1n 1928 to the German Encyclopacdia Judaica Al-
though 1t contains some new data, 1ts approach remains unchanged It
asserts that “The conclusion to which De Pauw arrnived 150 years ago,
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namely that the Jews were the creators of alchemy, is incorrect. Alchemy
is neither a Jewish science nor a Jewish art. . . . While alchemic literature
runs into thousands of volumes, there is no original work in this field in
Hebrew literature. It seems, therefore, that Jewish adepts did not write
their works in Hebrew.” As we shall see, most of these statements are
incorrect.

One notices a psychologically understandable correspondence be-
tween the general evaluation of alchemy and the Jewish view on the
Jews’ participation in it. Once alchemy came into disrepute, was consid-
ered a false science, a fraudulent art—this is how it was viewed by nine-
teenth-century scholarship—the position of Jewish historians and other
scholars was that Jewish participation in it was minimal. However, this
dethronement of alchemy was preceded by a long period, some fifteen
centuries long, in which alchemy was considered the greatest of arts and
sciences, sincerely believed in and assiduously practiced by some of the
greatest minds, including Newton in the early eighteenth and Goethe in
the early nineteenth centuries. During this long period Jewish scholars
generally emphasized the seminal role Jews played in alchemy. This is a
subject that requires much more research than I was able to do, but a
few indications can serve as illustrations.

The ecarliest and most important Hellenistic alchemist, known as
Maria the Jewess (Maria Hebraea), who lived in Egypt in the second or
third century C.E., is quoted as having said that only “the seed of Abra-
ham” was entitled to alchemical experimentation. Zosimus the Pano-
politan (third to fourth centuries), whose writings are our main source
of information on Maria the Jewess, and who was himself one of the
greatest figures in Hellenistic alchemy, was considered by some medie-
val Arab alchemical authors a Jew.

Several medieval non-Jewish alchemists were later claimed to have
been Jewish. One of the earliest of them was Khalid ibn Yazid (ca. 668-
704), a son of the Caliph Yazid I, whom later legend made into an alche-
mist, and whose name became attached to important alchemical works.”
Still later, his name was distorted into Calid ibn Yazichi or Jazikhi, and he
became known also as Calid Hebraeus. Steinschneider, in an article titled
“Pseudo-Juden und zweifelhafte Authoren” (Pseudo-Jews and Doubt-
ful Authors), lists several such alchemical authors who were claimed to
have been Jewish.?

Throughout much of the history of alchemy there was a persistent
tendency to attribute a Jewish origin to alchemy as a whole. The non-
Jewish alchemists were interested in providing alchemy with a respect-
able family tree, and since the Hellenistic, Muslim, and Christian worlds
all held the Bible and individual biblical figures in great respect, the at-
tribution of alchemical activity to biblical characters, kings, and proph-
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ets was a simple and effective way of providing alchemy with a highly
prestigious, and religiously impeccable, ancestry. The next chapter will
deal with the biblical figures whom later alchemists regarded as adepts,
in fact, as founders of alchemy and recipients of its great secrets by di-
vine revelation. These tendencies became especially pronounced in the
later Middle Ages, when doubts about alchemy began to surface, and
the alchemists felt compelled to look for arguments to marshal against
the scorn of the skeptics. And in the context of their religion-directed
societies, the claim of a biblical origin for their art provided the alche-
mists with self-legitimation.

Once biblical figures became entrenched in alchemical tradition as the
original masters of the Royal Art, the next, almost inevitable, step was to
attribute alchemical mastery to the people to whom those biblical
figures belonged, whose Scripture contained the memory of those early
adepts, and some of whose traditions were believed to preserve the se-
cret knowledge referred to in the Bible. This is how not only Adam,
Tubal-Cain, Moses, and Solomon, but the Jews as a whole became in
the gentile view the first recipients of the gift of alchemy from God, or
alternately, its first inventors and subsequently its developers and trans-
mitters. This belief gave rise to the fashion, widespread among medieval
and later European Christian alchemists, to seek out a Jewish master—
usually in the lands of the south and the east, where ancient traditions
were supposed to have survived more fully than in the west—and be-
come his disciple in acquiring the secrets of the Royal Art. In fact, the
Christian quest for alchemical expertise, which led them to Jewish mas-
ters, provides us with invaluable and reliable information concerning the
work and the reputation of Jewish alchemists. Once this pattern became
established among the Christian alchemists, Jews who lived among
them and became interested in alchemy followed suit, and they too went
to the south or the cast to find a master willing to teach them. Several
chapters in the present book will illustrate this search among both Chris-
tians and Jews.

Another factor in the high estimation of Jewish alchemical expertise
by Christian alchemists was the attribution of alchemical-mystical effi-
cacy to Hebrew divine, angelic, and demonic names, to Hebrew words,
and even to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The Jew who knew He-
brew was believed, due to that very fact, to possess an advantage over
the Christian when it came to acquiring mastery of the Great Art. Thus
the Hebrew language had for the alchemist a greater importance than
Latin has had down to the present time for the physician. Gentiles with
the ambition of becoming alchemists learned Hebrew in order to be able
to enter the field. Some of them became quite proficient in the lan-
guage, even to the extent of trying their hand at versification in it. Many



12 CHAPTER ONE

more attained only a smattering of Hebrew, barely enough to enable
them to embellish their Latin, German, or French writings with a few
Hebrew words or names, often written in faultily executed Hebrew
characters, or in inaccurate transliteration into Latin characters. Exam-
ples of both will be presented in several chapters in this book.

Turning now to the gentile view of the Jewish role in alchemy, we
must refer again to Zosimus of Panopolis, whose writings on alchemy
are the oldest surviving Greek works on the subject. In them we find the
carliest, most detailed, and most reliable information on Maria the Jew-
ess, whom Zosimus quotes frequently with a respect bordering on awe,
as the first of the ancient authors. Zosimus also mentions repeatedly the
alchemical expertise of the Jews in general. From what he says it is clear
that he considered the Jews the repositories of alchemical wisdom, even
though he had no sympathy for them and accused them of having ob-
tained the secrets of alchemy by dishonest means. In a remarkable pas-
sage he says that the sacred art of the Egyptians (that is, alchemy) and
the power of gold that resulted from it were revealed only to the Jews,
by fraud, and they made it known to the rest of the world.? In general,
Zosimus held that the Jews® knowledge of alchemy was greater and
more reliable than that of any other people, including even the Egyp-
tians. Chapter 4 will present the relevant material.

Basing himself on his wide reading of ancient Greek alchemical
sources Marcellin Berthelot, the author of several important collections
of alchemical texts, states, “The connection between Jewish traditions
and alchemy goes back very far. One recognizes it in the Leyden Papyrus
[an important alchemical treatise found in Thebes, written in Demotic
and Greek, and dating from about the third century C.E.], as well as in
the Greek alchemical manuscripts. In both we find cited magic treatises
and chemical works attributed to Moses, which date from the Alexan-
drian period.”!?

The widely held belief that Jews were experts in alchemy was grist for
the mills of anti-Semitic authors.

Indeed, the overvaluation by gentiles of the Jewish role in the origin
and development of alchemy survived the European Enlightenment and
continued unabated into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
carliest among the moderns to express himself on the question was Cor-
nelius de Pauw (1739-1799), the famous historian of philosophy. In the
first volume of his 1773 French book, Philosophical Researches on the
Egyptians and the Chinese, he devotes a chapter to “Considerations on
the State of Chemistry among the Egyptians and the Chinese.” Being a
true son of the Enlightenment, he condemns alchemy but nevertheless
discusses its development in ancient Egypt, and says (in the 1773 Berlin
edition): “The Jews of Egypt had to a great extent been ruined under
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the rule of Cleopatra, who detested that colony of monopolists and usu-
rers who had come from Palestine under the first Lagides.” In these con-
ditions, de Pauw continues, it was the Jews whom “I suspect of having
been the first to think up the foolish fable touching upon the transmuta-
tion of metals, whose secret they attributed to a Jewish woman, to a
Persian magus, and to all the ancient priests of Egypt, who had never
thought of it.” Returning to the subject later, de Pauw adds:

these Jewish allegorists were not unaware that the Egyptians who worked
in the glassworks of the great Diospolis and of Alexandria possessed the
secret procedures of forging precious stones and murrin vases that some-
times were made to cost infinitely more than the precious stones. These
concealed operations of the glassworks in themselves enabled the visionar-
ies to suspect that the priests of Egypt had to be well versed in alchemy.
However, I don’t doubt at all that this was not the true source of all these
fables which germinated in the spirit of the Arabs when they applied them-
selves to the sciences, for it was they who laid the first foundations of real
chemistry, or at least resuscitated this art that had been almost entirely lost.!!

Although de Pauw’s style is convoluted, what he intends to say is
clear: the Jews were the first to believe in the possibility of transmuting
metals, something he considers “a foolish fable,” and they attributed
this art to a Jewish woman—undoubtedly a reference to Maria the Jew-
ess—and to a Persian magus, probably Ostanes, the semi-legendary al-
chemical ancestor figure.

Some two generations after de Pauw another historian of philosophy,
August Schmoélders, expressed a related idea when he said, “The astrolo-
gers and alchemists derived all their pretended science from the Hebrew
writings translated from the Arabic.”!2 .

As late as the 1970s, the French scholar G. Monod-Herzen wrote of
Hellenistic alchemy: “The oldest of the schools was Jewish, The Israel-
ites fleeing Roman domination after the fall of Jerusalem had come in
large numbers to find refuge in Egypt, by a curious return of destiny. . . .
They became Hellenized to the point of translating their Holy Book
into Greek. . . . This work brought them close to the mysteries of Her-
mes. . . . They played an important role in the first chemical researches,
and their reputation remains great all through the history of alchemy.”
Monod-Herzen continued by quoting Sophé the Theban to the effect
that the Jews, once initiated, transmitted alchemical procedures that
they alone knew.!3

These revisionist views of the Jewish role in the history of alchemy
have not yet penetrated the realm of general histories of alchemy and of
encyclopedias, whose articles on alchemy are supposed to be authorita-
tive summaries of the subject. The old Encyclopaedia of Religion and
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Ethics, published early in this century, has articles on Greek and Roman,
Muhammadan, and European alchemy, but does not even mention Jew-
ish alchemy. And in the new Encyclopedia of Religion, published in 1987
by Macmillan in New York, we find entries on Chinese, Indian, Helle-
nistic and Medieval, Islamic, and Renaissance alchemy, but none on Jew-
ish alchemy. In fact, in the introductory “Overview” article, written by
Mircea Eliade (editor-in-chief of the Encyclopedia of Religion), no men-
tion at all is made of Jews, and in the article on “Hellenistic and Medie-
val Alchemy,” although Maria the Jewess is mentioned several times, she
is referred to by her later appellation as “Maria Prophetissa,” or simply
as “Maria,” and the Jewish contribution to Hellenistic alchemy is trans-
muted into pious legend. Likewise conspicuous is the absence of any
reference to the role of the Kabbalah and of the Hebrew language in the
article on Renaissance alchemy. In sum, largely due to the Jewish schol-
ars’ negative attitude to alchemy, the Jewish contribution to the Great
Art has remained hidden from the general view. I hope that the present
book will make a contribution to remedying this situation.

THE overwhelming majority of Jewish alchemists wrote in Hebrew.
Since the Hebrew language possessed relatively few technical terms that
could be used in writing about alchemical subjects, however, we find
that most Jewish alchemists interspersed their Hebrew text with foreign
words. They used these foreign terms either as loan words, without both-
ering to explain their meaning, or else identified them as foreign words
by first using a Hebrew word, and then adding, “and in Arabic . . .” or
“and in La‘az. . . .” La‘az is the generic Hebrew term for “foreign lan-
guage,” and in the alchemical writings it refers to either Spanish or Ital-
ian. Occasionally it is not easy to determine which of these the author
had in mind.

The foreign terms are always presented in the Hebrew alchemical
treatises in phonetic Hebrew transliteration, and frequently there is some
inconsistency when they are repeated. I have transliterated these foreign
words in Latin characters the first time they appear in each document,
and I have indicated in square brackets the original language of the
word, added the form that the word had in that language, and followed
it with its translation into English. For example: rejalgar [A. rahj al-
ghar, cave dust, realgar; or, ganalatudo |1. cannellatudo, canelike).
Subsequent instances of that word within the document have usually
been simply translated.

In this connection it must be pointed out that the substances desig-
nated in old alchemical texts by names that are still in use do not ne-
cessarily denote the same chemical elements or substances as do the
current terms. For instance, the Hebrew margasita (from the Arabic
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marqashitey designated a crystallized iron pyrite; today the same term
means iron disulfide (FeS,). Historians of alchemy have to be constantly
on guard against being misled by such terminological resemblances and
ambiguities.

In addition to Hebrew writings, sources on Jewish alchemy are found
in other languages as well, including two of the three most widespread
Jewish languages traditionally written in Hebrew characters: Judeo-Ara-
bic and Judeo-Spaniolic (Ladino). No alchemical works have come to
my attention in the third Jewish language, Yiddish. This does not neces-
sarily mean that the Ashkenazi Jews who wrote in that language were
immune to the alchemical virus. The survival of a manuscript is always a
matter of chance, and the Yiddish alchemical writings may simply have
been lost. It is also possible that if there were alchemists among the
Ashkenazi Jews, they wrote not in Yiddish but in one of the European
languages. In any case, as far as we now know, the first alchemical work
undertaken by Jews from an Ashkenazi background comes from the
eighteenth century (see Chapters 36 and 37). The one eighteenth-cen-
tury Hebrew responsum written by an Askenazi rabbi that shows an
acute interest in alchemy stems from the pen of R. Jacob Emden, whose
entire intellectual orientation manifests strong Sephardi influences (see
Chapter 38). As for alchemical writings in Judeo-Arabic and Ladino, the
present book contains a few samples; however, this is an as yert largely
unexplored field in which scholarly investigation would be a highly re-
warding undertaking.

Finally, mention must be made of Jewish alchemical writings in non-
Jewish languages, and of references made by non-Jewish alchemists to
the work of Jewish alchemists. This type of material is found in Greek,
Latin, Aramaic, Arabic, Spanish, Italian, French, and German, and some
of it will be presented in this book.

The material in this book is arranged in chronological order. How-
ever, this seems easier than it actually is, because in many cases there are
no fewer than three dates to which an alchemical work can be assigned.
One is the lifetime of the author to whom the manuscript is attributed.
But such a date would often be wrong, because the authorship is often
pseudepigraphic. Thus, for example, the alchemical treatise attributed to
Maimonides was evidently not written by him (see Chapter 24), and
therefore to assign it to the twelfth century would be incorrect.

The second possible date is that of the actual author of the manu-
script. Here the problem is that most Hebrew alchemical manuscripts
are anonymous, so that it is not possible to determine their date on that
basis. Only occasionally are there indications in a manuscript which
allow us to estimate its date. It is on this basis that I assigned the
pseudo-Maimonidean alchemical treatise to the fifteenth century.
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The third possible date is that of the creation of the extant manu-
script. On that basis the pseudo-Maimonidean treatise would have to be
assigned to the seventeenth century. However, occasionally internal evi-
dence in the text of an extant manuscript shows that it is a copy of an
older one, in which case it would, of course, not be justified to assign the
work to the date at which the surviving copy of the manuscript was pre-
pared. (If we were to do this, we would have to assign the Book of Isaiah
to the first century C.E. on the basis of its oldest extant manuscript,
found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.)

All in all; each individual manuscript has to be judged separately by
weighing the evidence bearing on its date. Thus I assigned the pseudo-
Maimonidean treatise to the fifteenth century (when its author probably
lived), and not to the seventeenth, when the extant manuscripts were
probably written. On the other hand, I assigned the Jerba manuscript to
the nineteenth century (see Chapter 39 and Appendix), even though it
utilizes older writings, because the copyist, who seems to have lived in
the nineteenth century, has added much of his own to it and consider-
ably reshaped and recast whatever he found. Thus the assignment of
dates to Hebrew alchemical manuscripts is, occasionally at least, nothing
more than a matter of informed guesswork.

Despite the bulk of this volume and the considerable amount of mate-
rial it presents, it should not be considered more than a prolegomenon
to the history of the Jewish work in alchemy and the role of Jews in
contributing to its theory and practice. For one thing, I was not able to
consider all the existing Jewish alchemical writings, especially the mate-
rial still in manuscript and scattered in many libraries all over the world.
Although a great number of alchemical manuscripts written in Hebrew
or in Judeo-Arabic and Ladino (in Hebrew characters) are accessible in
the collection of the Jerusalem Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manu-
scripts, to which my indebtedness is greater than I can express, no such
collection exists of alchemical manuscripts written by Jews in characters
other than Hebrew. Those are still buried in hundreds of libraries all
over the world, and wait to be discovered and identified. Hence the im-
pression created by the material in this book, that the Jews wrote most
of their alchemical works in Hebrew characters, is probably wrong, and
will have to be corrected by locating, evaluating, and publishing Jewish
alchemical writings in other languages—a truly Herculean task.

Another reason why I consider this book merely a prolegomenon is
that in it I was able to refer only very occasionally to the personal rela-
tionships between Jewish and non-Jewish alchemists (such as those be-
tween the Greek Zosimus, the Arab Avicenna, and the French Flamel
and their respective Jewish masters), and the literary influences between
Jewish alchemical writings on the one hand, and the many times more
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numerous alchemical works produced in the Muslim and Christian
worlds from the end of antiquity to modern times, on the other. Thor-
ough studies comparing the alchemical theories and practices of the
Jews with those of the Muslims and Christians, and investigating the
contacts between them, will be needed before one can write a truly au-
thoritative history of Jewish alchemy and its role in the development of
the “Royal Art” since Hellenistic times. It is my hope that this book will
stimulate younger scholars to devote their attention to this subject, and
to carry on this fascinating task that time no longer permits me to under-
take.



Chapter Two

BIBLICAL FIGURES AS ALCHEMISTS

THE ATTRIBUTION of alchemical mastery to biblical heroes began in
Hellenistic Egypt, where alchemists were familiar with the Greek version
of the Bible, and where the name of Maria the Jewess was famous as the
founder of the Hermetic Art. The first Hellenistic alchemist to allude to
the biblical origin of alchemy was Zosimus, who lived in Alexandria in
the late third and early fourth centuries C.E. Zosimus was of the opinion
that the name of Adam symbolized the four elements, which correspond
to the four cardinal points of the earth. Olympiodorus, the sixth-century
C.E. Alexandrian neo-Platonic author, considered Adam the first man to
have been the issue of the four elements. Latin alchemists held that
Adam meant red earth, the philosophical mercury, sulphur, soul, and
natural fire, whereas Eve meant white earth, the earth of life, philosoph-
ical mercury, radical humidity, and spirit.!

In later ages Adam became not only a product of primordial divine
alchemy but the first recipient from God of the secrets of the Great Art,
which then was transmitted from him to Noah, Aaron, Bezalel, David,
Solomon, Jeremiah, Baruch, Ezekiel, Daniel, “as well as all the other
prophets.”? Thus by the sixteenth century alchemy could boast of a
complete biblical genealogy, and the alchemists were able to claim that
they were the inheritors of a secret science of biblical and divine origin.

In medieval and Renaissance Europe it became fashionable to write
alchemical commentaries to the first verses of Genesis, and to derive al-
chemy from them. This was done by Gerhard Dorn, Michael Maier, and
Aegidius Guthmann, among others.> The great seventeenth-century
compendium of alchemical writings, the Theatrum chemicum, contains
a tract entitled Creatio mundi ex navratione Moysis in Genesis, followed
by an Explication duorum primorum capitum Geneseos juxta physicam,
which is a detailed alchemical commentary on the first two chapters of
Genesis.*

By that time it had become a cherished tradition in alchemy that the
processes of making gold in the magisterium, the Great Work, were
strictly analogous to those of the creation of the world as described in
Genesis 1 and 2. The philosophers’ stone was therefore considered a
world in miniature, a minutus mundus, which corresponded also to man
the microcosm.®> Consequently, Genesis 1 was looked upon by many
European alchemists as a guide to the work they were to undertake, and
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the process of creation willed by the alchemist in his cucurbit—his dis-
tilling flask—was compared to the creation of the world by God as de-
scribed in Genesis.® According to some historians of alchemy, the first
chapter in Genesis “is the greatest page in alchemy.””

There follows here an overview of the alchemists’ tradition about the
biblical figures whom they considered the originators and early masters
of their art.

Adam. In the thirteenth century, Vincent de Beauvais asserted that
Adam was the first teacher of alchemy, followed by Noah and several
other biblical heroes.® In the same century, the Book of Sidrach stated
that God, through his angel, taught Adam the art of the smith, and that
Noah took the implements made by Adam with him in the ark. The Book
of Sidrach, written probably before 1250 in the circle of Frederick I1, the
Holy Roman emperor (1194-1250), contains material from Hebrew
and Arabic sources, and was pscudepigraphically attributed to Sidrach,
a fictitious grandson of Japheth.’

Paracelsus (Aurcolus Phillippus Theophrastus Bombastus of Hohen-
heim, 1493-1541) wrote in his commentary on the alleged Revelation
of Hermes that there is an “indestructible essence,” an #na ves, which is
the “perfect equation of the clements,” the subject of the Art (namely,
of alchemy) revealed from above to Adam. It is “the secret of all se-
crets,” “the last and highest thing to be sought under the heavens,” the
life elixir, “the stone of spirit and truth,” the water of life, the oil and
honey of eternal healing. “It is the spirit of God which in the beginning
filled the earth and brooded over the waters.” It is through this spirit
that the philosophers invented the seven liberal arts, and thereby gained
their riches.!?

Ben Jonson (1572-1637) was acquainted with a tradition of this
kind, and says in his The Alchemist,

Will you believe in antiquity? records?

I’ll shew you a book where Moses and his sister,
And Solomon have written of the art;

Ay, and a treatise penn’d by Adam . . .

Of the philosopher’s stone, and in High Dutch.!!

The sister of Moses referred to is Maria, who in reality was a Hellenistic
Jewish alchemist, but who was identified with Miriam, the sister of Moses.

In 1620 in Frankfurt-am-Main, an anonymous German book titled
Gloria mundi was published and subtitled “Or the Tablet of Paradise,
that is, a description of the age-old science which Adam acquired from
God Himself, Noah, Abraham, and Solomon used as one of the greatest
gifts of God, all wise men in every age considered above the treasures of
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the whole world, and left it behind only to the God-fearing, namely de
lapide philosophico, authore anonymo [about the philosophical stone, by
an anonymous author].”!? In this book the author says that “when
Adam had learned the mystery [of alchemy] out of God’s own mouth,
he kept it a strict secret from his sons, until at length, toward the end of
his life, he obtained leave from God to make the preparation of the stone
known to his son Seth.” This stone, he adds, was the same one that the
builders of Solomon disallowed—a statement which refers, of course, to
Psalm 118:22, “The stone which the builders rejected is become the
chief corner-stone.” The notion that the philosophers’ stone is rejected,
“scorned, and trodden underfoot,” appears in a medieval Arabic al-
chemical manuscript.!?

The longevity of Adam and of the other antediluvian heroes of the
Bible was believed to have been due to the philosophers’ stone. The
author of the Gloria mundi writes that had Adam not possessed the
knowledge of this great mystery he would not have been able to prolong
his life even to the age of three hundred, let alone nine hundred, years.!*

Within a few decades of the publication of the Gloria mundi, Elias
Ashmole (1617-1692), the famed English antiquarian whose collection
became the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford University, repeated the
contention that the longevity of the biblical patriarchs was due to their
possession of the philosophers’ stone.'® It was from them, says Ashmole,
that Hermes “obtained the knowledge of this stone,” whereupon “he
gave over the use of all other stones, and therein only delighted. Moses
and Solomon [together with Hermes were the only three that] excelled
in the knowledge thereof and who therewith wrought wonders.”
Among the many names Ashmole lists as being applied to the stone is
jud be voph hé, that is, the Hebrew Tetragrammaton.!¢

Seth. Adam’s third son, Seth, who was believed to have obtained the
secret of the stone from his father, was identified by al-Dimashqi’” with
the Egyptian Agathodaimon, who is frequently quoted by Zosimus and
others as one of the early masters of alchemy.!®

THE next biblical personage to figure prominently in what can be called
the mythical prehistory of alchemy is the antediluvian Tubal-Cain, of
whom Genesis says that he was a “forger of every cutting instrument of
brass and iron” (Gen. 4:22), in other words, the inventor of the smith’s
craft.’® Tubal-Cain figures prominently in a book titled Uraltes Chymi-
sches Werck (Age-Old Chemical Work) written by an otherwise un-
known Jewish alchemist, who supposedly lived in the fourteenth cen-
tury. This book is of sufficient importance to deserve detailed treatment
in Chapter 17 below.
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The Generation of the Deluge. The brief myth-fragment contained in
Genesis 6:1-4, which tells about the sons of God who became desirous
of the daughters of man and took them as wives, has been elaborated in
the First Book of Enoch (written originally in Hebrew in the second or
first century B.C.E.). There we read that “the angels, the children of
heaven,” not only took unto themselves wives from among the daugh-
ters of man, but also “instructed them in charms and enchantments, and
taught them the cutting of roots and plants.” One of the angels, Azazel
or Azael by name, taught men knowledge of “the metals of the carth,
and the art of working them, and bracelets and ornaments, and the use
of precious stones, and all coloring tinctures.” Other angels taught them
how to resolve enchantments, how to read the signs of the stars, astrol-
ogy, the knowledge of the clouds, and the signs of the earth, the sun,
and the moon.?°

Although this apocryphal source makes no reference to alchemy, what
it does say about the angelic origin of technology, the arts, and the sci-
ences was a sufficient basis for Hellenistic alchemists to impute to the
instruction of those angels the origin of alchemy as well. Thus Zosimus
(third or fourth century C.E.), the earliest and most important Hellenis-
tic alchemical author, states in his lost Book of Imouth that when certain
angels became enamored of earthly women they taught them the works
of nature, that the book in which they laid down their teachings was
called Chema (Khema), which name came to be applied to the alchemi-
cal art. This statement of Zosimus is recapitulated by the eighth-century
Greck polygraph Georgius Syncellus in his Chronographia*' The trea-
tise of Zosimus referred to by Syncellus is preserved in a Syriac version.??

In the same Hellenistic Egyptian alchemical circles in which this tradi-
tion originated, a connection was also made between chymia (alchemy)
and the name Ham (Cham), son of Noah, and the notion arose that
chymin was named after Ham, its first practitioner. After reviewing the
literature on the subject, Edmund von Lippmann, the thorough Ger-
man historian of alchemy, came to the conclusion that the derivation of
chymin from Cham, the identification of Cham with Chemes (Chimes,
Chimas), and the belief that this Chemes was the originator of alchemy
as well as a prophet and an author, were specifically of Jewish-Hellenistic
origin.?3

The fancy that angels taught men the secrets of alchemy survived
from the Middle Ages into modern times, and was restated by several
later alchemical authors. Among them was the celebrated cighteenth-
century French historian of alchemy, Nicolas Lenglet Du Fresnoy
(1674-1755), who wrote in his three-volume history of Hermetic phi-
losophy that, charmed by the beauty of the daughters of man, the angels
seduced them, and taught them the greatest of secrets, namely that of
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the transmutation of metals. Noah saved this secret lore from being lost
in the Great Flood, and of his sons, each of whom chose for himself a
special vocation, it was Cham (Ham), or perhaps his children, who
chose that of the arts and sciences. If Cham’s son “Mezraim”
(Misrayim) “did not practice chemistry, it is believed that it was, at any
rate, practiced by his eldest son,” who was none other than “Thaut or
Athotis, also called Hermes or Mercurius, who became king in Thebes.”
Then Du Fresnoy goes on to explain that it appears likely that it was
Cham, or at least his son Mezraim, who took this science into Egypt,
and it was from there that alchemy spread all over the world. Even if
Noah had children at the age of five hundred years (cf. Gen. 5:32), this
does not mean that one has to accept it as a fact, as did the noted alche-
mist Vincent de Beauvais (d. 1264), that Noah practiced the most per-
fect chemistry and possessed the universal medicine, that is, the elixir
which gave long life, and which is the most sublime part of the Hermetic
philosophy. Still, Noah may have passed it on to his descendants, who
cultivated it in Egypt.*

Thus Du Fresnoy manages to derive the Hermetic Art from Noah by
the simple expedient of making Hermes (alias Thaut or Athotis) the son
of Mezraim, the son of Cham, the son of Noah. Elsewhere he identifies
the great-grandson of Noah with Hermes (or Mercurius) Trismegistus
who, he says, lived in the year 1996 B.C., and whom he lists as the first
in his enumeration of the “Most Celebrated Authors of the Hermetic
Philosophy.”?5

Nor was the wife of Noah excluded from the genealogy of alchemy’s
biblical ancestry. Daniel Georg Morhof (1639-1691), the renowned au-
thor of the Polybistor, informs his readers that the secret knowledge of
alchemy originated from the wife of Noah, or from Sybilla, the wife of
Nimrod.2¢

Abrabam and Sarah. The Bible says about Abraham that he “was very
rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold” (Gen. 13:2). This brief statement
sufficed for some alchemists to argue that Abraham must have practiced
alchemy, for how else could he have had much silver and gold? If so,
from whom did he learn the Great Art? Evidently from Hermes during
his sojourn in Egypt.?”

The Tabula Smaragdina (Emerald Table) of Hermes, an alchemical
tract dating, it seems, from the mid-thirteenth century, contains the oft-
repeated legend of the original emerald slab upon which the teachings of
Hermes were said to have been inscribed in Phoenician characters. It
was discovered, so the legend goes, by Alexander the Great in the tomb
of Hermes. Others, however, held that Sarah the wife of Abraham took
the table from the hands of the dead Hermes in a cave at Hebron. This
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version of the legend 1s reproduced 1n the Bibleotheca Graeca of Johann
Albert Fabricus (1668-1736) as follows

The tabula smaragdina, of great authority among the chemusts, which, 1t 1s
said, was discovered by Sarah (the wife of Abraham, as Christophorus
Kriegsman does not hesitate to affirm in the aforementioned tabula
smaragdina) 1in the valley of Hebron, 1n a tomb and 1n the hands of the
cadaver of Hermes, contains in obscure words (as 1s the wont of chemusts,
to give much smoke and httle light) everything, as they say, of the basis of
performing the chemical magisterium of the metals, and the method of
compounding a certain untversal medicine, but most generally described 28

Jacob  Of all the biblical figures, the one 1in whose life a stone played a
crucial role was Jacob The story in Genesis tells about his dream of the
heavenly ladder which he dreamt in Beth el while sleeping with a stone
under his head Upon waking, Jacob anointed the stone and concluded
a pact with God (Gen 28 10-22)

Alchemical imagimnation latched on to this story, and considered the
stone which served as Jacob’s pillow as having been the philosophers’
stone The first 1n a series of fifteen fine copper plate engravings, which
were repeatedly reprinted 1n the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
shows a young man sleeping with a stone under his head Next to him
stands a ladder reaching from heaven to earth, and on 1t can be seen
angels ascending and descending while blowing trumpets That the pic-
ture shows Jacob and the ladder 1s not open to doubt It 1s also probable
that the stone pillow of Jacob was accepted as a symbol of the philoso
phers’ stone ?° The fifteenth and last plate shows the ladder laid upon
the ground, to symbolize the completion of the Work 3°

As late as 1n the eighteenth century, it was still maintained by alche
musts that Adam, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and David were 1n possession of
the philosophers’ stone Thus 1s asserted, for example, 1n a tract entitled
Splendor lucis (Splendor of Light), printed in Frankfort and Leipzig in
1785 and wrntten by AdMah Booz, actually Mich Birkholz, who was
himself a respected alchemust 3!

Me-Zabav  In the Book of Genesis, in the genealogy of the kings of
Edom, there 1s a name which appeared to the medieval alchemusts as a
clear proof of their contention that some of the ancient leaders of Israel
and the neighboring countries knew the secret of the preparation of
aurum potabile, potable gold, that 1s, liquid gold Genesis 36 39 (1
Chron 1 50) records that the name of the wife of Hadar king of Edom
was “Mehetabel daughter of Matred, daughter of M&-Zahav ” Although
1t remains unclear whether Mé Zahav was a man or a woman, the mean
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ing of the name is clear enough: it means, literally, “water of gold,” or
“gold water.” The name could be an allusion to water containing gold
(nuggets?), but the alchemists explained it unhesitatingly as referring to
liquid gold, aurum potabile, and opined that Mé-Zahav was called by
this name because he could liquify gold (see Chapter 34 below). The
famed Jewish Bible commentator Abraham Ibn Ezra (1098-1164), in
his comments to this verse in Genesis, states, “some say that [the name
Mgé-Zahav] hints at those who make gold out of copper; but these are
words of wind [i.e., nonsense].”

It is possible that the name of Mé-Zahav’s granddaughter Mehetabel,
which in the Greek transliteration had become Metebel or Metabeel,
reminded the alchemists of the Greek term metabole, transmutation, and
this may have strengthened their belief in the alchemical interpretation
of the name Meé-Zahav. They also argued that the great ages reached by
the early biblical heroes—Methuselah is said in Genesis 5:27 to have
lived 969 years—could have been attained only by using the “elixir of
life.”32

Job. Job had it in his grasp to become a successful alchemist, as can be
seen from the words addressed to him by his friend Eliphaz the Te-
manite: “If thou return to the Almighty, thou shalt be built up; if thou
put away unrighteousness far from thy tents, thou wilt lay thy treasure in
the dust, and the gold of Ophir among the stones of the brook, and the
Almighty will be thy treasure, and thou shalt have precious silver” (Job
22:23-25).33

Other passages in Job were also interpreted alchemically. Job named
his daughters born to him after his ordeal Jemimah, Keziah, and Keren-
happuch, which names were interpreted in a religious-alchemical sense.
Keziah was held to mean a still, and Keren-happuch a retort which had
the shape of an inverted (bafukh) horn (qeren). Yet another interpreta-
tion of Keren-happuch was the “horn,” that is, the strength, of the pukh
stone, that is, the science of alchemy.3*

THE next biblical figures in chronological order are Moses and his sister
Miriam. Moses will be discussed later in this chapter. For Miriam, with
whom the Hellenistic alchemist Maria the Jewess was identified, see
Chapters 5 and 6.

Korah. The biblical story of Korah tells about his rebellion against
Moses and his subsequent punishment: he and his band were swallowed
up by the earth (Num. 16). In the midrash, Korah and Haman are
said to have been the richest men on earth, Korah’s riches derived from
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his having discovered one of the treasures Joseph had hidden in Egypt.
He perished because of his rapacity, and because his riches were not the
gift of heaven. In his revolt against Moses he was encouraged by his
wife .35

In the Koran (28:76-82), Qaran (i.c., Korah) is said to have belicved
that his immense riches were given to him because of the “knowledge
which is in him.” This Koranic reference, based on the Bible and the
midrash, was embellished by Arab authors, beginning with al-Jahiz (ca.
776-868,/69) and Ibn al-Nadim (d. 995 or 998). In their writings,
Qariin emerges as an adept of alchemy who had learned the art from his
wife. She, in turn, had acquired it from her brother Moses. We discern
in this detail of the Arab Qaran legend an echo of the belief that Miriam,
the sister of Moses, was an alchemist to whom were attributed the teach-
ings of Maria the Jewess. Moses and Aaron, the Arab legend tells, were
taught by God the art of making gold in order to cover the tgbir al-
tawrit, the ark of the Torah, with gold. They entrusted the work to
Qartn, who, according to one Arab source, was originally a goldsmith,
and he accumulated a huge horde of gold and silver, built himself pal-
aces with walls made of these precious metals, and at the end was pun-
ished by God for his arrogance.?®

Gideon. The Israclite judge Gideon, of whom the Bible says that he
gathered dew with a “fleece of wool” (Judges 6:36—40), is coupled with
the Greek hero Jason of Golden Fleece fame by a sixteenth-century
Dutch alchemist, Guilelmus Mennens (1525-1608). In his book Awurei
vellei, sive sacvae philosophiae vatum selectae unicae mysteviorumgue ac
Dei, naturae, et artis admivabilinm libri tres, Mennens gives an allegor-
ical, symbolical, physical, chemical, and alchemical “history” of Gideon
and Jason. The book is full of biblical quotations, and references to He-
brew kings, prophets, and so on.*”

David. The biblical text states that King David set aside a huge
amount of gold and silver for the building of the Temple: “I have pre-
pared for the House of the Lord a hundred thousand talents of gold,
and a thousand thousand talents of silver” (1 Chron. 22:14). This sup-
plied the basis for the alchemists’ speculation that David could have
amassed such unheard-of quantities of the precious metals only with the
help of the philosophers’ stone. They found a peg on which to hang this
view in the statement that King David left behind for his son Solomon,
in addition to all the gold, silver, brass, iron, wood, and precious stones,
also “stones of pukh” (1 Chron. 29:2, actual meaning uncertain). This
term they interpreted as referring to the two philosophers® stones, the
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red one for the production of gold, and the white one for the making of
silver. It was only because he inherited this stone, or these stones, from
his father that Solomon was able to “make silver and gold to be in Jeru-
salem as stones” (2 Chron. 1:15; cf. 1 Kings 10:27).

Solomon. In their eagerness to find scriptural or semi-scriptural affirm-
ation of the assumption that Solomon indeed possessed the philoso-
phers’ stone, the alchemists interpreted Solomon’s praise of wisdom as
referring to alchemical knowledge. In the apocryphal book Wisdom of
Solomon, Solomon is made to say, “Neither did I liken her [i.e., Wis-
dom] to any precious gem, because all the gold [of the earth] in her
sight is but a little sand, and silver shall be accounted as clay before
her.”® This, said the alchemists, referred to alchemical wisdom.%

As early as Zosimus there are references to the mystical writings of
King Solomon. In his treatise Book of the Key, he described in detail the
production and utilization of quicksilver: just as the key to everything
visible and to the whole world is to be found in “The Mystery of the
Nine Letters of King Solomon,” so do the various kinds of mercury (the
true and the metallic arsenic) contain the key to the Great Art, since
everything fugacious belongs to the sulphurs; but the sulphurs, as Maria
the Jewess had taught correctly, are the essential coloring agents.*0

According to a technical treatise from the eighth century or later, one
can make silver following a prescription of King Solomon that origi-
nated in the Temple of Helios (= Ptah), which calls for eastern and west-
ern quicksilver and forty days to complete the Work.*! Moreover, ac-
cording to some alchemical authors, the Song of Songs of Solomon is
actually an alchemical treatise.*?

King Solomon, who became an important figure in Arab folklore
under the name Nabi Sulaymin, was according to popular belief not
only the all-powerful master of demons (as in Jewish folklore), but also
a master alchemist and metallurgist. The Stone Book of Aristotle, an Ara-
bic treatise dating from about 850 and written by a Syrian who was well
versed in Greek and Persian literature, states that Solomon made the
ants dig up “red sulphur,” that is, gold, from the rocks in the Valley of
the Ants, and that it was from Solomon that Alexander the Great de-
rived his knowledge of this “red sulphur.”*?® According to Ibn Rusta
(Abt ‘All Ahmad ibn “Umar ibn Rusta, carly tenth century), the Arabs
ascribed the invention of iron ploughs, weapons, and utensils mostly to
King Solomon.** The miraculous seal made of lead with which, accord-
ing to the Arabian Nights, Solomon locked the evil spirits into bottles,
also point to his having been an alchemist.*®

Bonaventure de Periers, the sixteenth-century French polyhistor,
makes repeated reference to King Solomon and the prophetess Maria as
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the greatest alchemists.*S In 1620, the famous alchemist Michael Maier
published in Frankfurt a book entitled Septimana philosophica or “The
Philosophical week, in which the Golden secrets of all Kinds of Nature
from the Most Wise Solomon King of the Israelites, and Arabia’s Queen
of Sheba, as well as Hiram Prince of Tyre, are Presented and Explained
in Turn in the Manner of a Conversation.”*” Some fifty years later
Johann Joachim Becher (1635-1682), one of the clearest heads of his
time, asserted that King Solomon was in possession of the philosophers’
stone.*® According to an old English poem, preserved in Ashmole’s
Theatrum chemicum Britannicum, “the Blessed Stone Fro Heven wase
sende downe to Solomon.”*®

Nor did Jewish alchemistic authors fall behind their Muslim and
Christian colleagues in attributing alchemical works to Solomon. One of
the foremost among them, Johanan Alemanno (1453—ca. 1504; see
Chapter 23), quotes a story to the effect that the Queen of Sheba had
inherited the philosophers’ stone from her first husband, Sman, who was
a great Nabatean sage. This was the precious stone which she presented
to King Solomon (1 Kings 10:2), her purpose being to test his wisdom.
But Solomon had already known the secret, and immediately recog-
nized the stone. Although Alemanno took this story from an Arab alche-
mist, Abufalah of Syracuse, it was originally found in the esoteric Sefer
haMaspun (Book of the Treasure) ascribed to Solomon.?® Alemanno
also wrote another book, Sefer Sha‘ar haHesheq (Book of the Gate of
Desire), which, as stated in the approbation prefacing it, was part of a
larger book entitled Hesheq Sh’lomo (Solomon’s Desire), and the mate-
rial contained in it was attributed to King Solomon.?! The book itself
contains some references to alchemical and mystical lore, such as the
hoklbmat haseruf (science of refining gold), how to create and annihilate
human beings and calves (following the example of certain talmudic
sages), the letters of the alphabet as standing for the four alchemical ele-
ments, and so on,%?

The anonymous Syriac author who reproduces and augments the text
of Zosimus has much to say about the magical “talismans of Solomon,”
which he calls “flasks,” in apparent reference to the magical flasks in
which Solomon was said to have imprisoned the demons. Among other
things he states that while “Solomon wrote only one work about the
seven talismans [flasks], several commentaries on it were composed in
different periods, to explain the things which this work contained; but in
these commentaries there is fraud.” However, almost all of them are in
accord about the work of the talismans, which are directed against the
demons. These talismans act like prayers, and like the nine letters of the
name of God written by Solomon: the demons cannot resist them. Then
he goes on:
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But let us return 1n greater detail to the subject which we are considering
The seven flasks 1n which Solomon 1mprisoned the demons were of elec
trum It 1s fit to give credit 1n this respect to Jewish writings about the
demons The altered book which 1s m our possession and which 1s entitled
The Seven Heavens contains, 1n brief, what follows here The angel ordered
Solomon to make these flasks Solomon made them according to the
number of the seven planets, following the divine prescriptions about the
work of the [philosophers’] stone, for the mixture of silver, of gold, and of
Cyprian copper with the body called aurichalkos and copper of Marrah[?]
One takes one part of metal that has 1ts shadow, and puts 1t face to face with
all the sulphurous stones, the best of all of them will engender metal with
out a shadow The necessary ingredients are 1n all nine 1n number It 1s
through them that everything 1s accomplished, as you know

The sage Solomon also knew how to conjure up demons He gives a
formula of conjuration, and he shows the electrum, that 1s to say, the flasks
of electrum, on whose surfaces he inscribed this formula

You will find the mixture, the weight, and the treatment of each body
and precious stone 1n the Jewish writings, and principally i those of Apilis
son of Gaglos If you discover the meaning of these writings, you will dis
cover there with sincerity that which you seek If not, seek your refuge in
the crocitidos [*], especially that which 1s in the manual [encheindion?], [1t
being] understood that one produces the gold [sswan] with the iron
[saboum] colored red One finds [in the manual] the complete indication
of the nine necessary things

If you do not want to use this means, know that the following bodies are
necessary for the preparation of the electrum burnt gold [szwan], silver
[loura] called of the ant {murmékos], whitened copper [saroch], tender
and softened 1ron [sahoum], lead [>ton], purified silver [/une] You will find
their treatment everywhere 53

The close association between Solomon and the philosophers’ stone
1s shown by the fact that the materia prima of the stone was sometimes
represented as the two nterlaced triangles of “Solomon’s seal,” which
survives to this day as the Jewish national emblem known as the Magen
David, David’s Shield For the alchemusts thus seal or star was the symbol
of wisdom, and also the sign of the “fiery water,” since 1t consists of a
combination of two symbols that of fire, which rises upward and hence
1s symbolized by the upward pointing triangle, and that of water, which
descends from the sky and 1s represented by the downward pointing tr1
angle * The old mudrashic interpretation of the Hebrew word for
heaven, shamayum, namely, that 1t 1s a combination of the words esh, fire,
and mayim, water, was known and restated by the alchemists 5 One of
them, after explaining the nature of the Upper Waters, writes, “This 1s
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why in the Hebrew language heaven is called ‘Fiery Water,” from Isch &
Maijm, that is, Schamajim.”>® The Magen David was also interpreted as
a symbol of the four basic elements of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. Some-
times it represents “universal matter.”%”

In 1687 Arca arcani artificiosissimi by Johann Grasshoff was pub-
lished in Hamburg and Stockholm. This book, in which the author
warns against hasty attempts to prepare aurum potabile, drinkable gold,
was reprinted in 1753 under the new title Philosophia Salomonis. In his
treatise Der von Mose und denen Propheten iibel urtheilende Alchymist,
published in Chemnitz in 1706, Johann Georg Schmid argued (pp. 55—
59) that Solomon, wise though he was, could not have possessed an art
which did not exist in rerum natura; rather, he obtained his gold and
silver from mines in the usual way, without requiring the philosophers’
stone or any miracle. A similar position was taken by Andreas Ottomar
Goelicke (1671-1744) in his Historia wmedicinae universalis (1721,
1:61, 62). He raised the question of whether or not Solomon was a
chemist, and decided in the negative.>®

Elijah. Several of the biblical prophets were considered adepts in al-
chemy by the alchemists of later ages. The prophet Elijah was often re-
ferred to by Christian alchemists, several of whose works carry the name
Elijah in their title. In some of these treatises Jewish influence is evident,
and is manifested in statements that echo the talmudic dictum according
to which, Elijah will answer all unsolved questions when he returns as a
harbinger of the Messiah. Paracelsus can serve as an example. Although
he claimed to have found the philosophers’ stone, he wrote in his tract
on minerals that “God revealed lesser things, but the most important
thing [namely, the transmutation of base metals into gold] is still
wrapped in darkness, and will remain so until the coming of Elias Ar-
tista.”®’

Isaiah. The prophet Isaiah ranks next to Elijah as an adept in alchemy.
Leonhard Rhodius of Transylvania is quoted by the anonymous author
(actually Dr. Soldner) of the treatise Keren Happuch to the effect that
the alchemical expertise of Isaiah is shown by Isaiah 54:11, which says,
“Behold, I will set thy stones in fair colors, and lay thy foundations with
sapphires, and I will make thy pinnacles of rubies, and thy gates of car-
buncles, and all thy borders of precious stones.” The plural in “thy
stones™ supposedly refers to the two philosophers’ stones, the red and
the white; while the sapphires refer to the color of sapphire which ap-
pears at the last stage of the preparation of the stone, perhaps an allusion
to the alchemical process of iosis (or oxydation). Others adduce Isaiah
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60:17, which reads, “For brass I will bring gold, and for iron I will bring
silver,”¢?

A few biblical figures remain for us to mention. An alchemical pre-
scription is attributed to King Hoshea, the last king of Israel.* A Helle-
nistic alchemical manuscript mentions that the solder of gold which is
both an operation and a material, is designated “by the divine Daniel”
as a “head of gold.”®? Valentin Weigel (1533-1588) writes in his The
Prophet Daniel Interpreted by Theophvastus (extant in manuscript) that
Daniel was a great master of alchemy.?

Ezra. Ezra was the last biblical figure who, in the imagination of the
adepts of the Hermetic Art, became an alchemist. In the Cambridge
University Library there is a Syriac collection of tracts that includes a
“Book of Ezra (Esdras) the Sage Scribe.” This is an alchemical treatise
containing technical prescriptions analogous to those of the “Chemistry
of Moses” (see below). It also contains the names of diverse plants, the
planets, and metals.®* A recipe for manufacturing ink attributed to Ezra
will be found in Chapter 29 below.

MOSES THE ALCHEMIST

In the alchemical literature, beginning with the earliest Hellenistic writ-
ings and down to the latest eighteenth-century alchemical treatises, and
even in nineteenth-century post-alchemical writings, Moses occupies an
important place as master of the Royal Art. Some alchemists even con-
sidered Moses, together with Hermes, as one of the co-founders of al-
chemy, which they consequently called “the Mosaico-Hermetic Art.”
There seems to have lived in Hellenistic Egypt an actual alchemist by
the name of Moses who appears as the author of several alchemical
tracts.® Even in the earliest Greek alchemical sources mentioning
Moses, it is difficult to separate the references to Moses the Hellenistic
alchemist and Moses the Hebrew lawgiver, who was considered an initi-
ator of the alchemical art. Thus, for example, Zosimus included in his
writings copies of several detailed alchemical recipes of Moses in a man-
ner which makes it appear that he knew that this Moses was an actual
Hellenistic alchemist. But elsewhere in his treatises Zosimus speaks of
Moses as if he considered him a personage of remote antiquity, that is,
the Hebrew lawgiver. In one passage Zosimus says, “this is why in Jew-
ish writings and in all writings they speak of an inexhaustible mass which
Moses obtained following the precept of the Lord.” Similarly, a Greek
technical treatise says, “It is this about which Moses, the divine prophet,
speaks in his Chemistry [the Chemistry of Moses, see below]: placing all
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things into a small glass ball, cook 1t until the product becomes the color
of cinnabar and accomphishes the divine mystery 7

An alchemical treatise containing about five thousand words and enti
tled The Domestic Chemastry of Moses 1s preserved in the third-century
C E papyrus W of Leyden It contains sixty two alchemical prescrip
tions, which are introduced with a paraphrase of Exodus 31 1-5 and
35 30-35, with the obvious intention of pseudepigraphically associating
the treatise with the biblical Moses, and thereby endowing it with an
aura of antiquity and authenticity “And the Lord spoke unto Moses 1
have chosen the priest called Bezalel, of the tribe of Judah, to work 1n
gold, silver, copper, 1ron, 1n all precious stones, to work and to fashion
good wood, and to be a master of all the arts ” Thus 1s followed by al
chemical prescriptions on the usual subjects of the treatment of mer
cury, copper, molybdochalkon (lead copper), pyrte, the distillation of
water, the treatment of arsenic, liquids, the purification of lead, and sev-
eral instructions on how to make gold One of the latter (no 23) reads

The fabrication of gold Taking female pyrite and that which has the color
of silver, which some call the siderite stone [loadstone], treat it as you
know, 1n a manner so as to make 1t hquid If 1t 1s to copper that you add 1t,
you will whiten 1t as you know how, and 1f it 1s to silver, you will yellow 1t
by the cooking of sulphur which you know Then project this yellow metal
upon the silver, and you will unt 1t {1 e , obtain gold] Nature takes plea
sure in nature %

The treatise both begins and ends with the blessing, “Good fabrica
tion and success from the Creator, success in the Work, and long dura
tion of life!”%8

Zosimus, 1n his tract on “The Divine Water” (1 e , sulphur), refers to
The Domestre Chemastry of Moses “This 1s how, in the maza of Moses [1t
1s said that] one burns with sulphur, with salt, with alum, and with
sulphur (I mean white sulphur) ”%° The term maza, employed here 1in
the sense of chemistry or a chemical textbook, otherwise means “black
lead,” or “magnesia”—as 1n the instructions of Maria the Jewess 7 The
writings attributed to Moses recommend that this maza, or Cyprian
copper, be used as the matertal with which to start the alchemical work
Due to a confusion of “female magnesia” with the “male magnes”
(which here means manganese dioxide [MnO,], pyrolusite), Moses
states that the “divine maza” has the character of oxos (vinegar, acrid
ity), 1n that 1t purifies and softens everything, even glass, which 1t en
dows with a shiny white hue The “tinting” of copper 1s effected by
means of tn, white magnesia, white Dalmatian cadmium, Italian
simmu, quicksilver, and quicksilver of sandarac or white lead, that 1s,
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arsenic gained from red sulphide of arsenic or white arsenious acid
(H3As0y3), which transmute and tint the copper, inasmuch as the desired
“nature” or quality which is present inside is driven up to the surface.”?

In order to obtain the effective means, the xerion, whose projection
upon tin produces silver which, if tested, shows itself to be genuine
(dokimos), one uses the gold-colored auriferous pyrites from Egypt or
Libya, sandyx (which here means cinnabar or native red sulphide of mer-
cury), and “deadened” mercury (that is, either mercury in combination
with another material, or mercury which is “in the depths of the nether
worlds”—in other words, has trickled down to the bottom of the al-
chemical vessel).

Moses also prescribes the use of “horseradish 0il” and “castor oil” for
the treatment of the “egg white” and “egg yolk,” which terms are evi-
dently pseudonymous. On the other hand, he probably refers to the
burning of real linseed oil and castor oil in describing the production of
the “black, burned sulphur,” presumably from smelted sulphur which,
due to its carbon content and its dark color, is also called mélan, black-
ness, or soot. Preparations that require sweet water, rather than sea
water, are left for a considerable time to set in dung, or are warmed in
cow dung or horse manure.”?

While there is, of course, no basis whatsoever to the attribution of
these Hellenistic alchemical works to the biblical Moses, the writings
themselves show strong Jewish influences and Jewish monotheistic
views. At one point, for example, one of the treatises speaks of “the Cre-
ator who gives success and long life.””3 It can therefore be assumed that
the author known pseudonymously as Moses was a Hellenistic Jewish
alchemist. In one source he is called “Moses the thrice happy,”’* which
designation is reminiscent of the epithet given to Hermes, “Trismegis-
tus,” “thrice great.”

One of the most popular of the alchemical prescriptions attributed to
Moses was the so-called “Diplosis of Moses,” the doubling of the
weight of gold. The Greek text of it is contained in the St. Mark manu-
script, which dates from the tenth or cleventh century, and in several
other medieval manuscripts.”>

It reads as follows:

Diplosis of Moses. Copper of Calais,”® one ounce; arsenic [orpiment], one
ounce; native lead, one ounce; decomposed sandarac [a realgar], one
ounce. Put it in the acmadion [roasting pan], and place it upon the coals,
until desulphuration; then take it off, and you will find your product. Of
this copper take one part and three parts of gold; melt it, carrying on the
fusion strongly, and you will find all of it changed to gold, with the help of
God.””
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That the biblical Moses was well versed in, and was in fact, the foun-
der of] the arts and sciences, was a belief current in antiquity. According
to the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher Philo (c¢. 20 B.C.E~50 C.E.),
Moses in his youth received instruction in the wisdom of the Greeks, the
Egyptians, and the neighboring nations.”® The second-century B.C.E.
Hellenistic Jewish author Artapanus, in his Peri Ioudaiin identifies
Moses with Musacus of the Greek legend, and says that Moses was the
master of Orpheus and the inventor or initiator of philosophy, medicine,
instruments, utensils, weapons, the hieroglyphic characters, and the di-
vision of Egypt into thirty-six districts, of which he allotted one to the
priests. Therefore, he says, there is nothing surprising in the divine hon-
ors paid to Moses by the Egyptians, who called him Hermes.” Accord-
ing to Pseudo-Philo, immediately prior to Moses’ death great mysteries
were revealed to him which, according to midrashic sources, included
past and future events of the human race and of Isracl, as well as cosmic
secrets.5?

In numerous magical papyri, Moses appears in a similar light.?!
Among the magical and astrological works attributed to Moses is “The
Sacred Book called Monas the Eighth (or the Eighth Monad) of Moses
on the Holy Name, also called the Key of Moses, the Secret Book of
Moses.”8? Both the Leyden Papyrus X (from the Thebais) and the St.
Mark manuscript list Moses among the twenty-six “philosophers of the
divine science and art,” and as early as the third century C.E., Moses
appears in a Greek papyrus as a mythical author together with Homer,
Orpheus, Pythagoras, and Democritus.®® Another Hellenistic source
states that Ostanes, Agathodaimon, Maria, and Moses taught that the
bile of the ichneumon and the vulture, macerated for forty days with red
aerugo (copper rost) are used as coloring agents.?*

The fame of Moses as a magician (not alchemist) spread early in the
Roman world. Pliny (23-79 C.E.) writes, “There is yet another branch
of magic, derived from Moses ... and the Jews.”®® The notion that
Moses was a great magician is echoed in the late Midrashim, which re-
port that in the court of Ahasuerus it was known that Moses had been
“an arch-wizard, bred in the house of Pharaoh.”%¢

The identification of Moses with Hermes was a remarkable feat of
syncretistic ingenuity on the part of the Hellenistic and later alchemical
authors. The Hermes in question was, of course, not the Greek god, but
the mythical father of alchemy, who was identified also with Adam,
Enoch, a fictitious son of Mizraim son of Ham, Abraham, Joseph, and
so on. He was considered the personification of knowledge, of science,
of the creative spirit which expresses itself in the arts, and was held to
have been the keeper of all ancient hereditary wisdom.%” As we shall see,
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this identification of Moses with Hermes survived well beyond the Mid-
dle Ages

According to another, relatvely late, tradition, “Hermes Trismegis
tus, surnamed Mercurius” was a disciple of Moses he was mstructed
uncommonly [well] in the doctrine of Genesis transmitted by Moses 738

When viewed against the background of this legendary embroidery
on the 1mage of Moses, considered the greatest umiversal genius and
master of all the arts and sciences, 1t appears as almost 1nevitable that the
alchemusts should make him a founding father of their Royal Art This
was the more easily done since the biblical story of the golden calf read-
ily lent 1tself to alchemustic interpretation When Moses came down
from Mount Sinai, we read in Exodus, and found that the Children of
Israel had forced Aaron to make them a golden calf and were riotously
worshiping the 1dol, his ire was aroused, “and he took the calf which
they had made, and burnt it with fire, and ground 1t to powder, and
strewed 1t upon the water, and made the Children of Israel drink of 1t”
(Exod 32 20)

A loose reading of this verse enabled the alchemusts to assert that
Moses knew the secret of iquid gold, aurum potabile, whose production
was one of the great aims of the Hermetic art This knowledge of Moses,
together with the description of the large golden vessels, weighing more
than twenty nine talents each, which Moses had Bezalel fashion for the
desert sanctuary (Exod 31 1-11, 35 30-36 1, 38 24), was taken to be
proof that Moses knew the secret of the other, even greater, alchemucal
quest, that of making gold

The first Arab author who refers to Moses as the founder of alchemy
1s Jabir itbn Hayyan (eighth to minth century), one of the principal repre
sentatives of early Arab alchemy His large opus entutled The Book of
CXII (1e, 112 chapters or prescriptions), a collection of essays on the
practice of alchemy with many references to practitioners of the art in
antiquity—such as Zosimus, Democritus, Hermes, Agathodaimon, and
so on—contains a “Chapter on Moses "% According to Jabir, Moses
was the possessor of divine science, and Qariin (Korah) stole from him
the secret of alchemy Other Arab authors such as Ibn al Nadim,
Pseudo Mayriti, Jaluz, and Maqdist also refer to Moses and Korah as al
chemusts °

Ibn al-Nadim (d 995 or 998) writes in his well-known Kizab al-
fibrist (Index Book), which he completed 1n 987 /8,

Others say that the revelation [of alchemy] was made by God the Most
High to Moses son of Amram and to his brother Aaron—peace be upon
both of them'—and that 1t was Qarun who carried out the work 1n their
name This latter, having accumulated much gold and silver, and having
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amassed treasures, was, at the request of Moses, taken away by God who
perceived the arrogance, pride, and wickedness with which his riches in-
spired him.**

Korah’s riches and his inordinate pride are old Jewish legendary mo-
tifs, found as carly as Josephus and the Midrash but, as mentioned
above, Jewish sources do not attribute the origin of Korah’s fortune
to his practice of alchemy, but to having found treasures hidden by
Joseph.*?

Several medieval adepts of alchemy, as well as nonadepts who had
some chemical knowledge, raised the question of how Moses could burn
the golden calf (Exod. 32:20), when it was a well-known fact that gold
did not burn. Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164), one of the foremost me-
dieval Bible commentators, has a solution for the problem (see Chapter
11).

Five centuries later, the German alchemist and chemist Johann
Kunckel (ca. 1630-1703), unaware of Ibn Ezra, restated the essence of
his explanation. He argued that Moses had attained the highest degree
of alchemical mastery, which comprised not only the ability to trans-
mute base metals into gold, but also its opposite: the knowledge of how
to transmute gold into base metals. He first transmuted the gold of the
calf into combustible base metal, and then proceeded to burn it in fire.”?

The Turba philosophorum (Assembly of Philosophers), originally writ-
ten in Arabic or Hebrew (but probably based on older Greek sources),
and extant only in a Latin translation, tells of a gathering of the disciples
of Hermes convened by Pythagoras.”* Among those assembled are
Anaximandros, Anaxagoras, Pandolfus (Empedocles), Archelaos, Plato,
Democritus, the disciple of Lucas (Leukippos), Anaximenes, Parme-
nides, Arsuberes (Xenophanes), Frictes (Socrates), Zimon (Zenon),
Dardaris (Dardanos), Theophilus, and so on, and also Moses. When
Moses’ turn comes to speak, he explains the various names of quicksil-
ver, and quotes “the Philosopher” as having said that the quicksilver
which tinges gold is the quicksilver out of cinnabar (argentum vivum
cambar), and that this is the “magnesia,” while the quicksilver of the
auripigmentum or orpiment (a native arsenic trisulphide, As,S;) is the
sulphur which ascends from this mixed compound material. “You must,
therefore,” he says, “mix that thick thing with the ‘fiery venom,’ and let
it putrefy, and diligently pound it until a spirit is produced which is hid-
den in that other spirit; then it will become a tincture for everything that
you wish.”%%

Later Moses speaks of molybdochalkon:

One must observe that the envious have named the lead of copper the “in-
struments of formation,” in order to mislead posterity by deception. I am
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making it known to them that their “instruments of formation” are formed
from our white, starlike and shining “powder” and from our “stone” which
glitters like marble. But of them no “powder” is more fit for our Work and
better for our composition than the powder of the “ascocia” [the gum of
the acacia], out of which arise suitable “instruments of formation.” Fur-
ther, the philosophers have already said, “Take the instruments out of the
egg,” but they did not report what kind of egg, of which bird.’® And know
that the regimen of these things is more difficult than the whole Work,
because if the “composition” is treated more than necessary, its light, com-
ing from “Pelagus” [the sea] will be extinguished. Therefore the philoso-
phers prescribed that one must observe [the heavens]. Take it, therefore, at
full moon, and put it in “sand,” until it becomes whitened. And know that
if you have no patience for putting it in “sand,” and for the repetition, you
will err in the procedure, and the Work will be ruined. Therefore cook it in
a gentle fire, until you have whitened it, then extinguish it with “vinegar,”
and you will find that one of the three has already become separated. And
know that the first elixir comingles, the second gets burnt, but the third
liquifies. Therefore add to the first nine ounces of “vinegar,” twice: the first
time while the vessel is getting warm, and the second time after it has be-
come warm.”’

Once the notion that the biblical Moses was a great alchemist had
penetrated Christian Europe via the Latin translations of Greek and Ara-
bic works, there was no dearth of imitative treatises composed in Latin
and containing references to Moses the alchemist, amongst several other
biblical figures and classical Greek and Latin authors, who were consid-
ered practitioners of the Royal Art. As a typical example of this kind of
writing can be mentioned the Margarita preciosn (Precious Pearl) of
Petrus Bonus of Ferrara (c. 1330), in which reference is made to Moses,
David, Solomon, Ovid, Virgil, Aristotle, and Galen, as witnesses to the
transmutability of metals.”®

In Chapter 21 we shall discuss in some detail the fifteenth-century
magico-alchemical treatise written by a certain Abraham ben Simeon of
Worms, In it the author gives the biblical genealogy of the “divine sci-
ence”: it was revealed by God to Noah, from whom it was passed on to
his descendants: Japhet, Abraham, Ishmacel, Lot, Moses, Aaron, Samuel,
David, Solomon, Elijah, the apostles, and St. John.

In the carly sixteenth century, Paracelsus referred to the major figures
in the biblical genealogy as possessors of the great secret of the philoso-
phers’ stone. He spoke of an “indestructible essence,” an una res, which
was first revealed to Adam.”® Paracelsus conceived of this una res as a
spiritual substance, and says that “through this spirit . . . Moses made
the golden vessels in the Ark, and King Solomon achieved many beauti-
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ful works to the honor of God. Therewith Moses built the Tabernacle,
Noah the Ark, Solomon the Temple. ... By this Ezra restored the
Law.”100

The standard sixteenth- and seventeenth-century alchemical collec-
tions, such as the Artis auriferae, the Theatrum chemicum (5:57-89),
and Manget’s Bibliotheca chemica (1:467-79), contain a short tract enti-
tled Allegoviae sapientium supra Lbrum Turbae XXIX distinctiones
(Twenty-nine Sections of the Allegories of the Wise about the Book
Turba). Distinctio II begins with a dialogue between God and Moses:
Moses asks God to have compassion on him and to provide a livelihood
for the Children of Isracl by instructing him in the production of
gold.10!

By the seventeenth century, the belief that Moses was a great alche-
mist was so widespread in alchemical circles and had become such a
firmly established tenet that several of the more critically minded writers
about the Hermetic Art found it necessary to combat it. Thus, for in-
stance, Hermann Conring (1606-1681) wrote in 1648 and again in
1669 that it was nothing but a fable that Moses was a chemist, and as-
serted that in the biblical story of the golden calf which Moses pulver-
ized nothing is said of a chemical dissolution of gold.!%?

In 1706 the same subject was discussed, and the alchemists sharply
criticized, by Johann Georg Schmid, long-time pastor at Nesselbach, in
a small German book entitled (in my English translation) The Alchemist
Who Passes Evil Judgment on Moses and the Prophets is Being Presented
with Scriptural Proofs that Moses and Several Prophets, such as David, Sol-
omon, Job, Ezva, and the like, Were not Adepts of the Lapis Philosophorum.:
Likewise that the Doctrine and the Alchemistic Pretense about the Trans-
mutation of Base Metals into Gold is a Puve Fantasy and a Harmful
Fancy, by a Lover of Truth, Who Comforts Himself in that the Almighty
is his God, Job 20:25 (? perhaps 37:22), and seeks Nothing in Gold.103

However, those who believed that Moses was a great alchemist were
much more numerous than those who denied that he had alchemical
knowledge. Among the former was Olaus Borrichius (1626-1690), who
wrote in 1668 and again in 1674 that only a very good chemist could do
what the Bible says Moses did, namely, reduce the golden calf by grind-
ing it into fine powder.!® In the same vein, Georg Wolfgang Wedel
(1545-1721) wrote in his treatisc De Mose chimico (About Moses the
Chemist): “Without doubt Moses was a supreme chemist and craftsman
with fire, who could destroy the golden calf so promptly.” Wedel sur-
mises that Moses may have used sulphur, acid salts, mercury, or lead for
this purpose, and that he ground the calf into fine powder and, sprin-
kling it over water, made it not only fit for drinking but even salubri-
ous.!% Reference to the golden calf appears in the title of a book by
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Johannes Fridericus Helvetius (Schweitzer), written originally in Latin,
translated into German in 1668, and two years later also into English
under the title The Golden Calf Which the Worid Adorves and Desives: In
which is handled the most Rave and Incomparable Wonder of Nature in
Transmuting Metals: Viz. How the intive Substance of Lead was in one
Moment Transmuted into Gold-Obvizon, with an exceedingly small parti-
cle of the true Philosophic Stone.!°® More on Helvetius will be found in
the introduction to Part Eight.

However, it was not only religio-romantic scholars, always ready to
read into the Bible indications of all the scientific and technical achieve-
ments of their own age, who maintained that Moses was indeed a master
chemist. Sober scientists did the same. Thus no lesser a chemist than
Georg Ernst Stahl (1660-1734), the originator of the famed phlogiston
theory, developed in 1698 some ideas about the alleged dissolution of
gold in water. He held that by smelting gold together with equal parts
of salis aleali and sulphuris citrini it could be dissolved, and the result-
ing mass could then be diluted in water. And, he added, this was cer-
tainly the manner in which Moses dissolved the golden calf.'%”

In 1742 a three-volume work of Nicolas Lenglet Du Fresnoy entitled
Histoive de la philosophic hermetique was published; it contains a brief
section “Moses Knew the Hermetic Science.” In it Du Fresnoy writes:

Moses was trained in all the sciences of the Egyptians, of which the most
secret, and at the same time one of the most essential, was that of the trans-
mutation of Metals. One should, therefore, not be surprised to see him
melt, calcinate, and pulverize that enormous mass of the golden calf which
the people of Israel made for themselves as a divinity similar to the Apis of
Egypt. This calcination could not be effected without the use of fire. What
is more: Moses knew how to dissolve and dilute this calcinated gold in or-
dinary water, which is contrary to all experiments, since without the help of
a special science the gold, in however small a quantity it be, is always pre-
cipitated to the bottom of all ordinary liquids with which one combines it.
It is this science, it is this particular knowledge, which changes the nature
of metals, to which we have for a long time given the name of philosophy,
or of Hermetic chemistry, and very likely [it was called] by the Egyptians
the Sacred Art, the Divine Science.1%8

Du Fresnoy’s opus contains an extensive listing in chronological order
of “the most celebrated authors of the Hermetic philosophy.” He puts
Hermes (or Mercurius Trismegistus) at the head, stating that he lived in
1996 B.C. In the second place comes Moses, to whom the date 1595
B.C. is assigned, with the accompanying statement that “there is in his
name a supposed book on the Hermetic science.”1%?
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Although Du Fresnoy thus places four full centuries between Hermes
and Moses, the identification of the two nevertheless survived to the
very end of the eighteenth century. Fabricius in his Bibliotheca quotes
Artapanus to the effect that the Egyptians intimated (immuunnt) that
Moses and Mercurius (= Hermes) were one and the same person.!? To
this Gottlieb Harles, the editor of Fabricius’ magnum opus, adds in a
footnote that Basnage in his history of the Jews “denies that Mercurius
and Moses were one and the same man, since before Moses and before
Joseph the art of writing was known, and written books did exist.”!1!

The question of the identity of Hermes and Moses still agitated the
minds of not only alchemists but also historians well into the second
half of the nineteenth century. W. Herapath, upon studying silverlike
hieroglyphics on the linen wrappings of Egyptian mummies, found that
the linen was caten away next to the writings, and suspected that the
writing was done in silver dissolved in nitric acid. Hence he concluded
that nitrous ether was known to the ancient Egyptians, and went on to
conjecture:

A very probable speculation might be raised upon this to account for the
solution of the Golden Calf by Moses, who had all the mundane knowl-
edge from the Egyptian priests. It had been supposed that he was ac-
quainted with and used the sulphuret of potassium for that purpose; how
the inference arose, I know not; but if the Egyptians obtained nitric acid,
it could only have been by the means of sulphuric acid, through the agency
of which, and by the same kind of process, they could have separated hy-
drochloric acid from common salt: it is therefore more probable that the
priests had taught Moses the use of the mixed nitric and hydrochloric acids
with which he could dissolve the statue, rather than a sulphuret, which we
have no evidence of their being acquainted with.!12

Within a year of the publication of the above article, another chemist,
J. Denham Smith, raised objections to Herapath’s theory, and argued
that the biblical text says nothing about Moses having dissolved the gold
of the calf, but merely states that he “reduced it to an impalpable pow-
der, and thus rendered it potable when mixed with water . . . ‘he burnt
it with fire,” that is, he fused and alloyed it with a substance capable of
rendering gold brittle.”!13

In conclusion, some reflections seem to be called for on the motiva-
tion underlying the persistent claim that Moses was a master alchemist.
The great quest of alchemy—to fathom the secrets of nature, including
those of metals, on the one hand, and of the human being, on the
other—was seriously hampered by the disrepute incurred by frauds per-
petrated by charlatans who claimed to be able to make gold. In this pre-



40 CHAPTER TWO

dicament it became of paramount importance for alchemists to be able
to show that their science had a respectable genealogy. And no other
ancient great figure could serve the purpose as perfectly as Moses, the
man of God, the great lawgiver, whose sacred Five Books were held in
the greatest awe by the whole Christian world, and in no less reverence
by the Muslims as well. Hence, if Moses was an alchemist, alchemy itself
had to be not merely reputable but a praiseworthy endeavor, approved
and indeed originally taught by angels or even by God Himself.

Moses had one great advantage over other biblical figures from the
alchemical point of view: although the others may have made golden
vessels and utensils or had them made, only about Moses does Scripture
say that he burned and pulverized gold. Here then was a religious leader
of the greatest distinction, a man of God of unmatched sanctity, whose
biblical image was, so to speak, tailor-made to serve as the alchemical
equivalent of a patron saint.



Chapter Three

ALCHEMY IN BIBLE AND TALMUD?

As WE have seen in the preceding chapter, despite the claims of alche-
mists, the fact is that the Bible contains nothing that would indicate fa-
miliarity with either alchemical theory or alchemical practice. The attri-
bution of alchemical expertise to biblical figures was clearly the figment
of later generations’ imagination.

This observation does not mean that the Hebrews in biblical times
were ignorant of metals, their mining, smelting, and use. Quite to the
contrary: although the Bible does not have a generic term for “metal,”
it mentions seven metals scveral times: gold, silver, copper, iron, tin,
lead, and antimony. Excavations conducted in various parts of Eres Is-
rael have unearthed remnants of those metals in both raw and processed
forms. A closer look at biblical metallurgy seems warranted, since metal-
lurgy is an indispensable prerequisite of practical alchemy.

It is a well-known anthropological-linguistic observation that there is
a direct correlation between the importance of an item in the life of a
people and the number of words in its language to designate that item
and its varieties. There are the proverbial hundred words in Arabic for
the camel, and in Eskimo languages many words designating the varie-
ties of snow. Likewise, one may conclude that the many words found in
biblical Hebrew for gold must indicate that gold was of great impor-
tance in the life of ancient Israel, whereas other metals, covered by fewer
terms, had lesser significance.

In the Bible the following seven nouns have the meaning “gold”:
zahav, paz, ketem, harus, sgor, ophir, baser. Whether they referred to
various kinds of gold, can no longer be established. In addition, there
are in the Bible five adjectives regularly associated with gold: zabav
shabut (beaten or polished gold); zabav tov (good gold); zabav tabor
(pure gold); zabav m’zuqqaq (refined gold); and zabav sagur (closed [?]
gold). Moreover, kinds of gold were differentiated according to their
places of origin: there was Ophir gold, Sheba gold, Uphaz gold, Par-
vayim gold, gold from the north, and gold from the land of Havila.
Ophir, Sheba, and Havila seem to have been located in East Africa; the
location of Parvayim and Uphaz is unknown. Four of these determi-
nants were used also together with ketem: there were ketem tabor, ketem
tov, ketem ophir, and ketemn wphaz. Finally, the noun paz appears in
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combination with three other nouns denoting gold: zahav uphaz, barus
uphaz, ketem paz. There was also a barus nivhar (choice harus), and a
yraqrag barus, in which the first word originally was yet another syno-
nym for gold. This rich nomenclature makes it clear that the ancient
Hebrews carefully differentiated among various kinds of gold according
to place of origin, quality, purity, color, and so on.

From other biblical passages it is possible to conclude what processes
went into the production of gold objects. The raw gold was melted in a
special crucible (Prov. 17:3; 27:21), given the shape of ingots or large
“tongues” or “wedges” weighing up to fifty shekels (Joshua 7:21). In
the course of smelting, the gold was separated from the impurities (Mal.
3:3; Job 28:1; 1 Chron. 28:18), and thereafter was also assayed (Zech.
13:9; Job 23:10). If the gold was to be used for coating other objects or
for making jewelry, it was first beaten into thin plates or cut into threads
(Ex. 39:3).

As for metals other than gold, from passages in Jeremiah (6:29-30)
and Ezechiel (22:18, 20) it appears that the metallurgists worked with
bellows (mapuak) to increase the temperature of the fire under the cru-
cible (kur), and to separate (or “consume”) the lead from the silver, and
to remove the dross (sig) of silver which consisted of such base metals as
copper (#w’boshet), tin (&°dil), iron (barzel), and lead (“oferet).

That metallurgical processes of purifying gold and silver were known
in ancient Isracl becomes clear from a passage in Malachi (3:1-3): “Be-
hold, I send My messenger, and he shall clear the way before Me. . . .
But who may abide the day of his coming? And who shall stand when he
appeareth? For he is like a refiner’s fire, and like fullers’ soap; and he shall
sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he shall purify the sons of Levi,
and purge them as gold and silver.” The key words in Hebrew are esh
m’savef (refiner’s fire), m’sarvef wm’taber kesef (a refiner and purifier of
silver), vtiber ... v’ziqqeq otawm kazabav v’khakesef (and he will purify
... and purge them as gold and silver).

This verse is explained in the medieval commentary M’sudar David:
“That messenger will be like the fire which refines the silver and burns
away the dross, and like the soapwort of the washers which removes the
spots from the clothes, that is how he will destroy and remove all the
sinners and the rebellious.” It is evident from the use of such a simile in
a prophetic admonition that the work of the refiner and purifier of pre-
cious metals was well known to the audience addressed by the prophet;
the effect of his words hinged upon striking a familiar chord in the con-
sciousness of the people.

There is a passage in Job that gives a poetic description of the mining
of various metals in biblical times. Job is speaking:
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For there 1s 2 mine for silver, and a place for gold to refine
Iron 1s taken from dust, and stone 1s molten to copper—
An end he puts to darkness, and searches what 1s remote,
Mudst hghtless rocks, in the shadow of death,
Breaks open a shaft where no man dwells,
Where no foot treads, where no soul moves,
In earth from which no bread will sprout,
And 1n whose depth the fires churn
Among 1ts crags 1s found sapphuire,
And 1t 15 rich 1 dusts of gold
No bird of prey can know that path,
Nor was 1t seen by falcon’s eye,
No wildebeest has pawed that way,
Nor has the lion strutted there—
Man’s hand alone has touched the stone,
Torn up the mountains’ mighty root,
Broken channels in the midst of rocks,
His eyes espied the precious bits,
He led the flow of streams across
And brought to hight the hidden things
(Job 28 1-11, my free translation)

To counterbalance this poetic description of a mine 1n the wilderness,
let us mention that archaeological work 1n the southern parts of Israel,
carried out by Nelson Glueck and others, has located several copper mines
that were exploited 1n the days of King Solomon Likewse, both biblical
references and archaeological finds testify to the general use of bronze,
and later wron, implements and other objects 1n biblical Israel Hence 1t
18 clear that in the biblical peniod the metallurgical preconditions were
present for the subsequent development of Jewish interest in alchemy !

When we proceed to the talmudic period (¢ 100 B CE 500 CE ) we
find more abundant sources, though 1t 1s surprising that there are so few
references to knowledge of alchemy ? Much of the talmudic period over
lapped with the Hellenistic age, during which there was a sizable Jewish
community in Egypt, where alchemy was beginning to flounsh, and
there was considerable contact between the rabbis of the Talmud and
the Jews of Hellenistic Egypt In Alexandna the trades of the gold and
silversmuths, gold and silver workers, and coppersmiths were among the
most important occupations—this can be concluded from the statement
in the Talmud that practitioners of these five crafts, plus that of the
weavers, were the only ones seated 1n separate groups 1n the huge syna
gogue of the city 3
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Although Jewish goldsmiths supplied important pieces of furmshing
and ritual objects to the Jerusalem Temple, no overt traces of, or refer-
ences to, Hellenistic alchemy are found 1n the entire talmudic hiterature,
except for one passage of doubtful authenticity which we shall discuss
below in Chapter 30 Given the mnterest in alchemy that characterized
Hellenistic Egypt, however, 1t 1s more than likely that among the many
Jewish metal workers there were some who tried their hand at alchemy
It almost appears as if the sages of the Talmud purposely shut their eyes
to this important aspect of Greek and Jewish culture in Hellenistic
Egypt In any case, the talmudic references that lend themselves to an
alchemistic interpretation are few and vague

The locus classicus 1s the discussion of the seven kinds of gold, which
1s a passage found, with some vanations, 1n several talmudic and mi
drashic sources * It 1s a homily on the seven terms for gold which the
sages found scattered 1n the vanous books of the Bible, and which they
believed designated seven different kinds of gold The explanations
given to the biblical terms are purely midrashic, based mostly on popular
etymology of words whose actual meaning was unknown to the sages 1
give here the literal translation of the shortest and oldest, and of the
longest and most recent of these four versions, with the biblical source
references added in parentheses

The shortest and oldest version 1s found 1n the Babyloman Talmud

R Hisda smid There are seven kinds of gold gold, good gold, Ophur gold,
Muphaz gold, shabut [beaten] gold, closed gold, and Parvay:m gold Gold
and good gold, as 1t 1s written, “and the gold of the land 1s good” (Gen
2 12) Ophir gold, which comes from Ophir (1 Kings 10 11) Muphaz gold
(1 Kings 10 18) which 1s hike paz [shining gold, Rashi explains “it shines
like a pearl”] Shabut gold (1 Kings 10 16), which can be stretched like a
hut [thread Rashi “Because 1t 1s soft”] Closed gold (1 Kings 10 21)—
when 1ts sale opens, all the stores are closed down [Rashi “because no
other kinds of gold are then being bought”] Parvayim gold (2 Chron
3 6)—thus called because 1t 1s like the blood of parim [bulls) We have,
1n fact, learned thus (1n Mishna Yoma 4 4), “Every other day 1ts gold was
yellow, on this day [on Yom Kippur] 1t was red”—thus 1s the Parvayim gold
which 15 like the blood of bulls

The etymologically impossible explanations of the three difficult
terms Muphaz, shabut, and Parvaysm shows that this 1s pure aggadah or
legend, and that R Hisda was not 1n possession of any concrete tradi
tion or information concernming actual differences 1n the quality of gold
designated by the seven biblical terms

Some traces of an alchemical grasp of the characteristics of gold may
be contained 1n the expanded version found 1n two Midrashim with al
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most identical wording. In my translation I have combined the two
texts:

There are seven kinds of gold: good gold, pure gold, shabut [beaten] gold,
closed gold, Muphaz gold, purified gold, and Parvayim gold. Good gold—
as its simple meaning. . . . Pure gold—if it is put into the melting pot it
does not diminish at all. R. Judah in the name of R. Ami said: Solomon put
a thousand talents of gold into the melting pot a thousand times, until only
one talent remained. But has not R. Yose ben R. Yehuda taught: It so hap-
pened that the Menorah of the Temple was heavier than that of the desert
[Sanctuary] by the weight of one Gordian denar, whereupon they put it
into the melting pot eighty times until it was reduced? [No contradiction,
because] at the beginning it was reduced much, and thereafter it was re-
duced only little by little. Shabut gold—it could be spun like a thread (buz)
and stretched like wax. Hadrian had an egg’s weight [of this gold], Dio-
cletian had a Gordian denar’s weight, this nation has none of it. Closed
gold—it caused all the works in gold to close shop. . .. Mupbaz gold—
R. Patroqi, the brother of R. Drosa, said in the name of R. Abba bar
R. Buna: It looked like sulphur set on fire. R. Abin said: It is called after the
name of its country, meUphaz [from Uphaz]. Purified gold—those of the
school of R. Yannai said: They cut it up like olives and feed it to ostriches,
and it comes out purified. Those of the school of R. Yudan said in the name
of R. Shim®on that they hide it in dung for seven years, and it comes out
purified. Parvayim gold—R. Shim‘on ben Lagish said: It is red like the
blood of the bull [par]. And some say that it brings forth fruit { peroz], for
when Solomon built the Temple, he fashioned in it all kinds of trees, and
in the very hour when the trees of the field brought forth fruit, the trees in
the Temple also brought forth fruit, and they let their fruit drop, and [the
priests] gathered them and put them aside for the repairs of the Temple.
But when Manasseh set up an idol in the Temple, all those trees dried up.®

Most of the passage is again pure aggadah, but it also touches on a few
matters of alchemical concern. It evinces interest in the question of
whether or not gold loses some of its weight when melted down. It as-
sumes that there is a kind of gold which is so soft that it can be spun like
a thread and stretched like wax, and another which is like burning
sulphur in appearance. The belief that the ostriches can ingest and digest
gold recurs in several medieval Jewish alchemical tracts. The notion that
if gold is put into dung for seven years it comes out purified reappears in
a modified form in medieval alchemical writings: certain substances, if
buried in dung for periods of varying length become transformed into
other substances which in turn can be used for producing gold.

The other great quest of the alchemists—to be able to produce a mi-
raculous substance or essence that could give health and youth, and
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banish death—was also known to the rabbis of the Talmud They called
it in Hebrew sam bayyim, and 1n Aramaic samma dibayya, that 1s, “clixir
of life,” and believed 1n 1ts actual or possible existence The references to
1t 1n rabbinic hterature are few and indirect, but clear enough to render
the presence of such a belief indubitable The following midrash 1s a
good example

There was a spice seller who used to make the rounds of the villages near
Sepphoris [1n the Galilee], and he used to announce and say, “Who wants
to buy the elixir of hfe?” The people crowded around him R Yannai, who
was sitting and studying 1n his parlor, heard him announce “Who wants the
elixar of ife*” and called out to him, “Come over here and sell 1t to me!”
The spice seller said to him, “Neither you nor those like you need 1t ” But
R Yanna persisted, whereupon the spice seller went to him, took out a
copy of the Book ot Psalms, and pomnted out to him the verse, “Who 1s the
man who desireth hife*” [and said,] What 1s wrtten after 1t> “Keep thy
tongue from evil depart from evil and do good ™7

According to a parallel source 1t was the daughter of R Yannai who
heard the spice seller hawking his ware and told her father, who asked
the man to approach him, when he heard the answer, he rewarded him
with six sela’s

Although the intent of the story as it stands 1s pietistic and moralistic,
since 1t teaches that the true elixir of life 1s nghteousness (or, according
to one parallel source, the study of the Torah), 1t presupposes not only
a familianty with the concept of “elixir of hife,” but also a strong desire
among both the simple people and the learned rabbis to acquire 1t
Hence we may conclude that the search for the elixir constituted part of
Jewish hfe 1n Palestine 1in the third century, in which R Yannai lived In
other talmudic passages, too, the Torah 1s likened to the elxir of hfe *
However, none of this proves that any talmudic sages who lived 1n Pales
tine and Babylonia were actually familiar with alchemy, let alone en
gaged 1n 1ts practice
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Introduction to Part Two

ALTHOUGH there is no agreement on the question of whether alchemy
emerged first in China or in Hellenistic Egypt, there is no doubt that in
the Western world alchemical tradition goes back to the latter place and
era, and that the first language in which alchemical writings were pro-
duced was Greek. Thus it is remarkable that Hellenistic alchemy was
from its very inception informed by the belief that it owed its origin to
a Jewish, or Hebrew, secret and sacred alchemical science. One form
taken by this tradition, which is not supported by any historical evi-
dence, was the creation of a mythical biblical prehistory for alchemy;
another the frequently voiced but historically unprovable assertion that
the Jews alone were in possession of true alchemical knowledge.

There is historical evidence, on the other hand, that among the Helle-
nistic alchemists there were several Jewish adepts, one of whom, Maria
the Jewess, was considered by them the founder of their art. She is con-
stantly referred to by Zosimus and others as the ultimate authority in
both the theory and the practice of alchemy, and her teachings, in many
cases in the form of pithy aphorisms, are quoted as if they had been pro-
phetic pronouncements.

This part presents what I was able to learn about Maria and the other
Jewish alchemists in the Hellenistic world from extant Greek texts.



Chapter Four

JEWS IN HELLENISTIC ALCHEMY

INFORMATION on Jewish alchemists in the Hellenistic world is con-
tained primarily in the writings of (Pseudo-)Democritus and Zosimus
the Panopolitan, and in the so-called Papyrus W of Leiden; these groups
of treatises constitute the bulk of all Hellenistic alchemical writings.

(PSEUDO-)DEMOCRITUS

The treatises that go under this name date, as best one can determine,
from between 100 B.C.E. and 100 C.E. They deal with a large number of
alchemical subjects, and contain occasional direct or indirect references
that afford an insight into the role Jews played in the alchemical activi-
ties of the Hellenistic world. In his treatise entitled Planetary List of the
Metals' (Pseudo-)Democritus transcribes the names of certain precious
stones, such as smaragdos (sapphire), sardonyx, jasper, chrysolite, mar-
gavites (pearl), minerals such as lithos magnites (lodestone), lLithargyros
(litharge), and alloys such as clandianos, asem, diargyros? and so on, in
Hebrew characters. It appears, says Berthelot, that the author “wanted
to deny their knowledge to uninitiated people; this is an indication of an
old mystical tradition.”?

This interpretation is supported by a statement of Maria the Jewess,
and by another pronouncement of (Pscudo-)Democritus. As we shall
see in the next chapter, Maria the Jewess intended to limit the knowl-
edge of the philosophers’ stone to “the race of Abraham” that is, to
Jews. In the light of this saying it is more than likely that the following
passage in (Pseudo-)Democritus’s treatise entitled On the Assembly of the
Philosophers also refers to Jews:

The philosopher [(Pseudo-)Democritus], answering clearly about the
things known to them, expressed himself thus: “It is not befitting to those
of our race, originating in one single species, that we should be reproached
for our books, and that imprecations should be hurled at our heads. Con-
cerning the tincture of gold which one wants to obtain, this is what has
been indicated to me by the people of the craft: if somebody comes to ex-
pose the instructions relating to the multiplicity of the species, it is an error,
for the goal to be pursued is another one. The furnace is unique, unique is
the road to be followed, unique also the Work.*
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In interpreting this admittedly obscure passage we can go along with
Berthelot, who remarks that “It seems that there is here an allusion to
the role of the Jews among the alchemists; analogous phrases, but more
precise, are attributed to Maria.” We may add that if the expression
“those of our race” actually refers to the Jews, as seems to be the case,
then there is an indication here that this (Pseudo-)Democritan treatise
was written by a Jewish alchemist.

Another passage from (Psecudo-)Democritus speaks explicitly about
the role of Jews in the alchemy of Hellenistic Egypt: “It was the law of
the Egyptians that nobody must divulge these things in writing. . . . The
Jews alone have attained a knowledge of its practice, and also have de-
scribed and exposed these things in a secret language. This is how we
find that Theophilus son of Theogenes has spoken of all the topographic
descriptions of the gold mines; the same is the case with the description
of the furnaces by Maria and with the writings of the other Jews.”®

Theophilus son of Theogenes was evidently an otherwise unknown
Egyptian Hellenistic Jewish alchemist. He is referred to again, many
centurices later, in the Treatise of Stephanus, a philosopher, physician,
astrologist, and courtier of the Emperor Heraclius (c. 620), as having
said, “There exists an excellent stone in the Land of Egypt.”

Z0OSIMUS

Zosimus of Panopolis lived in the late third to early fourth century C.E.,
professed himself a disciple of Maria the Jewess, and was the earliest au-
thentic, non-pseudepigraphic, and reliable author on the state of al-
chemy in Hellenistic Egypt. What he says on the subject, together with
his frequent references to Maria, conveys a good idea of the seminal role
Jews played in developing both the theory and the practice of alchemy
in Hellenistic Egypt.

Part of the Zosimean corpus is a treatise entitled On Virtue, in which
Zosimus asks a series of questions, which are in effect enigmatic sayings
very similar to those he quotes in the name of Maria the Jewess:

What do these words signify: “Nature triumphant over natures”? And this:
“The moment it is achieved, it [nature] is seized by vertigo”? And again:
“Restrained in research, it [nature] takes on the common visage of the
work of All, and it absorbs the proper material of the species”? and this:
“When, speaking a barbaric tongue, it {nature] imitates the one who speaks
the Hebrew language; then, defending itself, the wretched one makes itself
lighter by mixing together its own members”? And this: “The liquid total-
ity is driven to maturity by the fire”?®

I am unable to interpret these questions, cach of which states more than
it asks, but it seems clear that the one referring to the Hebrew language
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1s based on the premise that Hebrew was superior to the other, “bar-
baric” languages

In his treatise entitled On the Evaporation of the Divine Water, ad
dressed to his sister Theosebela, Zosimus states clearly that on the
highly important subject named 1n the title he could find information
only 1n the books of the Jews 7 He writes

Finding myself once 1n your residence, O woman, 1 order to hear you, I
admured the whole operation of that which 1s called by you the “structure ”
I became greatly amazed at the sight of these effects, and I started to vener

ate the poxamos {an mstrument] as something divine What surprised
me was the cooking of the bird,® subjected to filtration, it was to see how
1t undergoes cooking by means of the sublimated vapor, of the heat and of
an appropriate liquid, when 1t partakes of the tincture Surprised, my spint
returned to our object of study 1t examined whether 1t 18 as a result of the
emussion of the vapor of the divine water that our mixture can be cooked
and unted Then I searched whether any of the ancients had mentioned
this instrument, and nothing presented 1tself to my mind Discouraged, I
examined the books, and found 1n those of the Jews, next to the traditional
mstrument named rzbtkos, the description of your own mstrument ° Thus
1s how the matter 1s presented

“Taking the [sulphurated] arsenic,!® whiten 1t 1n the following manner

Make a fatty paste, of the size of a small very thin murror, pierce 1t with
small holes, in the manner of a sieve, and place above it a small receptacle,
well adjusted, contaimng some sulphur Put into the sieve some arsenic, as
much as you wish After having covered 1t with another receptacle, and
having sealed the ponts of junction, after two days and two mights you
will find ceruse !! Take of it a fourth of a mune'? and let 1t breathe for a
day, adding to 1t a little bitumen, etc Thus 1s the construction of the

apparatus '3

Another of the treatises of Zosimus 1s entitled The True Book of Sophe
the Egyptian and of the Divine Lovd of the Hebrews [and] of the Powers of
Sabaoth “The Divine Lord of the Hebrews” refers to the God of the
Jews, and “Sabaoth” 1s, of course, the Greek transhiteration of the He-
brew divine name s’va’ot, which 1n the Bible usually appears in the com
bination Yahweh S’va’ot, that 1s, “Lord of Hosts ” The treatise begins as
follows

There are two sciences and two wisdoms that of the Egyptians and that of
the Hebrews, which latter 1s rendered more sound by divine justice The
saience and the wisdom of the best dominate both they come from ancient
centuries Their [present] generation 1s devoid of a king, 1s autonomous,
msubstantial, 1t does not search for material and corruptible bodies, 1t op
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erates without submitting to [foreign] action, sustained now by prayers
and [divine] grace. The symbol of chemistry is drawn from Creation [in the
eyes of its adepts], who save and purify the divine soul enchained in the
elements, and who, above all, separate the divine spirit commingled with
the flesh. Just as there exists one sun, the flower of the fire, a celestial sun,
the right eye of the world, so the copper, if it becomes a flower [that is, if
it takes the color of gold] by purification, becomes a terrestrial sun, which
is the king on earth just as the sun is king in heaven.

Zosimus goes on to tell of alchemical procedures for the transmutation
of copper into gold, and other alchemical works.

In his treatise On Furnaces and Apparatus, Zosimus goes in for some
comparative mythology. He writes:

The Chaldeans, the Parthians, the Medes, and the Hebrews call him [the
first man] Adam; which signifies virgin earth, bloody earth, igneous carth,
and carnal earth. These things are found in the library of the Ptolemies,
deposited in each sanctuary, notably in the Serapeum. [They were put
there] when Asenan, one of the high priests of Jerusalem, sent Hermes who
interpreted the whole Hebrew Bible in Greek and in Egyptian.

It is thus that the first man is called Toth by us, and by them Adam, a
name given by the voice of the angels. One calls him symbolically by means
of the four elements, which correspond to the cardinal points of the sphere,
and by saying that his body was composed [of them]. In fact, the letter A
of his name designates the Orient (Anatolé) and the Air (Aer). The letter
D designates the setting sun (Disis), which goes down by reason of its
weight. The letter M points to the South (Mesémbria), that is to say the fire
of the burning which produces the maturation of the bodies, the fourth
zone and the middle zones.'*

Thus carnal Adam, in his apparent form, is called Toth. But the spiritual
man contained in him [has a name] proper and appellative. But we to this
day don’t know what is this proper name; for only Nicotheus, that person-
age whom one cannot find, knows these things. As for the appellative
name, it is that of fos [light, fire]: this is why men are called fozes [mortals].

When he was in Paradise, in the form of light [fos], subject to the inspi-
ration of destiny, they persuaded him, profiting from his innocence and his
incapacity to act, to reclothe [the personage of] Adam, the one which [was
subject to] destiny, the one which [corresponded] to the four elements.
He, owing to his innocence, did not refuse; and they prided themselves on
having captured [in him] the exterior man.

It is in this sense that Hesiod!® has spoken of the chains with which Jupi-
ter tied Prometheus. Thereafter, after those chains, he sent him another
one [that is to say] Pandora, whom the Hebrews call Eve. Now Prome-
theus and Epimetheus are one and the same man in allegorical language—
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the soul and the body Prometheus 1s sometimes the image of the soul,
sometimes [that of] the spirit This 1s also the image of the flesh, owing to
the disobedience of Epimetheus, commutted with respect to Prometheus,
his brother

Our intelhigence says The son of God, who can do everything and who
can become everything if he wants to, manifests himself to everybody as he
wants to Jesus Christ joined Adam and brought him back to Paradise
where the mortals had previously lived

He appeared to people deprived of all power, having [himself] become
man, subject to suffering and to blows [Meanwhile,] having secretly cast
off hus proper mortal character, he [1n reality] did not experience any suffer
ing, he seemed to trample death underfoot, and repell it, for the present
and until the end of the world all this in secret Thus reheved of appear
ances, he advised his people to exchange likewise their spirit secretly with
that of Adam which they had 1n themselves, to beat it and to put 1t to
death, this blind man being led to rivaling the spiritual and luminous man
1t 1s thus that they kill their proper Adam

In the sequel Zosimus continues to present, in a similar combination
of Hebrew, Gnostic, Manichean, and Persian 1deas, the struggle be
tween God and Antimimos, the “counter-actor,” for the soul of Adam !¢

In his treatise enutled The First Book of the Final Reckoning, Zos-
mus discusses the Jews’ knowledge of the important alchemical field of
tinctures

As for the proper tinctures, nobody erther among the Jews or among the
Greeks has ever revealed them In fact, they put them 1n images formed
with their own colors and destined to be preserved The operations per

formed on the minerals differ greatly with regard to the switable tinctures

They [the Jews and the Greeks] were very jealous of divulging the art 1tself,
and they did not let a mampulator remain without pumishment He who
made a search without authorization could be thrown down [and put to
death] by the overseers of the town markets charged with the collection of
the royal taxes Likewise, 1t was not allowed to operate the furnaces se

cretly, or to fabricate 1n secret proper tinctures Also you will not find any

body among the ancients who reveals that which 1s hidden, and who ex

poses anything clearly in this regard I have found among the ancients only
Democritus who gave a clear understanding of something 1n this respect in
the enumerations of their catalogs V7

What 1s interesting 1n this passage is that 1t affords a glimpse nto the
social position of the Jewish and Greek alchemusts 1n Hellemistic Egypt
It would appear that they had the power to prevent unanthorized indi-
viduals from engaging 1n alchemical work and research, and that their
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control over the trade (or Art) was backed up by the forces of the royal
government.

In the sequal Zosimus quotes some statements by (Pscudo-)Demo-
critus on mercury, magnesia, and other substances used by the alche-
mists as tinctures. He then explains that Democritus and the Egyptian
alchemists recorded their procedures in such a manner that even if
“somebody dared to face the darkness of the sanctuary in order to ob-
tain the knowledge in an illicit fashion, he would not succeed in under-
standing the characters, despite his daring and his efforts.” As against
them, he continues,

the Jews, having been initiated, have transmitted these procedures which
had been confided to them. Behold what they counsel in their treatises: “If
you discover our treasures, abandon the gold for those who want to de-
stroy themselves. After having found the characters which describe these
things, you will assemble all these riches in a short [time]. But if you restrict
yourself to taking these riches, you will destroy yourself, in consequence of
the envy of the kings who reign, and that of all men.”"®

After this warning, which was to be repeated frequently by medieval
authors who wrote about the life of alchemists, Zosimus expatiates
about the jealousy among alchemists, and advises Theosebeia to follow
in her alchemical endeavors the example of King Solomon:

Let your body rest, calm your passions, resist desire, pleasure, anger, sor-
row, and the dozen fatalities of death. In thus conducting yourself you will
call to you the divine being, and the divine being will come to you, he who
is everywhere and nowhere. Without being asked, offer up sacrifices: not
only those advantageous to these men and destined to nourish them and to
please them; but also those which remove them and destroy them, sacrifices
such as those that were recommended by Membres when he addressed
himself to Solomon, king of Jerusalem, and principally those which Solo-
mon himself described according to his own wisdom. Operating in this
manner you will obtain the proper, authentic, and natural tinctures. Make
these things until you become perfect in your soul. But, when you recog-
nize that you have arrived at perfection, then beware of [the intervention
of] the natural elements of the material: descending toward the Shepherd,
and plunging into meditation, you will thus re-ascend to your origin.!

Next Zosimus returns to quoting Jewish alchemists in his treatise on
The Coloving of Precious Stownes, in which, as we shall see, he frequently
quotes Maria the Jewess. He writes:

The biles of animals, when losing their aqueous material, are desiccated in
the shade. In that condition one incorporates them into the rust of our
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copper, just as into the comaris; one cooks all of it together according to
the rules of the Art. Colored by the [divine] water, they assume a stable
tint. This water being removed, the stones are heated, and while still hot
mixed in the tincture, according to the precepts of the Hebrews.2

From the material presented above it becomes evident that Zosimus
had a close familiarity with the work of Hellenistic Jewish alchemists,
went along with the view that the Hebrew language was superior to all
other tongues, and held that the alchemical knowledge of the Hebrews
was “rendered more sound by divine justice” than that of the Egyptians.
In addition, in one of his writings, addressed to Eusebeia, he refers to
the Jewish legend based on Genesis 6:1-4 and embellished by the
Midrash, according to which the angels were seized with passion for the
carthly women and were expelled from heaven.?! He enriches this leg-
end by adding an alchemical interpretation of the angels’ sins:

The ancient and divine books say that certain angels were taken by passion
for women. They descended to earth and taught them all operations of
nature. It is about them that our book says that those angels who became
proud were driven from heaven because they had taught men all the evil
things which do not serve the soul. They were the ones who composed
[chemical] works, and from them derives the first tradition concerning
these arts. Their book is called Chema [Khemal], and it is from it that chem-
istry [kumia] received its name. The book is composed of twenty-four sec-
tions. . . . One of them is called Imos, another Imouth. . . »

The reference in this passage to the Bible as “our book” was inter-
preted by Julius Ruska as possibly indicating that Zosimus was a Jew.
Long before Ruska, the thirteenth-century Arab alchemist Abu ‘1-Qasim
al-“Iraqi in his Book of Knowledge Acquived Concerning the Cultivation
of Gold introduced a long quotation from Zosimus’s opuscule “Distinc-
tions of Religions” by identifying the author as “Zosimus the Jew” (A.
Zismus al- Ibr), which of course is an indication of the existence of an
Arab alchemical tradition according to which Zosimus was a Jew.??
Whether or not this tradition is based on fact cannot be decided on the
basis of presently available information.?*

THE LEIDEN PAPYRUS W

Papyrus W of Leiden, published in the original Greek, translated into
French, and commented upon by Berthelot, is a treatise of alchemy and
magic, and contains references to the relationship between magic and
Jewish Gnosticism.?® The Jewishness of its author is shown by references
to the Temple of Jerusalem and the Cherubim, and by the names of
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Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Michael that appear in 1t It also contains an
invocation that pownts to the author’s affinity with Jewish Gnostic views,
colored by an alchemucal perception of the deity He addresses humself
to God 1n this language

All 1s subject to You, but none of the gods can see Your shape, because You
transform Yourself into all I invoke You by the names which You have
i the language of the birds, 1n that of the hieroglyphics, 1n that of the Jews,
in that of the Egyptians, in that of the Cynocephals n that of the spar
row hawks, 1n the hieratic language 26

These references to the alchemical knowledge and practices of the
Jews are in themselves meager But when they are read together with the
frequent references Zosimus makes to Maria the Jewess, they create the
umpression that Zosimus considered the Jews 1n general, and Maria in
particular, the most important sources of learming about age old al
chemical theories and practices that were kept jealously hidden by the
Egyptians and the Greeks

THE POWER OF HEBREW

Among the treasures of the Paris Bibliothéque Nationale there 1s a large
folio volume of 342 leaves containing several dozens of alchemucal trea-
tises, all written 1n Greek and claiming to be works of Pythagoras, Ptolo-
maecus, Hermes Trismegistus, Zoroaster, Hippocrates, Aristotle, King
Solomon, and other authors famous 1 the gallery of alleged ancestor
figures of Hellenistic alchemical tradition, as well as anonymous works,
magical formulas, and so on The hefty volume, 1dentified as MS Grec
2419, 1s beautfully bound, and 1s supphed with a Latin table of con-
tents, evidently of later provenance than the Greek manuscripts them-
selves One of the treatises included 1n the volume 1s described 1n this
table of contents as follows “Albumazar qui et Jafar et Aboazar, astrol-
ogus, vixit circa annum Chrnisti 540,” that 1s, “Albumazar, who like
Japhar and Aboazar, astrologer, lived about the year 540 of Christ ” Tt
1s the treatise of this Albumazar, contained on folios 37a-69b, which
constitutes an eloquent example of the attribution of power to the He-
brew letters by the Hellenistic alchemists, and their heirs 1n the worlds
of both Christianity and Islam ?” The author referred to in the manu

script as Albumazar was Ja*far ibn Muhammad 1bn “Umar Aba Ma‘shar
al Balkhi He 1s well known 1n the history of Arabic Iiterature, but he
lived not about A D 540 but in the first half of the minth century 28 He
was born 1n Balkh 1n eastern Khurasan, studied in Baghdad, and became
celebrated as an astrologer, even though he was known to be guilty of
plagiarism Several of his works dealing with astrology were translated
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into Latin in the twelfth century by Johannes Hispalensis, and printed in
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. They were influential in
Christian Europe, and introduced a theory of the tides and the law of
the ebb and flow of the sea.

That treatise contains, among other matters, a list of the correlations
between the planets and metals, and thus is undoubtedly alchemical.
However, with its attribution to Abli Ma‘shar there is a problem. The
usual direction of the flow of literary transmission was from Greek into
Arabic, and not vice versa. Hence it would be quite unusual for a treatise
written in the ninth century in Arabic to be translated into Greek. This
consideration makes me inclined to assume that we have here an anony-
mous treatise, written originally in Greek, and then mistakenly attrib-
uted to Abii Ma‘shar.

Marcellin Berthelot, who printed, translated, and described the Al-
bumazar treatise, noticed that several pages of the manuscript contain
Greek words written in Hebrew characters, which he explained by say-
ing that it was done because those words had a “mysterious meaning.”?®
In his translation of the text he noted that the Greek words (I transliter-
ate them into Latin characters) lthargyros, gagdtes kai kiaundianos,
didrgyros, theton, lithos magnites, samfyros, margarites, and sardényx are
transliterated in Hebrew characters. He observed that Albumazar’s list
merits special attention because “it corresponds to a more complete and
older astrological tradition, probably going back to the Chaldeans, and
because it is included in a list of plants and animals also consecrated to
the planets. A certain number of the names of precious stones (sapphire,
sardonyx, jasper, chrysolith, pearl), minerals (lodestone, litharge), and
alloys (claudianos, asem, diargyros) are transcribed in Hebrew charac-
ters, as if to interdict their knowledge to noninitiated persons: this is a
sign of an old mystical tradition.”3?

Berthelot confined his remarks to a few pages of Albumazar’s Greek
text, and either did not notice, or found it unnecessary to comment
upon, the fact that on several other pages such Hebrew transliterations
of Greek words appear with the Greek letters written above them.3!
Since the Greek superscriptions seem to be later additions, what prob-
ably happened was this: At first the Greek author of the treatise wrote
the “words of power” in Hebrew characters in accordance with the prev-
alent view that the Hebrew letters themselves lend additional “power”
to the word. At that time it was assumed that the adepts who were likely
to peruse the manuscript were able to read not only Greek but Hebrew
as well. Subsequently, as familiarity with the Hebrew alphabet declined
among the late Hellenistic alchemists, a reader of the Greek manuscript
who knew Hebrew thought it would be helpful for other readers to have
the Hebrew words transliterated in Greek, so that those ignorant of the
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Hebrew alphabet should at least be able to pronounce the “power
words” (which themselves were Greek!). It should also be pointed out
that the Hebrew words themselves in the Albumazar treatise were evi-
dently written by a copyist who did not know Hebrew and who copied
the words rather clumsily, leaving considerable spaces between the let-
ters, and reproducing them so inaccurately that some of them cannot be
deciphered at all.

Despite this decline of the knowledge of Hebrew, the belief in the
power and efficacy of Hebrew survived in alchemical circles into the
Middle Ages and beyond. One can easily convince oneself that this in-
deed is the case by glancing at practically any alchemical work written,
down to modern times, in Latin or any European language: they all con-
tain a few, and occasionally more than a few, key Hebrew “power
words” that were supposed to lend them authenticity, originality, and
reliability.



Chapter Five

MARIA THE JEWESS

THE FIRST nonfictitious alchemists of the Western world lived, as far as
can be ascertained, in Hellenistic Egypt. And the earliest among them
was Maria Hebraea, Maria the Hebrew, or Maria the Jewess, for whom
our chief source is Zosimus the Panopolitan. Zosimus is the first Greek
alchemical author whose actual writings have survived. He lived in Hel-
lenistic Egypt, about 300 C.E., and wrote an impressive number of
works; twenty-two treatises of his were published in the Greek original
and in French translation by Marcellin Berthelot.! He also wrote, to-
gether with his sister Eusebeia, a chemical encyclopedia in twenty-eight
books, of which only fragments survived, also published by Berthelot.
Nothing is known of Zosimus’s life, but it is generally assumed that he
was originally from Panopolis in Thebais, and lived in Alexandria.

For the most part, Zosimus’s writings consist of extensive quotations
from older alchemical authorities. The ones whom he quotes most fre-
quently are (Pseudo-)Democritus, to whom he refers as “the philoso-
pher,” and Maria the Jewess, whom he calls in most cases simply Maria,
although occasionally he styles her “the divine Maria.”?

Despite the frequent references Zosimus makes to Maria, his writings
contain practically no clue as to when and where she lived. In his tract
on “The Divine Water,” however, Zosimus says: “The operation of
burning [is] one which all the ancients extolled. Maria, the first, says,
“The copper burnt with sulphur.’”® Elsewhere Zosimus refers to a trea-
tise, On Furnaces and Apparatuses (Pevi kaminon kai organon), which
seems to have been written by Maria, as a writing of “the ancients.” He
does this while refusing to comply with the request of his sister Theose-
beia, who asked him for information on the subject: he concedes that he
is unable to treat it more authoritatively than was done in that ancient
treatise.* From these references to Maria as the first of the ancient au-
thors one can conclude that she must have lived at least two generations
before Zosimus himself. We can thus tentatively assign her to the early
third century C.E. at the latest.’

MARIA’S INSTRUMENTS

There are several alchemical apparatuses which Maria either invented or
whose description she provided; from the way Zosimus quotes her it is
impossible to say which of these is the case.
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Maria constructed and described various ovens and apparatuses for
cooking and distilling made of metal, clay, and glass. She connected,
tightened, and caulked the various parts of these instruments by means
of fat, wax, starch-paste (size), fatty clay, and the “clay of the philoso-
phers.” She considered glass vessels especially useful, because “they see
without touching,” and permit the safe manipulation of dangerous ma-
terials such as mercury, which she describes as “the deadly poison, since
it dissolves gold, and the most injurious of metals,” as well as “sulphur-
ous” (by which she often means arsenical) substances, serving the prepa-
ration of “divine water.”®

The most famous alchemical apparatus either invented or used and
described by Maria is the balnenm Marine, or water-bath, which consists
of a double vessel, the outer one of which is filled with water while the
inner one contains the substance(s) which must be heated to a moderate
degree. Whether Maria actually invented this apparatus or whether, as
Lippmann tried to show, it had been in use for centuries before her,
described by Hippocrates and Theophrastus, and attributed to Maria as
a result of a chain of fortuitous circumstances, the fact remains that the
fame and prestige of Maria led to the association with her of the water-
bath, which to this day is known in both chemistry and cooking as bain
Mavie in French, and Marienbad in German (see Figures 5.1-3).7

The oldest description of a still is again given by Maria. The typical
still consisted, and still consists, of three parts: a vessel in which the ma-
terial to be distilled is heated, a cool part to condense the vapor, and a
receiver (see Figure 5.4).8 The Greek name of the still, kerotakis, was
derived from the name of the palette on which the ancient Greek paint-
ers mixed their four basic pigments—white, black, yellow, and red—
with wax (keros). The triangular or rectangular metal plate which served
as the kerotakis had to be kept warm in order to prevent the wax from
hardening.” The alchemists used the kerotakis in a similar manner for
softening the metals and mixing them with their coloring agents, which
was one of their chief procedures in attempting to transmute base metal
into gold or silver. Subsequently the kerotakis became a three-part appa-
ratus, which in its simplest form consisted of a vessel under a plate into
which were placed vaporizable substances capable of attacking metals,
while over it was an inverted cup in which the vapors were condensed to
liquid. On the plate itself were placed the metals to be treated.!®

A more complex alchemical still is described by Maria under the name
tribikos:

I shall describe to you the tribikos. For so is named the apparatus con-
structed from copper and described by Maria, the transmitter of the Art.
For she says as follows: “Make three tubes of ductile copper, a little thicker
than that of a pastry cook’s copper frying pan. Their length should be
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Figure 5 3 Sketch of the bain Marie

about a cubit and a half Make three such tubes, and also make a wide tube
of a handbreadth width and an opening proporuoned to that of the sull-
head The three tubes should have their openings adapted like a nail to the
neck of a hght receiver so that they have the thumb tube and the two fin
ger tubes jomned laterally on either hand Toward the bottom of the still
head are three holes adjusted to the tubes, and when these are fitted they
are soldered 1n place, the one above receving the vapor 1n a different fash
1on Then, setting the still head upon an earthenware pan containing the
sulphur, and luting the joints with flour paste, place at the ends of the tubes
glass flasks, large and strong, so that they may not break with the heat com
ing from the water 1n the middle Here 1s the figure” [see Figure 5 5] M
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In his treatise On Furnaces and Apparatuses, from which the above
quotation is taken, Zosimus apparently does little more than quote or
paraphrase the text written by Maria. More on Maria’s instructions will
be found in the next chapter.

MARIA’S PROCEDURES

We begin with Maria’s prescription for the preparation of the philoso-
phers’ stone. According to the early seventh-century anonymous alche-
mistic author usually referred to as Christianos, she discoursed as follows:

Invert nature and you will find that which you seek. There exist two combi-
nations: one pertains to the action of whitening, the other to that of yel-
lowing; one is done by trituration [reduction to powder by grinding], the
other by calcination [reduction to a friable state]. One pulverizes in a
saintly fashion, with simplicity, only in the holy house; there takes place the
dissolution and the deposition. Combine together, says Maria, the male
and the female, and you will find that which you seek. Do not be anxious
to know whether the work is on fire. The two combinations have many
names, such as brine water, incorruptible divine water, vinegar water, water
of the acid of sea salt, of castor oil, of horse radish, and of balsam. One also
calls it water of the milk of a woman who gave birth to a male child, water
of the milk of a black cow, water of the urine of a young cow or of a
ewe, or of a male ass, water of quicklime, of marble, of tartar, of sandarac
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[realgar, arsenic sulphide], of schistose alum, of niter, of the milk of a she-
ass, of a goat, of the ashes of lime, water of ashes, of honey and oxymel [a
mixture of vinegar and honey], of the flowers of the arctium, of sapphire,
etc. The vessels or the instruments destined for these combinations must be
made of glass. One must beware of stirring the mixture with the hands, for
the mercury is deadly, just as the gold which is found there is corrupted.'?

Although much remains unclear in this remarkable passage, Maria ap-
pears in it not only as an expert practitioner of alchemy, but also as a
person of great erudition in its traditions and lore.

As for the alchemical procedures used, described, and recommended
by Maria, in addition to the older methods of performing the Great
Work, such as placing base metals into cow dung or horse manure or
into a bath of ashes (thermospodion), and the like,!® she employed vari-
ous new procedures which, according to later authors, she herself had
invented.

She taught that the Great Work can be performed only in one particu-
lar season, in the Egyptian month Pharmuthi (which corresponds to
March-April). The materials must be wrapped tightly in linen, then sub-
jected to salting (tarichein), and finally cooked in the “water of Pon-
tus.”'* In the course of the transformation, Maria says, one-quarter, or
even one-third, of the materials becomes lost, but whatever is left over
can be multiplied by means of the diplosis (doubling) of Maria.!® This
can be carried out with mercury, and, in particular, with an alloy of four
metals which she calls “our lead.”?¢

These four metals—copper, iron, lead, and zinc—constitute the
tetrasomin. They are “four in one” said Maria according to Olympio-
dorus, and hence are also called the “egg of the philosophers,” because
the egg, too, is one thing that comprises four components: the shell, the
skin, the egg white, and the yolk.!” This mixture can be prepared by
means of “our lead,” which term designates either “black lead” (mo-
Iybdos melas) or antimony (molybdos bemeteros), whose melted state is
also called “black brew” or “black juice.”!® The four metals are, accord-
ing to Maria, also called “our copper,” or “their copper,” and it resem-
bles in its quadruple composition the human body.*?

In order to make gold, the tetrasomia must be heated and “burned”
with certain substances: with sulphur, which becomes vaporized in heat
by itself and thereby colors everything—two features it shares with “all
sulphurous materials”; with mercury; with “round alum,” that is, mor-
sels of arsenious acid derived from the arsenic sulphides;?® with the “di-
vine water,” which can always mean a solution or a molten alloy, pre-
pared from the smoke or soot (aithale) of substances containing a
sulphur or arsenic, with the addition of vitriol (chalkanthos), or two sub-
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stances termed gallnut and ksk: (the Egyptian word for the castor-oil
plant). Maria’s instructions relating to the “divine water” will be found
in the next chapter.

But to return to the materials with which, according to Maria, “our
lead” and “our copper” must be treated, they include alabaster (prob-
ably a white oxide of antimony), and sulphurlike stimmi (sulphide of
antimony).?! If the “copper” is properly nourished with solids and lig-
uids, it undergoes four phases of color transformation: it becomes, in
turn, black, white, yellow, and red. These metamorphoses must be con-
sidered the “effects of the stone,” that is, of the compound powder pre-
pared by the philosopher, which he sprinkles upon the “copper,” thus
effecting the transformation whose essence consists of a marriage, that
is, the “union of the female and the male,” for “nature charms, domi-
nates, and conquers nature.”?? Another procedure either invented by
Maria or learned by her from earlier alchemists and described in her
writings used by Zosimus was the method of making precious stones
shine in the dark. Berthelot assumes that this was probably done by pro-
ducing a temporary phosphorescence, because Maria advises that mix-
tures of certain organic substances, such as the gall of fish and tortoises,
the juice of jellyfish, oils of plants, resins, and so on—all of which are
readily oxidized in the air—should be added in “the proper proportion”
to the “tints and varnishes.” Lippmann prefers to explain it as the lumi-
nosity, often very intensive, which persists, often for several hours, after
certain precious stones, as well as other minerals and alloys, are exposed
to high heat.?

MARIA’S DOCTRINES

Probably the most interesting part of Maria’s teachings was her doctrine
about the nature of nature, which underlies all her alchemical work, and
which she herself proffered in numerous enigmatic axioms as the bases
of the procedures she describes and recommends.

From what Zosimus says on the subject, one gathers that Maria held
that all substances or bodies found in nature were basically one. This, of
course, was the alchemical doctrine prevalent in Alexandrian circles.
Maria, taking this for granted, states that “All” can be produced by
means of the kerotakis.?* As for the precise nature of All, there is consid-
erable uncertainty in the statements listed by Zosimus. He quotes “the
philosopher,” that is, (Pseudo-)Democritus, as having called the body
of magnesia “the All.”?> Chymes scems to have held that this All com-
prised all the metallic bodies; he is cited by Zosimus as “having declared
with truth: One is the All, and it is through it that the All is born. One
is the All, and if the All does not contain all, the All will not be born.”2¢
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Christianos gives this statement a more succinct form and says that
Maria uttered it in an ecstatic shriek (kraugazein). “Therefore the He-
brew prophetess shricked, ‘One becomes two, two becomes three, and
by means of the third and fourth achieves unity; thus two are but
one.”’”?” Medieval alchemists continued to quote this axiom with
some variations. Thus, for example, in the Turba philosophorum, which
probably dates from the twelfth century, we read: “Out of two one must
make three, out of four make one, out of two make one.”??

C. G. Jung calls this utterance of Maria “one of the central axioms of
alchemy,” which, he says, “runs like a leitmotiv throughout almost the
whole of the lifetime of alchemy, extending over more than seventeen
centuries.” He reads a deep psychological meaning into the transforma-
tion of one into two, and two into three, and the emergence of the one
as the fourth out of the third. The even numbers, he asserts, “which
signify the feminine principle, earth, the regions under the earth, and
evil itself; are interpolated between the uneven numbers of the Christian
dogma.”? While this interpretation may or may not hold good for
Christian alchemy, it cannot be applied to Muslim alchemical schools,
which were ignorant of, or unconcerned about, Christian dogma. Nor
can one assume that Maria who, as we shall see, was a devoted and fer-
vent Jewess, had Christian doctrine in mind when coining her famous
axiom. It seems much more likely that we have here an encapsulated and
purposely enigmatic reference to a complex alchemical procedure, con-
sisting of several consecutive stages which, Maria taught, must be per-
formed in order to bring about a unity (or union) of various materials
and hence a production of gold. In simplest terms, what she says is that
the transmutation must be accomplished by a successive combination of
three or four metallic bodies which to begin with are distinct, and then
at the end of the operation become identical.3

In a manner reminiscent of the midrashic concept of parallelism be-
tween the composition of the material world and the human body,
which concept was in her days at least a century old, Maria draws an
analogy between the kind of nourishment required by man and that
which must be supplied to the copper in order to transmute it into
gold.?! Elsewhere too Maria is reported to have made a statement that
parallelled a midrashic (and Jewish-Hellenistic) concept: that the human
body is composed of four elements. She says: “Just as man is composed
of four elements, likewise is copper; and just as man results [from the
association of] liquids, of solids, and of the spirit, so does copper.”3?

From the analogy between man and metals it follows that the
latter, too, are of two sexes. This notion underlies the enigmatic saying
of Maria, “Join the male and the female, and you will find what is
sought.”33
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Another feature shared by man and metal is death. In one of her pre-
scriptions concerning the transmutation of base metals into gold, Maria
speaks of the “death” of copper and silver: “We do not want to extract
their quality, for their body, by its death, becomes useless. Plants, too,
are useless, for they are consumed by fire.”3* This rather enigmatic say-
ing seems to mean that in the transmutation of copper and silver neither
their quality nor their proper color is preserved; nor is their body, which
becomes changed into that of another metal. As for plants, if one under-
stands the term as referring to vegetable dyes, they are, in effect, de-
stroyed by fire. In a figurative sense, the metallic flowers and certain cor-
responding colorations are likewise evaporated or destroyed by fire.?® In
any case it is clear that Maria saw in the destruction of a metal by fire the
death of that metal. At the same time she held that by oxidation the
alchemist could “make the nature concealed in the interior [of bodies]
come to the fore,” and thus, “in effect, you can transform their very
nature, and you will find that which you seek [i.e., you can make
gold].”3¢

The analogy between man and metal, according to Maria, goes even
further. Just as man is composed of body and soul and spirit so, says she,
are the metals: “The vapor [produced by volatilizing the sulphurous
substances in the metals] is the spirit of the body. The soul differs from
the spirit.”]%”

A related doctrine is that the metallic bodies can be rendered incorpo-
real, and incorporeal substances can be made corporeal. Maria says: “If
the bodies are not rendered incorporeal, and the incorporeal corporeal,
nothing of that which one expects will take place: that is, if the fire-
resistant materials are not mixed with those which evaporate in fire, one
will obtain nothing of that which one expects.”3® A later, fifth-century
alchemist, Olympiodorus, quotes the same passage in a somewhat ex-
panded form: ““How is it [ “our lead”] produced?’ said Maria. ‘If you do
not render the corporeal substances incorporeal, and the incorporeal
substances corporeal, and if you do not make the two bodies one, noth-
ing of the expected will be produced.” %

The crux of the procedure prescribed by Maria is the assumption that
there are two categories of bodies: volatile and fixed, or incorporeal and
corporeal. Metals such as copper, lead, and zinc, are corporeal and fixed.
One must take away their bodies by subjecting them to sublimation,
that is, by rendering them volatile and incorporeal, in the state of oxides
(by the action of the air), or in the state of sulphides (by the action of
sulphur or of sulphides), or in the state of chlorides (by the action of sea
salt), and so on. Then one must restore or regenerate these oxides,
sulphides, or chlorides to a metallic state with new properties and colors,
either through their purification or through the formation of alloys.*®
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She [Maria] said “The philosopher (Pseudo )Democritus said Why
should you take many things when nature 1s One?*” ” He said “True, and
I shall teach you that the body 1s one If you treat this body until you make
1t become water [1 e, unul 1t melts], then solidify 1t, you have achieved
nothing, and you will not satisfy your soul Do you not see how the philos
opher said, “Transform nature, and make the spirit which 1s hidden nside
this body come out” ” She sad “And how 1s 1t transformed?” He said

“Destroy the body, and make 1t become water, and extract that which 1s 1n
it 4

The Arab alchemical author al-Habib (dates unknown) says that
Maria was a disciple of (Pseudo-)Democritus, and the teacher of “King
Aros (Horus) ”*? Since al Habib took almost everything he wrote from
Hellenuistic sources, his information about the dialogue between Maria
and Aros must have come from some lost Greek manuscript Aros, as the
disciple, puts many questions to Maria which she answers in detail Oc-
casionally there 1s reference to the theoretical basis of her procedures
Thus she says on one occasion that “the precious nature [of the metal]
which 1t contains internally” can be extracted by means of “a delicate
operation 743

Al-Habib, probably again relying on Hellenistic sources, states that
Maria opposed some views held by alchemuists 1n general One example
1s the question of the total volatiity of the sulphur which, 1n contrast to
other alchemists, Maria denied

I {Mana] say that 1t [the sulphur water] does not escape [1 ¢, 1s not vola-
tile], but remains fixed [and] thereupon 1t tints For Maria has said that
wherever 1t penetrates 1t tints And 1f one must admit with the philosophers
[alchermusts] that it does escape, I say that [the part] of it which escapes 1s
but that [part] which 1s enurely on top, while the finest of ts spirit, the
uncture, remains with {the material] with which 1t 1s mixed, and therefore
she [Maria] called 1t “deep heat,” the finest tincture, because 1t remains

permanently and does not escape, and she then also called it “rust ”#*

Elsewhere al-Habib quotes Maria on the souls of the metals “In ef-
fect, as Maria reported 1t, the souls [of the metals] can be seen only 1n
restoring these seasons [of summer and winter] to umty 4

More about Mara’s alchemical doctrines 1s provided by the tenth-
century Arab author Abt ‘Abdullah Muhammad 1bn Umail al-Tamimi,
whose treause, The Sulvery Water and the Starry Earth, 1s based on frag
ments in circulation since Hellenistic umes

Mariya also said “The ‘water’ which I have mentioned 1s an angel, and
descends from the sky, and the earth accepts 1t on account of its [the
carth’s] moistness The water of the sky 1s held by the water of the earth,
and the water of the earth acts as 1ts servant, and its Sand [serves] for the
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purpose of honoring it. The kéyin [vital principle] holds the kzyin, and the
kivan is whitened by the kiydn.” She meant [by this] the coction of the
“soul” with the “spirit” until both mix and are thoroughly cooked to-
gether and become a single thing like marble.

Maria’s statement about the “angel” is explained by Ibn Umail:

She meant by this the divine water which is the soul. She named it “angel”
because it is spiritual, and because that water has risen from the earth to the
sky of the birbi [i.c., from the bottom to the top of the alembic]. And as
for her statement “[The water] descends from the sky,” she meant by this
the child which they say will be born for them in the air, while conception
had taken place in the lower [region]; this being [through] the higher ce-
lestial strength which the water has gained by its absorption of the air. Re-
garding this Hurmus [Hermes] said: “The strength of the highest and the
lowest will be found in it.”

Furthermore, says Ibn Umail, “Mariya the Sage in several places in her
books named it [this water] ‘the rennet,” because it coagulates their
water in their second earth, which is their second body. It is the crown
of victory. . . . Consequently Mariya said, ‘The water is not coagulated
save by rennet, this being the ash.”” Remarkably, Ibn Umail reverses the
usual chronological sequence assumed by the Hellenistic alchemists,
and makes Maria not a disciple but a teacher of Ostanes: “Astanas [ Osta-
nes) states: ‘Mariya has said: The water possesses a retentive power.” 46

Returning to the philosophers’ stone, and translating molybdo-
chalkos by the Arabic abir nubds (lead-copper), Ibn Umail writes:
“Mariya has called the honored stone abar nubds, and this is the com-
pletely perfect and super-perfect abar nubds that imparts color. Conse-
quently it gives birth to the perfect gold, which is inferior to it, because
the gold is only perfect, whereas the abdr nubds is super-perfect. Surely
and undoubtedly this abir nubdis is {completely] perfect.”*”

Several of the concepts, doctrines, and terms (angel, kiyan, the ex-
pected child, the rennet, the two waters, and so on) which Ibn Umail
quotes from Maria are found neither in the Greek nor in the other Arab
authors who frequently and copiously quote her. This seems to indicate
that Ibn Umail was in possession of “books” by Maria that were un-
known to other alchemical authors.

MARIA’S JEWISHNESS

The Jewishness of Maria is attested by internal evidence, in addition to
the epithet “Hebraea” attached to her name. In sayings quoted in her
name she spoke of the Jews as the chosen people, and held that only
they, not the gentiles, should know the deepest alchemical secrets. In
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several Greek manuscripts she is reported to have said: “Do not touch
the philosophers’ stone with your hands; you are not of our race, you are
not of the race of Abraham.”? According to a later version, found in
Olympiodorus’s commentary on Zosimus, she said: “If you are not of
our race, you cannot touch it, for the Art is special, not common.”*’

Indirectly, the Jewishness of Maria is manifested in the numerous ref-
crences she makes to God. She does this occasionally in quite unex-
pected contexts, such as when she claims that God had instructed her in
certain alchemical procedures, and revealed them to her directly. This
claim is reminiscent of the utterances of the biblical Hebrew prophets,
who typically opened their prophecies by stating that God addressed
them and told them what to do and say.

Also, in speaking of God Maria always uses the singular form (“God”),
and not the plural. Even though references to “God,” or even to the
“only God,” occur also in the writings of other Hellenistic Greek au-
thors,? still, the consistent use of the singular “God,” or “the Lord,” and
especially in such statements as “the wisdom of the Lord hidden from the
gentiles” (see below), definitely suggests Jewish religio-national pride.

Maria’s claim that alchemical secrets were revealed to her by God be-
came a part of the medieval alchemical traditions about her. One of
those who refer to it is the Byzantine monk Maryanus, also known as
Morienus Romanus, of whom nothing concrete is known, although al-
chemical tradition made him the teacher of the likewise legendary Arab
alchemist Khalid ibn Yazid, who in real life was an Omayyad prince (c.
668-704; sce Chapter 9 below). One of the several alchemical treatises
attributed to Maryanus is the De compositione alchemine, which was
translated into Latin by Robertus Castrensis. In it Maryanus writes that
the philosophers (i.e., alchemists), having assembled in the presence of
Maria, said to her: “Happy are you, O Maria, for the divine hidden and
always splendid secret is revealed to you.”>!

The Arab alchemical author al-Habib, whom we have already en-
countered, reports that after Maria explained that the philosophers
called a certain tincture “incombustible sulphur” because “the fire has
burned it and transformed it into ashes in such a way that no humidity
remained” in it, and that “that which comes out of these ashes is the
power of our Work and its agents,” she exclaimed, “Thanks to the will
of God, Who should be glorified!”5?

A person to whom God speaks and reveals His word and will or His
secrets is, of course, a prophet. Accordingly, Maria was endowed with
the title “Prophetissa” and, from the early sixteenth century at the latest,
she was so styled. By that time her reputation as a true prophetess in
possession of divine secrets was so well established that Bonaventure
Des Périers (1500:-1546?), in his spirited satire in which he accuses the
alchemists of fraud and cheating, charges that they promise the believers
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the secrets of King Solomon and the Prophetess Maria, but then put
them off with empty talk.5?

An important selection of Maria’s teachings is contained in a small
treatise entitled Dialogue of Maria and Aros, a Latin translation of
which, possibly based on an Arabic version (which in turn may have
been a translation or reworking of a Greek original), was included in the
late sixteenth-century anthology Artis awriferae quam chemiam vo-
cant.>* In it the philosopher Aros, a fictitious figure, comes to Maria to
learn the ultimate secrets of the Great Work. He greets her respectfully,
and asks her many questions, most of which she answers willingly, often
at considerable length, and always with a rich admixture of pithy state-
ments. In the course of the conversation Maria refers several times to
God, in a style and manner that can best be characterized as those of
Jewish piety. The treatise, although certainly apocryphal, is of interest
because it shows the extent to which Maria was considered one of the
greatest authorities on matters alchemical. In the following I give my
translation of the whole treatise, based on the version contained in the
Avrtis aunviferae. As we shall see, Maria is identified with Miriam (=
Maria) the sister of Moses—just as Maria the mother of Jesus was identi-
fied in the Koran with the sister of Moses (Koran 3:35£t.). To the histor-
ically unschooled, identity of names signified identity of persons.

Here begins the practice of Maria the Prophetess in the alchemical art. Aros
the philosopher met with Maria the sister of Moses, and approaching her
paid homage to her and said to her:

“QO Prophetess, I have heard so much of you—that you can whiten the
stone in one day.”

And Maria said: “So it is, Aros; indeed, even in part of a day.”

Aros said: “O Lady, how will be that work which you claim? How shall
we whiten, and then add the black?”

Maria said: “O Aros, is it not that the nations are [come] from that part?
Or, O Aros, do you not know what is the water or the thing which whitens
the Hendrax?”

Then Aros replied and said to her: “It is as you say, O Lady, [but it takes]
a long time.”

Maria answered: “Hermes said in all his books that the philosophers
whiten the stone in one hour of the day.”

Aros said to her: “O how excellent that is!”

Maria said: “This is the most excellent thing for him who does not
know.”

Aros said: “O Prophetess, if there are in men all the four elements which
he [Hermes] said they can contain, then they should be encompassed and
their fumes coagulated and retained within one day, until they become
complete.”
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Maria said: “O Aros, by god, if your reasoning was not firm, you would
not hear from me these words until the Lord filled my heart, by grace of the
divine will. Nevertheless: Take alum from Spain, white gum and red gum
which is the kibric [A. kibriz, sulphur] of the philosophers, and their sun
[gold], and the major tincture, and join the gum with the gum in true
matrimony. Did you understand, Aros?”

“Yes, my Lady.”

Maria said: “Make it like unto running water, and vitrify this water, when
a day has elapsed, by means of the two zubechs [from A. zibag, mercury)
over the fixed body, and liquify it by the secret of the natures in the vessel
of philosophy. Did you understand us?”

“[Yes,] O Lady.”

Surely Maria said: “Preserve the fume and take care lest any of it escape.
And the measure of the small fire [ must be] like the measure of the heat of
the sun in the month of June or July. And remain near the vessel, and pay
attention to how it becomes black and red and white in less than three
hours of the day. And the fume will penetrate the body, and the spirit will
be condensed, and they will become like milk, wax-like, liquifying, and
penetrating. And it is a secret.”

Aros said: “I do not say [i.e., I do not believe] that this will always be like
this.”

Maria said to him: “Aros, there is a more admirable thing which did not
exist among the ancients, nor did it reach them through mediation. And it
is: Take the white, clear, precious herb which grows upon the small moun-
tains, and pound it freshly as it is in its hour, and it is the body which truly
does not become fugacious in fire.”

And Aros said: “Is that not the Stone of Truth?”

And Maria said: “It is. Truly, however, the people do not know this reg-
imen because of their haste.”

Aros said: “And what then?”

Maria said: “Vitrify over it sulphur and zubech (that is, zibeic) [mercury],
and they are the two fumes which envelop the two luminaries, and throw
out over it the complement of tinctures and of the spirits and the weight
[or: a pound] of truth, and grind all of it, and put in on the fire, and you
will see of them marvels. The entire regimen consists of tempering the fire.
O how wonderful is the way it moves from color to color in less than one
hour of the day, until it reaches the point of redness and whiteness. Then
extinguish the fire, and let it cool, and open it, and you will find a body,
pearl-like, clear, of the color of the poppy of the woods mixed with white,
and it is waxing, liquifying, and penetrating, and its golden color falls over
a thousand and two hundred. It is a hidden secret.”

Then Aros fell on his face. But Maria said to him: “Lift up your head,
Aros, for 1 shall tell you the matter briefly. Take that clear body which
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grows on the small mountains, which 1s not subject to either putrefaction
or movement, and pound 1t with the gum elsaron and with the two fumes,
for the gum elsaron 1s a seizing body, and grind 1t all Approach 1t, there
fore, since 1t becomes totally hquified If you project it upon its wife, 1t will
become hike distilled water, and when the air penetrates 1t, it will become
congealed and become one body And project 1t [upon base metals] and
you will see wonders O Aros, this 1s the hidden secret of the scholra [sc
ence] And know that the two aforementioned fumes are the roots of this
art, and they are the white sulphur and the humid lime But the fixed body
1s the heart of Saturn which comprises the tincture and the fields of wisdom
or of the science And the philosophers called 1t by many and all names
And the clear and white body 1s taken from the small mountains And those
are the medicines of this art, some [of which] are prepared, and some found
on the small mountains And know Aros, that n these sciences there 1s
nothing except wonderful things For mto 1t enter even those four stones
And its regimen 1s true, as I have said And 1t 1s this at first “scoyare Ade &
Zethet”5® and about 1t Hermes spoke allegorically 1n his study books And
the philosophers have always made 1ts regimen long, and pretended that
the work consisted of various things which [1n fact] it was not at all neces
sary to perform for that Work, and spent a whole year in performing the
magisterium  But they did this only in order to hide 1t from the 1gnorant
folk, unul it became established 1n people’s hearts and their senses that the
Art could not be accomplished except with gold, because 1t 1s a great secret
of God And those who hear of our secrets do not test 1ts truth because of
their ignorance Did you understand, Aros?”

Aros said “I did But tell me of that vessel without which the Work can
not be accomplished ”

Maria said “It 1s the vessel of Hermes which the Stoics have hidden, and
1t 18 not the vessel of the necromancers, but 1t 1s the measure of your fire ”

Aros said to her “O Lady, did you listen to the students’ society
[scoyari]> O Prophetess, did you find the secrets of the philosophers who 1n
their books set 1t down that one can perform the Art by means of one
body*”

And Marnia said “Yes Hermes did not teach that because the root of the
scholia 1s the unbreakable, irretrievable body, and 1t 1s a poison which kills
all bodies and pulverizes them, and 1t congeals the mercury with 1ts odor ”

And she said “I swear to you by the Eternal God that when that poison
1s dissolved until 1t becomes subtle water—and I do not care what the solu
tion 1s—it congeals the mercury into /una [silver] with the power of truth,
and 1t occurs 1 the dominion of Jupiter, and 1t transmutes them 1nto /una
And there 15 a science of all bodies, but the Stoics have hidden 1t because of
the shortness of their lives and the length of the Work And they found
these coloring elements, and they themselves increased them, and all the
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philosophers teach those things rather than the vessel of Hermes, because
the latter is divine, and, by the wisdom of the Lord, hidden from the gen-
tiles. And those who do not know it are ignorant of the regimen of truth
because of their ignorance of the vessel of Hermes.”

On “the white herb on the mountain,” which figures prominantly in
this treatise, we shall have more to say below. The “vessel of Hermes”
referred to in Maria’s peroration seems to be more than a simple alchem-
ical apparatus. It seems to serve as a symbol of the secrets of alchemy in
general. As for “the wisdom of the Lord hidden from the gentiles,”
these words could have been said only by a Jew, and their attribution to
Maria, added to her admonition to gentiles not to touch the philoso-
phers’ stone, proves that in medieval alchemical tradition she was be-
lieved to have been a Jewish woman.

MARIA’S LEGEND

It has still not been established precisely when the identification of the
Alexandrian Jewish alchemist Maria with Miriam the sister of Moses
took place. Lippmann says that this was done by Zosimus himself, but
gives no sources for this assertion, nor do there appear to be any in Zosi-
mus’s treatises as published by Berthelot.5¢

Within a few decades after Zosimus, however, Maria had become a
sufficiently famous figure for at least one church father to claim that she
had a vision of Christ. This was done by Epiphanius (c. 315-402), who
was born in Palestine, studied in Egypt, and became the bishop of Sala-
mis. In his Against Eighty Heresies” Epiphanius refers to two works of
Maria (whom he does not further identify), entitled Great Questions and
Small Questions, in which, he reports with indignation, Maria describes
a vision she had:

In the Questions of Maria which are called “Great” (for there are also others
which have been fabricated [called] “Small”), they suppose that he [Jesus
Christ] revealed himself to her—after he had taken her to a mountain, and
after he had prayed, and after he had produced a woman from his side, and
after he began to have intercourse with her, and after he had thus trans-
ferred his flow [of semen ]—that he showed that it was necessary to do thus
in order that we may live. And they say that Maria was perturbed and fell to
the ground, and that he, raising her again, said to her: “Why have you
doubted, O one of little faith?” And they say that this is the very thing
which has been said in the Gospel, that “If I have told you earthly things
and you did not trust me, how will you believe the heavenly things?” and
“When you see the son of man going up where he was formerly,” that is,
the flow [of semen] being taken back whence it had gone out.’®



MARIA THE JEWESS 75

If this Maria is identical with Maria the Jewess (as Jung unquestion-
ingly assumes),” and if the two books of Questions (otherwise un-
known) were written by the alchemist Maria, and if the passage quoted
was actually contained in one of them, then we have here perhaps the
first historic reference to a Jew or Jewess believing in Jesus—the dream-
vision described must be based on a familiarity with the Christian belief
in Jesus, and probably on a (subconscious?) sharing of that belief. How-
ever, it is more likely that the entire scene as described by Epiphanius
belongs to the realm of early Christian legend, from which we can only
learn what beliefs had developed about Maria within a century or so
after her lifetime. For fifteen centuries after Epiphanius, during which
Maria figured prominently in alchemical literature, no student of al-
chemy read any Christological meaning into her traditionally transmit-
ted words. The only one who has finally followed in the footsteps of the
bishop of Salamis was Jung, who gives a Christological interpretation to
Maria’s most famous axiom, as quoted above.

The legendary transformations of Maria pushed her lifetime further
and further back into antiquity. In an Arabic manuscript of unknown
origin in the Leyden library she is styled “the matron Maria Sicula.”®® In
the Kitab al-Fibvist (c. 987) and in other Arabic sources she is called
“Mariya al-Qibtiyya™ (Maria the Copt), and is described as having car-
ried the infant Jesus on her shoulder, and holding a spindle in her hand.
But she is also supposed to have been a student or fellow instructor in
alchemy of Ostanes, to whom she was supposed to have said, “The Work
is derived from me and from you,” alluding thereby to its accomplish-
ment through the female and the male substances.’! The authors who
make her the contemporary of both Jesus and Ostanes are blissfully un-
aware of the double anachronism they are committing. Ostanes, who
gained the reputation of having been the greatest Persian magus, was a
historical figure, a Persian satrap and brother-in-law of Xerxes (519:—
465 B.C.E.), who participated in the latter’s Greek campaign. Later he
was considered one of the fathers of alchemy, medicine, mineralogy, and
botany, the magorum omnium magister (the master of all magi),%? and
to have taught at Memphis in Egypt, where Maria was his disciple or
fellow instructor.®

Georgius Syncellus (ninth century C.E.) mentions in his Chronggra-
phia that Ostanes the Mede was sent by the Persian kings to Egypt, and
there he instructed the priests and the philosophers, among them Maria
Hebraea, in all the disciplines of an occult nature. He wrote about gold,
silver, and precious stones, but did it all by careful circumlocution.
Maria and Democritus, who used the same methods of presentation and
spoke about the Art enigmatically, were praised for their restraint; Pam-
menes, who wrote amply and openly about it, was condemned.%*
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In a medieval Arabic manuscript, Maria is called “Mariya the Sage,
daughter of the king of Saba,” and is quoted as having said, “This [the
philosophers’ stone] is a great mystery. It is scorned, and trodden un-
derfoot. But this scorn is a grace from Allah, may He be exalted, so that
the fools should not know it, and it be forgotten.”%® Arnaldus de Villa-
nova (1235-1315) calls Maria “the daughter of Pluto.”®® In medieval
and later Latin writings, finally, she is referred to as the sister of Moses,
or the sister of Aaron, or, to make the identification crystal clear, “Maria
Prophetissa soror Moysis et Aaronis.”®” Therewith the lifetime of Maria
was pushed back a full sixteen centuries.

THE WHITE HERB ON THE MOUNTAIN

The mountain which, according to Epiphanius, figured in Maria’s vision
of Jesus, reappears in her description of the procedure of making gold.
The recipe is, perhaps, the best known and most frequently referred to
of all her teachings and prescriptions. In the dialogue between Maria
and Aros, as we saw, Maria refers repeatedly to the “white, clear, pre-
cious herb which grows on the small mountains,” and when she men-
tions it a third time she explains that “the two fumes are the roots of this
Art” and that “the clear and white body is taken from small mountains.”

The enumeration of these basic ingredients of the Great Art—the two
fumes and the clear, white, precious herb growing on the small moun-
tains—recurs again and again in alchemical literature. Michael Maier, a
leading figure in early seventeenth-century alchemy, has in his Symbola
aurene mensae duodecim nationum a section entitled Marine Hebraene
symbolum, in whose introductory remarks he characterizes Maria as
having been the nearest to Hermes. These remarks, which are interest-
ing because they show the importance Maria had for post-medieval al-
chemy, are given here in a literal translation with all the convolutions of
Maier’s style:

When Hermes the Egyptian had imposed a limit upon his deliberations, as
was the law, Pyrgopolynices, now unmindful of his own more gigantic vir-
tue, which had so often been displayed, stood, as if suffused with blushing,
bringing an offering to Harpocrates, since he had nothing to present. And
so the succession passed to Maria the Hebrew, who was closest to Hermes,
and who, being a maiden, was of the weaker sex and seemed unfit for fight-
ing with a very keen enemy, so that consequently she would have been able
to enjoy, not undeservedly, the privilege of frailty and bashfulness. Yet,
since she had to contend on behalf of Maiden Chemistry, she herself, en-
dowed with a clearly virile spirit and with that of an Amazon, as it were,
declared that she by no means dreaded her adversary who, in order to re-
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gain his strength, earnestly meditating, ceased from the fight. Meanwhile
we shall survey the life and writings of this courageous female warrior, as
well as other things that pertain to her race and to those connected with
her.s8

Following this introduction Maier explains that there is a great con-
troversy about whether Maria was a fictitious person, or the sister of
Moses, or another woman of the Jewish race. Basing himself on the con-
sensus of the chemists of all ages and of other most learned men, he
excludes the first possibility. Discussing the remaining two, he says that
it would appear that the book attributed to Maria, that is, the Dialogue
of Mavia and Aros, although extant only in a Latin translation, was orig-
inally written in Hebrew. No copies of the Hebrew original have sur-
vived, because the knowledge of Hebrew among gentiles is very rare,
found only among theologians who deal with theological matters to the
total neglect of profane literature. As for the Jews, their low status and
the perpetual servitude to which they are condemned make them unfit
for such studies.

Maier found it difficult to make up his mind as to whether Maria was
identical with the sister of Moses. It is quite possible, he says, that the
sister of Moses had prophetic powers, but there is no evidence to show
that she was an expert in chemistry. On the other hand, it is entirely
possible that she learned the Art from her brother Moses, who was a
most skillful chemist—such was the generally held view among alche-
mists in all ages. At the end Maier inclines to the conclusion that Maria
the alchemist was not the sister of Moses but another Jewish woman
who had perfect knowledge of chemistry. He approves Maria’s method
of presenting chemical teachings. Maria, he says, did not clothe her
teachings in a garb of allegories, fables, and poetic figments, but pre-
sented them in a veiled language, enigmatically. She

speaks of two gums, white and red, and of their matrimony; also of two
fumes, of the white and clear herb which grows on the small mountains.
But the whole secret, she says, is in the knowledge of the Vessel of Hermes,
because it is divine, and is, by the wisdom of the Lord, hidden from the
gentes [ gentiles]. Those who do not know it are ignorant of the regimen of
truth, because of their ignorance of the Vessel of Hermes. These words of
hers, even if they are very obscure for the ignorant, still appear clearer to
those educated by long experience, and to those who are well versed in the
seven mountains of the world, day and night. That vessel is that of the
Brahman philosophers of India who use it in order to moderate the dryness
of the summer, or is not unlike it, and was received by Hermes for the first
time. But that vessel, says Maria, which the Stoics have hidden, is not the
vessel of the necromancers, but is the measure of your fire. Therefore, in
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the bowl of fire, whose flame is of the color of lead, it was moderated by an
element contrary to itself, nor did it ever exceed the rim of the bowl. He
who understands this properly grasps the truest mind of Maria, and she will
open up to him those secrets of chemistry which, as a rule, all have wrapped
in dark silence.

In the sequel Maier says that Maria was one of four women who knew
how to produce the philosophers’ stone—the other three having been
Cleopatra, Taphnutia, and Medera—and that her book is circulated
everywhere.®

On the page following Maier’s introductory remarks there is an en-
graving showing Maria the Jewess, superscribed as follows: “Fume is
completed by fume, and the white herb growing upon the small moun-
tains captures both.” The engraving itself shows Maria as a stately
woman dressed in an ample robe with a hoodlike cap over her head,
pointing with her left hand to a small mountain on which grows a white
herb, exhibiting five branches, each topped with a flower. At the foot of
the mountain stands an urn from which rise two columns of smoke,
which separate so as to circle the white herb like a wreath, and unite with
two other fumes that descend from an inverted urn which is the mirror
image of the one below, and which seems to be suspended from heaven
(see Figure 5.6). This picture was reprinted many times through the
ages, from the Viridarium chymicum by Daniel Stolcius (Frankfurt-am-
Main, 1624), to C. G. Jung’s Psychology and Alchemy (Zurich, 1944),
and John Read’s Prelude to Chemistry (New York, 1937). Stolcius (or
Stolcz) was a disciple of Michael Maier, and his Viridarium consists of
107 copper engravings, each with a Latin epigram. Among them are re-
productions of the “Twelve Chosen Heroes” (from Michael Maier’s
Symbola). The only woman among the twelve is Maria Hebraea (fig. xvii,
the figure reproduced here), and the accompanying epigram reads:

MARIA HEBRAEA

Gente Palaestina Moysis soror, ecce Maria
In Chymico pariter gaudet ovatq; choro.
Abdita cognovit lapidis mysteria magni
Erudijt dictis nos quoque docta suis.
Fumus amat fumum, rursusqu; adamatur ab illo:
Alba sed herba alti montis utrumque capit.

[Of Palestinian race, Moses’ sister, behold Maria,
Equally rejoices and triumphs in the Chymic choir.
She knew the hidden mysteries of the great stone.
Sage that she is she taught us with her words,
Smoke loves smoke, and is loved by it in return:
But the white herb of the high mountain captures both. ]
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Figure 5.6. Maria the Jewess.

The “white herb” may be the lunary (Botrychium lunaria), which
possesses a peculiar significance in alchemy because of its imagined “im-
pregnation with a celestial vitality,” and which was believed to be de-
rived from the moon, whence its name, moonwort. All kinds of healing
and magical qualities were attributed to it, and it represented the white
stage in the Great Work, that is, the first color transformation from the
basic black, followed by yellow and red. The white and red fumes (or
smokes) signified the mercury and sulphur of the philosophers.”?

THE quintessence of Maria’s alchemical works and teachings was aptly
summed up by Arnaldus de Villanova (1245-1313), the learned friend
of Pope Clemens V, in these lines:

Maria mira sonat breviter, quod taha tonat
Gummis cum binis fugitivum figit in imis
Horis 1n crinis tria vinceat fortia finis
Maria lux roris ligam ligat in tribus horis
Filia Plutonis consortia iungit amoris
Gaudet in assata sata per tria sociata.”!

[Maria utters wonders briefly, for she thunders such things

She fixes the fugacious matter with the double gum in the last hour
She binds three powerful substances into the ends of the tubes
Maria, the light of the dew, binds a band in three hours.

Daughter of Pluto, she unites love’s affinities

Delights in things roasted, sown, assembled in threes. ]
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Practically each phrase in this poem requires elucidation.

Line 1. “Maria utters wonders briefly” refers to her preference for ex-
pressing her teachings in brief, enigmatic sayings. “She thunders” refers
to the tradition that she, on one occasion at least, “shrieked” enthu-
siastically when expressing the essence of her insight into a fundamental
alchemical procedure.

Line 2. “She fixes the fugacious matter with the double gum” refers
to the volatile material which, Maria taught, must be fixed, and which
she did fix with the use of the white gum and the red gum.

Line 3. The “tubes” into which Maria ties “three powerful sub-
stances” are the three tubes of the tribikos invented or described by her.

Line 4. “Binds a band in three hours” refers to the alchemical tradi-
tion according to which Maria performed the Great Work in three
hours, binding together, or uniting, various substances.

Line 5. “Daughter of Pluto” is an allusion to Maria’s ability to make
gold, thereby becoming, as it were, the daughter of Pluto (Hades), to
whom Greek myth attributes fabulous riches. “Unites love’s affinities”
refers to Maria’s teaching according to which the transmutation consists
of a marriage, or union, of male and female substances.

Line 6. “Delights in things roasted” refers to the burning of the
tetrasomia, the copper, or the sulphur prescribed and described by
Maria. Things “sown” refers to the mysterious white herb on the moun-
tains. “Assembled in threes” may refer to the tribikos, or to the three
kinds of “divine water” (the whitened, yellowed, and blackened), or to
Maria’s doctrine according to which two must become three.



Chapter Six

ZOSIMUS ON MARIA THE JEWESS

Z0SIMUS refers frequently and 1n detail to Maria the Jewess, and his ref
erences to her are of such importance due to their unique authenticity
that 1t seems appropriate to present here the remaining material about
her that has not already been quoted ! Zosimus’s treatise entitled O the
Sacred and Divine Art of the Fabrication of Gold and Silver beging

Taking the soul of copper which 1s under the water of mercury, make a
volatle body, for the soul of copper retained 1n the material 1n fusion rises
up, the hquid part remamns below 1n the apparatus of the kerotakis,? and
must be fixed by means of the gum 2 this 1s the flower of gold, the iquor of
gold, etc Others mean by 1t the coloring, the cooking, the work of the
mystical doctrine In the beginning, the projected copper, after treatment
in the apparatus of [its] fabrication, charms the eyes When 1t loses 1ts ght
ter, one combunes 1t with the gilded gum, the hquor of gold, etc [Behold
this 1s what] he [Zosimus] has written on the subject of the manufacture of
gold, of whuch also the fixation 1s proclaimed

Maria says “Take the water of sulphur* and a little gum, put 1t 1n the
bath of ashes, they say that 1t 1s 1n this fashion that the water 1s fixed ” Mana
also says “For the preparation of the flower of gold, place the water of
sulphur and a little gum 1n foil of the kerotakis, so that 1t becomes fixed
Make 1t digest 1n the heat of manure for some time ” After the words “for
some time” Maria [added] “Take a part of our copper, a part of gold, sof
ten the foil formed by these two metals united by fusion, put [it] on the
sulphur, and leave [all of 1t] for three times twenty four hours, untl this
product becomes cooked” (3 148)

In his treause entitled On the Substances Which Serve to Support and
On the Four Metallic Bodies Accovding to Democritus, Zosimus writes

The four [metallic] bodies serve as the support [of uncture], and none of
them volaulizes Maria says “Remove the sulphurous [nature] from
the lead, wherever the sulphur enters, 1t will unt ” She wanted to show by
this that we have no reason to burn the sulphur She used strange names for
the Arts 1n the description of their operations It 1s not thus that those who
operate act when they speak of our copper or any other metallic body
(3 150-51)

In the section of thus treatise dealing with “The Weights of the Raw
and the Cooked [Substances],” Zosimus returns to quote Maria
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According to what the writings say in this regard, assuredly the sulphur
must be expelled by insufflation. This is what Maria wanted to make us
understand when she said: “You will find five parts less the fourth, that is to
say less the sulphur driven away by the insufflation. Likewise at the end of
her statement she says that the copper, when it is refined by melting,
diminishes by one-third of its weight. She says that the changes are also
accomplished when one whitens and when one makes yellow; for these
sulphurous [substances] tint but volatilize themselves. We get rid of the
sulphurous substances by volatilization. It is the same with the plants when
they are totally dissolved; thus it happens when one cooks them with the
water of sulphur, rejecting the ligneous part (3:151-52).

In discussing “the vapor which is the spirit, the spirit which penetrates
the bodies,” Zosimus states that “in no passage of the [alchemical] writ-
ings is there mention of any other support [ for the tincture] except cop-
per alone. Thus Maria says that copper is treated and later burnt. It is in
this sense that it plays the role of support. This is [the role of] copper or
of silver, in our operation.”®

Agathodemon says: “The magnesia, the antimony, and the litharge become
volatilized, after having lost their purity.”® Maria [said]: “Blow away the
vapors until the sulphurous products become volatilized with the shadow
(which obscures the metal), and until the copper gains all its glitter.” Thus
our copper receives from them the sublimated vapor. Now the vapor is the
spirit of the body. The soul differs from the spirit (3:153).

In his treatise discussing the importance of timing, Zosimus again
quotes Maria:

Maria occupied herself with it in describing the treatment of the small ob-
ject: “The divine water will be lost for those who don’t understand what
has been written, to know that the [useful] product is sent upward by the
long-necked vessel and the tube. But it is customary to designate by this
water the vapor of the sulphur and of the sulphurated arsenics. Because of
this you have jeered at me, because in one and the same discourse I have
revealed to you such a great mystery.

This divine water, whitened by the whitening materials, whitens. If it is
yellowed by the yellowing materials, it makes yellow. If it is blackened by
means of vitriol and gallnut, it blackens, and carries out the blackening of
silver and that of our molybdochalkon.” T have spoken to you previously of
this molybdochalkon, [when talking] of our traditional silver. Thus the
water blackens, attaching itself to our molybdochalkon, and gives it a per-
manent black tint; and even though this tincture is nothing, all the initiates
desire very much to know it. Now the water capable of taking on such a
color produces a fixed tincture, the oil and the honey having been elimi-
nated (3:157).
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Somewhat later in the same treatise Zosimus again quotes Maria’s in-
structions on the proper method of applying fire for the purpose of ab-
sorbing the water of sulphur, and he does this in a manner which clearly
shows that he lifted out the essential phrases from her more detailed
discourse on the subject. “Maria said: ‘the flames progressively’; and
then, ‘the fire gradually’; in order to make it understood that it has to be
operated according to a suitable progression, beginning with the [in-
stant of the] flame” (3:158).

The extent to which Zosimus is dependent on the instructions of
Maria is well illustrated in his treatise entitled On the Detailed Acconnt
of the Work: A Discourse to Philaretes. This treatise, as indicated in its first
sentence, contains what (Pseudo-)Democritus was supposed to have
written to Philaretes. Nevertheless Zosimus attributes to (Pseudo-)
Democritus a reference to Maria, disregarding the fact, or perhaps un-
aware, that she lived some hundred years after (Pseudo-)Democritus.
He writes:

Let us speak of the four bodies® which resist fire, the {bodies] which serve
as support [to the tincture], that is to say, to the ultimate composition.
After having composed it, we take a part of it, and adding the divine water®
until the color is produced and the tone of the corresponding body [the
gold or the silver], according to Maria. When one has obtained the ulti-
mate composition, one not only projects on the four bodies which serve as
support the composition of the ferment of gold, but also the composition
of the water of sulphur (3:160).

Another Zosimean treatise is a one-page discussion entitled On That
Which the Art has Snid about All the Bodies in Treating a Unique Tinc-
ture. It reads as follows:

1. According to the catalogue one knows that Hermes and Democritus
have spoken summarily of a unique tincture, and others have alluded to it.
This is also what Africanus says: “That which one uses for tincture are the
metals, the liquids, the earths, and the plants.” Chymes has said about it
truthfully: “One is the All; and it is through it that the All becomes born.
One is the All, and if the All did not contain everything, the All would not
have become born.!? Hence it is necessary that you project the All in order
to produce the All.” Plebichius: “By means of the four bodies.” Maria: “By
means of the foil of the kerotakis.” Agathodaimon: “After the refining of
the copper, [its] attenuation, and [its] blackening, and thereafter its whit-
ening, there will take place a solid yellowing.” All the other [materials] are
explained similarly by them.

2. When Maria speaks of this question, she says: “There exists a great
number of metallic bodies, from lead to copper.” When she speaks of
diplosis, she says: “There are, in effect, two kinds of materials employed,
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whether for alloying copper and silver, or alloying gold and silver; mo-
lybdochalkon and all the others are comprised in it.” As for the purification
of silver, or its blackening, I have spoken of it previously. How one single
tincture is applied to all [the materials] is stated by Maria alone and pro-
claimed in these terms: “When I speak of copper, or of lead, or of iron, I
mean by it [their] 7os (3:168-69).”1

Zosimus’s short treatise entitled The Four Bodies Are the Aliment of
the Tincturesis in its entirety a summary of Maria’s teachings. It reads as
follows:

1. Here is how: Maria says that the copper is tinted at first, and that then it
tints. Their copper: that is the four bodies. Behold the tinctures: [they
comprise] the solid and liquid species of the catalogue, and also the plants

2. Thus, just as we [humans] are nourished by means of solid and liquid
materials, and as we are colored only by their proper quality, so copper
behaves in the same way; and just as we are not nourished by means of
solids or liquids alone, in the same way neither is copper. In fact, if we
receive [as food] only solid material, we become inflamed, burnt, poisoned;
the same is the case with their copper. Contrarywise, if we take nothing but
liquids, we become inebriated, we have a heavy head, we have cheeks of
high color, and we vomit; [the same] is the case with copper. When it has
taken the color of gold by the action of the divine water, it becomes heavy
and rejects, and immediately thereafter [its color] becomes fugacious. But
if we have taken good nourishment in the right proportion composed of
the two orders of material, solid and liquid, we are reasonably nourished;
our cheeks are colored reasonably, and the nutritive faculty distributes the
nourishment in the stomach, by reason of its ability to retain it. Likewise
copper, receiving the solids on the one hand by virtue of nourishment, on
the other hand nourishes itself by the divine water united with the gum by
virtue of the wine; it becomes colored by reason of the faculty to retain that
which resides in it. It is thus that she said in the [aforementioned] work:
“The sulphurous [things] are dominated and retained by the sulphurous.”
Hence this truth: “Nature charms, conquers, and dominates nature.”

3. “The same way,” she says, “as man is composed of four elements, so
also is copper. And just as man results from [the association of] liquids,
solids, and the spirit, so does copper. Now Apollo, in his oracles, says that
the vapor is the spirit: “And a spirit more black, humid, pure.”

4. Maria has spoken appropriately of the vapor, [saying]: “Copper does
not tint, but is tinted; and when it has been tinted, then it tints; when it has
been nourished, it nourishes; when it has been completed, it completes.”
Good health!

In his treatise entitled Round Alum Must be Employed, which deals



ZOSIMUS ON MARIA THE JEWESS 85

with the whitening of metals by mercury, the preparation of mercury,
and the use of arsenical sulphur (which 1s meant by “round alum”)!3 for
tnung copper and the alloys derived from it, Zosimus again quotes
Maria, this ime together with Chymes

All the wnitings, and [notably] Chymes and Maria, speak of a lead mortar
and of a lead pestle [for pounding the cinnabar!* and reducing the mer
cury] One dissolves the me and the cinnabar with vinegar, 1n the sun,
until mercury develops One produces the same effect with tin The heated,
or calcinated, or fixed, or tinted [species] are susceptible to furnishing mer
cury, if the operation 1s performed according to the precepts of the Art
Whichever material one works with, if 1t 1s potentially cinnabar, 1t fur
nishes vapor and this escapes, the mixture being delayed with all kinds of
bodies

According to a certain author one must use round alum nstead of the
vapor [of mercury] !® Maria expresses herself in conformity with this opin-
10n when she says “The infusion of the tinctures takes place in green flasks,
submutted to a gradually growing fire The furnace in the shape of a kiln has
nipples at 1ts upper part If you don’t succeed, use the double of the round
alum, of the color of cinnabar,!¢ that 1s worth more for achieving the same
result One can succeed also with other pastes In effect the sublimated
vapor fixes itself only on the four bodies Some say that 1t 1s absorbed by the
other bodies, together with the chrysocolla I on my part know well that
chrysocolla alone does not retain 1t, [but] all the dead and diluted metallic
bodies conserve the vapor ” These things have been reported by me,
who wanted to show that round alum acts simuilarly, as was stated above all
by the divine Mana (3 170-73)

In his treatise On the Sulphurs, entitled 1n one manuscript On the Dz-
vine Waters, Zosimus says

Some, and Maria [among others], have mentioned the figure below “It 1s
thus that they have prepared mercury,” says she, “as well as sulphur and zos,
by diluting the ensemble 1n the sun unul everything becomes s0s They say
that [prepared this way] 1t 1s more active Some have accomplished this
10s1s'” 1n the sun alone, without adding anything, and they assert that they
have obtained the object of their search Others have diluted with divine
water, asserting that 1t 1s their sulphur—it is also their mercury I admut the
oprnion of these, more than that of the others Others have projected the
mercury, sometimes raw, sometimes in the state of yellow coagulation
Some, after the operanon of the zoszs, have effected nothing beyond 1t”
(3 174-75)

In his treatise On the Measuve of Yellowing, Zosimus quotes not only
Maria but also Moses
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Maria {places] in first line molybdochalkon and the [processes of] fabrica-
tion. The operation of burning [is] that which all the ancients recom-
mended. Maria, the first, says: “Copper burnt with sulphur, treated with
the oil of natron,!® and recovered after having undergone the same treat-
ment several times, becomes excellent gold, and without shadow. Behold,
this is what God says: ‘Know all, that according to experience, by burning
the copper [first], the sulphur produces no effect. But if you burn [first] the
sulphur, then it not only renders the copper without blemish, but also
makes it approximate gold.” ” In the description situated under the figure,
Maria speaks a second time and says: “This was graciously revealed to me
by God, to know that the copper is first burnt with the sulphur, then with
the body of magnesia; and one blows it until the sulphurous parts escape
with the shadow: [then] the copper becomes without shadow.”

This is how everything burns. This is how in the maza [chemistry]'® of
Moses one burns with sulphur, with salt, with alum, and with sulphur (I
mean white sulphur). This is how also Chymes burns in many places, above
all when he operates with celandine. Thus in Plebichius the operation of
burning in laurel wood?® is expressed enigmatically by paraphrase; the
leaves of laurel signify white sulphur. This is the explanation concerning
the measures.

Behold, this is what Maria has said, here and there, in a thousand places:
“Burn our copper with sulphur and after having recovered it will be with-
out shadow.” Not only does she know the burning with white sulphur, but
also the whitening and the rendering shadowless. It is also with [sulphur]
that Democritus burns, whitens, and renders shadowless. And again, “not
only do they burn yellow sulphur, but they render the metal shadowless
and make it yellow.” Behold what Democritus says: “Saffron has the same
action as the vapor; the same as cassia with respect to canella.” In the
Chemistry of Moses, toward the end, there is this text: “Sprinkle with water
of the native sulphur, it will become yellow and without shadow.” That is
evidently to say burnt (3:180-81).

In speaking On the Preparation of Ocher?! Zosimus says: “What rank
has to be assigned [to ocher] outside the coloring materials is explained
at this point in all the writings. If, consequently, you want to assign it a
rank, it is there that you will find the result sought; above all if you fol-
low Maria and the philosopher [ Democritus]” (3:184).

In his treatise On the Body of the Magnesia and on Its Treatment, Zosi-
mus again quotes Maria at length and repeatedly:

Behold, this is what Maria explains liberally and clearly about the subject
that she calls the breads of magnesia. The first stage in the truth of the
mystery finds its explanation in these [passages]. Thus, therefore, Maria
wants the body of the magnesia to be there: she proclaims this not only in
this passage, but in many others. In another place she says: “Without the
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concourse of black lead one cannot produce the body of the magnesia, con
cerning which we have specified and accomplished the preparation These
are,” she says, “the doctrines” And without growing tired, teaching
[them] for the second and third time, she calls the body of magnesia the
black lead and the molybdochalkon On this subject she speaks of cinnabar,
or lead, and of etesian stone It 1s this body which produces potentially the
simultaneous fusion of all the matenals cooked and gilded It cooks the raw
materials, and 1t brings about their diplosis It produces, says she, poten
tially all the materials gilded by cooking, for this no longer exists 1n actual
ity On this [point] I shall write another discourse, but for the moment let
us occupy ourselves with our subject

It was therefore explained by Mana that the body of magnesia 1s black
molybdochalkon, for i1t was no longer tinted “It 1s molybdochalkon which
you must tint, by projecting on 1t the motaria of yellow sandarac,?? so that
the cooked gold should no longer exist [only] potennally, but actually ”
This 1s how Maria [expresses herself] after having named the body the
breads of the magnesia

We must, above all, show that the philosopher [ Democritus] 1s of the
same sentiment 1n that which [concerns] the body of the magnesia, which
they call THE ALL This molybdochalkon was black lead When they said
that mercury 1s fixed with the body of magnestia, they wanted to say by the
complete body, that which has been explained 1n my first memour, and that
which Maria said above about the body of magnesia She [also] says “You
will find the black lead use 1t after having mixed 1t wath mercury” (3 188-
89)

This 1s why Maria says “The body of magnesia 1s the secret thing
which comes from lead, from etesian stone, and from copper” (3 190)
Maria on the subject of chrysocolla “After having weighed [1t, operate]
with molybdochalkon, for one day” Or again “Taking chrysocolla and
cannabar, dilute them with white litharge and make [the nature of the
metal] disappear If copper 1s modified and brought to the state of a [me
tallic] body, project on 1t the color of gold, and you will have gold ” Thus
chrysocolla recerves this qualification of the body when 1t has been well
muxed, and although 1t 1s fugacious by itself, because you make 1t nto a
body by transmutation (3 191) In the chapter of the sulphurous 1t 1s dis-
cussed which [substance] acts without the help of fire Mara [calls 1t] the
[substitute for] igneous preparation She also says that if the bodies are not
rendered incorporeal, and the incorporeals corporeal, nothing of that
which one expects will take place that 1s to say, if the materials resistant to
fire are not mixed with those which evaporate m the fire, one does not
obtain anything of what one expects

Which, then, are the bodies and the incorporeals in our Art® The incor
poreals are pyrites®® and 1ts likes, magnesia and 1ts likes, mercury and 1ts
likes, chrysocolla and 1ts likes, all incorporeal [materials] The bodies are
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copper, 1ron, tin, and lead these [materials] do not evaporate 1n the fire,
these are the bodies When some [of these materials] are mixed with others,
the bodies become incorporeal, and the incorporeals become bodies Mix
1n this manner mercury, the one which 1s designated 1n the classes, and you
will produce that which 1s expected, about which Maria has said “If two do
not become one”, that 1s to say if the volatile [ materials] do not combine
themselves with the fixed materials, nothing will take place of that which 1s
expected If one does not whiten 1t, and if two do not become three,?* with
the white sulphur which whitens [nothing will take place of that which 1s
expected] But when one renders yellow, three become four, because one
renders yellow with the yellow sulphur Finally, when one performs zoses
[tints violet], all the [maternals together] attain umty (3 192)

Zosimus’s notes called On the Philosophers’ Stone, a title given them 1n
the Middle Ages, open with quotations from Maria

Maria says “If our lead 1s black, that 1s what it has become, for common
lead 1s black from the outset Now, how 1s 1t formed? If you do not deprive
the metallic bodies of therr state, and 1f you do not bring back the bodies
deprived of their state to the state of [metallic] bodies, 1f you do not make
of two things one single one, nothing of that which one expects will take
place If the All 1s not attenuated 1n the fire, if the sublimated vapor re
duced to spirit does not rise, nothing will be brought to a conclusion ”
And agamn  “I am not speaking of ordinary lead, but of our black lead Be
hold, how one prepares black lead it 1s by cooking that one reaches [the
reproduction of] common lead For common lead 1s black from the outset,
while our lead becomes black, not having been black to begin with” (3 194)

Further on, Marna 1s quoted several more times

Marna says “If all the metallic bodies are not attenuated by the action of
fire, and 1if the sublimated vapor reduced to spint does not rise up, nothing
will be brought to conclusion ” Molybdochalkon 1s the etesian stone In
the whole operation the preparation 1s black from the beginning When
you see that all turns into ashes, understand that you have operated well
Pulverize this scorza, drain 1t of 1ts soluble part, and wash 1t six or seven
times 1n sweetened water after each melting One operates by fusion and
according to the richness of the minerals In effect, following this course
and the washing, says Maria, “the composition 1s sweetened and provided
with 1ts elements ” After the end of the 055, a projecuion having taken
place, the stable yellowing of the hquids 1s produced In doing this, you
induce nature which 1s hidden 1n the interior to come out In effect, “trans
form,” said she, “their very nature, and you will find that which you seek ”
Maria says “Jomn the male and the female, and you will find that which
1s sought ” And elsewhere Maria says “Don’t come to touch 1t with your
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hands, for this is an igneous preparation” (3:196).

The Zosimean corpus contains two treatises called The True Book of
Sophé the Egyptian and of the Divine Lovd of the Hebrews [and] of the
Powers of Sabaoth. The first one consists almost entirely of 2 quote from
Maria. This is its complete text:

1. Behold the measure of the mercury.

Agathodaimon says: “Cook it, extract the gold.” One projects the cop-
per. One obtains the foil of Maria, formed of two metals; one cooks it on
fire, in view of the tincture by means of the oil and of the honey, and one
recaptures through the mercury: this is the [regular] work, so that the cop-
per, brought anew to the state of ios, should dissolve with the gold, accord-
ing to the measure of the mercury.

Maria says: “When the composition is formed by itself, or else by means
of vinegary brine,?® and when one has cooked it, dilute it with sulphur, that
is to say with sublimated sulphur, be it in a flagon, {or] on a kerotakis, then
pour or dilute, and see whether you have accomplished the work. If you
have not accomplished [it] with a certain yellow, use our Zos with the mate-
rial which precedes the coloring: there is that which is necessary for making
the gold perfect; otherwise the gold will not become yellow. Project it
anew with the material which precedes the coloring, or else dilute with the
transformed silver: [take] of the sparkling black one part of ios, of the raw
misy,?® and also of the material which precedes the coloring, in order to
dissolve one portion of the copper.

2. It is cooked; for even if it does not contain mercury, it must be
cooked, considering that before the action of the fire it has no tincture.
One must make it undergo the purifying action by [appropriate] materials,
in order to ascertain that it is pure. Try, or else make it melt. If you know
the two steps, those of the Jews and of . . .27, do not be afraid to try, [exe-
cuting ] in detail all the things which T have revealed to you.

This exposition allows no room for any equivocation; rather its purpose
is to induce you to try whether fortune is favorable to you, and whether
you have been wholly successful. And, relying on this [knowledge] you will
not fail; but by this method you will conquer poverty, especially if you have
talent and the ability to surmount the obstacles. In thousands of works it
is taught how copper is whitened and yellowed properly; but it will not
become alloyed properly by diplosis unless it is changed into Zes. It can be
treated methodically by a thousand [means]; but it is made into a proper
alloy only in one single way, by becoming our true copper: this is the whole
formula. Such is the efficacious coloring, the one which they have taught
them, the coloring sought for centuries, which cannot be discovered other-
wise, except in this fashion. What the appropriate principle is for these ef-
fects I have shown you in writing about vitriol. There it is told how copper
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unts, and there lead 1s spoken of and all that which 1s suscepuble to recewv
ing the tincture (3 205-6)

The second True Book of Sophé the Egyptian has been referred to above
in Chapter 4 Another of the treatises of Zosimus entitled On Furnaces
and Apparatuses, has also been mentioned From the second paragraph
of this treatise 1t appears that Maria was the only source, or, 1n any case,
the most rehable source, for the construction of furnaces He writes

A great number of constructions of apparatus have been described by
Maria, not only those which concern the divine waters, but also many more
species of kerotakis and of furnaces The apparatus for sulphur are those
which one must explain 1n the first place Among them, one must speak
above all of the glass recewver with the earthen tube, the glass vase udcoe [?]
with a narrow neck, into which penetrates the tube placed in right propor
tion with the opening of the recewver (3 216)

In tus treatise On the Tribikos and the Tube®®, Zosimus again mvokes
the authority of Maria, then, discussing other furnaces, he reproduces in
detail the instructions of Mana

On Other Furnaces Since the continuation of our discourse has for 1ts sub
ject furnaces and the tincture, I do not want to repeat to you what 1s found
in the writings of others In effect, the description of furnaces presented
here does not figure 1n [the wnitings of] Maria The philosopher [ Democrt
tus] does not mention [them], but only prisms and other [apparatuses], of
which I have spoken 1n passing, 1n [lus] commentary on the rules of fire
But so that nothing should be lacking in your writings, speak there of the
furnace of Maria, the one which Agathodaimon mentions in these terms
“Here 1s the description of the class of kerotakis destined for sulphur put in
suspension Taking a cup, make divisions, that 1s to say with a stone make
a central and arcular groove 1n the bottom of the cup, so as to catch there
at the lower part a saucer of corresponding dimension Take a slender
earthenware vase, fitted and suspended on the cup, retained by 1t 1n 1ts su
perior part, and projecting toward the kerotakis of fire Arrange the [metal
lic] foil as you wish, conforming to the writing, on top of the vase and
under the kerotakis, at the same tume as the cup, so that you should be able
to see 1ts interior After having luted the joints, cook it as many hours as our
wrting says This 1s for sulphur 1n suspension For arsenic 1n suspension
one operates simularly Make a hittle needle hole 1n the center of the vase

Another glass cup placed beneath The earthenware vase should be of
such a dimension that 1t should fit the rounded parts and conform with
those parts

Thus 1s the furnace 1n the shape of a kiln, says Mana, having at the upper
part three holes, intended to retain [the big pieces] and to let through the
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melted parts. Heat it progressively, so as to burn the Greek reeds for two or
three days and nights, according to what the coloring requires, and let it be
completely roasted in the furnace. Then let the asphalt descend for a whole
day, while adding that which you know, plus white or yellow copper.
[This] can also be done thus: the apparatus in the form of a sieve whitens,
yellows, produces the ios. Cook gently, as is done for the production of
paint, the tincture of the mixtures and all that you can imagine. This is the
fabrication (3:230-31).

In his treatise On the Final Reckoning, Zosimus returns to quoting
what Maria said about coloring: “There are two steps of appropriate
tinctures, according to whether one operates with raw or with cooked
species. The process of cooking does not involve great effort; [but] it
requires great adroitness and it is shorter, as the divine Maria says. For
this process of cooking there are many varieties of liquids and of fire”
(3:236).

Maria’s methods are referred to again by a commentator on Zosimus
in a treatise called The Species Is Composed and Not Stmple: “If any one
of these special parts fails to appear, the composition will be incomplete;
whether it underwent [only] dilution, or cooking, or calcination, or de-
composition effected in the water-bath [bain-Marie] heated with the
fire of sawdust; or in a bird-beaked vase; or [when it is deposited] in the
kerotakis; or in an alembic heated with naked fire; and this, if it is a case
of diplosis carried out by means of mercury, according to the procedure
of Maria, or any other kind of treatment” (3:261-62).

In conclusion, Zosimus, who was by far the greatest authority among
the Hellenistic alchemists, considered Maria the greatest authority
among all the alchemists who preceded him and whose teachings and
practices he presents in his numerous treatises.






PART THREE

The Early Arab World






Introduction to Part Three

WITHIN a few centuries after the decline of Hellenistic culture—of
which alchemy was an integral part—the new and vigorous Arab civiliza-
tion became its heir, and began to build its own intellectual world on
the foundations laid down by the Greeks. Among the constituent ele-
ments of the great medieval Arab culture were the sciences of religion
(an Arabic term: ‘ulam al-din), philosophy, all the natural sciences,
medicine, geometry, and astronomy, as well as alchemy.

As in the Hellenistic world, so in the Muslim Arab orbit, alchemy was
regarded a science, or art, received through the grace of divine revela-
tion by Adam. From him alchemy was transmitted to a chain of adepts,
the earlier ones of whom were biblical figures, followed by Greek mas-
ters (some of them mythical), and finally by Muhammad and early ca-
liphs and princes. The latter included Khalid ibn Yazid (660-704), Ja“far
al-Sadiq (died 765), and Jabir ibn Hayyan (died c. 812).

It was not until the ninth century that these unsubstantiated tradi-
tions began to be supplemented by alchemical writings that can be defi-
nitely dated, even though their authorship remains doubtful. The two
most important Arabic alchemical corpora, the one attributed to Jabir
ibn Hayyan and the other consisting of the writings of Muhammad
Zakariyya al-Razi, came into being about the turn of the ninth to tenth
centuries.

By that time alchemy among the Jews could look back to a history of
some seven centuries, although so far no solid evidence has come to
light bearing on it between the demise of the Hellenistic age and the rise
of Arab alchemy. There are indications which permit us to suspect that,
notwithstanding the absence of data, Jewish activity in alchemy did not
cease in the intervening period. The fact that Avicenna mentions two
Jewish alchemists, and highly praises one of them as his teacher and mas-
ter in the Great Art, can be considered a proof that in his day alchemy
was a specialization in which Jews had achieved expertise and renown,
something that could have been developed only in the course of centu-
ries. The legend-studded alchemical writings of Abufalah of Syracuse
(eleventh century), preserved in Hebrew manuscripts, also point in the
same direction, as does the extant Hebrew version of the Book of Alums
and Salts, traditionally attributed to al-Razi.

There is also the tradition which turned the seventh-century Muslim
prince Khalid ibn Yazid, a legendary founder-figure in Arab alchemy,
into the Jew Calid son of Iazich, because—at least in the medieval Chris-
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tian world—]Jewish alchemists had a reputation that outshone that of
their Muslim colleagues. The alternative explanation, which I embrace
below in Chapter 9, is that a Hebrew alchemical manuscript was attrib-
uted by its author or copyist to Khalid ibn Yazid because the Jews who
lived in the Muslim world shared with the Arabs the belief that Khalid
was the most honored of alchemists. In either case, the existence of such
a pseudepigraphic treatise in Hebrew indicates that Jewish alchemists
were known to be at work in the period in question, and that old He-
brew alchemical treatises circulated among them.

Questions such as these apart, the material presented in the following
chapters also indicate that alchemy was yet another of those fields of
Arab scholarly, artistic, or intellectual activity in which both Jews and
Muslims participated, and in which Jewish achievement was appreciated
by the Muslims. Especially noteworthy in this connection are the words
of Avicenna about the “law of the philosopher” which requires learning
from “the instructed man to whatever religion he belongs.” Since
Avicenna quotes this maxim in the name of his master Jacob the Jew, it
appears that it expresses the position taken by the Jews in the Arab world
which made possible, and justified in their eyes, their active participation
in all the fields which made medieval Arab culture the greatest of the
age.

AVICENNA’S JEWISH MASTER

Avicenna, as the Latin world knew the Arab encyclopedic philosopher
and scientist Ibn Sina (980-1037), was one of the shining lights of the
medieval Muslim world. Born near Bukhara, at the time the capital of
the Samanid dynasty, he learned Arabic in his childhood (his mother-
tongue was Persian), and while still in his teens he became known as an
outstanding physician. By the age of cighteen he had mastered all the
sciences then known. He led an unsettled life, serving various courts in
castern Persia, while laboring tirelessly on producing in Persian and Ara-
bic an astounding number of books on philosophy, metaphysics, medi-
cine, natural history, mathematics, phonetics, and all the sciences of the
age. His Arabic books, and especially his most important Healing of the
Soul and Canon of Medicine, were translated into Persian, Hebrew,
Latin, and the modern European languages, and were republished again
and again. For example, the Healing of the Sonl was reissued repeatedly
in Latin in 1485, 1508, 1546, and as recently as in 1968 a critical edi-
tion of its medieval Latin translation was published.!

Berthelot in his La chimie au moyen age makes a brief presentation of
Avicenna’s statements on alchemy on the basis of the Liber abuali abin-
cine de anima, in arte alchimiae, of which a manuscript is found in the
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Paris Bibliothéque Nationale.? This work contains a list of mystical and
real alchemists, beginning with Adam, Noah, Idris (cf. Koran 19:56/
56-58/57; 21:85-86), and Moses. Among the latter-day alchemists is
mentioned “Isaac the Jew.” Avicenna has more to say about a certain
“Jacob the Jew” whom he acknowledges as his master in alchemy:

Jacob the Jew, a man of penetrating mind, also taught me many things, and
I shall repeat to you what he taught me: if you want to be a philosopher of
nature, to whichever religion you belong, listen to the instructed man of
whatever religion, because the law of the philosopher says: thou shalt not
kill, thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not commit adultery, do unto others as
you do to yourself, and don’t utter blasphemies.?

This brief statement is remarkable for several reasons. First, Avicenna
professes himself to be the disciple of a Jewish alchemist. Second, of
“the many things” he learned from Jacob he quotes him as having
taught him not the art of alchemy as such, but the manner in which
knowledge should be acquired: by learning from wise men of whatever
religion. In the Muslim environment in which Avicenna lived and
worked, it was an extraordinary thing to advocate that believers should
seck knowledge from unbelievers. That Avicenna himself did learn from
Jacob the Jew is eloquently demonstrated by the “law of the philoso-
pher” which Jacob taught him: the basic Jewish ethical commandments
which constitute the sixth, seventh, and eighth of the Ten Command-
ments (Exod. 20:13), quoted literally, followed by a rephrasing of Levit-
icus 19:18, “thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself,” probably in the
light of Hillel’s famous reformulation: “What is hateful to you do not
unto your neighbor—this is the entire Torah.”* The prohibition of ut-
tering blasphemies is a reference to the Third Commandment, which
in post-biblical Jewish religion developed into the concept of biliul
haShem, “desecration of the name of the Lord.”®

It is a pity that we know nothing of this Jacob the Jew who made such
an impression on one of the greatest minds of the age.



Chapter Seven

ABUFALAH’S ALCHEMY

IN THE BRITISH Library is preserved a short but important Hebrew al-
chemical manuscript numbered Or. 3659 which begins: “Said Abufalah
the Saraqusti: Thanks to God who ordered the things and taught the
sons of men their knowledge.” The author, who seems to have lived in
Syracuse, Sicily, in the eleventh century, is known for another work as
well, also preserved only in Hebrew, entitled Sefer haTamar (Book of
the Palm-Tree).?2 MS. Or. 3659 is identified on folio 1v as The Book of
Em baMelekh, that is, “Mother of the King.” Its numerous Arabisms
show that it is a translation from the Arabic. Also the references to King
Solomon as hamelekh Shlomo al-Yabud, that is, “King Solomon the
Jew,” and Salmon al-Yahiud (8v), show that it was written by a Muslim
Arab. Definitely of non-Hebrew origin is also the vacillation in the spell-
ing of the name of the king: it is spelled not only Sa/mon, but also
Salamon (1v, 2v), and Sulaymon (8r). Moreover, occasionally the He-
brew translator was at a loss to find the Hebrew equivalent of an Arabic
term, in which case he used a circumlocution; after writing “the proper-
ties of the sagra,” for example, he adds, “and in our language the prop-
erties of the soul of the living” (2r).

Even though the treatise is the work of a Muslim Arab alchemist, the
very fact that it was translated into Hebrew testifies to the interest Jews,
or at least certain circles of Jews, had in alchemy in the Middle Ages.
Morecover, essential parts of the treatise (including the detailed discus-
sion of the metals, 2v—4r), were incorporated verbatim by Gershon ben
Shlomo into his Sha*ar baShamayim (Gate of Heaven), which shows
that the treatise was influential among medieval Jewish alchemists, and
was utilized some two centuries after its composition.

Gershon ben Shlomo of Arles was a Provengal scholar of the late thir-
teenth century, of whose literary output only one book, the Gate of
Heaven, has survived. It was published first in Venice in 1547, and
thereafter several more times. The Gate of Heaven is a popular compila-
tion, summing up the sciences as of the thirteenth century, including
astronomy, meteorology, mineralogy, alchemy, zoology, botany, anat-
omy, physiology, and medicine, as well as psychology, heredity, and the-
ology. Gershon lists a great number of Greek, Latin, Arabic, and Jewish
authors, but even though he lifted out major parts from Abufalah’s Em
haMelekh and incorporated them word for word into his Gate of Heaven,
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he did this without giving credit to his source. None of the scholars who
have so far discussed the Gate of Heaven noticed or commented upon
Gershon’s borrowing from Abufalah.? The fact is that the Second Gate
of the Second Article (pp. 9b-10b in the Venice 1547 edition) of the
Guate of Heaven is in its totality copied from the First Part of Abufalah’s
manuscript presented below, most of it verbatim, here and there with
slight changes, and occasionally with a transposition of paragraphs or
inadvertently omitted passages. Only on a very few occasions did Ger-
shon add anything to Abufalah’s text. In Chapter 24 we shall see that a
long section of this treatise was incorporated into a pseudo-Maimo-
nidean tract as well.

After the opening sentence quoted above, the treatise starts with the
customary address to a friend or a disciple:

You, O successful son, at your request, as the disciple beloved by us, Ibn
Mas“id the Ashbelite, may God let you attain your good desire, and may
He in His mercy protect you from evil. Your messenger has reached me
here in Asro [?], with your letter of apology, and with your request [pre-
sented in] pleasantly flowery language, which arouses desire and yearning.
You yearn and desire to comprehend the truth of the wisdoms. . . .

After some more general pleasantries Abufalah gets down to his sub-
ject proper:

(1r) . .. Itis my wish to reveal to you everything you asked me, so that you
apprehend the truth and wisdom of the intellectual work that is called
among the sages alkimiyah. With it you will achieve success in accumulat-
ing money and gathering a fortune, for the secret of one single operation
of it should suffice for [to satisfy] your need of bread [for yourself] and of
bread for your house.

The many troubles I had with the practice of medicine and service of the
king have caused me harm, and I reached the decision not to reveal any-
thing of this science in a book, but only to a single person, and face to
face. . . . I know also that you are perfect in all kinds of natural sciences,
and [I know of] your endeavor to pursue honesty and the religious laws.
You were elected judge in that kingdom, and this science will be with you
so that none of the usual harm should befall you. . . .

(1v) I am sending you the Book of Vexation* together with this book, for
you are very greatly in need of it in this Work. . . . In order to lighten the
burden of my troubles I chose brevity, and I called this book Mother of the
King, because in it I mention the operation of the precious and wonderful
stone that the Queen of Sheba brought to King Shlomo al-yahid [the Jew]
as a present . . . as King Salmén testified in a book which he wrote about
this science, called HaMaspen (The Compass).
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BEFORE presenting the alchemucal teachings of Abufalah, which begin at
this point 1n his manuscript, 1t will be of interest to discuss the story
about the provenance of the mysterious Book of the Compass Informa-
tion about 1t 1s given by Johanan Alemanno, the sixteenth-century Ital
1an Jewish alchemust, in hus Sefer haLigqutim (Book of Collectanea), in
the name of Abufalah himself, and 1n the form of a colorful folktale It
was published in Hebrew by Yishaq Sh’muel Reggio 1n 1836,° and the
following 1s my translation

We found 1n the Collectanea of the sage R Yohanan Alemanno of blessed
memory, who wrote 1n the name of Abufalah haSaqruti It 1s the story
of the reason why the Queen of Sheba deaided to travel from her country
to a faraway land and come to Jerusalem to hear the wisdom of Solomon
of the seed of Jesse the Bethlehemite And these things which were told
by the aforementioned sage were written in the book of Yathra the Ish
maelite, who wrote an explanation to the work of figures and alchemy, cop
ying 1t from the Sefer haMaspun [Book of the Occult], a book attributed to
King Solomon, which he left behind 1n another language, and perhaps 1t 1s
the Sefer haR’fu’ot [Book of Remedies], which was hidden by Hezekiah
king of Judah, and which 1s still 1n existence in the Kingdom of Armenia
and the Kingdom of Sheba And this 1s the language of the aforemen
tioned sage

Our ancestors have told us about the sages of this Work, and especially
about Suleyman the ancient king 1n his book entitled Sefer baMaspun
And there 1n that book, 1n the chapter about bringing the spirituality of the
planet Mars, he said that there was a great sage among the sages of the
Copts or Nabateans, by the name of Seman, who was engaged in philo
sophical speculation about the wisdom of spirituality, and he had aven
erable image which foretold the future before 1t came to pass Seman 1n his
great wisdom married into the family of the King of Sheba after the death
of the king, and took his daughter to wife, and she 1s the Queen of Sheba
mentioned 1n Scripture Her father the king, at the time of his death, had
commanded his princes and councilors concerming her, that when his only
daughter grew up to be married, she should be given to a wise man who
would rise 1n his wisdom high above all the other sages 1n the land, for the
king did not want bride price and property, but only wisdom, which 1s
more precious than pearls, and nothing can equal 1t

And 1t came to pass after the death of the king that the time arrived 1n
which the maiden reached her full beauty, her breasts developed and her
hair grew And the princes said “The time has come to give her 1n marnage
and to raise up seed for the kingdom to reign 1n the land, for, behold, now
1s the time of love, and 1t 1s proper to find rest for her, as the king, our lord,
her father, had commanded ”
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And they 1ssued a decree, and chose wise and old men, noted 1n all the
kingdoms of Sheba and of Dedan and of the children of Aden, and they
made them judges according to the decree which the princes prepared And
they sent heralds to all the lands saying “Who 1s the man who wishes to
come and stand before the wise men, to make his wisdom known before
them, who can answer all their questions, each word 1n 1ts fashion, and can
stand 1n the breach, 1n all their discussions, for ten days, and can defeat
them 1n his wisdom?® He will marry the princess, and will be the successor
of the king on the royal throne But if he cannot prevail, and spouls her
happiness, then, because he was so mnsolent as to come before the princes
and the judges, he will be put to death, and his head will be removed from
him, lest a stranger who 1s unworthy come and aggrandize himself, saying
‘I shall reign,” and mock the sages and the elders, and become for them a
burden with false words in which there 1s no understanding ”

And the sages gathered together in the appointed place, and the days
grew many, but no man came forth, for who 1s he who has daring 1n his
heart to come to the house of assembly of great wise men and men of note
such as these, and can leave 1n peace, without harm, and without forfeiting
his head to the kingdom® Only one man, Seman, came forward and ap
proached them, even though they warned him and cited to him all the con-
ditions of the decree which the princes of the land had 1ssued Despite all
this he did not withdraw, for his heart was sure that he would stand up and
come out a victor And he came before the wise men and judges, and held
forth before them, and he gave correct answers to all theirr words, even
though they asked him very deep questions and tested him with nddles No
secret was unknown to him, and he stood and spoke throughout the ten
days

And 1t came to pass that when the judges and princes saw the greatness
of his wisdom, and that he had answered everything they asked him, and
that there was no way they could withhold the princess from him, they dug
deeper m council among themselves to ask him one more great and difficult
question, which was 1n the realm of impossible things It was whether he
could make 1n his wisdom a thing small 1n quanuty and size but great on
account of 1ts wondrous quahities and importance, a thing worth more than
the whole kingdom® Thus [they said] he should bring in his hands as a gift
to the princess to be a pledge in her hand of the kingship which would
come to him through her And thereupon they all would agree to make
him king and to cry abrekl® (majesty) before hum

Seman did not hesitate to accomplish that {demand] 1n his great wis-
dom, for he wanted the princess He asked for time, and with the spiritual-
ity which was known to hum he made the precious stone of the philoso-
phers, which all the things i the world cannot equal, and he brought it 1in
his hand to the princess, before all the princes and councilors When the
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sages saw the stone 1n his hand they laughed at him for they did not know
what was 1ts nature, and they threw that sage [Seman] 1n jail and prepared
to cut off his head, for they did not believe him But the sage commanded
that they bring before him all the vessels in the house of the queen, made
of copper, tin, iron, and lead, and all kinds of metals which were 1n the
house, and he cast them 1nto a fire, and then he scraped off a little from that
stone over the metals, and out came pure gold from the fire, purified seven
fold Then all the people were amazed at the wisdom of the man, and they
all cried, “Long live the king'” And they put the royal crown on his head,
and gave him the princess to wife She took the stone and put 1t 1n her
treasury to be her greatest treasure and the most precious thing in all her
kingdom

And 1t came to pass that she lived with him seven years, but she recerved
no male seed from him And at the end of seven years he fell ill with the
illness 1in which he died,” and the queen remained a widow 1n the house of
her father, and she had no child And all day the princes and the councilors
pressed her to remarry 1n order to raise up royal seed But she sighed and
sat back, for she wanted to wait until she would find as wise and under
standing a consort as Seman, her first husband And 1n the course of days
she heard the fame of Solomon, whose name traveled far, and of his great
wisdom and virtue And she decided to visit him, so as to test him with
riddles Perhaps [she thought] the king will become desirous of her beauty
and of the greatness of her kingdom, and will take her to be his wife

And she came to him with great pomp, with much gold and silver and
spices and precious stones to present as gifts to the king, as Scripture test1
fies ® And also 1t 1s found written in the Book of Chronicles of the Kings of
Sheba that she brought with her that precious stone of the philosophers
which Seman had made, to test with it Solomon, whether he would know
its udden secret, and whether he too could make one hike 1t, with the con
dition that if the king told her the secret of her stone and 1ts working, then
she, and the stone, and her kingdom would become his And if not, she
would return home and not marry him

And the king answered all her questions, and told her the secret of the
stone and 1ts nature and 1ts working, and other secrets which do not have
to be related And the stone remained in the hands of the king And 1n
order to appease her after he had gone 1n unto her and she became preg
nant by him with male seed fit for kingship, he let her return to her king
dom on condition that the son whom she would bear should reign after her
and should be called by his father’s name And so 1t was, for the son who
was born to her was called thereafter by the name of his father Sulayman
son of David, of the seed of Jesse the Bethlehemite And this has continued
to this day all the kings are called Sulayman the first, the second And this
was done by the princes and the noblemen, the chiefs of the kingdom, so
that the royal seed not be lost
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And because she brought the precious stone to King Solomon, this was
the reason why the king wrote in the Sefer baMaspun about its working and
the manner of the work of its wisdom, and thus Abufalah the Saqruti testi-
fies, as we have written.

Reggio concludes the above story by stating that “the science of al-
chemy is a divine science and a work about which many ancient sages
have written, and it is of the secrets of nature and creation, to know the
intrinsic meaning of the natures of the minerals, and to make them work
one upon the other. For it is by means of natural wisdom that the philos-
ophers’ stone can be made, which is the precious stone that Seman made
and about which Solomon wrote to the Queen of Sheba in the Sefer
haMaspun, by bringing spirituality down upon the bodies through the
preparation of mixtures and the receipt of exalted forms . . . as attested
by Abufalah the Ishmaelite, who gathered his words from the books of
Solomon which are found in the Kingdom of Sheba.”

WE now return to the text of Abufalah himself as preserved in the He-
brew translation.

(1v) I find it proper to begin with the section which I shall call “Theory [or
The Part of Scrutiny]” (Helegq ha® Iyyun). . . . 1 shall follow it with a second
section . . . which I shall call “The Part of Practice” ( Heleq haMa® aseh), for
in it I shall explain the order of the operations and the Work that I consider
necessary to mention in these operations concerning matters of whitening,
coloring, melting, coagulation, distillation, and sublimation—all these are
necessary for this sought-after work, and I do this in three sections. In THE
FIRST I shall enumerate what I took from the books of wisdom concerning
the essence of the kinds of things that receive power from natural action on
the part of the supernal bodies, and their origin and composition, such as
the kinds of metals and mineral stones that are being born, and the resem-
blance of their appearance and their nature according to the stars that affect
them. In THE $ECOND I shall describe the forms of the operations with a
mention of the drugs that should be placed in this Work, and those that
absorb the power of that action. In THE THIRD I shall mention the opera-
tion of the precious stone and the accounts of its inventor with which this
operation is completed; it is a selection of all the properties (2r) and opera-
tions, and it is at it that this book aims; it is a great secret from among the
secrets of the ancient Salimon, which is worthy of a place in the treasuries
of kings. And I also thought it desirable to write in this book a section
about the coagulation of z7bag [A., quicksilver], since they are important
operations that we have received from the oldest sages and the elders of
this Work. Also our tests are directed at those operations to make sure
there is in them no failure nor harm, and I ask of God the help and the
support.
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THE FIRST PART: WHICH IS THE PART OF THEORY

The sage Abufalah said: Know, O longed-for son, that the ways of scrutiny
to which I have already called your attention are five, and behold, I have
alluded to them and explained them in the Book of Vexation and the Book
of Competition; 1 do not consider it necessary to mention them here except
very briefly, and I shall not present their explanation here, for there is no
place for them in this book: A. The way in which one can achieve some-
thing remote from that which is intended. B. The way in which one can
achieve the thing itself without an intermediary. C. The way in which one
can achieve the near matter which adheres to the matter itself. D. The way
leading to that which is outside of what is proper. E. The way of taking the
essence of things out of their husks. . . .

(2v) And he said: Know, O longed-for son, that all things of the plants
and the minerals in this world are controlled by the wheel [zodiac], and its
power influences them through the intermediacy of the elements. And
what comes into being first is two kinds of vapors: the moist and the dry.
When the moist rises from the earth there comes rain, and from the dry
thunder and winds. And when they come into being inside the earth, out
of the dry and smoky vapor are born two kinds: one is mineral stones that
come out of the earth, which are not pure, like red arsenic and sigra [rock-
lichen, fucus], and of these there are two kinds: one is a kind of colored ash,
and the other like marcasite and its like. From the moist vapor are also born
two kinds: one melts like copper, gold, silver, and their like, and the other
breaks like iron. . . . And the appearance of metals is in accordance with the
determining powers that work on them and bestow power upon them by
means of the elements, for the appearance of gold is due to the sun and its
sparks, and the whiteness of silver is due to the moon, and similarly the
appearance of each kind is due to one of the moving stars, for blackness is
due to Saturn, and red to Mars, and green to Jupiter, and blue to Venus,
and that which is compounded of various appearances to the star Sun. And
behold, the dusty parts are more abundant in gold and silver, the parts are
attached and mixed well, which is not the case with lead and iron. The
reason that some metals such as gold and silver take longer to melt, whereas
others like lead and tin melt quickly is that the watery and airy parts are
attached well and fused better with the dusty parts in gold, silver, and iron,
which is not the case with lead and tin. And the greater heaviness of one
kind as against the other has two aspects: one is because the attachment of
the parts to one another is much greater in gold, and this is the reason why
gold does not deteriorate and does not rust a long time, and its melting is
very retarded in the fire. And the other is because of the abundance of the
parts of dust (3r) in the lead. And behold gold: no dross comes out of it
when it is melted, as it does from the other metals, because of the purity of
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1ts nature and 1ts cleanness And 1t 1s 1n 1ts nature that it fuses with silver and
copper when they are melted with 1t, but 1f the marcasite stone 1s put on 1t,
it will separate from them And gold does not melt quickly 1n fire but 1t
melts 1n the body of ostriches, otros: in La®az, for 1t 1s their food, and even
though the heat of ostriches 1s weaker than the heat of the fire, [1t melts]
because there 1s a special quality 1n them

And the reason why the appearance of gold 1s red and the appearance of
silver 1s white 1s the vapor that goes 1nto them for 1if that vapor 1s very warm
because the smoky vapor 1s intermixed with 1t, without which 1t cannot be,
1t [the gold] becomes red And silver 1s white because the heat does not
prevail 1n that vapor, and this tends toward the appearance of water

Quucksilver Its ongin and nature are of two aspects One 1t has an origin
and source ltke the other silver, and the reason that it does not coagulate 1s
that there 1s much humidity 1n 1t, which the cold of the earth cannot coag
ulate and turn 1nto a dusty [1 ¢ , solid] body and make 1t thick and hard, but
turns 1t humd like water as 1t results from the vapor, because of its great
humidity upon the water 1t does not coagulate 1n the cold so as to become
a dusty body, but becomes water And the other reason 1s that the mim
mum of cold does not prevail upon 1t, so [cold] cannot turn 1t into a hard
body and 1t remains moist, close to the nature of its material

And 1t 15 the view of the sage Ben Rushd? that heat has thickened it from
the beginning, but only a hittle, and then cold coagulated 1t, and because
the action of the heat has not prevailed upon 1t, its nature became cold and
moist And 1n the opimion of some sages the substances that are closest to
all kinds of metals 1s quicksilver and sulphur, for the moist vapors that de
velop 1n the space of the earth are affected by the heat [at the time] of
origin, and 1t ripens them and purifies them during the long time of their
stay there, and they add thickness and weight and purity of appearance

And 1if the quicksilver 1s very pure and the sulphur clean, and the two get
muxed 1n equal measure as 1s proper, and the sulphur draws off the moisture
of the quicksilver and dries 1t, and the heat of origin 1s average during 1ts
ripening, and 1f nothing cold happens to them, nor dryness prior to their
ripening, then good gold will come into being out of them And if cold
happens to them prior to their ripening, white silver will come 1nto being
out of them If dryness happens to them due to the great heat [at the time]
of ongin and the abundance of the dusty particles, (3v) then red copper
develops from them And if cold happens to them before the parts of
sulphur and quicksilver mix, prior to ripenung, then iron!® develops out of
them And if cold happens to them prior to ripening, and the dusty part
cles prevail over the moust ones, then black 1ron develops out of them And
if the quicksilver prevails over the sulphur, and the heat 1s very weak 1n
them, then lead comes out of them In this manner do metallic substances
change for reasons that happen to them more sulphur and less quicksilver,
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or less sulphur and more quicksilver, or because the heat becomes strong
prior to their nipening, or because of the cold, as we have explained

Next follows a list of metals, each briefly defined or described

(3v) TIN 15 near 1n 1ts nature to siver, and differs from 1t 1n three re
spects 1n smell, 1n softness, and 1n tone And these features became at
tached to 1t at [the time of] onigin Indeed, its softness 1s due to the abun
dance of 1ts quicksilver, or due to the small measure of the cold which dried
1t or desiccated 1t, and the cause of the tone of its sound 1s the thickness of
the sulphur that 1s 1n 1t, and 1ts bad smell 1s due to the insufficiency of its
ripening Behold, through a known procedure 1t will become quicksilver,
for 1t 1s close to 1ts nature, as I shall reveal to you 1n the Gate that follows
this, and due to a shight cause 1t will be saved from 1ts traits, as we have said
about silver, which 1s close to the nature of gold, and with thoughtful work
we can transmute 1t mnto gold, as I shall reveal unto you likewise after this
And 1f one of those who deny this argues against us, saying that 1t 1s impos
sible that one kind should be transmuted 1nto another—except for a kind
of wheat which changes into a kind of go” [vanant yo”/] [*], and a kind of
hazel tree which also changes into another kind—we shall answer them that
this 1s not a transmutation of one kind into another, because silver, 1f 1t
ripens for a long time 1n the warmth of the earth will turn into gold, and
the master of thus work brings about the nipening 1n a short tme AND LEAD
15 also close to the nature of silver, and 1ts npemung has not been completed,
as with tin, and I shall tell you of its operation 1n the next Gate AND LATUN
[lazton, brass, an alloy of copper and zinc] 1s a kind of copper, but mixed 1n
it are some known drugs, and 1t becomes hard through them, and I shall
tell you also about this later AND METAYL [metal] 1s a thing mixed of two
metals which are tn and copper, or tin and lead, and a kind of iron, also
from all the other metals you can transmute them with the devices of this
Work 1nto either silver or gold, as I shall reveal unto you the secrets of this
Work 1n the next Gate

And know that out of lead they make the white [substance] which 1s
called blanget diforin [ceruse, white lead? with vinegar And mina [min
1um] 1s a red color which 1s made out of lead and sulphur, and the vermilion
out of quicksilver and sulphur, and verdet [acrugo, verdigns] of copper and
vinegar These are five good kinds

And know that quicksilver if they put 1t on fire, will all go up n the
smoke of the fire because of the abundance of its moistness, and if 1t 1s
muxed with [other] kinds of metals 1t will soften them (4r) and weaken
them, and this 1s why the refiners put [some] of 1t into silver and gold so
that 1t should melt like water, and they gild vessels with 1t, and then they
put the vessel on a fire, which destroys all the quicksilver in smoke, and the
vessel will remain gilded, retamning the hardness and nature [of gold] And
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with the devices of this Work we can coagulate 1t [the quicksilver] and
transmute 1t into the nature of good silver 1n every respect, and that 1s
among the important works which I shall reveal unto you in the third Gate
AND KNOW that 1f you mix three parts of 1t [quicksilver] with two parts of
good gold and melt all of 1t, and then weigh the mixture, you will find that
1t ganed 1n 1ts weight one sixth of what you put mnto 1t, and suffice 1t for
him who understands

AND BEHOLD there are aruificial substances of other kinds, and they are
divided nto [several] kinds, such as the kinds of salts, and the kinds of
alum, and the salnstr: [saltpeter, potassium mitrate or sodium nitrate, or
the like], and the naft [naphtha, bitumen], and all of them enter into these
works And among the salts there are those that are sweet, such as the salt
which 1s mined from a certain mountain called Basqar [variant Qardoya,
Qardona], and there 1s bitter salt with which the refiners clean silver vessels
And these traits develop with moisture and the waters which mix 1n the
space of the earth, and the heat of the sun burns them away, and because
of much burmng bitterness develops in them All this I saw in this first
Gate

We now reach a passage which 1s significant because 1n 1t Abufalah dis
claims any onginality for his alchemy, and admuts that 1t 1s a mere comp:
lation from older sources He writes

(4r) And you, O successful son, understand concerning this Gate that I
extracted 1t from the books of nature, and this should suffice for you to
study And to give preference to natural over artifictal knowledge 1s the
great secret of this Work If you will deal with 1t wisely, with the arufices
and operations which are known 1n 1t, you will transmute the unimportant
kind to one more important than 1t, and will succeed with 1t 1n accumulat
ing a fortune 1n a short time, while you will also preserve the Third Compo
sition which I indicated to you 1n the First Book, with the five ways which
I mentioned there as well And behold I shall present to you hereafter the
Second Gate, which will discuss the manner of the artificial operations and
the order of the Works and the artifices which are used by the sages of this
Work who describe the whitenings and the colorings and the meltings and
the coagulations and the distillations and the sublimations and other oper
ations to transform the unimportant to the more important than 1t 1s, with
a mention of the drugs that are needed to be put into these Works, as we
have written

THE SECOND GATE

The wise said Know, O my brother, that just as I have presented to you 1n
the preceding Gate a discussion of the natural operations which take place
due to the power of the supernal bodies by means of the elements, and 1
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presented to you their origin from the two kinds of vapors, the moist and
the dry, which are born with in the space of the earth, and their resem-
blance and their mixture—so it is meet that I present to you in this Gate a
description of the kinds of accidental and artificial operations.

Next follows a summary interpretation of Plato’s doctrines concern-
ing the universal and particular souls: the universal soul is found in met-
als, in vegetation, and in the earth in general, and likewise the powers of
the particular soul are found in each of the bodies, including the metals.
Love between two individuals is due to the essential similarity of the
power of the particular souls in the two persons. This is how Abufalah
puts this idea: “The power of one particular soul which is in a person, if
it is similar in true quality to the power of the soul of another person, the
one will desire the other, and there will be a powerful love between
them, even if they should differ in years and in temperament” (4v.).

Following his excursion into Platonism Abufalah turns to concrete
alchemical details, and writes:

There are things which produce their effect by whitening and coloring, for
they color and whiten the metal, or by the quality of the cleansing power
that is in them, such as vinegar and salt and their like. Or through addition
or subtraction they unite with them and endow them with whitening and
coloring in their appearance, as zingar [verdigris], verdet in La‘az, and
ruga [?] and rama [?]. Or they have a relation to that metal, such as
zarnikh [arsenic], and the red [?], and their like. Or they relate to the
weight, as ashes of the basilisk in water of the cock {see below]. And there
are those that exert their effect by weight and adherence, for they adhere to
all parts of that kind or those kinds and make them heavy, thus to trans-
mute them to the kind which is sought, whether due to its quality such as
the smoke of quicksilver and the smell of silver and their like, or due to its
combination and beauty, as the beautification of metals and iron and
natron water and their like, or by its relationship, as margasita [ marcasite]
and the stone that attracts iron, which is called éymant [S. iman, magnet]
and their like. And there are those that exert their effect by way of penetra-
tion, for they infuse the power and nature of one kind into the power of the
other kind, and they are like a wing for the other things that enter into
these kinds of Work; or by means of their quality such as the smell of musk
and its like. Or through a combination such as the rind of citron and the
moistness of resins and their like. Or through their relations such as hair
and naphtha and their like. And I shall begin, with the help of God, with
those Works which exert their effect by means of whitening and coloring,
with the power of the things that enter into them by means of their quality,
relations, and qualitative combination.
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DESCRIPTION: To add beauty and color to sun [gold]. [Take] verdigris
and nushidir [sal ammoniac] and alum in equal weight, grind it and mix it
with strong vinegar, and smear it [the gold] with it, and put it into fire, and
it will come out a commensurate quality operation. . . .

DESCRIPTION. Of the operation of copper into sun [gold]. Heat copper
plates many times, and quench them in the water of alum and garya [?] and
salt and ruga until they become well softened and the blackness is re-
moved, and take zitiah [vitriol] and atingar [alkali, salt], borias [borax] in
La‘az, and pure white glass (5v) and grind it well and sift it in a sieve, and
knead it with black seedless raisins and with the juice of figs, and grind it
with salt, and drench it with strong vinegar, alum water, and the water of
azig [?], vitrionol in La‘z, and sal ammoniac, and thereafter dry it and grind
it, and put it into the well-known zas°7d [sublimation] vessel, that is the
alanbig [alembic], and sublimate it from four to seven times in weak fire as
long as four hours, and then sublimate it for four hours in strong fire; there
is nothing like them. It is a great secret like the mixture of moon or sun;
keep it because it is good.

DESCRIPTION: Coloring. Take the bark of a willow and soak it for nine
days until it turns red, and you can color anything with it.

DESCRIPTION: Whitening. Take the globules which you find at the foot
of the river willows and press them and squeeze out their water, and put the
metal into it while it is warm, and it will become white.

DESCRIPTION: Copper into moon [silver]. Used to be practiced by Bara-
khia the sage. Take of good green arsenic one weight, and grind it well with
strong and good vinegar many times, and sublimate it until all of it be-
comes white, and let its vapor rise into the well-known sublimation vessel,
then make of it a compound with mask [musk] and pure fine flour, and
sublimate all of it with the arsenic that was worked upon with the vinegar
and was sublimated, until it rises like white [i.e., silver] and nothing re-
mains in the bottom of the sublimation vessel, and then grind all this com-
pound well and mix it with the well-known oil of those eggs. ... One
weight of this on seven weights of copper and one weight of silver—and it
will come out good.

DESCRIPTION: Another whitening of copper into quality moon [silver].
Take sal ammoniac in the well-known manner and put it on melted copper,
and it will become white inside and out.

DESCRIPTION: A wonderful and exalted operation to whiten all opera-
tions which are performed with copper into moon [silver] so that they
should come out white from the fire each time, even a hundred times, and
this is the number of [illegible word] in the experiments. Take shabi
[A. shibh, copper] which is m’rugqeh [H., made thin], alum, and albish
[A. &ish, poison plant, Napellus moysis] and gariz and ruga and salt, and
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grind all of 1t well, and put half of it into cold and pure water, and the other
half into boiling water in a copper vessel in which there 1s no tin, and heat
the essence of that operation 1n an iron bowl, and when 1t 1s well heated
throw 1t into the aforementioned cold water and then into the boiling
water, and do this many times, heat 1t and put 1t into cold water and then
mto boihing water, and then rub 1t and dry it with a linen cloth, and then
rub 1t between your hands and dry 1t and put 1t into fire as many times as
you wish, and each ume it will come out white [or moon, silver] from the
fire, but by way of meltng 1t will not come out white [or moon, silver]
And preserve 1t

DESCRIPTION The operation of coloring copper into gold Take copper
and make 1t into thin layers, and put them into another melting pot, (6r)
sprinkle on them some tutty powder, and melt 1t and throw 1t into pure
olve oil, and do this three or four times, and 1t will come out good sun
[gold] 1n 1ts appearance and nature And if you heat 1t and extingwsh 1t 1n
the gall of an ox and za°frdn [saffron] and ruga and sal ammoniac 1t will be
more beautiful, and if some good sun [gold] 1s mixed 1nto 1t 1t will be good
for any Work

DESCRIPTION An operation to make sun [gold] Six weights of sun and
one weight of moon, and melt 1t, and 1t will come out good sun, give 1t
beauty by washing, and it will be better, 1t 1s good for using 1n a mold, and
the mold 1s made with linen o1l and egg white

DESCRIPTION A distinguished combinatory operation, tested by Rusis
[Rases, Razi] the ancient, copper into sun [gold] Take the rind of dry
ethrog [H , aitron] which had ripened thoroughly on the tree, and gost
[A gqust, costus, a marine medicinal plant] and barda,!! explananon burnt
copper, and zarnzkh [arsenic] which has been prepared and sublimated
until 1t has become most white, 1n equal amounts one part from each,
ground goral [coral] and vitriol mn equal amounts, one eighth part of each,
and all of 1t should be ground and sifted and kneaded with the milk of figs
and sag [samgh] “aravi, gumma arabica n La‘az, and sublimate all of 1t
Then take 1t and put one part of 1it, of good gold, well grated, into thirty
parts of it, and knead 1t 1in water of copper, and water of the soul, of whose
operation I shall tell later in the next Gate, well mixed to the imit of their
kneading, return to sublimate 1t once more, and then take everything out
and take of the copper which was melted three or four times and was extin-
gushed 1n olive o1, ten weights, and of this compound one weight with a
little of the copper stone about whose operation I shall tell in the following
Gate, and put 1t into a meltng pot whose description 1s this take white
raisins, cleansed of dirt, and let them be ground well with a little
musk!2,and let him make of it a melting pot and put 1t into another melting
pot made of clay, and let him seal 1t on top with dough of the raisin pot,
and melt 1t 1n strong fire, and throw 1t into the aforementioned waters, and
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out will come for you good gold, and put one part of 1t on ten parts of red
copper, and 1t will be very good gold

DESCRIPTION Another from copper into sun [gold] Let him take cop
per and melt 1t on a fire and put on 1t the burnt and extingwished and
ground ###za and human blood burnt 1n a vessel, and garwya [*], and yel-
lowed and dried cock’s excrement, one part of each, filings of good gold
one tenth of a part and musk a tenth of a part, and let him make a dough
and sublimate it once 1n the vessel of sublimation, and let hum take the
sublimated [matter], and grind and mix i1t a second time with the afore
mentioned water of copper on the fire, and a little sal ammoniac which has
been prepared, and let it be removed from the fire, and let him throw 1t
while hot 1nto the water of the hair whose operation I shall describe in the
following Gate, and when 1t cools down 1t will dry, and 1t should be
ground, and let him take twenty shegels of good gold and half a shegel of
that stone, and let him melt it in fire, and out will come gold good n color
and shape none like 1t (7v) and let him take if off and throw it on the copper
water, and out will come for you important [1 ¢ , fine] moon [silver], 1n all
the Works there 1s none more honored and important than this, as long as
you preserve 1n 1t the traces of the third composition, and this has been
tried by us

DESCRIPTION Another to increase and add to the weight of the sun
[gold] Take muzro [miter] and put 1t 1n an eggshell, and hide 1t 1 a pit
which you should make 1n the earth mn a very moist place, and there 1t will
melt by 1tself, and will be like water Then heat the sun and immerse 1t 1nto
that water, and you will find that it increased and added to 1ts weight over
and above what was in 1t, and this suffices to one who understands and
succeeds like you

AND HERE 1s a description for you of making /#tun [brass] Make a
dough out of black raisins cleaned of their seeds, and ground glass, and
black human hair cut with scissors very fine, and tusiab [1 e | tunah, tutty]
of1ts two kinds, and smear with 1t pieces of copper which you should make
wnto thin sheets, and put 1t 1nto the melting pot and on top of 1t another
melting pot luted with philosophers’ clay [see below], and melt 1t, and 1n
stantly take 1t off the fire and throw upon 1t a little sal ammoniac, then dip
the melting pot gradually into cold water, and then everything will be made
quickly 1n the water

THIS IS FOR YOU another description of increasing the weight of sun
[gold], 1t 1s from among the operations of our friend the refiner, and 1t has
been tried by us Take the human sweat which accumulates 1n the pits of
the walls 1in the bathhouse, and the vapor of sublimated quicksilver, with
one part of lead whose operation I shall tell you hereafter, ground, knead
all of 1t 1n the water of human excrement which 1s found 1n the distilling
vessel 1n the known manner, and put all of 1t into an eggshell under the
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carth 1n a moust place, and it will melt and become like water, and then heat
that which 1s cleansed, or the double of the sun, and throw it into the
water, and let 1t stand there about an hour, and then take 1t out, and 1t will
dry by 1tself, and you will find that 1t added much to its weight Preserve it,
for 1t 1s a secret of secrets and marvelous

AND BEHOLD I shall tell you now about the sublimations as I promised

DESCRIPTION The sublimation of killed [extinguished] quicksiver with
lead Take lead and melt 1t 1n a fire, and when 1t 1s melted throw upon 1t the
quuicksilver, and when 1t 1s mixed together grind 1t with a little zag which 1s
called witriol, until 1t becomes dust, and then put it into the melting pot
and light under 1t a gentle fire all day and all mght, and then leave 1t for
about five hours so that 1t cools down well, then take 1t out and grind 1t a
second tume as you did the first time, and return 1t to the fire a day and a
night, and do this as many as ten times, and each time grind 1t and burn 1t,
and at the tenth time leave 1t unnl it cools down, and collect 1t and operate
with 1t

DESCRIPTION The sublimation of killed quicksilver with the arsenic
This 1s how you should kill it put 1t 1n an ron mortar and put on 1t half of
the arsenic by weight, and grind 1t until 1t becomes dust, and then put 1t
nto a melting pot well covered with philosophers’ clay, and put 1t into the
furnace of fire, and light a fire 1n 1t a full day and mght, (8r) and then take
1t out, and when 1t has cooled down well take 1t out and grind 1t a second
time and return 1t into the fire a second time Do this a full seven ttmes, and
then take the vapor which rises from 1t, and you will see that it 1s similar to
frost Collect 1t and operate with 1t

DESCRIPTION The sublimation of quicksilver with shavings of iron Take
one part of the quicksilver, and two parts of the 1ron shavings and grind all
of 1t well, and mux 1t and put 1t into two melting pots well luted with philos
ophers’ clay, light under it strong fire Make sure to make a small hole in
the lid, and when 1t begins to make steam like cinders, then you should
have with you a httle philosophers’ clay, close that hole well, and then take
1t off, and when 1t has cooled down take it and operate wath 1t

DESCRIPTION The operation [superscribed sublimation of sal ammo
nmiac] Take sal ammomniac and kitchen salt, two parts It should be well
ground and mixed and put into two melting pots covered with philoso
phers’ clay, and do 1t 1n the manner of the quicksilver which was killed with
the shavings of 1ron

DESCRIPTION Philosophers’ clay Take gemolah [?] and fine sand, and
excrement of an ox, and cattle hair cut small with scissors, mux 1t all and
make a kind of mud

DESCRIPTION The preparation of the salt which enters into these Works
Put 1t into the oven in an empty pan untl it becomes burnt and 1s trans
formed 1nto coal, and then grind 1t and dissolve 1t 1n water until all the salt
1s finished, and then let it drip and transfer all that water into two vessels,
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in one vessel the water should stand 1n the heat of the sun, and in the other
vessel let the thin [hquid] drip 1n this manner take a strip of thin cloth of
linen or a prece of felt cloth, and put it as mentioned above!? and put on the
fire the water that dripped down 1n a pot and let 1t boil until 1t thickens into
pure and white and clear salt

DESCRIPTION The preparation of arsemic Pound 1t with salt and mix 1t
with vinegar and dry 1t, and again pound 1t and mix 1t and dry 1t, and do this
four times, and put 1t into the oven for one night after the bread has been
taken out, and then use 1t for any Work

AND SUFFICE for you what I have mentioned until now of these opera
tions 1n this Gate And I shall tell you 1n the Third Gate many wonderful
and honored things in which we have found overt and well known useful
ness [ have examined them with our friend Aba Artas[h], the teacher with
whom we jomned together to try out these operations, through a faithful
and wise refiner who hived in our generation and instructed us 1n the true
way of attaining the desired success And m my hands was a secret book
written by the philosopher Ansto for King Alexander his pupil, which ex
plains all that 1s hidden 1n these Works from that which the philosopher
took out of the book of Sulaymon the ancient about the secret of the pre
ctous stone called by the sages Mother of the King, after the name of its first
mnventor, and she [the Queen of Sheba] brought 1t to King Sulaymon the
ancient as a present, and she introduced 1t with a full and wonderful perfor-
mance of this Work And she was famihiar with the operation and the qual
1ty of the work, and was mstructed 1n spiritual wisdom, and the deity was
revealed to her, and that book was intended for her, for no one 1s worthy
to use this rare and honored operation except kings and sultans However,
when I saw the honesty (8v) of your nature and the pleasantness of your
traits I was enticed by your desire, and decided not to hide this secret from
you But I warn you a second time not to pass on the {word illegible] of
this secret to another, as the sage said, “Guard well your secret, he who
reveals 1t kalls 1t ”

And now I shall begin in the Third Gate to tell about the precious stone
and the stories of 1ts inventor and 1ts effect and 1ts occurrence and 1ts won-
derful uulity, together with a description of the coagulation of quicksilver
and other weighty operations which I have not mentioned 1n the Second
Gate I shall mention them now 1n this Third Gate because of the great
importance and verity of their experiment, I have tried them I received
them from the ancient ones and the sages, and we established therr truth,
and from God will be my help

THE THIRD GATE

Behold, our predecessors told us The sages of this Work, and espeaially
Salmon al-Yahtd [Solomon the Jew] the ancient king, in his book called
Sefer haMaspen [Book of the Compass] tells about the secret of the quahty
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of the spreading of spirttual powers 1n flesh and blood There he tells the
story about the image called “image of the pictures,” which [served] to
bring the image of spirituality out of the vapors, according to a great sage
from among the sages of the contemplatives [bebetryyim, possibly
Nabatwyim, Nabateans, or Qabatiyyim, Copts], whose name was Kamhan
the philosopher in spiritual science He was 1n possession of the aforemen-
tioned 1mage of the picture, a very honored and wonderful 1mage, which
foretold the future before 1t came to pass And he married into the house
of the King of Sheba Because of his great wisdom and good fortune they
gave him the daughter of the king for wife after the death of the king, for
that 1s what the king commanded to search for a great sage 1n all lands of
his kingdom and to give him his daughter It was the law of the kingdom
mn those days to enthrone none other but a wise man and philosopher, and
she was the only one, no son was left to the king nor another daughter
And they searched and found this one, exalted and philosophizing above all
the sages of India, and he accepted the condition between them 1f he
should not tell in hus wisdom everything they would ask him, [he would
lose the throne,] and this story 1s very long, but I do not want to be long
winded

MY BROTHER, take for yourself the stone of copper powder, which 1s an
artificial stone the description of whose Work I shall tell hereafter, and the
magnet stone, and the marcasite stone of all three kinds, one weight of
each, and the pregnant stone, and al-zundar [probably zingar, verdigris)
stone, and the stone of the bull’s gall, and the stone called wolf stone which
is known among the physicians (9r) as a stone born 1n the sand from
the urine of the wolves at the summer solstice from the heat of the sun—of
each half a weight—and cinnabar stone and garia [*] and glass and hadida
[A , rron] and vitriol of both 1ts kinds, and red and pure arsenic and zaygma
[?], one third of a weight Pulverize all of it well, and add to 1t pure and
good gold well pulverized 1n purity, and put 1n one-third of the good and
important musk, and knead all of it in the water of the qucksilver and sal
ammoniac, the description of whose Work I shall also tell you hereafter,
and make all of it one body Thereafter put 1t into two melting pots well
sealed and closed with philosophers’ clay, and sublimate 1t in the furnace of
fire, light 1n 1t a strong fire for a full day and might Then take 1t out, and
when 1t cools down grind all of it a second time to fine powder, and add to
1t nushader and durmig [perhaps A darmag, flour] and copper and saffron
and #nstra [miter] and frankincense, and this 1s the gum arabic, ground and
sifted, of each an equal weight, all of them together should be half of the
weight of the one powder which you took out of the melting pot And
thereafter add to 1t of the good and pulverized gold, one third of the
weight of the two powders, and two thirds of the musk, and knead all of 1t
a second ume 1n oil of 2’lul harim [perhaps kirl hovesh, Judas tree, redbud,
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cercis, siliquastrum], the description of whose work I shall also give you
hereafter Make of all of 1t one body and sublimate 1t a second time as you
did at first, and take 1t out and grind 1t to fine powder, and add to 1t one
third of 1ts total weight of the powder of the soul, the description of whose
preparation I shall give you, and of the good gold dust one third of a
weight, and of the good musk two-thirds of 1t Knead all of 1t 1n the soul
water the descripuon of whose preparation I shall also give you hereafter,
and make all of 1t one body also, and sublimate 1t a third time as you did at
first Take 1t out and grind 1t and add to 1t the powder of viper which 1s
separated from the eggs of the cock [sic], whose operation I shall also tell
you hereafter, one third of the weight of all this, and of the good gold dust
one third of one weight, and of the good musk two-thirds, and knead all
of 1t for about an hour, whose Work I shall also tell you hereafter, and make
of 1t one body And then put it into the furnace a fourth time and sublimate
1t as you did at first, and then take out alf the sublimate and grind 1t to fine
powder, and then knead 1t in the water of the gold whose operation I shall
tell you hereafter When 1t has dried thoroughly grind 1t and then put ev
erything into a glass vessel closed and sealed with philosophers’ clay [and
put 1t] into warm dung and let it stand there thirty consecutive days, and
every five days put it into warmer dung, and when the time has passed take
1t out and you will find it water Then put that water in a round, thick glass
vessel which should have only one hole well sealed and closed with philoso-
phers’ clay, and put that vessel into another big vessel made like the shape
of the glass vessel in which they show the urine of the sick, and fill the big
vessel with pure olive o1l and then seal (9v) well that vessel also with philos
ophers’ clay and put 1t into a farid or a kettle full of pure and sweet water
That kettle should be placed 1n the opening of the furnace and should be
coated all around with philosophers’ clay, light the fire under 1t day and
night, let 1t not go out Seven full months should pass in this operation, the
power of seven which 1s upon 1t will endow and infuse 1t with its strength
And this too 1s one of the hints that I gave you 1n the Third Compos:
tion And when the water dimimishes due to the power of the boiling be
careful to add to 1t little by hittle every hour, do not wait until the water
diminishes to a great extent, because then you will have spoiled the opera
tion and toiled in vain And the ancients said of each toil that yields no
benefit—death 1s better And after the mentioned time break the vessel,
and you will find those waters have coagulated and become tied together,
and become a stone of beautiful shape, precious and wonderful And if you
take 1t and scrape off a httle of it with a knife, and you have 1n front of you
any of the metals that can be melted 1 fire, 1t will transmute them to the
nature of the sun [gold] in 1ts appearance and nature by power of the virtue
that 1s 1n 1t, even if they be a thousand talents they will endure many melt
ings and will come out of the fire with the nature and appearance of the
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sun And there are some metals which will recerve the power of that stone
even without melting, through mere heating with fire However, beware of
giving any of this artificial sun to any person to eat or to drink, and do not
mux any of 1t into medications, lest a misfortune overtake him [who uses 1t],
and guard this secret

AND THIS IS the description of the copper stone which 1s mentioned 1n
this operation Take red and good copper—for there are two kinds of 1t—
and white glass, one part of each, and put it into fire, it will melt like water,
then sprinkle upon 1t half a part good burag [A burag, borax, saltpeter],
and when everything 1s well melted throw it while warm into water, and
out will come a stone of the appearance of good gold That stone has sev
eral virtues, but they have no place in this book And operate with 1t

AND THIS 1$ for you the operation of the water of quicksilver and sal
ammoniac Take eight parts quicksilver and nine parts sal ammoniac, and
sublimate them m the known vessel, its operation 1s hike the operation of
quicksilver with 1ron filings of which I told 1n the preceding Gate And then
put them upon a marble stone and grind them and mix them well and put
them 1n a glass vessel, well sealed with philosophers’ clay, and put 1t under
warm dung, and every five days put it into warmer dung, and mix 1t, 1t
should stand twenty five days, and 1t will flow [ltke] water They have other
operations apart from this, but this 1s not their place And operate with 1t

AND THIS IS for you the 2%l harim [Judas tree?] which 1s called romans
[*]1 or [word ilegible] Collect many flowers, at therr known ume, and
gather of them as much as you can, put them mto a new soup pot, and
make a hole 1 its bottom, under the pot put another plastered glass or
another glass vessel in which they show the urine of the sick, and put 1t
under the earth and let 1t stand there a full year so that the power of the
constellations should pass over 1t (10r) Then you will find those flowers
dissolved and their water fallen into the lower vessel, and then take them
and put them into a glass flagon, well sealed, and let them stand there for
another year 1n the ground, and there 1t will become purified, all the sedi
ments will go down 1nto the bottom of the vessel and their pure part will
go up, and that 1s the good o1l suitable for this work This o1l has several
other virtues, but they have no place here Also the sediment 1s good for
several things, and 1t 1s the great zzryaq (A | theriac, panacea) among expert
physicians And operate with 1t

AND THIS IS the description of the hair water which 1s very efficacious
and wonderful 1n this Work and also 1n other Works which have no place
here Take hair from a red youth, and none other, as much as you can, and
put 1t m a soup pot well covered with philosophers’ clay, and hide 1t 1n
warm dung for ten days Then take 1t out and you will find 1n 1t black crea
tures similar to worms, and their appearance 1s frightening to him who sees
them, and each has a head and two tails And take tongs of iron and collect
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them 1n a vessel, for to touch them 1s dangerous, and cover the vessel well,
and let 1t stand there unul they eat one another And after nine days open
the pot and you will find a big snake or several snakes, and take them with
the tongs and put them nto the distilling vessel known for the operation of
rose water, on a mld fire, and take out 1ts m”m [*] water with supreme
caution, and put 1t into a glass vessel, and operate with 1t

AND THIS IS for you the description of the soul water and the soul dust
which were mentioned, and 1t 1s an efficacious and very wonderful opera
tion 1n this Work and also for other operations which have no place 1n this
book Take blood by bleeding a man’s ears and fill with 1t a glass vessel well
sealed with philosophers’ clay, and let 1t stand forty days in the warm sun
in the summer days And then you will see that a creature has come into
being 1n 1t, and take 1t and put 1t into flour, and let 1t be there as [long as]
you wish Then take the creature and put 1t into the known distilling vessel
which was mentioned, and out will come 1ts water which 1s called the soul
water, that 1s to say, the water of the blood, and what 1s left in the bottom
of the vessel 1s the soul dust, and operate with 1t with great caution

AND THIS IS for you the description of the basilisk ashes which you can
make out of cock’s eggs, and this operation was the most exalted and won
derful of all the kinds of mentioned Works, and this Work has a great virtue
and also other virtues which have no place to be mentioned 1n this book
Take of cock’s eggs, that 1s to say the long and pointed eggs out of which
male cocks hatch, and of the short and round eggs from which come the
females, take thirty to forty of them, and break them and put them into
another pot and hide 1t 1n the warm dung under the earth, and the pot
should be closed and sealed well with strong clay, and in the id make an-
other hole (10v) and insert there a somewhat crooked hollow reed, either
of metal or of real reed if you can find 1t, so that 1ts vapor should rise over
the earth, and let forty days pass so that those eggs become moldy and a
kind of basihisk will be formed, which will cause decay and death to every
thing else that his [the basilisk’s] glance falls upon, also every plant, tree, or
grass will wither Therefore when these [days] are up you should have with
you a frying pan, melt in 1t what you want, and when 1t 1s hot throw upon
it [the basilisk] with the hollow reed, and kill the basihisk with 1t And be
hold I instructed you that the reed should be crooked so that the basihisk’s
glance should not fall upon any thing lest the air decay and danger increase
And then dig 1t up and take 1t out and burn 1t any ume of the day, for
thereafter you will no longer be 1in danger And those ashes are the basilisk
ashes whose operation 1s known among the sages of thuis Work However,
this operation has 1n truth no value Yet, don’t muss 1ts operation, for as
long as you observe, while carrying 1t out, the signs of the Third Composi-
tion, which I have explained to you in the First Book, to perform it in these
operations at the time when the maggid [H , herald, narrator?] gives its
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special power, and keep away from its opponents at the time of the dissolu-
tions and the distillations and the sublimations and the congelations and
the burnings'* for then you will be saved from the errors and the mistake
of the mayggid in giving his power. And do not think that when I present
the intention of the book I shall give you the particulars of the indications
in detail, for what I have included of this work should suffice you, and
together with what you will extract from the books of the laws of the stars
[astronomy] it will establish this composition properly. And also look up
the preceding Gates, and there you will find how some maggid is found to
be related, such as the sun to gold, and the moon to silver, and likewise the
others, and understand this. And behold, what is necessary to be observed
in the burning of the basilisk is that it should be done on a day when the
sun is shining and in its hour, and when there is the constellation of the
Lion and the sun, and the moon should be on the increase and in the first
rise of Tleh [Aries], and let the evils be far from them. And if you observe
all this and put your heart in every one of the operations to observe in them
the aforementioned composition, and to select its impressions which are
suitable for this Work, then you will reach the desired success and will be
saved from errors and mistakes. And observe this.

AND THIS IS for you the description of the operation of the water of gold
which was mentioned, and it is very wonderful in this Work. Take pure and
good gold and grind it and add to it sal ammoniac, half of its weight, saf-
fron and musk one-quarter of its weight, and mix and grind it until nothing
is left of the gold, and put it into a glass vessel of rose water, and put it on
a hot fire, and keep it there until the steam that rises from it ceases, and
receive the dripping in a glass vessel, and then take out what is found, and
grind it again as at first, and grind it and return it to the rose water and add
to it of the sal ammoniac, half of its weight, and of the saffron and the musk
one-quarter of its weight, and return it to the fire as at first, and do it in this
manner up to ten times, and each time add of the sal ammoniac half a
weight, and of the saffron . . .

Here ends the last extant leaf of MS 3659.



Chapter Eight

A HEBREW VERSION OF THE
BOOK OF ALUMS AND SALTS

THE Book of Alums and Salts (hereafter BAS) is one of the famous trea-
tises of medieval Arab alchemy. Only fragments of its original Arabic
text survive; its Latin translations have been published repeatedly. In
1937 Julius Ruska published the extant Arabic fragments, the complete
Latin version originally published by John Garland in 1560, a German
translation, and an extensive analysis.! The BAS was traditionally attrib-
uted to Muhammad ibn Zakariyya® al-Razi (864-925), the celebrated
Persian physician, philosopher, and alchemist, whose writings were for
centuries required reading in both Muslim and European medical
schools. Modern historians of alchemy agreed with this attribution, but
Ruska’s own conclusion was that the book was not written by al-Razi
but by an anonymous Arab alchemist who lived in Spain in the eleventh
century.? Nevertheless, Ruska considered the BAS one of the most
important medieval alchemical treatises. He made no reference to a
Hebrew version of the book, and seems to have been unaware of its
existence.

The Hebrew version of the BAS, as noted by Steinschneider,® is con-
tained in MS Orient. Oct. 514 of the Berlin Staatsbibliothek, which we
shall discuss in its entirety in Chapter 33. It contains numerous inser-
tions, most of them in the text itself, with a few added on the margin.
These additions always begin with the abbreviation %, the initials of the
Hebrew words nir’eh I, that is, “it seems to me,” followed by correc-
tions or explanatory comments.*

The first nineteen folios contain alchemical recipes, among them sev-
eral quoted in the names of authorities (for example, f. 1a: “And I have
heard from Menase .. .”; f. 13a: “Miriam [i.e., Maria the Jewess] said
...,” etc.). The translation of BAS begins at the bottom of . 19b under
the heading “I shall begin the Book of Alume [Alums] and Salts,” fol-
lowed by the explanatory comment, “The treatise of the alums and salts
needed for this work. And this is the nature of the atramento [L. atra-
mentum, vitriol ].”®

A comparison of the Hebrew text with the Latin and Arabic versions
published by Ruska reveals, first of all, a basic difference in the order of
sections in the Hebrew, which makes it clear that the Hebrew is based
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on neither of the others, but on another prototype whose order of sec-
tions 1t followed In the Hebrew version the order of sections 1s more
logical than that of the Arabic or the Latin It begins with a discussion
of alums and salts and #shdera (sal ammoniac), then goes on to the
souls and spirits of the minerals, arsenic, sulphur, mercury, the bodes,
gold, silver, iron, tin, lead, glass, and talc The Latin and the Arabic (as
suming that two mussing sections of the latter were 1n the same order as
those of the Latin), on the other hand, begin with a discussion of the
souls and the spirits, and only after treating the metals do they turn to
general statements on alums and salt Given the title of the book, one
would expect 1t to start with this subject, and this expectation 1s rein
forced by the opening statement, which in Ruska’s Latin version stands
not mn the beginning of the book but after seventy-one paragraphs
“IHere]| Begins the Book of Rasis on the Alums and Salts which are
Necessary mn This Art” (p 79)

A comparnison of the Hebrew text with the text of the two others also
shows that 1t conforms at times to the Arabic and at imes to the Latin
and at other times differs from both Hence one 1s led to the tentative
conclusion on the basis of this comparison that the Hebrew translator
used neither the Arabic nor the Latin text published by Ruska, but had
before him a different, older Arabic text, as we can see from the follow-
ing excerpt

HEBREW VERSION BERLIN MS 514, F 32B

Another thing, fine and good Take hmatura [1, fiings] of copper, one
hitra [pound], and the like of 1t of quucksilver (it seems to me tin Another
view four umes like 1t), and grind 1t well per: antribalo [1n hike manner?]
until 1t becomes like dough Then wash well with salt and vinegar untul 1t
becomes well purified And then wash 1t with pure water, then dry 1t And
take atramento [L atramentum] one pound and dissolve 1t in double of
old urine of boys, and filter 1t And put on 1t one pound of nishdera [sal
ammoniac] (It seems to me water it and roast 1t ) And wmcera [1 ncerave,
to wax, 1 € , soften] with this water little by little until 1t drinks all of it And
it will be colored 1n a color between yellow and red which 1s called 1n the
Arabic language asfar [yellow] (It seems to me anowmnt with 1t purified
silver filings or silver or tin, and heat 1t ittle by little unul 1t penetrates 1t,
and do 1t until 1t becomes gold Then melt it and put 1t on them ) We have
already combined the quicksilver with the copper, now work 1t with 1t, and
rejoice (It seems to me or roast 1t, coagulate 1t 1n a glass ball fully covered
with clay, and drench 1t unul i1t coagulates and does not smoke Then dis

solve 1t and coagulate 1t until you achieve 1t, or distill 1t Or coagulate 1t 1n
a melting pot covered with another melting pot and sealed with clay ac

cording to the method of Yabar [Jabir] in the coloring of the white [1 e,
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sitver] into red [1 e, gold] Or fill an anpuia [I , ampolla] and coagulate 1t
in the fire of brass or 1n hot ashes Or coagulate it and melt 1t ) And if you
wish to whiten [1 ¢, to make siver], put instead of the zdy [A , vitriol]
alume yamene [Yememte alum], and do with 1t as we said, that you should
put 1t on the copper and 1t will be transmuted to silver, with the help of
God (Nazar tried this method, and roasted 1t in a moderately hot bread
oven, and at the sixth time 1t melted )

This Hebrew version can be compared with the Arabic and Latin
texts

ARABIC VERSION, RUSKA P 47, AG§54, P§64

Another Take copper filings and place of them a portion, and of quicksil
ver a portion, and grind them untl they are mixed together, and work 1t
with water and salt unul purified, then work 1t with sweet water and dry 1t,
and take of the vitriol like the copper and dissolve it 1n the like of 1t of old
urine of boys, and put 1t aside or filter it, and put on 1t a weight of eagle
[1e, sal ammoniac], and soften 1t with this water little by little, drench 1t,
and 1t will become hike marble Already some of 1t has been combined, and
work 1t You will rejoice 1n 1t, 1f Allah wills And 1if you want whitening,
make 1n place of the vitriol Yemenite shabb [A , alum or atrament stone],
and work 1t as before, and throw of 1t upon the copper It will come out
silver 1f Allah walls

LATIN VERSION, RUSkAa P 73, G§54 P§64

A Medicsne which converts copper nto silver Take lhumatura 1, filings] of
copper, any part, and just as much quicksilver, and grind 1t well untul they
become dough Then work well with salt and vinegar untl they are well
purified, and then with pure water, and then dry 1t And take atramentum
[L, vitriol] in the amount of the copper, and dissolve it in double that
much of puerile urine, and filter it And put on top of 1t as much sal ammo
niac, and soften 1t with this water gradually unul 1t drinks all of it And 1t
will be colored 1n the color of pale red glass, which color is called 1n Arabic
firfir We have already combined the quicksilver with the copper, therefore
work 1t and rejoice And if you wish whitening, put 1n place of the atramen
tum alum of Aleman, and do with 1t as 1t has already been said Which you
should put over copper, and 1t will be converted into silver, if God wills

A comparison of the Hebrew with the two other versions shows that
the Hebrew 1s closer to the Latin than to the Arabic, but there are indi-
cations that the Hebrew 1s based on a different Arabic text than the
Latin For example, the Latin refers to the Arabic term firfir (marble),
which, mncidentally, 1t musinterprets as the word for a color, whereas the
Hebrew quotes the Arabic term asfar in 1ts correct sense, yellow The
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Hebrew also renders correctly the Arabic shabb yamani as alume yamini
(Yemenite alum), where the Latin has the corrupt alumen de Aleman.

Most interesting in this excerpt are the numerous and lengthy # ¢
(mir’eh l—it seems to me) additions, the like of which appear in many
places throughout the Berlin MS 514. The character of these added
comments makes it clear that the person who wrote them—whether he
was the Hebrew translator or the copyist of the translation—must have
been himself an expert alchemist with broad knowledge of the proce-
dures described in the text, who occasionally disagreed with them and
suggested what he considered better alternatives. In one of his additions
he refers to a method of Jabir ibn Hayyan, the famous Arab alchemist.
At the end of the section he refers to “Nazar,” that is, the alchemist
Giovanni Battista Nazari, who lived in the sixteenth century, and whose
book Della Tramutazione Metallica was first published in Brescia in
1564. Nazari is mentioned also in an addition appended to the Hebrew
version at the end of the section titled Rasio b ofevet usrub, that is “Dis-
course on the lead usrub [A., lead].”® This addition (exceptionally not
introduced with “it seems to me”) reads, “Nazari told me that he tried
and distilled tin filings, and out came of it white viline water. And of
copper filings red water came out, which tended to blackness.” This
brief addition indicates that the Hebrew translator/copyist had personal
contact with Nazari, and therefore must have lived in Italy in the six-
teenth century.

Apart from the “it seems to me” additions, the Hebrew version also
contains a few passages that scem to have been contained in the original
Arabic from which the translator worked, and which are missing in both
the Arabic and the Latin of Ruska. Thus before the discussion of talc the
Hebrew has these added introductory sentences: “And let us begin with
the Ninth [i.e., talc, or mica] deqondimento [1. di condimento, of the
preparation] of stones, and the light compounds of it, that which is
much needed by students and peoples. And the peoples compound
great works. The method of gondimento | preparation] with the Ninth.”
Then follows, as in the Latin, “Take of the white Ninth .. . ” (Ruska,
77: Accipe de altalc foliato albo . . .). The term “ninth” for talc is not
known to me from other sources. In fact, Steinschneider, in discussing
the Berlin MS 514, stated that the meaning of #’s4:°7 (ninth) was un-
known to him.” However, the designation of metals by ordinal numbers
was not unusual in medieval Arab alchemy. Mercury was called “the sec-
ond,” copper “the third,” iron “the fifth,” tin “the sixth,” lead “the sev-
enth,”® and now we learn that talc was termed “the ninth.” The use of
“the fourth” is also attested in the Hebrew version of the BAS, in an “it
seems to me” addition to folio 35b, but its meaning is not stated. I have
not come across the use of “the first” and “the eighth.” However, on
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the basis of the traditional order of the planets and their associated met
als, we get the following sequence

The First — Moon - silver

The Second ~ Mercury — quicksilver
The Third — Venus - copper

The Fourth — Sun - gold

The Fifth — Mars — iron

The Sixth — Jupiter — un

The Seventh - Saturn — lead

The Eighth - ? -2

The Ninth — * — talc

It should be noted that the term “the ninth” was also used to designate
a compound poison described by Ibn al-Wahshiya (ninth century) 1n his
treatise Kutdab al-Sumim °

The names of authorities quoted n the Latn and Arabic versions
published by Ruska, except for Jabir ibn Hayyan and Pythagoras, appear
in different forms 1n the Hebrew version Where Ruska’s texts have filsus
Gilgil Cordubensis and filsus Inthuelss Covdnbenss, the Hebrew (f 20a)
has Ben Julio of Cordova For Ruska’s Lialich filius Iasich the Hebrew
(f 23b) has Lial For Ruska’s Anfridius the Hebrew has Asidro (34a,
perhaps to be read Isidoro?) Marginal additions by the translator,/copy-
1st refer to Florentino (possibly Antonius de Florentia who 1s mentioned
in Nazari, or Florentinus de Valentia)!? as a comtemporary (“Florentino
told me 7 f 29b) Another marginal addition on folio 31b refers to
Tastolani

The style of Berlin MS 514 1s frequently clumsy and grammatically
sloppy, occasionally to the pomnt of being unintelligible without re
course to the Arabic or Latin versions The translator/copyist may have
been a good alchemust, but Hebrew was certainly not his best language
He frequently took the easy way out by using Italian (and on a few occa
sions Arabic) terms in Hebrew transhiteration instead of troubling with
finding their Hebrew equivalents, and did this occasionally even where
perfectly good biblical or talmudic-midrashic Hebrew words were read-
ily available Thus he uses repeatedly the Italian vegerabile 1n 1mnconsis-
tent Hebrew transliterations (vyytyble, vyyvtbyle, vyytible), even though
the Hebrew semah would have served just as well (f 21a) He writes
prepararve imstead of the Hebrew Phakbin (f 22a), gurento (that 1s I
curvento) instead of wozlm for “running (water)” (f 22b), liberare 1n-
stead of Pshabrer for “to hiberate” (f 22b), and so on

Occasionally, instead of actually translating, he simply transhiterates
entire phrases “and others said that the vinegar melzora esso dimelrora-
zeone ngorutibele” (f 23b), that 1s, “umproves 1t with an incorruptible
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improvement.” On folio 28b he writes about gold that it is of uguale
sustansia aduvante amitente, that is, “equal substance, durable, perma-
nent.” And occasionally, as if being unsure of the clarity of the Hebrew
word he uses, he adds to it the Italian equivalent in transliteration. Thus
he writes b’taptit infondo hasir, that is, “in the bottom infondo of the
pot” (f. 23a). The linguistic confusion is compounded due to the fact
that the copyist of the extant Hebrew manuscript scems to have had
only a rudimentary knowledge of Italian and therefore occasionally dis-
torted the words which in the original Hebrew version were given in
Hebrew transliteration. Thus the original suo stridore (its crackling) be-
came hasantridore shelo (f. 24a), by adding the Hebrew article 4a- (the)
and the Hebrew possessive pronoun shelo (its) to the Italian two words
which he misread as sanzridove.

Despite these linguistic shortcomings, the Hebrew version of the BAS
(like the entire Berlin MS 514) is a rich storehouse of medieval Hebrew
alchemical terminology. It contains hundreds of Hebrew alchemical
terms, and its very existence is an eloquent testimony to medieval Jewish
interest in alchemy. Moreover, this particular manuscript happened to
have preserved more completely, or at least more faithfully, the original
text of the BAS than the Arabic and Latin versions published by Ruska.
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PSEUDO-KHALID IBN YAZID

AMONG the most problematical personages in the history of Arab al-
chemy is that of the anonymous master (or masters) whose works have
been attributed to Khalid ibn Yazid. The historical Khalid ibn Yazid ibn
Mu‘awiya (c. 668—c. 704), one of the sons of the caliph Yazid I, spent
his life in relative obscurity governing his emirate of Hims. It was only
later that legend made Khalid into an alchemist and that alchemical
works were attributed to him, including the Firdaws al-bikma, a large
collection of alchemical poems, and treatises such as the Marianus leg-
end.! Perhaps the most important alchemical work attributed to Khalid
is the Liber secvetornm artis (Book of the Secrets of the Art) or Liber
secretorum alchimine (Book of the Secrets of Alchemy), with whose au-
thorship there are additional serious problems.

The Liber secvetorum alchimiae has in due course taken its place in the
standard medieval and Renaissance collections of alchemical classics. It
is included in the important alchemical compendium published in 1541
in Norimberg (Niirnberg) under a long title which reads in part In hoc
volumine de alchemia continentur haec gebri Avabic philosophi solertis-
simi verumque naturalinm . . . item lber secvetum alchemine Calidis filii
Iazichi Indaei. The treatise itself is found on pp. 338-62, and carries the
title Liber secretorum alchemine compositae per Calid filium Iazichi
translatus ex Hebreo in Avabicum & ex Avabico in Latinum, incerto in-
terprete, that is, “The Book of the Secrets of Alchemy by Calid son of
Tazich, translated from Hebrew into Arabic and from Arabic into Latin
by an uncertain translator.” “Iazich” is evidently a corrupt form of Yazid.

The treatise was subsequently included in Manget’s Bibliotheca chem-
ica curiosa, one of the richest and most complete collections of ancient
alchemical works. Here too it is stated that the treatise was translated
from Hebrew into Arabic and from Arabic into Latin, and the name of
the author is given as Calid filius Inichi, that is, the name Iazich has
been further corrupted into laich.?

The problems represented by the attribution of an originally Hebrew
alchemical treatise to an Arab prince can best be tackled by asking
whether there is any indication in the text of the treatise itself relative to
its authorship. In fact, the treatise starts with a “Preface on the Difficulty
of the Art” in which the author first “gives thanks to God the creator of
everything who led and directed us, and taught and gave us understand-
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ing and knowledge.” Then he goes on to say, “Know, O brother, that
this magisterium of ours about the secret stone and the honored obser-
vance is the secret of secrets of God which He kept hidden for His peo-
ple, and did not want to reveal to anyone, except to those who faithfuily,
like sons, deserved it, and who knew His goodness and greatness.”

The expression “His people” (in Hebrew ‘amo), that is, God’s peo-
ple, is used so often in the Bible that it has subsequently become a stere-
otypical designation of the Jews in the writings of Jewish authors. More-
over, the statement that God kept secret the philosophers’ stone and
revealed it only to the Jews is but a variant of an old idea of Jewish alche-
mists, first expressed in the third century C.E. by Maria the Jewess, who
insisted that the great secret should be known only to “the seed of Abra-
ham.” From the Middle Ages on, pronouncements to this effect have
become commonplace in the writings of Jewish alchemists. In the recur-
rence of this statement in the treatise attributed to Khilid (as we shall
refer to the unknown author of the book), there is a clear indication that
he was a Jew and that he shared the early Jewish alchemists’ desire to
confine the knowledge of the Great Art to the adepts of their own peo-
ple. It thus seems reasonable to accept at face value the statements con-
tained in the two title pages, that the treatise was written originally by a
Jew and in Hebrew. How, then, did it come about that the author was
termed “the Jew Calid son of Iazich”?

The answer, probably, lies in the prevalent medieval tendency to at-
tribute writings pseudepigraphically to famous authors. Whether this at-
tribution was made by the author or by a later copyist or translator, its
aim was to securc acclaim for the treatise by claiming that it was written
by a famous alchemical author (that Khalid ibn Yazid was not only fa-
mous but also legendary was not known at the time). On the other
hand, the author (copyist, translator) was unwilling to forego the pres-
tige Jewish expertise enjoyed in the alchemical world, and thus we get
the peculiar hybrid author: a Hebrew-writing Jewish author whose
name is Calid son of Iazich, that is, Khalid ibn Yazid!

In the sequel, Khilid tells about the efforts his most outstanding dis-
ciple Miisa made to understand the writings of the “noble philoso-
phers,” studying more than a hundred of their books. When Khilid saw
that Musa struggled in vain, he decided to help him out of his quandary
by writing for him the present book, in which he described clearly and
explicitly what the earlier philosophers concealed behind obscure say-
ings. He has, he writes, mentioned in this book

whatever is necessary for the investigator of this science or magisterium, in
a language suitable for its understanding and for the perception of the re-
searcher. And I named in this book the four highest and best magisteriums
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which the wise men have performed Among them are the elixirs, one min

eral and the other amimal In fact there are two remaining minerals, which
we call bodies, and they are not one, and their artifice 1s 1n washing them

Yet another [magisterium] 1s to make gold out of live azoth® whose forma-
tion 1s [by] generation, according to the generation or the series of genera-
tions 1n the minerals, which exist 1n the heart and 1n the inteniors of the
earth And these four magisterrums and artifices were explained by the wise
men 1n thewr books about the composition of that magisterrum But there
were not many of them and they did not want to put anything 1n their
books about 1its operation, or if there 1s found [anything about 1t] 1t cannot
be understood and nothing more serious 1s found 1in them than that

Therefore I shall speak 1n this book of mine about it and 1ts making There-
fore he who would read this book of mine should read some geometry, and
should learn 1n addition measuring, so that he should properly accomplish
the construction of furnaces, nor exceed their dimensions by increasing or
diminishing 1t [the furnace] or the quantity of the fire

CHAPTER |
ON THE FOUR MAGISTERIUMS OF THE ART, THAT IS,
Di1ssOLUTION, CONGELATION, ALBIFICATION,
AND RUBRBIFICATION

I shall begin to speak of the major arnfice, which 1s called alchemy, and 1
shall certify my saying, and shall hide nothing, nor shall I keep silent but
speak of it here, except of that of which 1t 1s not proper to speak or which
should not be named Let us therefore say that the major arnfice 1s the four
magisteriums about which the wise men have spoken, namely, to dissolve,
to congeal, to whiten, and to redden

But this dissolution and congelation, which I mentioned, 1s the dissolu
tion of the body and the congelation of the spint, and they are two but
have one single operation, because the spirit cannot be congealed except
with the dissolution of the body, and similarly the body cannot be dis-
solved except with the congelation of the spirit And the body and the soul,
when they are jomned at the same time, each acts on its partner, making 1t
stmilar to itself An example of this 1s water and earth for when water 1s
jomned with earth, 1t attempts to dissolve it with 1ts moisture and 1ts virtue
and quality, which are 1n 1t, and makes the earth more subtle than 1t was
before, and makes the earth similar to itself, for water 1s more subtle than
earth And the soul acts similarly 1in the body And i the same manner
water 1s thickened by earth and becomes similar to earth 1n density, because
earth 1s thicker than water

For the composition 1n this artifice or magisterium 1s the conjunction or
matrimony of the congealed spirit with the dissolved body, and their
conjunction, and their passso [occurrence] 1s over fire For the heat 1s their
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nutriment, and the soul does not release the body, nor is joined to it in all
kinds of conjunction, unless by the change of both from their [original)
virtue and quality, and after the conversion of their nature. And this is the
dissolution and congelation of which previously the philosophers spoke.
And know that the sages concealed this dissolution and congelation, and
spoke of them in a subtle fashion and in obscure and covered sayings, so
that the perception of the searcher should be kept away from their under-
standing.

And here is an example of the covered and obscure sayings of the philos-
ophers about it: “Smear the leaf with the poison (texicum), and the begin-
ning of your function or its magisterium will be verified.” Or: “You operate
the strong bodies with dissolved broth until both of them are converted
into its subtilty.” Similarly a saying of the sage about it is this: “Unless you
convert the bodies into subtilty so that they be subtle and impalpable to the
touch, you will not be led to what you seek. And if they [the bodies] will
not be ground, return to the operation until they are ground and become
subtle; for if you will do this you will be led to what you desire.” And in this
manner they uttered many such sayings. But nobody can achieve in any
respect a testing of this fact thus concealed, until a good and manifest un-
folding of its proof becomes visible. . . .

Although Khalid does not identify “the sage” whose words he quotes,
the quotation itself is but a rephrasing of the sayings of Maria the Jewess
we quoted above: “If the volatile [materials] do not combine with the
fixed materials, nothing will take place of that which is expected,” and
“If you do not make out of two things one single thing, nothing of that
which you expect will take place.” Evidently Khalid had in mind an al-
chemical doctrine that went back to Hellenistic times and in particular
to the school of Maria the Jewess.

CHAPTER 11
ON THE THINGS AND INSTRUMENTS NECESSARY
AND SUITABLE FOR THIS WORK

You need to know the utensils in this magisterium, that is, the aludela
[aludels], which the sages called cemeteries or sieves, for in them are the
parts divided and purified, and in them is performed, completed, and puri-
fied the matter of the magisterium. And each of these should have a baking
vessel (clibanus) suitable for it, and both of them should have a similarity
and a shape suitable for the Work. And Mezleme and several philosophers
in their books have already named all of them and taught their size and
form. And know that the sages agreed in this in their sayings, and hid
[them] by signs, and then wrote several books, and made instruments
which are necessary in those aforementioned four. And they are two. One
is the cucurbit with its alembic, and the other is the aludel, which is well
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made. And likewise those which are required for them are four. They are
the bodies and souls and spirits and waters. And on these four are based the
magisterium and the mineral act (factum). And they are explained in the
books of the wise, and I took from them for my book, and I mentioned in
it that which the philosophers had not mentioned. He who has any intelli-
gence will know which those things are. I did not write this book for the
ignorant and unknowing, but composed it for the prudent and for those
who have sense and wisdom and for the knowledgeable.

The mention of Mezleme in this chapter is important for the estab-
lishment of the date of Khalid’s book. Mezleme is none other than
Abu’l-Qasim Maslama al-Majriti, the Arab mathematician and astrono-
mer who lived in Spain in the second half of the tenth century, and to
whom several alchemical works were attributed, including the Sirr al-
Kimiya (Secret of Alchemy).* The mention of Maslama in Khilid’s book
proves that it could not have been written prior to the end of the tenth
century, that is, three centuries after the historical Khalid. Moreover, the
reference to a Spanish Arab alchemist makes it appear likely that the
anonymous Jewish author of the book lived in Spain, where an Arabic
alchemical treatise of Spanish provenance would be more easily accessi-
ble than in other Arab countries.

CHAPTER II1
ON THINGS OF NATURE PERTAINING TO THIS MAGISTERIUM

Know that the philosophers called it [the philosophers’ stone] by many
names. Some of them called it minerals, and some animals, while some
called it herbs, and some by the name of the natures, that is, naturals. Oth-
ers again called it by whatever names they pleased, according to what
seemed right to them. Also know that their medicaments are near nature,
as the philosophers said in their books that nature approaches nature, na-
ture is similar to nature, nature is united with nature, nature is submerged
in nature, nature whitens nature, and nature reddens nature; and one gen-
eration is retained by the other, and one generation vanquishes the other.

This chapter calls for one brief comment only. The pronouncements
about nature are but an elaboration of the saying quoted by al-Tamimi,
a contemporary of Maslama, in the name of Maria the Jewess: “The
kiyan [vital principle] holds the kiyin, and the kiydn is whitened by the
koyan.”

CHAPTER IV
ON DECOCTION AND ITS EFFECT

Know that the philosophers spoke in their books of decoction. They said
that one should make decoction with things. For that is what generates
them {the things| and changes them from their substances and colors into
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other substances and colors Do not transgress that which I tell you 1n this
book, but proceed properly Consider, O brother, the seed, which 1s 1n the
Iife of man, how the heat of the sun works on 1t untl the seed comes out
ofit, and men and other amimals eat 1t Afterward nature with 1ts heat works
1n 1t, 1n man, and 1mpacts flesh and blood And such 1s the operation of our
magistertum Hence our seed which, from the sages, 1s such that its perfec
tion and process 1s fire, which 1s the cause of hfe and death, which does not
impart life to 1t except with an intermediary and with 1ts spirituality, which
do not mux except with fire I have already stated for you the truth which
I saw and did

CHAPTER V
ON REFINING, DISSOLVING, CONGEALING, AND COMMINGLING
THE STONE, AND THEIR CAUSE AND LIMIT

Know that unless you refine the body until 1t becomes all water, 1t will not
become moldy, nor will 1t putrefy, and cannot congeal the fugaceous souls
when fire touches them For 1t 1s the fire that congeals them with 1ts own
help 1n relanion to them And similarly the philosophers taught [us] to dis
solve the bodies, and we dissolve [them] so that the heat should cleave to
thewr depths Then we return to dissolve the same bodies, and after their
dissolution to congeal them with a thing which 1s close to them, unul we
join all of 1t together 1n a good and sutable commungling, which s of a
moderate quantity Then we join together fire and water and earth and arr,
and when the thick and the thin (s#breles) are mixed, and the thin wich the
thick, the different remains with the different, and their natures become
converted 1nto equals, while earlier they were simple, because the part 1s
generative, 1t adds and contributes 1its virtue to the thin which 1s air

The rest of Chapter V deals with the four properties of heat, cold,
dryness, and moisture

Chapter VI 1s entitled “On the Fixing of the Spirit ”

Chapter VII 1s “On the Decoction, Grinding, and Washing of the
Stone ”

Chapter VIII 1s “On the Quantity of Fire and Its Advantage and Dis
advantage ” In this chapter Plato 1s quoted, as well as Hermes, who says
to hus father “Father, I fear the enemy 1n my dwelling,” whereupon his
father gives him detailed instructions about the ingredients to be used 1n
producing fire of controlled heat

Chapter IX 1s “On the Separation of the Elements of the Stone ” In
1t God 1s invoked and an alchemust named Garib 1s referred to

Chapter X 1s “On the Nature of the Stone and Its Onigin ” It reads

Take 1t [the stone] therefore and operate with 1t, as the philosopher has
said 1n his book when he spoke of 1t thus Take a stone which 1s not a stone,
that 1s neither a stone nor of the nature of a stone It 1s the stone whose
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mineral is generated on the summit of mountains, and the philosopher
wanted to say mountains for animals. He said: My son, go to the mountains
of India, and to its caves, and take from them the honored stones which
become liquified in water when they are mixed with it. And that water is,
evidently, the one which is taken from other mountains and their caves.
And they are, my son, stones and not stones, but we call them [stones]
because of the similarity which they have to them. And know that the roots
of the minerals themselves are in the air, and their head in the earth, and
when they are plucked out of their places, a great shout (rumor) arises and
can be heard, and hasten, my son, with them, because they quickly lose
their effect (evanescunt).

In this description of “the stone that is not a stone” it is unmistakable
that what Khalid had in mind was not so much a stone as a plant. The
words “the roots of the minerals are in the air and their head in the
earth” can refer only to plants, such as carrots or potatos, whose
“heads,” that is, tuberous roots, are in the earth, while their “roots,”
that is, their leafy branches, are “in the air,” that is above ground. The
added detail that when these plants are plucked out “a great shout
arises,” that is, they cry aloud, shows that the specific tuberous plant
Khalid had in mind was none other than the mandrake (mandragora
officinarum). The mandrake, whose roots often bear some resemblance
to a human body, has attracted a great amount of folklore among vari-
ous peoples, some of whom believed that when it is torn out of the earth
it emits a horrifying shriek.5 Josephus Flavius (first century C.E.), who
describes such a mandrakelike plant, alludes to this feature when he says
that “it is not easily taken by such as would do it, but recedes from their
hands, nor will it yield itself to be taken quietly.” Shakespeare refers to
this belief repeatedly. In Romeo and Juliet he says, “Shrieks like man-
drakes torn out of the earth, That living mortals, hearing them, run
mad,” and again in the second part of Henry VI, “Would curses kill as
doeth the mandrake’s groan?”®

The reason for trying to obtain the mandrake despite the dangers at-
tendant to its uprooting was anchored in the belief in its quasi-miracu-
lous beneficial properties: it could endow those who ate of it with the
power of arousing sexual passion, and could make barren women fertile.
This belief underlies the biblical story of Rachel and the mandrakes, and
was shared by the ancient Greeks.” From these sources the folklore of
the mandrake spread to many other peoples, including the Arabs. The
Arab botanist and pharmacologist Ibn al-Baytar (twelfth to thirteenth
centuries), a native of Spain who spent the second half of his life in the
East, gave in his Dictionary of Simple Medicaments and Nutviments a
description of the virtues of the mandrake: it is a remedy for all maladies
caused by jinn, demons, and Satan; it cures lameness, cramp, epilepsy,
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elephantiasis, msamity, and loss of memory, and affords protection
against mushaps of all sorts, including theft and murder 8 This belief 1n
the mandrake as the universal medicine may well have influenced Khahid
1n attributing mandrakelike features to the mysterious philosophers’
stone to be sought i the mountains The additional detail that the
plant stone 1s found not simply on a mountain, but 1n a cave 1 1t, can
also be traced back to ancient Jewish sources Josephus Flavius, in the
passage quoted above, says that the root is found in “a certan place
called Baaras, which produces a root of the same name ” The name
Baaras 1s puzzling, but it has been explained by Lous Ginzberg as an
abrndgement of yavruba di-m‘ara, that 1s; “mandragora of the cave,”
Baaras being the Greek form of Hebrew m @ra, cave °

We have seen above that in medieval sources also, Maria the Jewess
was said to have identified the philosophers’ stone with a mysterious
“white herb of the mountain ”

Chapter XI 1s “On the Comminghng of Separate Elements ”

Chapter XII 1s “On the Dissolution of the Composite Stone ”

Chapter XIII 1s “On the Coagulation of the Dissolved Stone ” It de
scribes the properties and uses of the philosophers’ stone, quotes Jabir
1bn Hayyan, and reads as follows

Some of the sages said congeal it [the stone] 1n a bath very thoroughly, as
I told you, and 1t 1s the sulphur luminous in darkness, and 1t 1s the red
hyacinth, and the fiery and lethal poison, and it 1s the elixir, above which
nothing remains, and the victorious maleficent lion, and the cutting sword,
and the healing tyriaca [ theriaca, theriac, antudote] which heals all infirmi

ties And spoke Geber son of Hayen [Jabir ibn Hayyan] All the operatuons
of this magisterium are contained under six things, which are fugare [to
make fugacious], to melt, and to incerate, and to whiten as 1s marble, and
to dissolve, and to congeal “To make fugacious” means to make the black

ness fugacious and to remove 1t from the spirit and the soul “To incerate”
1s to liquefy the body and make 1t subtle “To whiten” 1s to melt the body
quickly and properly “To congeal” 1s to congeal the body with the pre-
pared soul Contrarywise, “to make fugacious” pertains to the spint and
the soul, and to melt and to whiten and to mcerate and to dissolve pertain
to the body, and to congeal pertains to the souls, and understand'

There are several points of interest 1n this chapter It identifies the
philosophers’ stone with the elixir and the theriac, the universal healing
substance, but also with luminous sulphur and the “red hyacinth ”
Moreover, the stone 1s also a lethal potson, and a cutung sword The
idenufication of the stone with the “victorious maleficent ion” 1s an un
usual image as a rule the lion (frequently the “green lion”) 1s an alterna
tive of the unicorn, a metaphor for gold, and more often for mercury
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The attribution of both good and evil qualities to the stone is a remark-
able example of the coincidentia oppositorum in alchemy. (It is a pity
that this text was unknown to Jung, or, in any case, not considered by
him—he surely would have been able to make much of it in connection
with his manifold interpretations of the philosophers’ stone.)'*

In Chapter XIV, entitled “That There Is Only One Stone, and of Its
Nature,” the author presents additional details about the wonderful phi-
losophers’ stone:

Said Bauzan, the Greek philosopher,!! when they questioned him: Is it true
that anything sprouting can become a stone? He said thus: Certainly there
are two prime stones, the alkali stone and our stone, which is the life of him
who knows it and its making. And he who does not know and does not
make it and is not aware of how it is born, either considers the stone or,
because he does not comprehend above all what I said of the mode of this
stone, already appears to have died and to have lost his money. Because,
unless he found this honored stone, no other will emerge in its place, and
the natures will not be victorious over it. Its nature is much warmth in due
proportion. Therefore he who knows it has already taught it, and he who
does not know it has not taught it.

Truly, it has many qualities and virtues. For it cleanses the bodies of con-
tracted accidental illnesses, and conserves the healthful substances, so that
they do not appear, nor are seen, in their disorders of opposites, nor escap-
ing their chains. This therefore is the soap [cleanser] of the bodies and their
spirit and their soul: when it is mixed with them, it dissolves them without
detriment. This is the life of the dead and the resurrection, the medicine
which preserves the body and purges it of superfluities. And he who knows
it knows, and he who does not know, knows not. For its performance does
not augment its price, nor is it acquired by sale or purchase. Understand its
virtue, value, and honor, and how to operate. And said a certain sage: This
magisterium is not given to you by God solely because of your boldness,
fortitude, and eagerness, without much work. But men work, and God be-
stows fortune upon men. Worship, therefore, God the creator, who was
willing to grant you so much favor of his blessed works.

In Chapter XV, entitled “The Manner of Operating with the Stone
for Whitening,” the author describes how the stone can and should be
used for transmuting base metals into silver, but does it in a manner that
leaves much essential information purposely unstated:

If therefore you want to make this honored magisterium, take the honored
stone, and put it in a cucurbit, and cover with an alembic, and seal it well
with philosophers’ clay, and let it dry. When you do this, whenever you seal
it with philosophers’ clay, thereafter leave it in the hottest dung; then distill
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1t, and put 1t under the receptor in which the water 1s distilled, and leave 1t
thus until all the water 1s distilled, and the humidity dried up, and 1t drinks
the dryness above 1t Then take 1t out dry, and preserve the water which has
been distulled out of 1t, as long as you deem 1t necessary Then take the dry
body which has remained 1n the bottom of the cucurbit, and grind 1t, and
put 1t 1n a chalcosolars [brass] vessel, whose quantity should be according
to the quantity of the medicine, and bury 1t 1n moist horse manure, ex
tremely hot, as much as possible, and sealsthat vessel well with pestels and
philosophers’ clay, and thus leave 1t there And if you notice that the dung
1s about to become cold, prepare other very hot dung, and put the said
vessel into 1t Do thus with 1t for forty days, renewing the warm dung often,
as 15 necessary, and let the medicine dissolve 1n 1t, and let 1t become thick
white water

And when you see it thus, know 1ts weight, and add to 1t half of the
weight of the water which you have previously preserved, and then seal that
vessel with philosophers’ clay, and again put 1t 1nto warm horse manure
because 1n 1t 1s the humidity and the heat And do not omut (as we have said
before) to renew the manure when 1t begins to cool, until the forty days are
completed Because then the medicine 1s congealed 1n the same number of
days 1n which it fimshed being dissolved at first Thereafter take 1t, and you
will know 1ts weight correctly, and take the same quantity of the water
which at first you fashioned, and grind the body and the fine matter, and
put the water over 1t And again put 1t 1n warm horse manure for one week
and a half, or for ten days, and then take 1t out and you will find that the
body has already drunk the water Then grind 1t, and put on 1t that water
in the stated amount And bury 1t in the manure, and leave 1t there for
another ten days And then extract 1t, and you will find that body which has
already drunk the water Then grind 1t as at first, and put upon 1t and the
said water together the aforesaid quantity, and again bury 1t 1n the above
mentoned manure, and leave 1t there for ten days, and then take 1t out
And do thus four times, then, after the fourth has been completed, take 1t
out and grind 1t, and sublimate 1t 1n the manure, until 1t dissolves Then
take 1t out, and repeat this once more, because then 1ts origin will be per
fect, and already 1ts preparation will be complete Then, in truth, when 1t
has become thus, and you have brought, O brother, the matter to this hon
ored state, take 250 drachmas of lead or tin, and melt 1t Then, when 1t has
become lhiquified, throw upon 1t one drachma of cinnabar, that 1s, of this
medicine which you have brought to this honored state and to this lugh
order, and let that tin or lead be retained lest 1t fly away from the fire, and
it will whaten 1t, and will extract its detriment from 1t, and 1ts blackness, and
convert 1t into a perpetual permanent tincture Then take one drachma of
those 250, and throw 1t upon 250 [drachmas] of tn, or brass, or copper,
and 1t will convert 1t into silver better than the mineral one, and this 1s the
best you can do, and the ulumate, 1f God wills
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Chapter XVI, the last chapter, is entitled “The Conversion of the
Aforesaid Stone in Red.” It reads:

If you want to convert this magisterium into gold, take of this medicine,
which (as I have said) you have brought to this honored status and to this
high order, one drachma in weight, and [do] this according to the manner
of the example which I told you above. And put it in a brass vessel, and
bury it in horse manure for forty days so that it should dissolve. Then give
it to drink the water of the dissolved body, first a quantity which is half of
its weight, then, when it has congealed, bury it in very hot manure as said
before. Then in turn do in this chapter of gold as you did above in the
chapter of silver. And it will be gold, and can be worked as gold, if God
wills. Preserve, O Son, this most secret book, and put not the secret of
secrets of God in the hands of the ignorant. Thus you will achieve what you
want. Amen.

On this pious note ends the Book of the Secrets of the Avt, which, quite
apart from the question of its authorship, is one of the important al-
chemical treatises of the Middle Ages. It presents the gist of alchemical
theory and practice in a clearer and more understandable language than
most other treatises of the age, which undoubtedly contributed to its
popularity once it was translated into Latin.






PART FOUR

The Eleventh to Thirteenth
Centuries






Introduction to Part Four

THE ELEVENTH to thirteenth centuries were the golden age of Arab cul-
ture in general and of Arab alchemy in particular. Ibn Sina and al-Razi,
both of whom we met in the preceding part, were but two of a galaxy of
great and creative minds who enriched the Arab world, and through it
the intellectual history of man. Since it would lead us beyond the limits
of our subject to speak even of the most outstanding of them, I want to
mention only a single development which makes tangible the impor-
tance of alchemy in the intellectual climate of the age. By the eleventh
century the popularity of alchemy created a counter-movement of opin-
ion denying its value and even its reality: Ibn Sina himself was willing to
recognize only that the alchemists were able to produce something that
had external resemblance to the precious metals. In the person of
Husayn ‘Al al-Tughra’1 (d. 1121?) alchemy found a spirited and able
defender. In his Kitdb Haqa’iq al-Istishhad fi al-Kimiya (Book of the
Truths of Evidence in Alchemy), written in 1112, Al-Tughra’T argues
that alchemy does not create an absolutely new fas! (differentin speci-
fica), but merely prepares matter to take in the fas/ granted to it by the
Creator. This argument took the wind out of the sails of the orthodox
theologians, but by no means put an end to the Muslim polemic about
alchemy, which continued into the fourteenth century and in which Ibn
Khaldan joined the anti-alchemist side.

Almost nothing of these storms reverberates in the few passages refer-
ring to alchemy contained in the writings of the leading Jewish thinkers
of the period. Bahya ibn Paquda seems to have believed unquestioningly
that alchemists can produce gold. Judah Halevi denied the validity of
alchemical experiments. Abraham Ibn Ezra believed that the production
of drinkable gold was possible, and that there existed a substance which
causes gold to be burnt and become black. Judah ben Solomon believed
that gold matures gradually in the bosom of the earth out of base metals,
but denied the ability of alchemists to duplicate that process in their lab-
oratories. Each of these views is an individual opinion with nothing in
common among them, and it is difficult to gauge whether they represent
reactions to the strongly held and defended competing views of the
Muslim alchemists of the period.

As for the Jewish kabbalistic thinkers of the thirteenth and subse-
quent centuries, among whom Moses de Leon has the pride of place,
they were much more interested in the confirmation they thought they
could find in alchemy for the kabbalistic mysteries they discovered in the
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universe, and in the seemingly limitless possibilities of gematria calcula-
tions, than in scrutinizing the feasibility of alchemical operations. When,
during the Renaissance, the Kabbalah reached the Christian world, it
was in these aspects of the strange Jewish mysticism that the Christians
found immediate interest, while their own alchemy was slower to pene-
trate the Jewish kabbalistic spiritual strongholds.

In the introduction to Part Three it was mentioned that the master
from whom Ibn Sina acquired his alchemical expertise was a Jewish al-
chemist by the name of Jacob the Jew. Two centuries later we hear of
the first Jewish alchemist who taught the Great Art to a Christian
scholar. He was Jacobus Aranicus, of whom practically nothing is
known, except that he lived in France and was the teacher of Vincent de
Beauvais (d. 1264), one of the most celebrated scholars and alchemists
of medieval Christian Europe.! As we shall see in Chapter 15, by the
fourteenth century Jewish alchemists were recognized in the Christian
world as masters and authorities whom the Christians sought out when
they wished to be initiated into the secrets of the Great Art. Although
the available data are too scanty to serve as a basis for any generalization,
still there is in them some indication that Jewish alchemists were the
teachers of both Muslim and Christian alchemists in the Middle Ages,
just as they had been of Hellenistic alchemists in antiquity.

The thirteenth century is notable in the history of Jewish alchemy for
one more reason. It is the last century in which all the Jewish alchemists
lived in a Muslim environment, although they by no means ceased to
write in Arabic, occasionally at least, for several centuries thereafter. In
the thirteenth century Jewish alchemists make their first appearance in
the Christian world, and thereafter the center of gravity of Jewish al-
chemy gradually shifted to the West.



Chapter Ten

ARTEPHIUS

ARTEPHIUS, who lived in the twelfth century, was one of the most fa-
mous and most respected medieval alchemists. His works are included in
the standard alchemical collections, such as the Theatrum chemicum and
Manget’s Bibliotheca chemica curiosa, and have been translated into
French and German beginning with the early seventeenth century. In
1832 Karl Christoph Schmieder, one of the earliest historians of al-
chemy, listed them and summarized their contents in his Geschichte der
Alchemie.!

One factor that materially contributed to Artephius’s fame was his
claim, put forward in his book Tractatus de vita provoganda (Tractate
about the Prolongation of Life), that with the help of his secret tincture,
which he used as a medicament, he had reached the age of 1025 years by
the time he embarked on writing this book. Schmieder, after mention-
ing this detail, adds: “A great word!! No other champion of the panacea
had gone this far. This audacity should deprive the adept and inventor
of all credit. However, the party of the moderates considers this treatise
a counterfeit and falsely attributed to him. This could be the reason why
it was never printed and is found only in manuscripts.”?

Bernard Suler’s learned article “Alchemy” in the Encyclopaedia Juda-
ica, published in Jerusalem in 1972, states that

Artephius, the great alchemist of the twelfth century, “before whom there
lived no other expert equal to him,” was, according to the author of Keren
ha-Pukh | Keren Happuch), a baptized Jew. He is said to have brought the
creation of the philosopher’s stone to perfection. He wrote three books on
alchemy “whose importance is invaluable.” . . . Some scholars believe that
Artephius was an Arab. However, the fact that he did not write anything in
Arabic (all his works were written in Latin), seems to belie this contention.

Suler’s source, not easy to trace, was a small pamphlet of forty-two
pages, with a preface dated Arnheim, 1700,% and an introductory part in
which the author recapitulates the well-known biblical pseudo-prehis-
tory of alchemy, with due mention of Adam, Moses, David, Solomon.
Then comes the body of the treatise, which consists of a numbered se-
quence of brief paragraphs, each offering the author’s opinion on an
alchemist of past ages: Isis “regina Aegypti,” Ostanes, Zosimus, Demo-
critus, Virgilius, Papias, Morienus, and so on. No. 19 reads: “Artephius
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is supposed to have been a converted Jew. In his still extant treatise he
is so explicit and clear that he would properly be liked and valued by
everybody. What is stated about his great age is rightly doubted, yet his
writings remain incomparable.”*

An expression such as “is supposed to have been a converted Jew”
shows nothing more than that there was a rumor to that effect, and can-
not be taken as proof positive. Similar uncertainty appears in other
sources. In the great four-volume Bibliotheca Hebraea published in
Hamburg in 1715-1733, the Christian Hebraist and bibliographer
Johann Christoph Wolf (1683-1739) presents a list of all the Hebrew
books which he either saw himself or found mentioned in other bibliog-
raphies. In it the following item appears: “Artephius, pro ex Judaeo
venditatur in libro vernaculo. Fegfener der Chymisten p. 12 ibique scrip-
tio cjus Chymica, satis nota, a perspicuitate laudatur & incomparabilis
appellatur, vita vero ejus longior in dubium vocatur (Artephius is praised
as an ex-Jew in the vernacular book Purgatory of the Alchemists, p. 12,
and in the same place his alchemical writing, sufficiendy known, is
praised for its clarity and called incomparable; his life, however, has long
been called in question.”®

A still earlier source is the great Theatrum chemicum, in which the
following prefatori remark introduces Artefius’s (spelled thus) Liber qui
clavis majoris sapientine dicitur (The Book Called the Key of Major Wis-
dom): “It is not sufficiently agreed, however, who this Artefius was.
Somebody thinks that he was a Jew; about him there are certain things
in Roger Bacon and Cardan: of how much erudition, morever, this book
will be able to demonstrate, in which there are some things beyond
credibility; I should like to persuade you that they are enigmas; those
things which, indeed, are clearly physical have been woven together with
marvelous skill.”® Although these statements do not prove that Ar-
tephius was Jewish, or a converted Jew, they at least indicate that in the
early seventeenth century (or perhaps even earlier) he was rumored to
have been one.

On the other hand, Artephius is frequently identified as an Arab. The
title of his earliest printed book reads: Artefis Arabis liber secretus artis
occultne (The Secret Book of the Occult Art of Artefius the Arab). In the
late eighteenth century, Gmelin wrote that the disciples of Artephius
considered him a descendant of Arabs.” In 1870, M. Chevreul inclined
to the view that Artephius was of Arab origin.? In 1876, a German
scholar, Gildemeister, identified Artephius with the Arab poet and al-
chemist al-Tughra’i, who was put to death about 1119-1120 or 1121~
1122°

On the other hand, Schmieder argued in 1832 that Artephius “was
not an Arab, as some want to suppose; nor is it proven that he descended
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from Arab parents. He wrote only in Latin. . . . He quotes Adfar often,
and is himself quoted by Roger Bacon; for which reason one can place
him between the two, that is, in the year 1150.71 Several other histori-
ans of alchemy speak of Artephius without mentioning any theory or
assumption as to his descent.

It is interesting that Artephius was not at all consistent in the interpre-
tation of alchemical terminology. He explains, for example, the fre-
quently used term /aton as gold (par. 1), and as “the body compounded
of sol [gold] and luna [silver] by our first water” (par. 15). He gives his
own interpretation to the balnewm Mariae (bain Marie) as “our fiery
and sulphureous water” (par. 31). In another passage (par. 6) he gives
a variant interpretation of balnenm Mariae. Azoth for him is “our water,
which can take from the perfect bodies of sol and luna their natural
color, making the red body white!! (par. 32). Following the restrictions
enunciated by Maria the Jewess, who wished to reserve alchemical
knowledge to the Jews, Artephius states that he is willing to reveal every-
thing one needs to know in order to perfect the philosophers’ stone “ex-
cepting one certain thing which is not lawful for me to discover to any,
because it is either revealed or made known by God himself” (par. 30).
As against the mystifying references to the “great arcanum, viz. a water
of saturnine antimony, mercurial and white” (par. 2), he states explicitly
that this water “brings back bodies to their first original of sulphur and
mercury, [so] that of them we may afterwards in a little time, in less than
an hour’s time, do that above ground which nature was a thousand years
doing underground, in the mines of the earth, which is a work almost
miraculous” (par. 10). However, the “ultimate or highest secret is, by
this water, to make bodies volatile, spiritual, and a tincture, or tinging
water which may have ingress or entrance into bodies, for it makes bod-
ies to be merely spirit}! (par. 11). Nor was sexual imagery foreign to
Artephius, as can be seen from this statement of his: “Between the body
and the [philosophers’]| water there is a desire and friendship, like as be-
tween the male and the female, because of the propinquity and likeness
of their natures” (par. 14).



Chapter Eleven

THE GREAT JEWISH PHILOSOPHERS

THE ELEVENTH, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries were the great age of
medieval Jewish philosophy. After a deep sleep of several centuries fol-
lowing Philo of Alexandria, Jewish philosophy awakened to new life
under the impact of Arab philosophy, which in turn, was the child of
Greek philosophy made available in Arabic translations.! The writings of
several of the great medieval Jewish philosophers show that they were
familiar with alchemy, that they were willing to go along with its theo-
ries, and that they accepted the alchemists’ claims of being able to trans-
mute base metals into precious ones. In addition, statements made by
some Jewish philosophers about alchemy and alchemists give us an in-
sight into the social position occupied by alchemists, their way of life,
and the benefits and dangers of their work.

In this chapter we shall discuss briefly what four outstanding medieval
Jewish philosophers had to say about alchemy and what we can learn
from their statements about the place of alchemy in their society. As we
shall see, nowhere do the authors state that the alchemists they speak
about were Jews. But given the close participation of the Jews of Muslim
and Christian Spain and of other Mediterranean countries in the social
and intellectual life of their non-Jewish environment, and data culled
from other sources, we can take it for granted that when our authors
wrote about alchemists their observations applied to both non-Jewish
and Jewish adepts.

BAHYA IBN PAQUDA

Bahya ibn Paquda was a Jewish religious philosopher who lived in the
second half of the eleventh century in Muslim Spain, probably in Sara-
gossa. He wrote his major work, Kitdb al-Hidaya ild Fara’id al-Qulab
(Book of Guidance to the Duties of the Hearts) in Arabic, about 1080.2
It was translated into Hebrew in 1161 by Judah ibn Tibbon under the
title Hovot haL’vavor (Duties of the Hearts), became popular, and had
a profound influence on all subsequent Jewish moralistic-ethical litera-
ture. Although the book evinces strong Muslim-Arab, Neoplatonic, and
possibly also Hermetic influences, it remains an essentially Jewish book.
Its purpose is to lead the reader to a spiritual perfection in strict accor-
dance with the teachings of Jewish religion. In modern times it has
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been translated mto the major European languages as well as into
Yiddish Although a fine English translation 1s available (it was done by
M Hyamson and published 1n 1962), I have given the excerpt below in
my own translation (based on Ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew version to which
the book owes 1ts popularity), to make sure that all the nuances of 1ts
typical medieval style are reproduced exactly

In 1ts chapter 4, utled “On Trusting in God, Blessed be He,” Bahya
compares the advantages accruing to him who puts his trust in God with
those acquired by a master alchemist who can make gold He concludes,
as could be expected, that trust in God 1s a much more valuable attain
ment than alchemical mastery, and 1n the course of comparing the two
achievements paints a rather dismal picture of the worries and dangers to
which the alchemuist 1s constantly exposed

However, what 1s more nteresting for us in the present context s that
of all the possible careers open to talented individuals (including Jews)
1n eleventh-century Muslim Spain, which included such positions as that
of statesman, army commander, physician, poet, philosopher, astrono-
mer, geometrist, cartographer, architect, and the like, Bahya should
have selected that of the alchemist to compare with the values inherent
in the trust in God It 1s possible that among the Jewish mntellectual elite
of Mushm Spain, the work and the social position of the alchemist were
considered the most appealing and rewarding, so that when Bahya
searched for a foil against which to offset the supreme good man could
derive from trusting God, he selected the career of the alchemist By so
doing, he was saying 1n effect, “You beheve that the supreme good one
can attamn 1n this world 1s to be a master alchemust, lo, I shall show you
that even that 15 a paltry thing compared to the benefits one can derive
from trusting God ” He marshals ten arguments, each of them inter-
spersed with many biblical quotations which are not included 1n the fol-
lowing Bahya begins by saying that he who puts his trust in God

will 1n the quietness of hus soul and the breadth of his heart and the small
ness of his worries about his affairs be like the master of alchemy, that 1s, a
man who can transmute silver into gold, and copper and tin into silver,
through wisdom and deed However, he who trusts in God will have the
advantage over him [the alchemust] 1n ten things

The first of them 1s that the master of alchemy needs special things for
this work and cannot complete anything without them, and cannot find
them every time and 1n every place

Second, the master of alchemy needs acts and works without which he
cannot obtain that which he desires, and 1t can happen that the smell and
smoke will kill him due to the constant work and length of the effort he
devotes to them mght and day
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Third, the master of alchemy does not entrust his secret to anybody else
for he fears for his life. . . .

Fourth, the master of alchemy cannot escape from ordering much gold
and silver to have ready in time of need; or he will order nothing of them
but only as much as is sufficient for a short time. And if he orders much of
it, he will live in fear for his life all his days lest some of it get lost, and his
heart will never be tranquil and his soul will not rest, because of his fear of
the king and the people; and if he orders of them only as much as is re-
quired to fill his need for a short time it can happen that he will be unable
to accomplish the work at the time when his need will be great, because
one of the factors will be withheld from him. . . .

Fifth, the master of alchemy always trembles because of his work for fear
of the king [and] down to the smallest of the people. . . .

Sixth, the master of alchemy is never safe from illnesses and pains which
are mixed in with his joy and richness, and these never let him enjoy what
he has, nor to take pleasure in what his hands have achieved. . . .

Seventh, the master of alchemy risks not to be able to obtain his food
with all the gold and silver he possesses, because food may not be available
in his city in certain times. . . .

Eighth, the master of alchemy does not tarry in any place for fear lest his
secret be discovered. . . .

Ninth, the master of alchemy is not accompanied by his alchemy at the
end of his life, and he achieves through it nothing but security from poverty
and human need. . . .

Tenth, the master of alchemy, if he knows his work, it will be the cause
of his death, because that which he endeavors to achieve is the opposite of
the way of the world, and the leadership [i.e., the king and the govern-
ment] will send somebody to kill him when he can no longer hide his
secret.

A number of interesting things emerge from this portrait of the alche-
mist. First of all it becomes clear that Bahya believed in the ability of the
alchemists to transmute base metals into precious ones. Second, he
knew that alchemical experimentation can be dangerous, and that the
smoke and smell produced by it can cause serious illnesses and pain to
the alchemist, and can even kill him. From the third, fourth, and fifth
points we can conclude that Bahya’s alchemist acquaintances were secre-
tive and feared for their life. The fourth point also informs us that the
alchemists known to Bahya used gold and silver in their work, probably
for operations to “multiply” these precious metals by increasing their
bulk or weight with the addition of base metals. From point eight we
can conclude that the alchemists frequently moved from place to place.
And, finally, point ten seems to indicate that the life of alchemists was
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frequently in danger from the powerful of the society in which they
worked. Although Bahya undoubtedly exaggerates each of the features
he describes—he does so in order to give more weight to his argument
that piety was a better way of life than the practice of alchemy—there
must have been at least some truth to each of his points.

JUuDA HALEVI

Information on the position of medieval Jewish thinkers on alchemy can
be gleaned from Judah Halevi’s Book of the Kuzari. Judah Halevi (before
1075-1141) was born in Tudela, or possibly in Toledo, lived most of his
life in Spain, practiced medicine, apparently in the service of the king
and his nobles in Toledo, and in 1140 set out for Palestine, but after
reaching Egypt he remained there for several months until he died. Con-
sidered the greatest medieval Hebrew poet, Halevi wrote love poems,
poems of eulogy and lament, pivyugim (liturgical poems), and songs of
Zion which express his longing for Eres Isracl. He wrote one philosoph-
ical work, the Kuzari, on which he worked for some twenty years and
which he completed shortly before he set out on his voyage for Palestine.

The frame-story of the Kuzari is this: The king of the Khazars (the
Kuzari) is induced by a dream to discover what proper conduct is, and
invites first an Aristotelian philosopher and then representatives of
Islam, Christianity, and Judaism to learn of their respective beliefs. In
the course of the discussion the king has with the Jewish scholar, the
latter has an opportunity to present a detailed picture of Jewish religion,
history, beliefs, and worldview, and to offer a Jewish polemic against
Aristotle, Christianity, and Islam. The rabbi also argues that all science
originated with the Jews, and that other nations can approach God only
through the intermediacy of Israel, since the prophetic faculty is heredi-
tary and unique to the people of Israel. At the end the Kuzari is con-
vinced, and converts to Judaism.

The rabbi is, of course, a mask of Judah Halevi himself, and from his
words we learn what Halevi considered the beliefs and tenets of Juda-
ism. In addition, they reveal what he knew and believed about various
issues that were of importance in the intellectual environment in which
he lived. One of these was alchemy, and it is of interest in our present
context to examine what this exponent of Jewish philosophical thinking
of his times has to say on the subject.

Two passages in the Kuzari deal with alchemy. In the first the rabbi
explains to the king that the species of plants and animals are developed

according to the proportion of heat and cold, moisture and dryness. . . .
We are unable to determine these proportions, and could we do it, we
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mught produce blood or mulk, etc, from hquids mixed according to our
calculations We might eventually create living beings endowed with the
spirit of life Or we mught produce a substitute for bread from ingredients
that have no nourishing powers, simply by mixing the right proportions ot
heat and cold, moisture and dryness, and particularly if we knew the spher-
1cal constellations and therr influences which, 1n the opinion of astrologers,
assist 1n bringing forth anything that 1s desired 1n this world We have seen,
however, that all alchemists and necromancers who have tried those things
have been put to shame Do not raise the objection that these people are
able to produce ammals and hving beings, as bees from flesh, and gnats
from wine These are not the consequence of their calculations and agency,
but of experiments

In the second passage the rabbi explains that “the alchemists and nec
romancers” are 1n error

The former thought, indeed, that they could weigh the elementary fire on
their scales, and produce what they wished, and thus alter the nature of
materials as 1s done 1n hving beings by natural heat which transforms food
into blood, flesh, bone, and organs They toil to discover a fire of the same
kind, but are misled by accidental results of their experiments, not based on
calculation, just 1n the same manner as the discovery was made that from

the planting of seed within the womb man arises 3

The first thing we learn from these passages 1s that Judah Halevi be
lieved, together with his contemporary scholars and philosophers, that
a precise knowledge of the four Aristotehan qualities of heat and cold,
moisture and dryness, would enable the experimenter to produce any
substance and even life forms Second, we learn that he also believed
that an essential ingredient 1n the proper proportion of substances and
living beings was the influence of “the spherical constellations ” Third,
he believed that the alchemists and necromancers did not succeed m
their efforts in this ficld, because their calculations were mnadequate, but
they did succeed in producing some living beings by experiments that by
chance led to results

From the second passage we learn that Judah Halewvi beheved that 1t
was “natural heat” that transformed food into the bodies of living be-
ings The alchemists thought, he reports, that by weighing the ele-
mentary fire on their scales—by which he probably refers to an accurate
method of controlling the heat of fire—they could likewise alter the na
ture of materials However, he states, the alchemusts are in error, and
whatever they do achieve by their experiments 1s due not to calculation
but to mere accident

Thus Judah Halevi went along with the general views of his time and
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place on the nature and composition of substances and of the bodies of
living beings, and believed that by lucky chance experimenters can pro-
duce results that duplicate that which the influence of the constellations
and of elementary fire creates in this world. However, he denied the
value of these chance outcomes of experiments—a position similar to
that of modern science, which insists that experiments must be capable
of being duplicated and repeated. Most interesting, however, from the
point of view of the history of alchemy is that from his references it ap-
pears that alchemists in his time were not concerned with the possibility
of transmuting base metals into gold and finding the mysterious philos-
ophers’ stone—he makes no mention of these things—but concentrated
on using the power of fire to create living beings.

ABRAHAM IBN EZRrRA

A younger contemporary of Bahya ibn Paquda was Abraham ibn Ezra
(1089-1164), one of the greatest figures of Spanish Jewry. Born in
Toledo, Ibn Ezra spent the first fifty years of his life in Spain, although
he may have paid extended visits to various North African Jewish centers
during those years. The last twenty-five years of his life he spent wander-
ing in Italy and France. Despite his unsettled life, Ibn Ezra’s literary out-
put was nothing short of phenomenal. He was a great Hebrew poet,
wrote several philosophical works, was an important Hebrew grammar-
ian, the author of numerous books on astrology, astronomy, and mathe-
matics, and, last but not least, an outstanding biblical commentator. Ibn
Ezra’s commentary on the Bible retained its value through the ages. In
the Migraot G’dolot, a valuable and popular edition of the Bible with
thirty-two commentaries published in Warsaw in 1860, it is given a place
of honor: the sacred text is flanked by Rashi’s commentary on one side,
and by Ibn Ezra’s on the other.

Two brief comments in Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentary touch upon
alchemical matters. The first is his explanation of the personal name Mé-
Zahav (Gen. 36:39), the name of the grandfather (or grandmother) of
Mehetabel, the wife of Hadar, king of Edom. The literal translation of
MEg-Zahav is “water of gold,” and Ibn Ezra comments, “This is his
name, and the Gaon said, refiner of gold, and others said, a hint at those
who make gold out of copper, but these are divre ruak [words of wind,
that is, empty words].”™* .

This comment of Ibn Ezra can be interpreted as meaning that he did
not believe in the possibility of transmuting copper into gold, but it can
also mean that he considered bascless the explanation of the name Mé-
Zahav as meaning “refiner of gold,” or as hinting at those who made
gold out of copper.
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The second comment relating to gold shows that he was both ac-
quainted with, and believed in, the alchemical manipulation of gold. It
is appended to Exodus 32:20, which states that after Moses came down
from Mount Sinai and saw the Children of Israel worshiping the golden
calf, “he took the calf which they had made, and burned it in fire, and
ground it until it became fine, and scattered it upon the face of the
water, and made the Children of Israel drink it.” Ibn Ezra explains:
“Some say that Moses burned it means that he melted it down in fire.
But this [explanation] is unnecessary, for there is a substance which, if
put into the fire with the gold, the gold is instantly burned and becomes
black, and will never again become gold. And this is proven and true.”
This biblical passage has become the locus classicus for medieval alche-
mists who wanted to prove that their quest for aurum potabile, drink-
able gold, which they considered a form of the elixir, was within the
realm of the possible, for behold, Moses did produce a liquid gold or a
gold liquid which he gave the Children of Israel to drink.

JUDAH BEN SOLOMON

An carly thirteenth-century Jewish philosopher who showed interest in
alchemy, was Judah ben Solomon haKohen ibn Matka. Born in Toledo,
Judah became a disciple of Meir Abulafia, and in 1245 wrote in Arabic
an encyclopedic work on logic, physics, metaphysics, psychology, geom-
etry, astronomy, and other topics, based primarily on Greek authors. He
also wrote several other books, some of which he himself translated into
Hebrew. He was a highly respected scholar, was recognized as such by
the gentiles as well, and corresponded with Frederick II (1194-1250),
the Holy Roman Emperor, who was a man with considerable scientific
interest.

Judah believed, together with all the alchemists of the Middle Ages,
that gold developed in nature, slowly, out of base metals. But this is how
far he went in accepting the claims of alchemists. After a discussion with
a non-Jew, he remarked:

Research is not the main thing, but the act. Of what use is their wisdom to
the wise? Does one not find among them more bad mores and deception
than among all the fools? For they use their wisdom only for images
[s’lamim], or for sensual gratification [ besheq], or for the pretense or fabri-
cation of gold which they call “the Great Art,” but in which they will never
succeed, because it is impossible. It is about such vain words that Solomon
said (Prov. 29:3), “He that keepeth company with harlots wasteth his

substance.”?
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This brief passage shows that some medieval Jewish scholars who were
acquainted with alchemical theory and went along with it drew the line
when it came to the alchemists’ claim that they were able to transmute
base metals into gold. As for Judah’s pronouncement that the alchemists
would never succeed in fabricating gold, it gives the impression that it
must have been preceded by some actual observation of alchemists at
work or by a discussion of the issue with knowledgeable people.



Chapter Twelve

KABBALAH AND ALCHEMY:
A RECONSIDERATION

IN THE FOURTEENTH century, when the Kabbalah emerged as a power-
ful factor in Jewish religious life, alchemy had been entrenched in the
Muslim world for centuries, and could look back upon a history of sev-
eral generations in Christian Europe. The Jews, who up to that time
were actively involved with secular culture primarily in the Muslim
countries, participated, as could be expected, in the alchemical work
practiced there, and translated into Hebrew several alchemical treatises
which were cither written originally in Arabic or were Arabic reworkings
of Greek originals. In some cases such treatises survived only in their
Hebrew versions, so that, occasionally at least, the Jewish alchemists
saved originally non-Jewish alchemical writings for posterity.

We have no way of knowing how many of the Jewish authors who
became followers of the Kabbalah had a previous familiarity with al-
chemy. Inasmuch as Sephardi authors and scholars in general were ac-
quainted with the arts and sciences of their Muslim, and later Christian,
environment, it is likely that all of them knew of the theories and prac-
tices of alchemy, and most of them accepted if not the feasibility of
transmuting base metals into gold at least the alchemical theory of their
gradual ripening into gold in the earth. This theory was easily reconcila-
ble with biblical teachings and, in fact, was shown to harmonize with
biblical passages.

Given these antecedents, it was practically inevitable that those Jewish
scholars who fell under the sway of kabbalism should utilize alchemical
theories that readily lent themselves to a mystical interpretation (or rein-
terpretation), and thus were felt to be grist to the mill of kabbalistic
thinking. Where the alchemists spoke of the gradual transformation of
the metals in the bosom of the earth, until, in the course of time, they
matured and reached the ripe stage of the perfect metal, gold, the Kab-
balists understood this to be a “great mystery,” a hidden process taking
place under the influence of mysterious supernal powers. When the al-
chemists spoke of gold as “sun,” and of silver as “moon,” the Kabbalists
sensed in this a reference to the mysterious influences emanating from
the supernal realm and exerting an effect on the likewise mysterious spir-
itual essence contained in earthly substances. In the kabbalistic refer-
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ences to alchemical ideas there is a surfeit of “mysteries” or “secrets”
(the Hebrew sod and Aramaic raza mean both), and by inserting this
term frequently into their comments touching upon alchemical matters
they gave the latter a theosophical coloration, and fitted them into the
complex kabbalistic imagery of a mystical-spiritual universe. At the end
of this chapter, in discussing the writings of Moses de Leon, we shall
present examples to support this generalization.

There was, moreover, a certain a priori affinity between the world
view of alchemy and that of the Kabbalah. The alchemist considered all
existing things, whether mineral, vegetable, animal, or human, as con-
taining a basically identical essence—this is emphasized in every study
discussing alchemy—and an almost identical doctrine underlay kabbalis-
tic thought. One kabbalistic manifestation of this idea was the belief in
metempsychosis, the transmigration of souls, which assumed that one
and the same soul (i.e., spiritual essence) could inhabit in turn a human
being, an animal, or a plant, and move from one such body into another.
For people habituated to believe in this doctrine there was nothing
strange in the idea that lead, copper, silver, gold, and so on were essen-
tially the same, and were but disparate forms containing the same metal-
lic “soul.”

The alchemists, building on concepts of ancient Greek philosophers
such as Empedocles and Aristotle, postulated four “elements”—fire,
water, air, and earth—indwelling all the existing substances, cach in a
specific proportion of its own. In this again there was nothing extraordi-
nary for the Kabbalists, who readily adopted and spiritualized the idea
by the simple expedient of pronouncing it “a supernal mystery.”! By the
same mental process, the Kabbalah spiritualized the other basic alchemi-
cal idea, that there were four qualities—heat, cold, dryness, and mois-
ture—which too had their share in the formation of every existing thing.
Of course, they pronounced this too a great mystery.

An original contribution of the Kabbalah to this alchemical world
view was the mystical theory that there was a dichotomy, or duplication,
between the two worlds of the Above and the Below, that there were
mutual influences emanating from each of the two, and that not only did
powers from the Above, such as the power of the (spiritualized) sun,
bring about a ripening into gold of the metals down here Below (as al-
chemy taught), but also human acts down here could produce major
changes in the Above—as, for example, when King David brought
about the “perfection” of the moon.2 Thus for kabbalistic alchemy there
was not only a “mystery of the seven metals,” but also a “mystery of the
supernal and the lower silver and gold”® and a rich array of other such
discoveries of mysteries in the physical realm.
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Although the influence of alchemy on the Kabbalah was confined to
such theoretical considerations, and to a contribution of certain con-
cepts that the Kabbalists were able to add to their storehouse of “mys-
teries,” the flow of influence in the reverse direction was stronger. From
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries on, the Kabbalah attracted the at-
tention of Christian scholars of the ilk of Johannes Reuchlin (1455-
1522), Pietro Galatinus (1460-1540), and Pico della Mirandola (1463—
1494), whose writings made the doctrines and methods of the Kabbalah
accessible to Christian alchemists. Foremost among them was the Cardi-
nal Egidio da Viterbo (ca. 1465-1532), who translated, or sponsored
the translation of, extracts from the Zohar and various esoteric tracts
(such as the Ginnar Egoz, Raziel, etc.), and composed a treatise on the
ten sefirot, the ten stages of emanations that form the realm of God’s
manifestation in His various attributes.* As Hermann Sprengel ob-
served, “Theosophical ideas received a significant impetus from the
spread of the Kabbalah, or the Oriental system of emanations, presented
by scholarly Jews with even more cunning [!], and interlaced with re-
lated fancies of the Neo-Platonics.”® The Christian alchemists pounced
upon certain doctrines that they found in the kabbalistic literature, and
that they felt had important alchemical implications. One of those doc-
trines was that of the kabbalistic sefirot, which they forthwith proceeded
to interpret alchemically; the other the so-called gematria, the kabbalis-
tic method of interpreting biblical (and other) words by calculating the
numerical value of the letters (consonants) contained in them, which the
Christian alchemists adopted for use in their work.

By the beginning of the sixteenth century, the connection between
the kabbalistic doctrines in general and the kabbalistic sefirot in particu-
lar was established. Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535) in his De incerti-
tudine mentions that “the learned Jews attribute the number thirty-two
to Wisdom, for so many are the ways of Wisdom described by Abra-
ham.”® In his De occulta philosophia (published 1533; III, ch. 10)
Agrippa discusses the Kabbalah along with alchemy and astrology, refers
Saturn to the sefira of Binah (Intelligence), Jupiter to Hesed (Mercy),
Mars to Gevurah (Power), the Sun to Tif’eret (Beauty), Venus to Nesah
(Lasting Endurance), Mercury to Hod (Majesty), and the Moon to
Yesod (Foundation). In another part of his book (I, chs. 23-29),
Agrippa fully develops the correspondence between the planets and the
metals. This book was written prior to 1510, since it is prefaced by a
letter written by the Abbot Trithemius dated 1510. Soon after its publi-
cation the relationship between the metals and the kabbalistic sefirot
came to be presented in the Esh M’savef (The Refiner’s Fire), written in
Hebrew or Aramaic by a Jewish author who codified in it the correspon-
dence between the ten kabbalistic sefirot and the seven metals. Chapter
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26 will present the full text of the Esh M saref together with a discussion
of its alchemical ideas.

Gematria (pl. gematriyor; from the Greek grammateion) was intro-
duced into talmudic hermeneutics from ancient Near Eastern Gnostic
and Hellenistic cultures to serve as a basis for midrashic interpretations
of biblical words and passages, and to attribute to or derive from them
totally extraneous meanings. Its use became widespread in the post-tal-
mudic age, in midrashim and rabbinic literature. The gematriyot are
based on the fact that each of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew al-
phabet has, in addition to its phonemic value, also a numerical value
(alef=1,bet=2,...yod = 10, kaf = 20, . . . gof = 100, resh = 200, shin
= 300, and tav = 400). In traditional Hebrew literature, down to the
twentieth century, no other numerical notation was used. Numbers of
chapters and of pages, measurements, amounts, years, and days of the
month, and so on, were always written in letters of the Hebrew alpha-
bet. Thus, for instance, the famous 613 commandments the rabbis
counted in the Torah were always referred to as the TaRYaG misvor (tav
= 400, resh = 200, yod = 10, and gimel = 3; the vowels do not count).

This method opened up almost unlimited possibilities of biblical in-
terpretation. For instance, Rashi (1040-1105), the greatest of biblical
commentators, explains that when Jacob said “I have sojourned with
Laban” (Gen. 32:5), what he intended to convey was that “even though
I sojourned with evil Laban, I observed the 613 commandments,”
which Rashi derives from the gematria of the letters of the word GaRTY
(garti, “1 sojourned”): G=3 + R=200+T =400 + Y = 10 = 613.

It was in kabbalistic literature that the most extensive use was made of
gematriot, and several (according to Moses Cordovero no fewer than
nine) gematria systems were developed. The systems became so compre-
hensive and flexible that practically any idea could be supported by a
gematria. In Chapter 26 there are several examples of the use of Gema-
triot by a Jewish alchemist.

The opening up of the hidden mysteries of the Kabbalah to the
Christian scholarly world also made the secret methods of the gematria
calculations available to it. This in turn led rapidly to their adoption by
Christian alchemists and their utilization in the theoretical underpin-
ning of the Great Work. It was thus that “kabbalistic alchemy” devel-
oped—not, as one would have imagined, among Jewish alchemists, but
among their Christian colleagues. This led the latter to a revival of the
Hellenistic alchemical attitude: the attribution of mysterious potency to
Hebrew words in general. Even when Christian scholars did not explic-
itly make use of gematria calculations, the very fact that Hebrew words
concealed in themselves the possibilities of an unforeseeable variety of
meanings, connections, and hints was sufficient to make Hebrew words,
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and even single letters of the Hebrew alphabet, of awesome esoteric
value 1n the eyes of the Christian adepts In fact, from about the fifteenth
century on, there was scarcely an alchemical book or treatise written by
Chnistian alchemusts that did not display conspicuously some Hebrew
power-words on the title page or inside the text A striking example 1s
one of the most influential alchemical compendiums, Hemnrich Khun

rath’s Amphitheatrum sapientine,” which has a very impressive large,
carcular illustration Unless one has a close look and notices that 1n 1ts
middle there 1s depicted a small naked human figure with honizontally
outstretched arms, and around 1t the Latin words Vere filsus DEI ERAT
1PSE (Truly, he was the Son of God), one has the impression of seeing
a complex Jewish emblem written 1n Hebrew (Fig 12 1) On top of the
big circle there 1s a small triangle inscribed with the Hebrew letters v,
YH, YHW, YHWH, the last hine of which gives the sacred Tetragrammaton

Under the triangle 1s the Latin word OMNIA All around are eight con

centric ctrcles, five of them in Hebrew letters, which are a veritable brief
anthology of important quotations and names of Jewish rehigious signif-
wcance The outermost circle contains the Hebrew text of the Ten Com-
mandments The second circle, the Hebrew angelic names Tarshishim,
Hayyot haQodesh, Ofanim, Er’elim, Hashmalim, S’rafim, Mal’akhim,
Elohim (not an angelic but a divine name), Bne Elohim (sons of God),
K’ruvim (cherubim), Ishim (men) The third circle has in Latin transla-
non the beginming of the Shema® prayer (Deut 6 5), with the added
words “and with all thy mind” Dulsges Domnnum Deum tunm ex toto
covde tuo et ex 1ot anuma tua, et ex omnibus vivibus tuis et ex tora mente
tna, followed by the Latin translation of the famous basic Jewish reli

glous commandment, et proxumum tuum sicut terpsum, that 1s “and
[love] thy neighbor as thyself” (Lev 19 18)

The fourth circle consists of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew
alphabet The fifth hsts, in Hebrew, the ten sefirot Keter, Hokhmah,
and so on, and nserted into them 1s at the top the Hebrew word Ez Sof,
infinite, and at the bottom Emez, truth, and in between are drawings of
clouds The sixth circle 1s double 1t consists of the Hebrew letters Y H sh
w H, which looks like an attempt to translhiterate the name Jesus into He-
brew, and of the divine names Ehyeh, Yhwh, El, Elohim, Gibbor, Ado-
nay, Melekh, Shaddai, Elohim S’vaot, Yhwh S’vaot, Eloah Inside this 1s
the seventh circle contaimning the words IN HOC SIGNO VINCES (In this
sign you will conquer) Then follows the smallest, innermost circle al
ready mentioned, with the small figure of Jesus in the center, and under
1t the picture of the burning Phoenix Outside the outermost circle, 1n
very small letters, 15 the identification of the author and the illustrator
“Henricus Khunrath Lips Theosophiae amator et Medicinae utrius
Doctor Dei gratia in vintor Paulius vander Doorf Antwerp scalpsit
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Figure 12.1. The World of the Spheres

Khunrath says 1n this book that the philosophers’ stone 1s said to be
identical with the Ruab Elohim, the Spirit of God, which brooded over
the waters during the first period of Creation.? This 1s perhaps the most
striking example of the daring reinterpretation of the biblical text by
Christian alchemuists 1n their efforts to anchor alchemical concepts 1n the
Holy Scripture

An 1mportant contribution to the study of the relationship between
Kabbalah and alchemy 1s the treatise of (Pseudo-)Simeon ben Cantara,
entitled Cabaln mineralss (Mineral Kabbalah), which was published 1n
1986 1n a scholarly edition, with detailed analyses of its context and
background.® Cabala mineralss has survived in two manuscripts, both
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probably dating from the seventeenth century, one preserved in the
British Library (MS Add. 5245), the other in a private collection. The
latter is reproduced in the book in its entirety, and its relationship to
other kabbalistic-alchemical treatises of the period is discussed.

The treatise is a review of alchemical interpretations of the biblical
creation story of Genesis, as well as of the opposition to them. It follows
in the footsteps of Giovanni Agostino Pantheus, the Venetian priest,
who in his Vearchadumia (published in Venice in 1518) pioneered in
establishing a relationship between alchemy and rabbinical science, and
maintained that the very word “alchemy” was derived from the Hebrew.
After it, many of the speculative alchemical treatises had the word “Kab-
balah” in their title. Among them was Franz Kieser’s Cabala chymica
(Frankfurt, 1606), Stephen Michelspacher’s Cabala sive speculum artis
et naturae in alchymin (Augsburg, 1615-1616), the Cabala chymica ab
anonymo quodam compilata (Hamburg, 1680), and Johann Grasshof’s
Cabala chymica (published in the Philosopbia Salomonis, Augsburg,
1753). This reliance on the Kabbalah being the general trend of six-
teenth- to eighteenth-century alchemy, it was inevitable that Hebrew
words should be found frequently in the texts, notably in those of Bang,
Muller, Maulius, Sallwigt, and Wienner.

Hand in hand with this “Hebraization” of alchemy went the doctrine
that even the legendary ancestor figure of alchemy, the “thrice-great”
Hermes Trismegistus, obtained his knowledge of the Royal Art from the
Book of Genesis of Moses. This was stated several times, for example, by
Gerhard Dorn: “All agree that Hermes Trismegistus was taught by the
Genesis of the Hebrews, even though he was an Egyptian, as stated by
Augustine [in his] book De civitate Dei, Suidas, etc.”!?

One more aspect of the relationship between Kabbalah and alchemy
should be mentioned briefly. The Jewish alchemists who came to the
Royal Art from a kabbalistic background brought with them a mindset
predisposed to having a profound sympathy for and a deep understand-
ing of the central tenet of alchemy, which taught that the many sub-
stances of the physical world were but multiform manifestations of the
same basic ultimate essence that informed them all. This was the doc-
trine that underlay the major preoccupation of alchemists, which was to
track down and isolate that essence, and thus to be able to change any
one of the many forms of matter into any other. The Kabbalists were
suffused with the idea of the identity of the most varied manifestations
in the spiritual realm. For instance, they were taught in their most re-
vered books, and therefore unquestioningly believed, that the Shekhina,
the mystical spouse of God the King, was at one and the same time also
the divine Matronit (matron), the Sefira (emanation) of Malkhut (king-
ship), and the oral Torah, the Community of Israel, Mother Zion, and
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so on, and was, in addition, identified with dozens of other mystical en-
tities, such as the Queen, the Holy Spirit, the Moon, the River, the
Lower Mother, Rachel, and so on.

This kabbalistic tendency of multiple identifications is found as carly
as the writings of Philo of Alexandria, so that it preceeds the Spanish
Kabbalah by more than a millennium.! In the Middle Ages one of its
expressions was the use of gematria, which presupposed a basic identity
of the most disparate concepts, hidden but discernible in the identity of
the numerical value of the letters of which the words denoting them
were composed. One particular expression of this kabbalistic tendency
to identify multiformities was the tradition called Hokhmat haSeruf,
which has a suggestive double meaning: it means “Wisdom of Combina-
tion,” that is, of the gematria, and also “Wisdom of Refining,” that is, of
refining the heart by concentrating on divine matters, which recalls the
work of alchemical seruf, of refining and thus ennobling the quality of
metals. The common feature between these kabbalistic ideas and those
of alchemy is the tacitly accepted axiom that beneath all diversities lies a
hidden essential identity or an identical essence.

To this context belongs also the remarkable correspondence, on the
one hand between the sacred marriage of God the King and his spouse
the Matronit, which is a central theme in kabbalistic mysticism, and, on
the other, between the conjunctio, the alchemical marriage, or “chymi-
cal wedding,” of sun and moon (and we must not forget that sun and
moon in alchemy stood for gold and silver), of king and queen, of spirit
and body. Nor did the Jewish alchemist find it too strange that in al-
chemical imagery the two partners in the conjunctio were often spoken
of as brother and sister; after all, from his readings in kabbalistic litera-
ture he was well acquainted with the idea that the King and his Ma-
tronit, whose unification was the major purpose of mystical practice,
were brother and sister.

What all this amounts to is that there were a priori facets of sympathy
between Kabbalah and alchemy: the Kabbalists were prepared and pre-
disposed by their teachings to take up alchemy, in which they found ap-
plication to the physical world of doctrines that they believed were valid
in the worlds of the divine, of the spirit, and of the soul; whereas the
alchemists found much in the Kabbalah which not only served their pur-
poses but added a new dimension to their alchemical philosophy. The
alchemical view of the nature of substances and the transmutability of
one of them into another penetrated the mystical world of the Kabbalah,
and contributed additional, previously unsuspected, mysteries to its
worldview, and to its interpretation of the mutual interdependence of
the Above and the Below. The Kabbalah, in turn, enriched alchemy with
its numerological-mystical gematria, in which alchemists found a legiti-
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mation of their belief in the interrelationships among substances, and of
their search for the common essence which had to underlie the baffling
multiplicity of tangible forms. More important, the Kabbalah supplied
the alchemists with a quasi sanctification of their views by opening up to
them its doctrine of the cosmological structure of the sefirot, which
taught them that not only the hidden essence of materia but even the
divine unity itself was expressed in multiple mystical manifestations.

MOSES DE LEON

Of the great variety of types of literature produced by the Jews in the
course of the three millennia of their history there is none as difficult to
understand, translate, or merely describe as that of the Kabbalah. The
typical kabbalistic mode of thinking is replete with symbolism, often
vague and obscure, with interchangeable concepts, with ideational
jumps from one subject to another, with the equation of disparate mat-
ters on the basis of purely formal characteristics of the words designating
them which have nothing to do with the meaning of those words, and
the like. To what extent these features characterize kabbalistic literature,
and in particular the Zobar, to which we now turn, will be amply demon-
strated by the excerpts which we present from that magnum opus of the
Kabbalah.

The Zobar is a huge book, published in three volumes in the standard
edition and comprising a total of some 850,000 words. It is written al-
most entirely in Aramaic, and the claim is made in it that it was written
by R. Shim°on ben Yohai, a leading tanna (mishnaic master), who lived
in the second century C.E. in Palestine, and had the reputation of a mir-
acle worker. Formally it is a commentary on the Bible, but in fact it is a
rambling mystical discourse on God, the world, man, moral issues, and
many other esoteric subjects that were of interest to its author. It was
not until the twentieth century that critical scholarship, headed by Ger-
shom Scholem, established that the Zohar was in fact written by Moses
de Leon (ca. 1240-1305), a Spanish Kabbalist who has to his credit sev-
eral other books as well, dealing with both traditional Jewish and mysti-
cal-kabbalistic subjects.

Since De Leon wrote the Zohar in the persona of a second-century
tanna, we cannot expect to find in it any direct reference to alchemy,
since the very term is missing in the entire talmudic literature. However,
De Leon lived in a time and a place in which alchemy was an integral
part of the cultural atmosphere, and thus it is not surprising that refer-
ences to alchemical ideas and subjects are found in various contexts in
the Zobar. In fact, what is surprising is that, given the live interest in
alchemy that characterized the Jewish society in which De Leon lived,
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he allowed so few references to matters of alchemical interest to appear
in his great work Since the extant references do not follow any logical
order, but dernive from De Leon’s haphazard association of ideas, I pre-
sent them here 1n the order in which they are found n the Zobar, and do
so with the most pamnstaking fidelity to the Aramaic original, even if
thereby the clanty of the English translation occasionally had to suffer

To begin with, here 1s a passage which reflects a famiharity with the
alchemical concept of relationship between the moon and silver and the
sun and gold

[King David] sought all his days to bring the moon to perfection, and to
sing songs of melody and praise [here] below And when David passed
away from the world, he left the moon 1n a state of perfection And Solo
mon recewved the moon m all 1ts riches and perfection For this moon had
left behind poverty and entered into riches And with those riches Solomon
ruled over all the kings of the earth And therefore [1t 1s written], “Silver
counted for nothing 1n the days of Solomon”(1 Kings 10 21), but every
thing was of gold, for gold became superabundant And of that time {1t 1s
written ], “And he had dust of gold” (Job 28 6), for that dust which was on
the surface—the sun looked at 1t and with 1ts glance and 1ts power 1t made
the dust turn into gold and increased 1t

Come, see From the mountains where there 1s the hight of the power of
the sun, the dust of the earth among the mountains became all gold And
had it not been for the wild beasts that crouched there, the sons of men
would not have been poor, for the power of the sun increased the gold
[and they could have taken of 1t at all] It s for this reason that in the days
of Solomon silver counted for nothing, for the power of the sun looked at
the dust and turned 1t into gold Moreover, that dust was [of] the side of
judgment when the sun looked at it, 1t took power and the gold mcreased
When Solomon looked at 1t, he uttered a[n exclamation of] praise and said,
“All are from the dust” (Eccl 3 20) (Zobar 1 249b-250a)

What De Leon expresses here 1n his own style 1s the well known al
chemical 1dea that telluric elements nipen under the influence of the sun
and ultumately become gold And he repeats no fewer than six times the
sumple 1dea that the power of the sun turned dust into gold and thus the
amount of gold increased

The alchemusts, as 1s well known, were keenly interested 1n colors and
coloring De Leon gave a mystical coloration to the phenomenon of
colors

One day R Shim°®on sat, and his son R El‘azar and R Abba with him Said
R Elfazar This verse, which says, “I appeared unto Abraham, unto Isaac,
and unto Jacob, etc ” (Exod 6 2) Why “I appeared™ It should have said,
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“I spoke ” He [R Shim‘son] said to um My son, 1t 1s a supernal mystery
Come, see There are colors that are visible, and there are colors that are
nvisible Both are part of the supernal mystery of faich, but the sons of men
do not know 1t and do not consider it Those colors which are visible, no
man has merited to percewve them, unul the Fathers [Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob] came and perceived them This 1s why 1t 1s written, “I appeared ”
For they saw those colors which are visible And which are those colors?
They are those of El Shaddar [ God Almuighty], which are the appearance of
the supernal colors, and they became wvisible And the supernal colors are
hidden, and cannot be seen No man has grasped them, save Moses (Zobar
2 23a)

Close on the heels of this passage follows another, much longer one,
which discusses another classical alchemical theme, that of the four ele
ments, their four qualities, and their influence on the birth of metals, all
of 1t wrapped, of course, 1n the mantle of “supernal mystery ”

R Shim‘on said Come, see! The four primordials (gadma’e) are a mystery
of faith they are the fathers of all the worlds, and are the mystery of the
Supernal Holy Chariot They are the four elements (y’sodin) fire, wind,
water, and dust They are a supernal mystery, and from them come gold
and silver and copper and 1ron, and beneath them other metals that are
similar to them

Come, see Fire, wind, and water and dust—these are primordial, and the
roots of the Above and the Below, and the things below and above are
based upon them And these four [spread out] to the four winds of the
world, and they exist in these four north and south and east and west
These are the four winds of the world, and they exist in these four fire on
the north side, wind on the east side, water on the south side, dust on the
west side And these four are tied to those four, and they all are one, and
they produce the four metals which are gold and silver and copper and iron
Thus they make twelve, and [yet] they are one

Come, see Fire 1s on the left, on the north side, for fire has the power of
warmth, and 1its dryness 1s strong And north 1s 1ts reverse, and the one
commungles with the other, and they become one Water 1s on the right, on
the south side And the holy One, blessed be He, in order to mix them
together made the mixture of one like the mixture of the other The north
which 1s cold and moist [was mixed with] fire [which] 1s hot and dry, and
He turned them around on the south side the south, which 1s hot and dry,
[was mixed with] water [which] 1s cold and moist, and the Holy One,
blessed be He, mixed them together, for water comes forth from the south
and goes to the north, and from the north the water spreads Fire comes
from the north and comes 1nto the power of the south, and from the south
comes forth the power of heat over the world For the Holy One, blessed
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be He, causes them to borrow from one another, and each of them lent to
the other from its own, as it was fit. In a similar fashion wind and east, so
that each one of them should lend to the other, and one becomes encom-
passed in the other, and they unite and become one.

Come, see: Fire from this side, water from that side, and they are in con-
flict. [But then] the wind comes between them, gets hold of the two sides.
This is what is written, “And the r#ab [wind or spirit] of God hovered over
the face of the water” (Gen., 1:2). For fire stands on high on this side, and
water stands upon the face of the earth [below]. The wind came between
them, got hold of the two sides, and settled the conflict. As for the dust
[i.e., the earth], the water and the wind and the fire stand upon it, and it
receives from all of them the strength of these three which stand upon it.

Come, see: Wind and the east. The east is hot and moist. The wind is hot
and moist, and because of this it gets hold of the two sides, for the fire is
hot and dry, and the water cold and moist, and the wind is hot and moist.
The side which is hot gets hold of the fire, and the side which is moist gets
hold of the water. And thus it harmonizes them and ends the conflict of fire
and water.

The dust is cold and dry, and therefore it receives upon it all of them, and
all of them accomplish their task upon it. And it receives from all of them,
so as to produce, with their strength, nourishment for the world. For the
dust gets hold of the west, which is cold and dry, and that side which is cold
gets hold of the north which is cold and moist, for the cold unites with the
cold. Thus the north gets hold of the west in this side. The south which is
hot and dry gets hold with its dryness of the dryness of the west, on the
other side, so that the west is got hold of by two sides. Likewise, the south
unites with the east, for the heat of the south unites with the heat of the
cast. And the east unites with the north, for its moisture unites with the
moisture of the north. Now, then, we find southern-eastern, eastern-
northern, northern-western, western-southern, all contained in one an-
other, commingled one with the other.

In this manner the north produces gold, for from the side of the power
of fire gold is produced. And this is what is written, “From the north com-
eth gold” (Job 27:22). For the fire gets hold of the dust and gold is pro-
duced, and this is what is written, “And it hath dust of gold” (Job 28:6).
And this is the mystery of the two cherubim of gold.

Water gets hold of the dust, and the cold with the moisture produces
silver. Now this dust gets hold of two sides, of gold and of silver, and is
placed in between them. The wind gets hold of water and gets hold of the
fire, and joins the two into one, which is “the color of burnished copper”
(Ezek. 1:7).

As for the dust which we have mentioned, when it is by itself, with its
dryness and coldness, it brings forth iron, and your sign is “If the iron be
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blunt” (Eccl 10 10) And this dust gets hold of all of them, and all of them
produce 1n 1t something stmular to themselves

Come, seec Without dust there 1s no gold, nor silver, nor copper, for each
of them lends the other something of its own, to combine one with the
other, and the dust takes hold of all of them For two sides are united 1n 1t,
namely, fire and water And the wind 1s joined to 1t, because of those two,
and exercses 1ts influence on 1t Thus we find that the dust, when joined
together with them, produces and gives birth to other dusts, similar to
them Dust brings forth something like unto gold, namely green susprza,
which closely resembles gold Like unto silver it brings forth lead Like
unto superior copper 1t brings forth tin, which 1s a minor copper Like unto
wron 1t brings forth tron, as you can learn from “Iron with ron together”
(Prov 27 17)

Come, see Fire, wind, water, and dust—all of them are cleaving to one
another, are jomned with one another, and there is no separation between
them But when this dust brought forth {its products], thereafter they were
no longer joined one to the other, {nor] to those supernal [elements], as 1t
1s said, “From thence it was parted and became four heads” (Gen 2 10) In
these there was separation For when this dust brought forth, by strength
of the three supernal [elements], 1t produced four streams 1n which are
found precious stones, and they are in one [particular] place, as 1t 1s writ
ten, “There 1s bdellium and the onyx stone” (Gen 2 12) And those pre
clous stones are twelve in number, and they are toward the four sides of the
world as against the twelve tribes, as 1t 1s written, “And the stones shall be
according to the names of the Children of Israel, twelve, according to their
names” (Exod 28 21) And they are the twelve oxen which were under the
sea [1 e, the basin, in the Temple, ¢f 1 Kings 7 25]

Come, see Although the four supernal sides [of the world] of which we
have spoken are tied one to the other, and are the sustenance of the Above
and of the Below, there 1s more to the existence of the world the wind
(spirit), for 1if the wind (spirit) were to be removed even for one moment,
the soul could not exist This mystery 1s referred to in the verse, “Also with
out knowledge the soul 1s not good” (Prov 19 2) The soul without spirit
1s not good, and cannot exist

Come, see Those twelve which we have mentioned, those twelve stones,
are the twelve oxen under the sea [basin] Thus 1s why the twelve princes [of
Israel] took “each one an ox and presented them before the Tabernacle”
(Num 7 12) All this 1s a supernal mystery, and he who comprehends these
things comprehends the mystery of supernal wisdom in which 1s the root of
all things (Zohar 2 23b-24b)

Most of the concepts propounded 1n this passage were commonplace
1deas 1n medieval alchemy The four elements of fire, wind (air), water,
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and dust (earth); the four qualities of heat, cold, dryness, and moisture;
their intermixture in varying proportions; their influence in producing
the four basic metals of gold, silver, copper and iron—all this is ele-
mentary alchemy. New in De Leon’s presentation are the ideas centering
upon the conflicts, influences, harmonizings, and causalities among the
primeval elements, and their close association with the four sides of the
carth. Also new, and nonalchemical, but emphatically Jewish religious-
mystical-kabbalistic, is the ascription to God of such quasi-physical acts
as mixing together the various elements, causing them “to borrow from
one another,” and the like. And typical of De Leon’s thinking and style
is the repetitious assertion that what he is saying is a great mystery.

Apart from these general observations, the foregoing passage requires
only a few specific elucidations. The Supernal Holy Chariot mentioned
at its very beginning is a well-known Jewish mystical concept developed
in talmudic literature, in which the term ma’ ase merkava (matters of the
chariot) refers to dangerous esoteric speculations. The term itself is
based on Ezekiel’s vision of God’s throne-chariot (Ezek. 1), and in the
Kabbalah it became the designation of speculations about the nature
and the suppositional visible manifestations of God.

As for the equation of wind and spirit, this is made inevitable by the
Hebrew word ru#ah, which means both. It is under the influence of this
powerful word that De Leon substitutes it for the talmudic word avir
(air) when speaking of the four primeval elements. In using ‘afar (dust)
instead of the likewise biblical word adamah (earth) in the same context,
De Leon was influenced by the frequent biblical usage of “dust” when
referring to the substance of which the earth or the ground consists.

The green suspita mentioned in connection with gold has given rise
to various interpretations. The Zohar commentary Nisosé Orot explains:
“It is called in Arabic zarnikh [arsenic], and in La‘az orpimento, and it
causes men’s hair to fall out.” Later commentators explained it as
“green copper which is called allatun.” Robert Eisler, in a 1925 article
on the terminology of Jewish alchemy, emended the reading of the word
to susepta, and suggested that it stood for the Greek sussepté, meaning
decayed or putrefied gold, in accordance with the alchemical process
known as putrefactio.!? This is a possible explanation, although it is hard
to sec why De Leon should use an uncommon Greek word for an al-
chemical process which in the western world was called everywhere ei-
ther by the Latin putrefactio, or by its derivative in one of the medieval
Romance languages.

In view of the thought processes typical of Moses de Leon we should
not be surprised to find that he applied the idea of the seven kinds of
gold to physical features of King David, to whom he refers as “the first
Messiah™:
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I saw 1n the Book of the First Adam that 1t said thus the appearance of the
First Messtah [David] was like that of the moon His color was greenish
gold 1n the face, his color was Ophir gold 1n his beard, his color was Sheba
gold 1n his eyebrows, his color was Parvayim gold 1n the lashes over his
eyes, his color was sagur (closed) gold 1n the hair of his head, his color was
Muphaz gold on his chest on the tablet upon s heart, hus color was Tar
shish gold on his two arms All these seven colors were incised 1n all those
places of his hair (Zohar 2 73a-b)

Although 1t 1s somewhat difficult to imagine how all the seven colors
of gold could be visible on various parts of the First Messiah’s body and
also be inased into his hair, which at the same time was characterized by
the color of one single kind of gold, such a question should perhaps not
be raised 1n connection with a book allegedly written by Adam But this
type of presentation 1s typical of the style of the Zohar, and 1s part of the
enchantment with which 1t held 1n thrall many generations of Jewish
mystics

It 1s interesting that 1n this passage the appearance of the First Mes
s1ah 1s stated to be like that of the moon, whereas in view of the unvary-
ing alchemical association of the moon with silver and the sun with gold
one would expect of a mystical human, or superhuman, figure sparkling
in the colors of seven kinds of gold to have the general appearance of the
sun But, again, our logic must not be applied to the pronouncements of
the Zobar

The Zobar discusses the “mystery of gold” elsewhere, too, but its
teachings have 1n general no alchemical significance However, one pas-
sage states that “copper comes from gold, and 1t changed to a dimin-
ished thing” (Zohar 2 148a), which 1dea has a definite alchemical color-
ation

Alchemical concepts figure also in another, smaller, and much less
known book by Moses de Leon, utled Sefer Shegel haQodesh (Book of
the Holy Sheqel) It was written 1 1292, but remained unpublished
until 1911 In it we find the following passages dealing with alchemical
matters

Gold 1s most precious of the metals, and about the mystery of this matter
they said There are seven kinds of gold 1n the world, and they are different,
and one 1s more precious than the other Ophir gold, Parvayim gold,
Muphaz gold, beaten gold, greenish [or yellowish] gold, Sheba gold,
closed gold These are the seven kinds of gold Verily, they said that the
most precious of all 1s the closed gold, because 1t 1s gold which 1s closed
from the eye and closed from everything And this 1s the mystery of the
name of God, which 1s common 1n seven places more than 1n other places
The hving God 1s the mystery of the supernal world, and as against this 1s
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the closed gold. Therefore it is more closed than the other degrees. God is
the Fear of Isaac, and as against it is Sheba gold. And this is the mystery of
what is said, “And he lived and gave him of the gold of Sheba” (Ps. 72:15).
For the King Messiah is of that side which receives the left side. God—this
is the Eternity of Israel, and as against it is the Parvayim gold, the matter of
the thighs [?]. God [is] the totality of the Community of Israel, as against
it is the greenish gold. And of this mystery they [i.c., our sages] of blessed
memory said, “Esther was greenish” [B. Meg. 13a], and this is the mystery
of the ethrog [citron]. God is the mystery of the loftiness of the earthly
court of law, the seventy [members] of the Sanhedrin, who surround the
throne of Glory. And as against it is the beaten gold. God is the mystery of
the judges of below in this world. And as against it is Ophir gold. Verily, in
these seven places [there is] the continuation of the participation of the
name of God, as against the seven kinds of gold which are in the world.
And in any case, the continuation of the quality of [stern] justice is contin-
ued to several armies, to several powers which have no number, as they
said, “Who can utter the powers of the Lord” [Ps. 106:2].13

One must truly be steeped in kabbalistic-mystical thinking in order to
fathom the meaning of this passage.

The second passage in the Shegel haQodesh which has an alchemical
reference consists of only a few words: “Dust. We have already explained
this. And, truly, this dust is gold dust. And this is the proper matter, for
its cause is the gold of above, and from there she receives, for always the
cause of the point is the left. And this is why the dust begets and gives
off seed to grow.”'* Again, I must admit that I have difficulty in under-
standing this passage.

The last passage I wish to quote from the Shege! haQodesh is similar to
the one quoted above from the Zobar, but is exceptional in that it refers
to the opinion of the natural scientists:

The masters of natural science [say that] fire produces the nature of gold.
Truly, they said as a mystery, “From the north cometh the gold” (Job
37:22). For the mystery of the four metals, which are gold and silver and
copper and iron, [is that they] do not come into being except out of these
elements. And were it not for these three elements, the dust could not pro-
duce the realization of any thing. For gold comes into being and is attached
to the mystery of the fire, and on the north side, for in any case, when the
natural warmth approaches a cold thing it produces its thing, for it is green
[or: yellow], and that is the mystery of the gold through the nature of the
craft on that side, and in the matter of that element.

Silver adheres to the mystery of the water and to the south side, for when
the wind and the sun approach each other, it produces a white nature, and
that is the mystery of silver. Copper is red, and this produces the nature of
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both [gold and silver], because those who know the Work in the manner of
their nature [know that] copper produces, and they make of it the nature
of gold and silver, and it is [done] with the art of the sun in the wind. And
in any case, the matter of the production of gold and silver and copper,
their cause is in a great true matter, and it is a deep mystery.

And when the elements are transformed and are comprised one in the
other, you will find in this that occasionally water produces gold and fire
silver. Verily, the cause of iron in the dust is in the mystery of the west, for
its cause produces by being helped by the sun, and by its light being re-
duced the dust produces iron whose nature is drier than all the others, be-
cause it is of the west side out of the products of the dust. For the dust,
when it combines with the three supernal elements, when that element
stays with it longer, then it produces something like each one of them.

For you will find that when the power of the fundamental fire, the natu-
ral heat, which is on the north side, approaches the dust which is below, the
dust begets the gold when it approaches it together, and when all the three
come together, which is one thing, then the gold produces dust. For when
the dust approaches the heat of the fire on the north side, then the product
of the dust is gold. And from this you can understand the mystery of the
two golden cherubim.

And likewise the dust: when it approaches the water it gets tied up in it
on the south side, due to the power of the south and of the water. For
water is cold and moist and the south is warm and dry. Hence you can
recognize that the dust, which is the receiver, when it approaches any one
of the other clements, produces in every case [substances] like itself [and]
like each one of them. And we have already been alerted to this mystery in
the Book Shoshan Edut.

And even though these four elements are the fathers of the fathers of all
the offspring, there are nevertheless also other elements below, which stand
beneath them, and they are the lower elements whose continued existence
is in this low world. And verily they are like those productive elements,
verily, for the dust is the one which produces offspring in their likeness
according to their families and houses.

And verily the four metals which we have mentioned, and they are the
supernals which originate in the mystery of the four elements, produce
them with the power of those four, for each one produces in its likeness.
And each one of these four lower metals emerges from the power of the
supernal metals which are the four elements which we have mentioned. For
there is a metal which emerges in the likeness of gold and it is the one called
the gilded copper, a mezal [sic] of dust. And in any case it is in the likeness
of gold but is not gold. And it emerges due to that power and is like it. And
the silver produces the lead which is white and it emerges in the likeness of
silver. And understand. And verily, just as the gold is on the north side, as
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we have said, and that metal emerges to that side, so the silver which pro-
duces the lead is on the south side and produces it to that side. And the
copper likewise is of the power of dust and by reason of fire there emerges
the strong lower copper which is connected to the iron, and it is to the east
side. And everything is due to the power of the supernal elements which we
have mentioned, which produce in their likeness below.

And the mystery is as we have said, and this is “and a river went out of
Eden to water the garden, and from thence it was parted and became four
heads” (Gen. 2:10), and they are the four metals of below which are the
lower ones. And the precious stones are connected with the metals which
we have mentioned. And the precious stones are twelve, which are men-
tioned in the Torah, and they are connected in the ephod [the high priest’s
breastplate] and the stones according to the names of the Children of Israel
emerge with the power of the primeval elements, “like the engravings of a
signet, every one according to his name” (Exod. 28:21), and everything is
from the continuation of those supernal elements, for with their power and
due to them each man moves out to his camp and each with his flag. And
understand, for it is a great principle above.!®

Although these passages quoted from the writings of Moses de Leon
show that he was familiar with certain alchemical concepts and perhaps
even procedures, they also show that his interest in them was merely
tangential, and that he referred to the elements, the metals, and so on,
only to express, or illustrate, his mystical religious ideas. Nevertheless,
we have here evidence that an extraordinary thinker such as Moses de
Leon, who created an entire world of ideas of his own, and constructed
an intricate edifice of original concepts, also utilized building blocks
which he found lying about in the alchemical byways of his age. While
De Leon was not an alchemist, he was certainly aware of the alchemical
ideas of his society, and believed in the alchemical doctrines and tenets
as firmly as he believed in the teachings of the Bible and the Talmud
upon which he built his Kabbalah.

Two more brief comments. The book Shoshan “Edut (Lily of Testi-
mony), referred to by De Leon as his first book, was written in 1286.
The word metal appearing in this pericope is one of the very few foreign
words De Leon used in this book. He evidently considered it a technical
term, and that is why he used it instead of the Hebrew matzekber, which
he used on all other occasions.
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The Fourteenth Century






Introduction to Part Five

WHEN SURVEYING medieval European alchemical literature, one be-
comes aware of the marked increase in sources in the fourteenth cen-
tury. The greater number of both original manuscripts and books
printed later but based on older manuscripts must be evidence that in
the fourteenth century more alchemists were engaged in what they
called the Great Art than in the thirteenth or earlier centuries. What can
explain this? The most probable answer lies in the assumption that in-
creased production is an indication of increased demand. In other
words, if alchemical work increased, this must mean that in the four-
teenth century there was a greater need of precious metals, whose pro-
duction out of base metals was claimed by alchemists to be their great
achievement. It was of course this claim, to which general credence was
given in the Middle Ages, which made kings, seigneurs, and princes of
the Church employ alchemists, and induced many others who could af-
ford it to seek out their services.

Why should there have been a greater demand for alchemical gold
and silver in the fourteenth century? The answer lies in the economic
conditions in Central and Western Europe in that century, characterized
by a shortage of available gold and silver coinage, which in that period
reached almost catastrophic proportions. This has been pointed out re-
cently by the French historian Emmanucl Le Roy Ladurie:

A huge crisis of liquidity, a great monetary famine, peaked between 1395
and 1415. Its causes were not far to seek: the commercial balance between
Europe and the Orient had shown a deficit ever since the year 1000 due to
the purchase of spices, silks, and pearls, and also because of the pilgrimages,
the Crusades, and the payments of ransoms. This unfavorable balance was
worsened about 1400 by internal disasters in the West, and it was not
helped by the still growing purchases of spices, and by the drying up of
Sudanese gold. In France, not much different in this respect from England,
Spain, Italy, Flanders, and Bourgogne, the worst decade, the one most
lacking in money, was that of the years 1392-1402. The district of Briaude,
deep in the heart of the massif central and isolated, was reduced about
1423-1425 to minting coins of lead! In Western Europe as a whole the
stock of precious metals was diminished from approximately the equivalent
of 2,000 metric tons of silver in ca. 1340, to 1000 tons ca. 1465.

To indicate how abysmally small was this coin supply, Le Roy Ladurie
adds that by 1809 the coin supply of Europe had grown to the equiva-
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lent of 50,000 tons of silver, that is, to no less than fifty times that of
1465.1

The relevance of this situation for the work of Jews in alchemy is obvi-
ous. Since, on the one hand, the Christians were prevented by Church
law from engaging in moneylending at interest, and, on the other, the
Jews were barred by state and municipal statutes from trying to make a
living in many occupations in which they would have competed with the
Christians, moneylending had become in the Middle Ages a trade in
which the Jews were represented far above their proportions in the gen-
eral population. The drying up of coinage was thus a much greater hard-
ship for Jews than for Christians. This meant that when circumstances
brought about a growth in the demand for alchemical gold and silver, a
larger number of Jews, who were specialists of long standing in the
money business, branched out, or switched to, what was after all in its
basic practical aspect an occupation related to the one they had been
engaged in for generations.

Since firm data concerning the numbers of Christian and Jewish al-
chemists do not exist, the above argument is nothing more than a con-
jecture. But the increase of the number of Jewish alchemical texts is a
fact.



Chapter Thirteen

RAYMUND DE TARREGA:
MARRANO, HERETIC,
ALCHEMIST

IN THE SIXTEENTH century one of the most popular alchemical-medical
works was the De secretis naturae sive quinta essentin (On the Secrets of
Nature or the Fifth Essence). It was first printed in 1514, was reprinted
some ten times before the end of the century in Venice and in several
German cities, and was translated into Italian and partially into English.!
In the seventeenth century, the book (hereafter referred to as De secr.)
continued to be reissued, and it was again translated into Italian in an
abridged form as late as 1924.2 In all these editions the name of
Raymund Lull appears as that of the author.

Raymund (or Ramén) Lull (ca. 1234-1315) was a native of Majorca,
the son of noble Catalan parents. After a rather profligate youth he saw
a vision of Christ in the shape of a crucifix, and heard the Lord address-
ing him: “Raymund, follow me!” The vision moved Lull to give up his
worldly life and devote himself to God.3 He lived to the age of eighty,
and became the foremost Catalan philosopher, logician, theologian,
metaphysician, mystic, preacher, and missionary to the Jews and the
Muslims. At the age of seventy-cight he pleaded at the ecclesiastical
council of Vienne (1312) that, in order to be able to hold its own
against Islam, the Church ought to foster the study of Arabic, Syriac,
Hebrew, and Greek. He succeeded in convincing the council and having
it resolve to establish chairs for these languages at Paris, Oxford, Bolo-
gna, and Salamanca. Lull visited Africa several times, and during his last
visit, when he was eighty, he was attacked and stoned by the Moors. He
died of injuries aboard the ship which was taking him back to his native
Majorca, thus achieving his lifelong desire to become a martyr of his
faith.*

Lull’s literary output was monumental and staggering in its variety.
He wrote 321, or according to another count 488,% works in fields as
diverse as general art, grammar, rhetoric, logic, metaphysics, politics,
medicine, military science, cavalry, astronomy, astrology, gcometry,
arithmetic, spiritual and contemplative studies, preaching, disputations,
theology, and so on. Historians of Spanish literature agree that he was
one of the most original and most wide-ranging thinkers of his age.® His
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admirers and followers bestowed upon him the title doctor illuminatus,
(the enlightened doctor). The study of his thought and work spread in
the sixteenth century to France, where a chair of Lullism was established
at the Sorbonne. The preoccupation with Lull continued down to the
1940s, when a Lullian Archeological Society functioned in Majorca and
issued papers on him.”

His great reputation prompted several other authors who lived
shortly after Lull to attribute their own works pseudepigraphically to
him. Nicolas Antonio Hispalensis (1617-1684), in his comprehensive
Bibliotheca hispana vetus, lists no fewer than eighty-one works which, as
he says, “were circulated under the name of Lull,” but not actually writ-
ten by him.® Among them were several alchemical works, whose spuri-
ousness was recognized by church historians in the sixteenth century at
the latest. However, the conclusion that these alchemical treatises could
not have been written by Lull seems never to have reached alchemical
circles, whose admiration for Lull the alchemist continued to secure him
an honored place in alchemical literature.

Thus Lull figures prominently in the large compendiums of alchemi-
cal treatises that were published in the seventeenth century. The 1625
Musaenm Hermeticum contains a work entitled Hydrolythus Sophicus seu
aquarius sapientum, hoc est opusculum chemicum (The Sophic Water-
Stone or the Water Carrier of the Wise, which is a Small Chemical
Work), with an inner title page framed by imaginary portraits of the six
most famous alchemists of all times: Hermes, Geber, Morienus,
Raymund Lull, Roger Bacon, and Paracelsus.® Likewise, the Gloria
mundi (Glory of the World), another alchemical work reprinted in the
same volume, has a title page framed by pictures of the twelve most fa-
mous alchemists, including Maria Hebraea and Lull.!® The very first
treatise contained in the same Musaeum Hermeticum is the Tractatus
awurveus de lapide philosophico (The Golden Treatise on the Philosophical
Stone), which quotes (on p. 15) Lull as having said in his Codicillus
(Short Note) that “Our Mercury has the property that it can undergo
coagulation from its own sulphur,” and as having stated in his Testamen-
tum that “Quicksilver floats on top and flows with humidity that pre-
vents combustion.”!!

The conclusion that the alchemical books published under the name
of Lull cannot be authentic is based on two considerations. One is that
Lull himself had an adamantly and consistently negative view of al-
chemy. In several passages of his unquestionably authentic writings he
went on record condemning alchemy in general, and denying that alche-
mists were able to produce gold, in particular.}? The second considera-
tion is chronological. The dates mentioned in several manuscripts of al-
chemical works attributed to Lull as the dates of their completion render
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Lullian authorship mmpossible This was pointed out meticulously as
early as 1n the seventeenth century by Lucas Wadding (1568-1657) 1n
his Annales minorum Thus the pseudo-Lullian book De 24 expersmentis
(On 24 Experiments) contains a statement at 1ts end to the effect that 1t
was completed 1n 1330—fifteen years after the death of Lull The Testa-
mentum novisssmum (The Newest Testament), also attributed to Lull,
contains the statement

We made our testament by the virtue of God, 1 the island of England, in
the Church of Sancta Catharina, facing part of the Tower before the cham
ber (versus partem castells ante cameram) 1n the reign of Edward by the
grace of God, in whose hands we placed 1n custody, by the will of God, the
present testament, in the year 1332 after the incarnation '3

A third pseudo-Lulhan book, De mercuries (On Mercuries), states at
the end of chapter forty that 1t was completed 1in 1333 In the De 24
expevimentss, says Wadding,

the author who calls himself Raymund tells 1n the introduction how King
Edward of England while young put aside a great treasure 1n order to de
clare war against the Saracens, but then he diverted 1t for attacking the king
of France However, he says, led by repentance, the same Edward, when
already old, asked forgiveness for having wrongtully diverted the money
This Edward, however, to whom he [Raymund] delivered his testament,
was the third of this name He began to reign in 1327 at the age of four
teen, and died 1n 1377, in the fifty first year of his reign and the sixty fifth
of his hife 1#

In the sequel Wadding adduces more data to show that the alchemical
books circulated under the name of Lull could not have been written by
him, and mentions 1n particular the book De secr | three copies of which
he consulted in the Vatican Library, as being falsely attributed to Lull 13
The earliest extant manuscript of this book 1s dated Paris, 1319 16

In addition to the aforementioned books there are several other al-
chemical works attributed to Lull which are 1dentified by colophons in
the manuscripts themselves as having been written between 1330 and
1357, that 1s, decades after the death of Lull These colophons are im-
portant evidence for the pseudo Lull’s identity The colophon of Lu-
crdarimm totsus testament: (Lighting up the Whole Testament) reads
Fanstus est 1ste liber in praeciarvo studio Montis Pessulans, anno 1330 (This
book was fimshed 1n the celebrated place of study of Mons Pessulanus
[Montpellier], in the year 1330) 7 The colophon of Liber naturae et
lumen nostr laprdss (The Book of Nature and the Light of Our Stone)
reads Fecvomus in Sancta Catharvina Londint, 1337 (We wrote it in St
Catharine 1n London, 1337) The colophon of Liber de conservatione
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vitae humanae et de quinta essentin (The Book on the Preservation of
Human Life and on the Fifth Essence) reads: Factus est his liber anno
1349 (This book was completed in 1349). The Liber ad serenissimam
Reginam Eleanorem uxovem sevenissimi vegis Anglovum Eduardi (The
Book [addressed] to the Most Serene Queen Eleanor Wife of the Most
Serene King of the English Edward) concludes with the words: Factus
Londini in Sancta Catharina, 1355 (Completed in London, in St.
Catharine, 1355). And the Quatuor libri angelorum testamenti experi-
mentorum (The Four Books of Angels of the Testament of Experi-
ments) states: Fecimus in Sancta Ecclesia Divae Catharinae Londini,
anno salutis 1357 (We wrote it in the holy church of the Divine Cather-
ine in London in the year 1357 of salvation). There is yet another
pseudo-Lullian alchemical treatise, the Opus Abbreviatum super solem et
lunam (The Abbreviated Work on the Sun and the Moon), whose colo-
phon states that it was written in the same church of St. Catharine in
London, but it gives no date.!®

It may be added that Daniel Georg Morhof (1639-1691), who lived
some two generations after Wadding, lists in his Polybistor (The Learned
Man), among the pseudonymous and anonymous books, a treatise titled
Manipulus quercunm sive avs comprehendi transcendentia (A Bundle of
Oaks, or the Art of Understanding Transcendence), as written by a
Raymund the Second.!®

Colophons giving the place and date of writing of a manuscript are
usually considered reliable, and these give testimony as to the lifetime of
the alchemist Raymond who actually wrote the books attributed to Lull.
They indicate that this alchemist was in Paris in 1319 (or 1330/33), in
Montpellier in 1330, in London in 1332 and in 1337, in an unnamed
place in 1349, and again in London in 1355 and 1357. The dates in
these colophons were accepted as authentic by Lynn Thorndike, who
argued that since there could be no logical reason for a forger to give a
treatise attributed to Lull a date after his death, the manuscripts in ques-
tion “are perhaps the work of another Raymond.”?°

Before addressing ourselves to the problem of the identity of this sec-
ond Raymund, we must have a closer look at the royal personages
named in the books mentioned. King Edward poses no problem. As
Wadding asserted, he was Edward III, who reigned from 1327 to 1377,
that is, throughout the period during which, according to the testimony
of the colophons, the alchemist Raymund lived in London. There is,
however, a problem with the wife of Edward IIT to whom Raymund
dedicated his 1355 book: she was not Eleanor, but Philippa of Hainault
(Hainaut), whom Edward married in 1328, and who died in 1369.
The only King Edward whose wife was called Eleanor was Edward I
(r. 1274-1307); she was a half-sister of Alfonso X of Castile. How the
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alchemist Raymund could have dedicated a book mn 1355 to Queen
Eleanor wife of King Edward 1s a puzzle The only possible explanation
1s that Raymund made a mistake, and that mstead of “Queen Philippa”
he wrote “Queen Eleanor” which name, being that of several Spanish
queens and princesses, as well as that of the wife of an earher King Ed-
ward and of several other English queens, was more familiar to him
Once we assume thus, several other parts of the puzzle fall 1n place In
another pseudo-Lullian work, the Animae transmutationss (The Soul of
Transmutation), the author claims to have come to England at the inwv1
tation of King Edward, who, of course, must be Edward III Morecover,
in the likewise pseudo-Lullian treatise entitled Experimenta Raymund:
Lulls Majoricany philosople docissoms (Experiments of Raymund Lull,
the Most Learned Majorcan Philosopher, already mentioned above
under the abridged title De 24 experimentrs), the author states that “we
performed this operation for the English king, who pretended that he
would fight against the Turk, but who subsequently fought aganst the
king of France, and incarcerated me, though [ultimately] I escaped ”2!
The operation referred to was the transmutation of base metals into
gold according to the method of Arnold of Villanova

Independent confirmation of the sojourn 1in England of an alchemust
called Raymund 1s available in The Testament of Cremer, a tract included
in the Trapus aurens (The Golden Tripod) compiled by Michael Maier
(1568°-1622) and published i Frankfurt in 1618 The full utle of the
third of the three treatises contained n this book 1s “The Testament of
the Enghshman Cremer, formerly abbot of Westminster, not published
until now, now in the esteem of diverse nations, edited and embellished
with figures skilfully cut in copper with care and zeal ” According to the
internal ttle page (p 181), Cremer was a member of the Benedictine
order The mtroductory part of Cremer’s Testament reads as follows

Even though I was a zealous follower of this art and skill [1 ¢ , alchemy], I
was 1n a peculiar manner impeded by the thing, to me obscure, explained
in the many and diverse books which I read, and with which I kept busy for
thirty years, at great cost to me and to the detiment of my Work The more
I read, the more I lost my way, until I betook myself by divine providence
to Italy where, by the grace of the most good and most great God, 1t was
shown to me n the company of a man endowed with as great a dignity as
with all kinds of knowledge, by the name of Raymund in whose com

pany I remamed for a long time Indeed, I found such favor 1n the eyes of
this good man that he revealed to me a certain part of this entire mystery,
therefore I impressed on him with many entreaties that he should come
with me to this 1sland, and he remained with me for two years In the
course of that time I attained completely the entire Work Thereafter 1
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brought this eminent man mto the presence of the most glorious King Ed
ward, by whom he was received with the honor he deserved, and was
treated with all kindness And there, persuaded by the king with many
promuses, pacts, and propositions, he undertook to make the king rich with
the promise of his divine art This with the condition that the king, in his
own person, would wage war against the Turks, the enemies of God, and
would spend 1t on the House of the Lord, and under no conditon 1n
haughtiness or 1n waging war against Christians But (O pain') this promise
was broken and violated by the king, whereupon that pious man, afflicted
in spirit and 1n his innermost heart, fled from here overseas 1n a lamentable
and muserable condition, which pains my heart exceedingly, and I daily re
quest earnestly that I should be with him 1n body, for the aspect and integ
nty of hus daily life can easily induce even obstinate sinners to penitence

I, O most blessed Raymund, pour out my prayers for you to the most
good and most great God, and my brothers do likewise All wisdom be
longs to God 22

The foregoing account of Raymund’s experiences in England 1s not
without 1ts difficulties As Waite has pointed out, there was no Cremer
among the abbots of Westmunster, and the statement that Cremer took
Raymund to England and two years later introduced him to King Ed
ward contradicts the assertion, contained in Raymund’s own tract, the
Amemae transmutationss, that he went to England at the request of King
Edward Despite these discrepancies, Waite 1s satisfied that Cremer was
not a fictitious person, and that his Testament was “a valuable tesumony
borne 1n England to the truth of the story told concerning himself” by
the author of the aforementioned alchemical books dated in England 2
By and large, Cremer’s account bears out what Raymund says in his De
24 experimentes about his relationship with King Edward It also
contains three features famihiar from the lives of other contemporary
alchemusts

The first 1s Cremer’s trip to the south in quest of alchemical knowl
edge, his encounter there with a great adept of the Royal Art, and his
return to his home country accompamed by that alchemist All this 1s
duplicated 1n the story told by Nicolas Flamel, the fourteenth-century
French alchemist 2* The second common feature 1s that 1n both encoun-
ters the master alchemusts involved were converted Jews—we shall see
below that this was indeed the case with Raymund The third feature in
Cremer’s story recurring in other alchemical accounts 1s the agreement
made between a king and a Jewish (or Marrano) alchemist Such agree-
ments were not extraordinary at the tume, as shown by the one con
cluded, also 1n the fourteenth century, between King Pedro IV (r 1343-
1387) of Majorca, who was greatly mterested in alchemy, and a local
Jewish physician, astrologer, and alchemist named Magister Menahem 2°
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BuT, to return to the story of Raymund, whose pact with King Edward
II1 1s made more than likely by the above parallels, the brief and rather
vague contemporary references to the relationship between him and the
king leave several questions unanswered How was Raymund able to
produce the gold which King Edward used to finance his war or wars
against France? Did Raymund actually dare to reproach the king for not
having kept his promuse? Or was there some other reason for Raymund’s
incarceration® And, how did Raymund manage to escape from prison® A
partial answer, possibly fictitious, 1s supphied by a note Elias Ashmole
(1617-1692) appended to an alchemcal poem titled “Hermes Bird,”
included in tus Theatrum chemicum Britannicum The poem, Ashmole
says, was origmally written in French by Raymond Lully(') and trans

lated into English by his disciple Cremer Then Ashmole adds that after
Edward III led his first military expedition against France in 1337,

finding that Lully (after he had seen him wiolate his faith in destroying
Christians instead of Mahumetans) refused to further lus Ambition with
new supply of gold, He clapt him up 1n the Tower where he lay a long time,
and seeing no posstbility of release, begun to study his Freedom, and to
that end made himself a Leaper (1 ¢, leper), by which means he gained
more Liberty, and at length an advantage of escaping into France, where 1n
all probability he penned this Peace 26

Let us add a single comment for the author of De secr 1t was a simple
thing to simulate leprosy or even to produce symptoms taken as those of
the dreaded disease by his jailers, who thereupon undoubtedly kept their
distance from him, which facilitated his escape

A variant tradition about the imprisonment and escape of Raymund
found 1ts way into the French Bibliotheque des philosophes alchimiques

Raymond Lull [stull the same confusion of Raymund the alchemist with
Raymund Lull], disciple of Arnaldus de Villanova, having been presented
to Edward III, king of England, by an abbot of Westminster, who had
brought him up from Milan to London, performed considerable transmu

tation for that prince, who had persuaded him that he was preparing him

self for waging war aganst the Turks After some tume had passed,
Raymund saw that Edward turned his arms against the king of France He
complamed of the use which the king made of the gold which he had sup

plied with the sole object of fighting the infidels For fear that Raymund
would seek out the protection of his enemy, Edward commanded that he
be seized But later Raymund regained his liberty, trusting the vigilance of
his physician, for the promise which Lull made to cast a golden bell which
would be heard all over the world While he was transmuting the imperfect
metals for this work, he seduced the physician, promising him the secret of
transmutaton The latter then made arrangements with the owner of a ship
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who took them to France, when the materials were near the point of being
poured into the mold of the promised bell. Informed of the escape of
Raymund, Edward gave orders to pursue him, but it was of no use. In order
to record the memory of this event for posterity, Edward commanded that
a coin be minted which is called rosa nobilis (noble rose), which the curious
keep to this day as a precious medal, and on which can be seen a rose above
a ship propelled by oars.?”

It is, of course, a historical fact that Edward III declared war on
France in 1337, began actual hostilities in 1339, and fought against
France on and off for decades. After suffering reverses, he concluded a
peace treaty with France in 1360, promising to renounce his claims to
the throne of that country and to territories other than those ceded by
France in the treaty itself. It is also a historical fact that Edward did not
honor his pledge, which makes it likely that he had no scruples breaking
his word given to a lowly alchemist. On the other hand, if Raymund was
indeed a Marrano, it seems at first glance puzzling that he should have
tried to induce Edward III to fight the Turks instead of the French. Why
should a crypto-Jew, whose secret loyalties lay with Judaism, be inter-
ested in a war between England and the Turks, and try to prevent fight-
ing between England and France? The Ottomans were at that time
struggling to consolidate their hold on Anatolia, and were for several
years allied to the Byzantine emperor John VI Cantacuzene (c. 1295—
1383), who gave his daughter Theodora in marriage to the Ottoman
ruler Orhan (Orkhan, r. 1326-1362). By about 1360 the Ottomans
held a firm bridgehead in Europe along the Marmara coast, but the ex-
pansion of Turkish power into the Balkans lay far in the future, as did
the Ottoman conquest of Palestine (1527), which was to motivate the
Jewish adventurer and messianic pretender David Reubeni (d. 1538?) to
seek European Christian intervention in the Holy Land. It is, of course,
possible that the term “Turk” in the account of Raymund’s falling out
with Edward was used loosely and inaccurately in the sources quoted,
and that their intention was to refer not to the Ottoman Turks, but to
the Muslim Mamluks who ruled Egypt from 1250 to 1517, and under
whose first, Bahri, dynasty the Jews (as well as the Christians) of Egypt,
Palestine, and Syria were actively persecuted. If so, this would explain
the interest Raymund, as a Marrano whose loyalties were with his old
Jewish, rather than his new Christian, coreligionists, had in seeing an
armed confrontation between a Christian and a Muslim power.

The memory of Raymund’s sojourn in England and of his successful
accomplishment of the Great Art survived for several centuries after him.
In 1555 Robertus Constantinus affirmed that he had been shown a coin
of very pure gold, under the name of “Raymund noble,” which was said
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to have been struck from the precious metal manufactured by Raymund
in the Tower of London. Also John Stow’s A Survey of London (1598)
mentions a work on alchemy written by Raymund in St. Catharine’s
Hospital.?® And, as we have just seen, Elias Ashmole in the seventeenth
century, and the Bibliothéque des philosophes alchimiques in the eigh-
teenth, still knew of remarkable, albeit disparate, details about his im-
prisonment and escape.

We mentioned above that the earliest manuscript of the De secr. states
that it was written in Paris in 1319. This date fits with the statement
contained in text of the book itself (p. 9 of the 1542 edition), according
to which the author was asked by King Robert for certain alchemical
information. On page 33 of the same edition the author states that he
sent a “compendium” to King Robert that contained alchemical instruc-
tions. Several other pseudo-Lullian alchemical manuscripts also state
that they were written for King Robert or Rupert.” The king referred to
must have been Robert I the Bruce, who was king of Scotland from
1306 to 1329, defeated King Edward II of England at the battle of Ban-
nockburn in 1314, and obtained the pope’s recognition of his title as
king of Scotland in 1323. If King Edward III was interested in our al-
chemist because of his promise of gold, King Robert turned to him in
the hope of obtaining relief through alchemical medicine for the leprosy
which afflicted him and of which he ultimately died in 1329. In his De
secr. (p. 9), Raymund hints at having the fabled “clixir” in his posses-
sion, and his quinta essentia is repeatedly described by him as a magical
panacea which could cure practically any discase if added to the more
commonly used medicaments.

One more royal personage is mentioned in yet another pseudo-Lul-
lian work: an earlier version or copy of the Testamentum novissimum is
dedicated to “King Charles” by its pseudonymous author, “Raymond
Lully the Majorcan.” In it the author addresses the king as “my dear
Charles,” and says that “I choose you as the most beloved son, as the
enlarger of the Catholic faith.”*® The king in question was probably
Charles IV (“le Bel”), king of France (r. 1322-1328), who also reigned
as Charles I in Navarre. If so, Raymund probably stayed on in Paris, or
at least in France, for several years after completing his De secr. in 1319.

In 1330 we find him in Mount Possulanus (Montpellier) in the south
of France, from where he must have returned to London and then gone
on to ITtaly. From Italy he went with Cremer again to London, where he
wrote his three treatises dated 1337, 1355, and 1357. Whether
Raymund stayed throughout these years in England is uncertain. If we
can give credit to the story of his escape from the Tower, he went to
France some time after 1337 (the year Edward IIT declared war on
France), and then, prior to 1355, returned to London. It is very unlikely



184 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

that in the course of these years he returned to his native Spain, for had
he done so the Inquisition would undoubtedly have got hold of him.

The “fifth essence” was a favorite subject of Raymund the alchemist,
which occupied him on and off for more than thirty years. The full title
of his first treatise on the subject, which he wrote in Paris in 1319, was
Tertia distinctio quintae essentiae quae est de cuva corporum (The Third
Distinction of the Fifth Essence which is about the Healing of Bodies).
According to a statement contained in the opening passage of
Raymund’s Compendium animae transmutationis avtis metallorum
(The Compendium of the Art of Transmutation of the Soul of Metals),
which he sent to King Rupert, he wrote “the third book of the fifth es-
sence” in the Abbey of St. Benedict in Paris.3! And in 1349 he returned
to the subject and wrote the Liber de conservatione vitae humanae et de
quinta essentin (The Book of the Conservation of Human Life and of
the Fifth Essence).

Who, then, was the author of De secr. and of the other alchemical
books which subsequently were attributed to the famous Raymund Lull?
The direct light of history is thrown on this unknown alchemist only in
the last three years of his life, after the Inquisition began its proceedings
against him. If the data given in the colophons of the books referred to
above are correct, however, this second Raymund had to be born about
1295 in order to be able to complete his first book, the De secr., in 1319.
The name by which he became known, Raymund (or Ramén) de Tar-
rega, indicates that he was born in the town of Tarrega, in the bishopric
of Vich (later Solsone), and since all the references to him, including
those contained in the inquisitorial proceedings that ultimately cost him
his life, are unanimous in identifying him as a converted Jew, we can
accept it as a fact that he was born to Jewish parents. This means that he
must have received a Jewish education and adhered to the Jewish reli-
gion until his conversion to Christianity.

The town of Tarrega was the home of an important Jewish commu-
nity that dated from the early thirteenth century. At first it was under the
jurisdiction of the community of Lérida, but in 1325 King Jaime of Ar-
agon granted it independence. In 1345 King Pedro IV of Aragon (r.
1336-1387) gave the Jews of Tarrega permission to rebuild their syna-
gogue, and recommended to the vicar-general of Vich that he should
authorize its reconstruction, which the latter did in August 1346. In
1350 the populace of Tarrega attacked the Jews and killed three hun-
dred men and women among them. But all this happened long after
Raymund de Tarrega had left the town.3?

According to the minutes of the inquisitorial tribunal that interro-
gated Raymund about 1370, he stated that he had converted to Christi-
anity in his twelfth year. However, this statement about his pre-adoles-
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cent conversion is contradicted by the fact that in secret he remained
faithful to Judaism to the end of his life. It is hard to imagine that such
Marranism should be based on impressions or knowledge a young child
had absorbed from his parents. It is much more likely that his conver-
sion took place years later, after he had saturated himself with the doc-
trines and practices of Judaism. In fact, according to later annalists,
Raymund de Tarrega grew up a Jew, became “a rabbi of the Hebrews,”
and only thereafter did he undergo an insincere conversion to Christian-
ity.3? Also the two papal letters that deal with Raymund de Tarrega’s
heresies (see below) and were written, the first before his death, and the
second soon thereafter, state that he “lately,” or “once,” “returned from
the error of Judaic blindness to the light of Christian faith,” which is
unlikely to refer to a child who was converted in his twelfth year. Finally,
the appellation “neophyte,” by which he was known, seems to refer to
a person who converted to Christianity in adulthood rather than in
childhood. As Francisco Pefia explains, “This Raymund de Tarraga is
called Neophytus, as it were a new sprout or twig. For those are called
neophytes who were not born of original Christians but converted to
the Catholic faith.”3*

Apart from his Jewish origin and the incident in London, all we know
of the alchemist Raymund de Tarrega’s life prior to his incarceration by
the Inquisition is what can be derived from the colophons of his books.
We do not know when and how he became interested in alchemy, nor
when and how he developed the theological ideas that the Church con-
sidered heretical and that brought down the wrath of the Inquisition
upon his head. We can only conjecture that the reason he left his native
Spain at an early age and spent most of his life in France, Italy, and En-
gland might have been his desire to live in a religiously less oppressive
environment, in which he would not have to fear inquisitorial censure
and punishment for the doctrines he expressed in his writings. In any
case, he did live and work in those countries for close to four decades.
By 1319, when he wrote the first version of his De secr., he must have
been known as an adept of the Great Art, whose services were sought by
royalty. From the testimony of Cremer it appears that he never pre-
tended to be anybody but himself, Master Raymund, an alchemist. It
was only after his death that his works came to be attributed to Ray-
mond Lull.

If very little is known of most of Raymund de Tarrega’s life, this is
not true of his last years, when the Inquisition caught up with him. Dur-
ing Raymund’s long sojourn abroad, a Dominican friar and master of
theology, Nicolas Eymeric (1320-1399) by name, became inquisitor
general of Aragon, Valencia, and Majorca. One of Raymund’s books,
titled De invocatione demonum (On the Invocation of Demons), came
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to Eymeric’s notice He found 1t full of herenical errors, and during the
reign of Pope Innocent VI (1352-1362) he had 1t burned 1n Barcelona
What happened was recorded by Eymeric himself in his book Dsrecto-
riwm wnquisitornm (The Inquusitors’ Directory), which he wrote (in
third person) 1n Avignon, ¢ 1365

Also 1n the ume of the same Pope Innocent VI, the same Fray Nicolas Ey
meric, inquisitor, and Arnaldus de Buchetis, publicly condemned mn Barce
lona, and caused to be burned, a certain large and bulky book, Demonum
mvocatione, 1n seven separate parts, which 1s titled The Book of Solomon, 1n
which were described sacrifices, discourses, offerings, and very many nefari
ous things with which the demons can be consulted 3%

The De tnvocatione demonum 1s no longer extant, but some 1dea of 1ts
contents can be had from the hsting by Eymeric of the heretical doc-
trines 1t proposed In question 27 of tus Devectorinm, Eymeric states
that Pope Gregory XI (r 1370-1378) condemned this book written by
Raymund de Tarrega, and 1n his question 10 he enumerates twenty two
heresies the book contained *¢ Eymeric’s listing 1s redundant, and hence
I present here a somewhat shorter formulation given to the Tarregan
heresies by Natahis Alexander (1639-1724), which 1s practically 1dentu
cal with Eymeric’s list Raymund, then, was accused of having taught
that

1 The distorted dogmas of Almaricus, Arius, Sabellius, and many here
tics were not heretical in themselves, but only 1n respect of those who by
their own 1ntention choose to be stubborn

2 It was permitted to adore creatures and to participate in the cult of
their worship, mnasmuch as they represent the Creator

3 It was pernmussible, for the same reason, to worship demons

4 He who sacrificed to demons should be excused equally as, and more
than, the Christian who worshiped the images of Christ and the saints, to
them [the demons] adoration and sacrifice were due by the law of nature

5 Those who, as victums of torture, denied God with their mouth, but
worshiped him 1n their heart, not only did not sin, but indeed deserved a
reward

6 A layman should not be held to believe explicitly any arucle of faith
and therefore, 1f he held or believed the opposite of any article out of igno
rance or through the temptation of the devil, he did not sin

7 All those who did not obey the precepts of God or of the Church must
be considered heretics

8 Every sinner, even while he sinned, conformed his will to the divine
will, for good and evil pleased God equally, the recklessness (desperatio) of
Judas as much as the contrition of Petrus
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9 It was not possible to observe 1n this life any precept, nor could charity
be had from any person

10 Man, [even] without charity imparted (sn2fisn) to hum, could love
God above everything, and merit eternal life

11 Without charity nobody could be faithful

12 The sect of Mohammed®” was equally catholic as the faith of Jesus
Christ

13 It was more perfect to be a schismatic than a catholic, Christ, the
apostles, the angels, [and] all the inhabitants of heaven were schismatics

14 Only God the Father was the best, God the Son was good 1n the first
degree, the Holy Spirit 1n the second degree, all the creatures in the third
degree 38

It 1s, of course, questionable whether this list of heresies actually and
faithfully represents the doctrines expounded by Raymund de Tarrega in
his De invocatione demonum, or whether they were intentionally slanted
by Eymeric who, for reasons of his own, was interested in having his
superiors condemn the book and its author This being the case, 1t 1s
difficult to say whether Raymund’s teachings 1n that book were indica
tive of any belief that would be held by a Marrano Jew rather than by a
Chnstian thinker with an orniginal and independent bent of mind The
worship of demons was certainly as sharply condemned by Judaism as by
Christtanity However, 1in paragraph 5 one could see an attempt to jus-
tify and excuse the Marranos who denied their old religion “with their
mouth” but continued to worship “in their heart” according to the faith
of their fathers Remarkable 1s Raymund’s positive attitude toward
Islam, although this would not be a speafically Jewish position His as-
sertton that Christ and the apostles were schismatics becomes under-
standable 1f they are considered from a Jewish point of view Also his
pownt 1n placing God alone n the highest position while assigning to
Jesus and the Holy Spirit lower statuses can perhaps be interpreted as a
Jewish attempt to justify strict monotheism as against Christian trinitari-
amism Whether Eymeric was sufficiently familiar with Jewish theology
to recogmze Judaizing tendencies in Raymund’s heresies 1s unknown
But he knew that Raymund was a former Jew and hence suspect of Ju-
daizing, which suffices to explain his amimus against Raymund

Later historians took 1t for granted that Raymund de Tarrega was a
Marrano, a crypto Jew Thus Francisco Pefia, in his commentary on Ey-
meric’s Devectorium inguisitorum, writes “This Raymund called
Raymund de Tarrega, who, after first having been a Jew ( Hebraeus) con-
verted to the faith of Christ, became a monk of the Order of the Preach-
ers Otherwise, as the matter itself demonstrated, he did not change his
mores, even though he changed his rehgion ”* Henricus Spondanus
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(Henr de Sponde, 1568-1643), speaking of the annalist Bzovius (Abra-
ham Bzowski, 1567-1637) says that Bzovius erred n attnbuting to
Raymund Lull “the errors which were those of Raymund Neophitus
who had converted from Judaism to the faith of Christ, but nevertheless
retained his old errors ”*° Jaime Custurer (1657-1715) says that
“Raimundo Neophito, or Raimundo de Tarraga was a Jew, and al-
though he made himself a monk, he did not abandon his customs ”*!
Similarly, Theophilus Raynaudus (1583-1663) writes that “Raimundo
Lullio de Tarrega, whom others call Raimundo Neofito, because he con
verted from Judaism to the faith of Christ, and thereafter became a
monk but he did not relinquish the errors of which he had been
accused before Finally, by command of Gregory XI, he was examined 1n
the year of Christ 1372, and convicted of grave errors, was condemned,
and all his books were burned ”#2

Guulio Bartolocer (1613-1687) presents the following information
about Raymund de Tarrega in hus Bibliotheca magna rabbinica (wrtten
in Hebrew)

Raymund the latter (aharont), a false neophyte of the Order of the Preach
ers, wrote several evil books against our holy commumty, which were
burned 1n fire by order of Pope Gregory XI About the year 1372 of
our Lord our Messiah Jesus Note And know that Raymund de Tarraga
the second 1s not Raymundo the first from the 1sland of Majorca, who vis
ited Africa and died there at the hand of the Ishmaelites for the holy faith
of our Messiah, and so say many of our religion and he was of the sect of
the monastic order as stated by the author of the book of names who wrote
books of chronicles of that minor order 3

Bartolocct 1s misquoted by Johann Christoph Wolf (1683-1739) to
the effect that Raymund de Tarrega underwent a feigned conversion to
Chnstianuty and joined the Domunican order with the express purpose of
decewing and musleading “the simpler minds” among the Christians

Raimundus, whom Bartolocci, vol 4, p 363, calls abarons, or the latter, in
order to be distinguished from Raymund Lull Of him he thus “Raymun
dus the latter, called de Tarraga, neophyte, having 1n external appearance
abandoned the superstiton of the Jews, simulated adherence to Lord
Christ, not from his soul but decepuvely, and, 1n order to be able to deceive
the simpler minds with the appearance of holiness and of a more confined
Iife, he assumed the habit of the sacred Dominican Order, and about the
year 1370 wrote certan minor works in which were contained several he
retical and erroneous things Of them the first was On the Invocation of
Demons, and another whose beginning 1s “Whether an unbeliever 1s re
quired to obey both the divine and the apostolic canons,” and several oth



RAYMUND DE TARREGA 189

ers, which, by order of Pope Gregory XI, about the year 1372, were con-
demned and given over to the flames.**

The assertion that Raymund de Tarrega, despite his feigned conver-
sion, “continued to Judaize,” is repeated by Johann Jacob Hofmann
(1635-1706) in his Lexicon universale, published in 1698.4°

Basing himself on the aforementioned sources, Johann Albert Fabri-
cius (1668-1736) becomes guilty of some inaccuracy in stating that
Raymund de Tarrega “ex-Jew, joined the Dominican order in 1370, but
entirely as a pretense in order to deceive the Christians.”*® The fact, of
course, is that by 1370 Raymund de Tarrega had been in the carcer of
the Dominican monastery for more than two years. It is most likely that
he joined the order in his youth, prior to 1319, by which time he was
in Paris. Fabricius takes it for granted that Raymund de Tarrega is
the author of the De secr. and of another alchemical book entitled De
alchymia.”*

The above reconstruction of Raymund de Tarrega’s literary activity
and sojourns in France, Italy and England, based on the evidence of the
colophons in manuscripts and on Cremer’s account contained in his 7es-
tament, is at variance with the data published by José M. Coll in the
January-December, 1948, issue of ILERDA under the title “;Ramoén de
Térrega fué formalmente hereje?” (Was R. d. T. Formally a Heretic?).
Coll was either unaware of, or disregarded, the colophons and Cremer’s
account, and based his life of Ramon only on references to him found in
the archives of provincial church institutions. From them he pieced to-
gether the following story:

Ramon was born in Tarrega, of Jewish parents, about 1335. At the
age of eleven and a half, that is to say, in 1346 or 1347, he embraced the
Catholic religion, and some two years later he entered the Order of the
Predicadores (Dominicans), not in his own town of Tarrega, as some
have supposed, or in Barcelona, as others have thought, but in Cervera,
in which monastery, founded in 1318, he received the habit of a Pred:-
cadoy friar, most probably in 1350. All this is conjectural in Coll’s recon-
struction of Tarrega’s life.

The first official document to mention frater Raymundus de Tarrega
dates from September 1351, when the Acts of the Capitulo Provincial
de Balaguer state that he was sent for one year to the monastery of Santa
Catalina of Barcelona to complete his grammatical studies. In 1352 he
was assigned to the same monastery to study first-year logic. One of his
colleagues there was Nicolas Eymeric, who years later became Ray-
mund’s chief inquisitorial prosecutor. In 1353 Ramon de Tarrega’s
name appears among the second-year students of logic in the monastery
of Barcelona. In 1354 Ramon was sent to the monastery of Lerida to
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study logic Coll remarks that Raymund completed his studies in logic in
three years, while other students needed five years for the same studies
Next, 1n the records of the Capitulo de Pamplona for 1355, Raymund 1s
stated to have been assigned to the monastery of Majorca to study phi
losophy In 1357, after two years of study, the young scholar was ap
pownted lecturer of logic at the monastery of Lerida, where he had sev
eral students who were to become well known theological authors

Raymund’s independence of mind and unwillingness to submuit to su
perior authonty surfaced for the first tme 1n 1358, when he was but
twenty three years old In that year he was assigned to teach logic at the
monastery of Urgel, where he soon found himself in disagreement with
1ts sub prior, Fr Antonio Laver Details of the conflict are not known,
but 1ts result was that Raymund, together with a colleague, Fr Gabriel
Ribes, was found guilty of acts of insubordination, for which both
young scholars were duly pumshed The extant document which spect
fies the pumishment meted out to them reads as follows

Because Fr Raymund de Tarrega and Fr Gabriel Ribes, together with sev

eral other clerics, carried out deceitfully and maliciously an investigation
against Fr Antonius Laver, at present the Ilerdan sub prior, therefore they
are deprived for three years of all voice and study and other favors As pun

1shment we confine the said Fr Raymund de Tarrega to the Sangones mon

astery, and Fr Gabnel Ribes to the Stellensian monastery, imposing se

verely upon them that while they will be in the said monasteries they
should fast twenty days on bread and water

The term of bamishment of the two young scholars was completed 1n
September 1361 From that date unul 1365 Raymund 1s not referred to
in the few surviving records, and thus Coll 1s unable to say anything
about his life in those four years, except that those were precisely the
four years 1n which Raymund was supposed to study theology In any
case, 1n 1365 Raymund was appointed lecturer in theology at the mon
astery of Cervera, where he stayed for two years Coll suspects that 1t was
1n the course of his lectures that Raymund began to put forward certain
theories or propositions which sounded theologically wrong The prior
of the monastery felt obliged to alert his superiors to the problem From
the local superior the matter was passed on to the provincial, who 1n
turn handed 1t up to the general of the order On January 6, 1368, the
general, Fr Ehas Raymund, wrote a “very paternal and affectionate let
ter” to Tarrega, exhorting him to give up his false and erroneous view 1n
matters of the faith

Tarrega, however, resisted his superiors’ persuasion, whereupon, a
short time thereafter, legal proceedings against him began Ramon was
sent to Barcelona and detamed there in the monastery that was the prin
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cipal provincial seat of the order. In the sequel Coll recapitulates an ac-
count given by Torres Amat of the inquisitorial proceedings against Tar-
rega, which we shall present below.

Coll’s conclusion is that the image of Ramon de Tarrega “the alche-
mist, the adept of occult sciences, the Judaizer, the necromancer, etc.”
is “pure legend and fantasy.” The historical Raymund de Tarrega was,
he says, what he appeared to be in the lawsuits, a Dominican theologian,
whose doctrinal errors were greatly exaggerated by the authors who
wrote about him. Coll even suggests that it is most likely that the sea of
confusions around the person of Raymund de Tarrega arose from con-
founding him with the Jew Estruch de Piera, who, according to Eymer-
ich, was not only an invoker of demons but also actually offered them
sacrifices.

Obviously, one person could not have studied and taught at the mon-
astery of Santa Catalina in Barcelona, and at the same time been engaged
in writing alchemical books in the church of Sancta Catharina in Lon-
don—to mention only one of the discrepancies between the two life his-
tories, made the more intriguing by the coincidence between the names
of the two ecclesiastical institutions. One must therefore ask whether it
is possible that there were two men by the name of Raymund de Tar-
rega, the younger one of whom (born c. 1335) never left his native
Spain and never wrote any alchemical books. If so, who was the other
Raymond, some forty years his senior, who lived from 1319 to 1357 in
Paris, Montpellier, and London, and wrote during those years at least
nine alchemical books which are extant and are considered by most his-
torians the work of Raymond de Tarrega? This is one of the many puz-
zles in the annals of alchemy whose solution awaits the work of future
historians.

BUT to return once again to the closing years of Raymund de Tarrega,
from the brief statement by Eymeric quoted above it appears that the
burning of his De invocatione demonum was carried out by Eymeric and
Arnaldus de Buchetis in Barcelona between 1352 and 1362, without
papal authorization. There the matter rested for a number of years,
probably because de Tarrega, living abroad, could not be reached by the
arm of the Inquisition. It is likely that in the course of the ensuing years,
however, Eymeric managed to obtain copies of the other books written
by Raymund and, having studied them, decided that he would have to
deal again with their author. Then, some time after 1357, perhaps even
several years later, Raymund committed the fatal error of returning to
Spain, therewith making himself available to the inquisitorial jurisdic-
tion of Eymeric. Why he returned, even though he must have been
aware of the danger in doing so, is a puzzle. Perhaps, having reached the
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seventh decade of his life, he felt that he wanted to spend his last years
in his homeland, for which, as we know from historical sources, the
Spanish Jews had an extraordinarily strong love. In any case, return he
did, and Eymeric went after him.

How long a time passed between Raymund’s return and the begin-
ning of the inquisitorial proceedings against him we do not know. Since
he must have joined the Dominican order prior to his leaving Spain for
his long sojourn abroad, it is probable that a Dominican monastery be-
came his home upon his return, so that Eymeric, who was also a Domin-
ican, had no difficulty in tracking him down. As the first step, it seems,
Eymeric merely admonished Raymund to retract his errors. When
Raymund refused, Eymeric summoned him, and, as Torres Amat puts it,
“exhorted him charitably” to retract his false propositions, or else he
would have to experience the full weight of inquisitorial justice.
Raymund, however, “resisted with various cavilings,” whereupon, in
1368, Eymeric had Raymund incarcerated in the Dominican monastery
of Barcelona, and commissioned a number of theologians to examine his
doctrines.*8

During Raymund’s imprisonment the inquisitorial tribunal obtained
depositions from witnesses and also a declaration from Raymund him-
self, who, as Torres Amat puts it, tried to protect himself “with the sub-
tlety of his genius [ Zngenio], neither retracting his propositions nor man-
ifesting enmity to the Church.” The general of the Dominican order,
troubled by the unfortunate situation of “Maestro P. Tarrega,” sent him
a letter (dated January 6, 1368) in which he tried to persuade Raymund
to repent of his heresies. He reminded him of the honor of his order,
which he had disgraced, and its holiness, which he had desecrated with
his deviations, and informed him that he, the general, had caused
Raymund’s doctrines to be examined many times by the most celebrated
theologians of the order, who were unable to reconcile them with the
doctrines of the Church. In fact, they found in them twenty-two errone-
ous propositions which were viciously heretical. The general sincerely
counseled him to respect his own honor and that of his order, and to
subject himself to the judgment of Fr. Nicholas Eymeric, the inquisitor
of the faith, “who had treated him with greater benevolence than he
himself could hope for.” And he warned him that, should he remain
uncontrite, he would be surrendered as a heretic to the secular arm,
which would impose upon him a just punishment.

But Maestro Raymund, Torres Amat goes on to relate, disobeyed
“these salutary advises,” and “resorting to various turns and evasions
tried to elude” the inquisitorial sentence. He even had the temerity to
complain to the Roman Curia “that they oppressed him and used force
against him.” Consequently, by order of the pope given on February 15,
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1371, Cardinal Guido, bishop of Perusa, wrote to Eymeric instructing
him that the proceedings against Raymund, who by that time had been
incarcerated for more than three years, should be brought to a conclu-
sion without further delay When nothing happened for several more
months, the pope himself sent on September 10, 1371, to the arch-
bishop of Tarragona and to Eymeric a papal decree of which the relevant
parts are as follows

Quute recently, not without great displeasure, it has come to our attention
from a trustworthy source that Raymund de Tarrega, a member of the
order of preaching friars, who lately returned from the error of Judaic
blindness to the hght of Christian faith, at the damnable instigation of the
sower of evil works, publicly holds, asserts, and preaches some errors 1n his
sacrilegious and perverse doctrine You, son Nicholas, the apostolically au
thorized inqusitor 1nto heretical wickedness 1n those parts, inquired 1nto
those errors against this same Raymund, as befits your office Since the
aforesaid things, if they are based on truth, ought not to remain unpun
1shed by apostolic writ we do commut and charge you that with due
proceedings you should pumsh the abovementioned Raymund according
to canonical sanctions, with no appeal, if he should hold, set forth, or de
fend some heretical errors, unless he should freely abjure them, do pen
ance, and show adequate sausfaction But 1if on account of the power, mal
ice, or dread of someone or some persons you should be unable to carry
out the above, do not delay to send us as soon as possible the said Raymund

with all the proceedings against him with all the documents sealed
with our seals, with a trusty guard Let the aid of the secular arms be
mnvoked if necessary Given on the tenth day of the calends of Sep

tember, 1n the first year [of our pontficate] ¥

What Eymeric did upon receipt of this papal decree he recorded 1n his
Drrectorsum inquisstornm 1n a brief paragraph

The 27th question 1s Which are the heretical and erroneous books which
were condemned by special order of the Lord Pope Gregory XI, outside the
Curia, by apostolic authority?

To this we reply that in the time of the Lord Pope Gregory XI, the Lord
Petrus, archbishop of Tarragona, and the friar Nicolaus Eymericus of the
order of the preachers, inquisitor of Aragon, sententiously condemned a
certain booklet De daemonum snvocatione, which begins Misericordia et
veritas (Compassion and truth) and a certain other book which begins
Utrum quibiber mfidehs tam divinis quam Apostolis canonibus teneatur
obedisse (Whether any unbeliever 1s obliged to obey both the divine and
the apostolic canons), and certain other minor works, as wholly heretical
and erroneous, written by a certam Raymund Neophyte, because of the
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heresies and errors contamned in them, which were enumerated above,
question 10 5°

It 1s not clear which “other minor works” were, according to Eymeric,
condemned by the pope They may have been one or more versions of
Raymund’s De secr , and the other alchemical work he wrote, De al-
chimn et metallorum metamorphos: (On Alchemy and the Metamorpho
sis of Metals),”! or, as seems more likely, other theological books of
which no trace has survived

The papal rescript was followed three days later (September 13,
1371) by a letter the confessor of the pope wrote to the archbishop of
Tarragona informing him that the pope had formed a commussion of
thirty theologians entrusting them with the examination anew of
Raymund’s doctrines Once they reached their conclusions, there
should be no more delay, and sentence should be passed expeditiously

This letter seems to have been the death knell for Raymund On the
20th of September, that 1s, barely a day or two after the papal confessor’s
letter could have reached Tarragona, Raymund “was found dead,
thrown on his bed” m his cell After the archbishop of Tarragona
learned of Raymund’s death, he wrote (on October 21) to Francisco
Botella, prior of Sta Ana de Barcelona, instructing him to investigate
and ascertain, jointly with Eymeric, whether Raymund died a natural or
a violent death The very fact that a month after the death of Raymund
the archbishop found it necessary to order an investigation 1nto 1ts cir
cumstances shows that there must have been good reason to suspect
that Raymund was murdered The results of the investigation, if indeed
1t took place, are not known Torres Amat concludes his brief biography
of Raymund by saying, “Thus the case against Raymund remained with
out a verdict 752

The death of Raymund de Tarrega did not put an end to the preoccu
pation of the Church with his heresies In January 1372 Pope Gregory
XI again wrote to the archbishop of Tarragona and to Eymeric, ordering
them to burn all the books ot Raymund that contained heretical errors

To our venerable brother the Archbishop of Tarraco, and our beloved son
Nicholas Emmerich, member of the order of preaching friars, master of
theology, our chaplain and mqusitor into heretical wickedness in all the
lands subject to the authority of our dear son 1n Christ the illustrious Pedro
King of Aragon, greeting and esteem Recently 1t came to our attention
that Raymund de Terraga, a member of the order of preaching fnars, who
once returned from the error of Judaic blindness to the light of Christian
faith, at the damnable 1nstigation of the sower of evil works, at one tume
publicly held and asserted some errors 1n his sacrilegious and perverse doc
trine  You, son Nicholas had mnquired into those errors aganst this
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same Raymund, as befits your office. We charged in our commission to you
that ... with due proceedings you should punish the abovementioned
Raymund according to canonical sanctions, with no appeal. . . . But since,
as we have heard, the said Raymund (who while he lived is said to have
produced several different books and writings that contain heretical errors)
has gone the way of all flesh ... we do commit and charge you that by
apostolic authority you should cause each and every book and writing of
this man to be shown to you, and all his books and writings which contain
heretical errors . . . you should burn or cause to be burned. . .. Given at
Avignon . . . of January, in the second year [of our pontificate].

Having thus disposed of Raymund de Tarrega, Eymeric turned his
inquisitorial attention to Raymund Lull and found him, too, wanting.
He informed Pope Gregory XI of his findings, whereupon the pope, in
a letter dated June 5, 1372, and addressed to the archbishop of Tar-
ragona, authorized him to burn the books in question. However, Ey-
meric was not able to lay his hands on all the extant copies of Lull’s
works, nor did the pope consider the matter closed, for on October 1,
1374, he wrote yet another letter to the bishop of Barcelona instructing
him to send to Avignon the copy of the heretical book which Eymeric
had deposited with the bishop. Another two years later, in a letter dated
February 1, 1376, and addressed to the archbishop of Tarragona, Pope
Gregory XI instructed the archbishop to have the twenty books written
by Raymund Lull that were examined by a commission of theologians
sent to Avignon, as well as other books by the same author which con-
tained similar errors.>*

It seems fitting to conclude the story of Eymeric’s destruction of
Raymund de Tarrega and his accusation of Raymund Lull with countless
heresies, with a brief reference to what happened thereafter to Eymeric
himself. In 1386 Lullism was declared sane and wholesome by the in-
quisitor Emangaudius of Barcelona. Eymeric was demoted, and subse-
quently sent by King John of Arragon into exile where he died in 1399,
at the age of seventy-nine.5®

What remains now is to present a brief summation of the book De
secr.56 De secr. begins on page 6, with a preface entitled, “The Preface to
the First Book of the Secrets of Nature or the Fifth Essence by Raimund
Lull, the most acute philosopher, and most celebrated Physician.” It
takes up the whole page and reads as follows:*’

This is the book of the secrets of nature, or the Fifth Essence, which teaches
its extraction and application to human bodies, for the accomplishment of
wonderful and nearly divine works. When it is hidden, true medicine is hid-
den, and also the transmutation of metals is prevented; when it is unlocked,
anything having to do with them is unlocked also. Indeed, this book is the
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epitome of all books treating of these subjects, a thing which glorious God
has shown to us in order that it might preserve our body from corruption
wnsofar as 1t 1s naturally possible, right up to 1ts end fixed for us by God, and
also so that imperfect metals may be perfected and transmuted into one
another It 1s my desire that the artists of this art, contemplating God,
should prefer to know, worship, and love God through good works by aid
ing paupers, widows, and indigent orphans, without a large fee, and by
doing divine works of this sort Let them not be like unto him who hid the
Lord’s talent, and did not show 1t forth for the purpose for which 1t had
been entrusted to him, as Matthew writes 1n his 26th chapter 58 But by
trusting Him who says through Moses, “I will be 1n thy mouth, and teach
thee what thou shalt speak,”®® we have decided that this most hidden secret
of hidden secrets ought to be declared to you With divine virtue inspiring
me and the infinite goodness of the same helping me, I will make brief
mention of 1ts principles and rules, and of the process of its nature

The first book 1tself begins (p 7) with the description of the three
basic “principles” which underhe all alchemical work materia (matter),
medwnm (means), and the guinta essentrn (fifth essence) On page 9 oc
curs the first reference to King Robert “Besides, we are of the intention
to treat briefly the testimony and the codicil as we have been requested
by the illustrious Lord King Robert ” Then our author goes on to ex-
plain that the elixar, which 1s the Fifth Essence, 1s applicable to three
purposes 1n human medicine, 1n the transmutation of metals, and 1n
connection with precious stones (p 13)

After some theological digressions, touching upon Christ, Paul,
Adam’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden, and the divinely ordered
limit of human life (pp 16-17), our author describes the immeasurable
value of the fifth essence

It preserves the body from corruption, strengthens the basic constitution
(elementativa), pristne youth 1s restored by 1t, 1t unifies the spirit, dissolves
the crudities, solidifies that which 1s loose, loosens the solid, fattens the
lean, weakens the fat, cools the inflamed, heats up the cold, dries the
humid, humdifies the dry, 1n what way soever, one and the same thing can
perform contrary operations, the sole act of one thing 1s diversified accord
ing to the nature of the recipient, just as the heat of the sun has contrary
effects, for 1t dries the mud and liquifies the wax (p 18)

References to Hippocrates, Galenus, and John Damascene (pp 20-
21) show that our author was acquainted with the medical hiterature
available n the Middle Ages He concludes this first part with the pious
admonition “This 1s only revealed to you by us so that you compre-
hend, love, and contemplate God, and be aware of your end, everything
to be devoted to the honor and praise of God” (p 21)



RAYMUND DE TARREGA 197

The second part explains “how to extract the fifth essence from
plants, and primarily from wine”:

Therefore, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, take red or white wine,
and it should be the best that can be obtained, or take reserved wine, which
is not vinegary in any way, neither too little nor too much, and distill burn-
ing water (aqua ardens), as it is customary, through the tubes of the arms
of copper, and then rectify it four times until the major rectification. But I
tell you that it is sufficient to rectify it three times, and to seal it well so that
the burning spirit should not escape. And you have an infallible sign when
you see that sugar soaked in it and placed into fire burns like water. After
you have thus prepared the water, you have the material from which the
fifth essence can be extracted in performance (24 actum) which is one fore-
most thing which we intend [to treat] in this book. Take it, therefore, and
place it in a vessel which is called [vessel] of circulation or in a pelican which
is called a Hermetic vessel, whose form appears below, and seal its opening
most tightly with c/ibano [dough or clay] or soft mastic or live lime mixed
with egg white, and put it in dung which is very hot by its nature or in
vinacia [wine flasks] to which no heat should be applied by accident, as you
can do if you place a great quantity of any of those things in the corner of
the house, which quantity should be thirty portable loads (onera geru-
larin).

It is necessary that the vesel should not lack heat, for if heat is lacking the
circulation of the water will be spoiled, and what we seek will not come to
pass unless constant heat is administered to it through continuous circula-
tion. Our fifth essence will be separated in the color of the sky, which you
can see by the diametrical line which divides the upper part, that is, the fifth
essence, from the lower, that is, from the impurities which are of a muddy
color. Its nature is almost incorruptible and immutable because from it, it
reaches to total glorification. For it has this in respect of the whole body of
the world, to the extent that it is possible to change nature by an artifice
(pp. 25-26).

Our only comment on these instructions of how to produce the fifth
essence is that the author, evidently on purpose, hides more than he di-
vulges, and that for actual experimentation his instructions are all but
useless.

The second canon describes how the finished product of the fifth es-
sence can be recognized, once the vessel of circulation is opened, by its
“more than miraculous odor with which no fragrance in the world can
compare” (p. 26).

The third canon tells “how our fifth essence or vegetable mercury can
be obtained without great expenses by him who, due to the greatest
poverty, is prevented.” For God “created the fifth essence not only in
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burning water, but also in all plants, stones, and metals . . . and even in
animals, snakes, ctc.” (p. 26).

The fourth canon (p. 28) teaches how to extract the fifth essence from
fruits, roots, meats, eggs, and blood. The fifth (pp. 31-32) explains how
“to extract the four elements from all things, namely, plants, animals,
and metals.” The sixth (pp. 33-34) refers to “a compendium which 1
sent to King Robert, and in which I revealed the composition of pearls.”
Then our author addresses directly the person for whom he wrote the
present book, and says, “but to you we revealed in this chapter the calci-
nations. . . .” The seventh (pp. 34-35) “contains the science of extract-
ing the fifth essence from all things so as to apply it to human bodies
according to what is needed.”

Canons 8 to 44 contain lists of plants and other natural substances
used as medicaments, arranged in the following categories:

Canons 8-11. Hot plants of the first to fourth grades.

Canons 12-15. Humid plants of the first to fourth grades.

Canons 16-18. Cold plants and substances of the first to fourth
grades.

Canons 19-22. Dry plants and substances of the first to fourth
grades.

Canon 23. The doctrine of the application of the aforementioned
substances for medical purposes, and a lengthy discussion of the quali-
ties characterizing them. The last four pages of this long canon (pp. 59—
62) are written in the form of questions and answers.

Canon 24. Missing in the printed text.

Canon 25. The “attractive things, so that it should be possible to re-
move from our body every injurious object, such as iron, wood, ab-
scesses, ctc.” Among the items listed are magnet, sulphur, petroleum,
asafoetida, parsley, etc. (pp. 62-63).

Canon 26. Purgatives.

Canon 27. “Substances constricting the belly and the blood, so that
you attach them to our heaven [i.c., the fifth essence], and thus make it
constrictive.” The long list of these substances includes dragon’s blood,
terra sigillata [a kind of clay], gum arabic, mummia %° alum, etc. (pp.
65-66).

Canons 28—43. Lists of hardening, mollifying, maturing, corrosive,
binding, opening, cleansing, attenuating and dissolving, opening and
dividing, sweat-producing, repellent, soporific, stinging, strengthening,
and poison-repelling substances (pp. 66-80).

Canons 43—44. Explanations as to the administration of the afore-
mentioned drugs.

As an example of Raymund de Tarrega’s pharmacopia I am listing
here in his original Latin (with the translation in parentheses) the sub-
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stances he enumerates in his eighteenth canon as those of the fourth
(the highest) grade of frigidity (pp. 46-47):

Opium
Mandragora (mandrake) Aqua eius (its water)
Camphora (camphors) Mucilago psilii (musty juice of
Semen papaveris (poppy seed) psyllion, fleabane, fleawort)
Tusquiamus (hyoscyamus, Cicuta (Cicuta virosa L., or
henbane, or Aster atticus Conium maculatum L., hemlock)
Semen eius (its seed) Semen eius (its seed)
Semperviva (aizoon, ever- Ebenus (Diospyris ebenum
green, houscleek) L., Hebenus, ebony)
Salamandra (salamander) Verbascus (mullein, a plant of

the figwort family)

Following this list the author adds: “Apply these things to our heaven,
and you will have it the coldest.” It should be noted that his instruction
throughout the lists of his medicaments is to add them to “our heaven,”
that is, the fifth essence, whereby the original medicinal property and
effectiveness of the substances in question will be maximized.

With page 83 begins the second book of De secr., which carries the
following superscription: “Here begins the second book of this volume
which is called On the Ultimate General Remedies for the Preservation
of the Good Condition of our Body.”

The Introduction gives the purpose of this second book as follows:

In this present book we intend to deal with the application of the fifth es-
sence to the human body for the purpose of curing it of all the infirmities
which are incurable according to the judgment of the most recent physi-
cians. . . . Because in this book the doctrine of healing all diseases from
head to foot is specified, we composed it despite our intention of which we
have said earlier that it was to be brief. Because of which we shall give one
general rule, with which everything can be cured, from head to foot, with
our fifth essence. Thereafter truly we shall get down to some specific cases
of comparisons [collationes], so that according to the doctrine which we
shall present concerning it, any investigator should know how to practice
it and what is the appropriate method of application in each case.

This introduction is followed by seventeen canons:

Canon 1. How to avoid insomnia.

Canon 2. “Teaches the magisterium of resuscitating the dead, which
is one of the greatest secrets in this book.”

Canon 3. “Contains the science of healing the leprous so that they
should revert to pristine health and be cleansed.”

Canon 4. The science of curing paralysis.
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Canon 5 Remedies for consumptives

Canon 6 “Which teaches us the perfect cure of demoniacs, melan
chohcs, and all epileptic diseases (morborum caducorum) ” We shall have
more to say on this canon below

Canon 7 “Teaches the curing of those who have fear, and of incon
stancy ”

Canon 8 Cure of those infected by poison 1n a drink or 1n other ways

Canon 9 Cure of infectious humors of our body, and of hotness (cal-
efactiones), 1itches, and of lice

Canon 10 How to cure quaternary fever

Canon 11 The perfect cure for tertiary fever

Canon 12 The cure for daily fevers (quotidianis febribus)

Canon 13 The science of curing all continuous fevers

Canon 14 The science of pesulential fevers

Canon 15 The saience of the true cure of spasms

Canon 16 The science of how to administer laxatives, and how 1t 1s
possible to cure sciatica, podagra, and kinds of guttae

Canon 17 “Which teaches you how to conduct yourself in all cures
of chirurgy, according to which 1t will be possible to repair wounds
through nature ”

Each of the above prescriptions and medical mstructions contamns ref-
erences to the use of the fifth essence For example, the very last item (p
107) reads “Likewise a fistula, a cancer, an infection (plaga) can be
cured, first with the corrosive fifth essence, then with the cleansing [ fifth
essence ], then with that which makes flesh grow, and this should be the
general rule 1n chirurgical cure ”

Since Raymund de Tarrega was the author of the book On the Invo-
catron of Demons, which caused his downfall when i his old age he
returned to Barcelona, and which evidently evinced what could be char-
acterized as a soft or friendly attitude toward demons, 1t 1s of special
interest to see whether De secr reflects in any way this unusual position

Canon 6 of Book Two of De secr (pp 90-93), as mentioned above,
deals with the curing of demoniacs, as persons believed to be possessed
by demons were called In 1t Tarrega states

Truly, experience teaches us that all melancholics are occupied with horn

ble cogitations The malictous humor has its onigin 1n the spleen, and its
fumes ascend through channels 1in the body until they reach the brain, and
they move the fantasy and the imagination, and fabricate horrible fantasms
with the perturbation of the intellect while asleep, and while awake they
think horrible things At times that humor 1s excessively malictous and gen

erates epilepsy or apoplexy In fact the demons frequently mingle with
these mnfirmities to such an extent that the infirmity mixed with the demons
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tortures the patient At other times, however, they are crazed (stultz) and
talk to themselves, and oftentimes seem as if they were discussing with
other people and not only with themselves, and also reach such a state of
desperation that they kill themselves

The cure for them lies 1n the use of our fifth essence or in 1ts addition to
those medicines, that 1s to say to the fumigations (fumusterrae), the cen-
tauven maror,S! eprthmus,? thyme, lapis lazuli, black hellebore %% And let
1t stand 1n our fifth essence for three hours, and then give 1t to him 1 a
potion twice a day and once at might, and from the leftover anoint the
whole body and the region of the spleen This medicine surely cleanses the
brain and purges the melancholy, and restores cheer to the patient, and
[makes lum] perfectly healthy in ten days, 1f he continues taking 1t

Questzon How can 1t be that the demons can be expelled from the bod
1es, when they have no bodies in which they could recerve the impressions
of medicines, all whose potency has an effect [only] in respect of an object?

Answer Many reasons can be adduced 1n answering this question, both
from the texts of the Holy Scripture and from the necessary reason that the
demons are driven away by virtue of the percervable medicines I shall begin
by stating the reason from the Holy Scripture The Holy Scripture shows in
the Book of Thobias that the demons are driven out through the virtue of
sensate things i a creditable and sacred manner, that 1s, with fumgation,
sacrifice, etc For 1t 1s said 1n that book, 1n chapter 6, that Thobias placed
part of a liver over coals and the demon fled from the whole house Also 1n
the same chapter, Thobias placed part of a heart over coals and its smoke
drove away the entire race of demons Here 1s the clear answer to the ques
tion from the Holy Scripture which, however, 1s by belief But if you want
to understand how the solution can be found by natural reason, take these
principles cause, effect, jusice Whence I conclude that once all causes are
removed, their effect 1s removed For justice 1s that which 1s reasonably
given to every man

From the first maxim we set forth this reason The demons are attached
to human bodies because of bad disposition and corrupt humor, or because
of melancholic infection which generates evil, black, and hornble images in
fantasy, and disturbs the intellect, for the demons habitually take on such
forms, and generally dwell in obscure and solitary places When by virtue of
the fifth essence and of other things this humor, which 1s the reason they
enter such a body, 1s expelled from 1t, then at the same tume also the de
mons vanish at once together with the humor

Another reason 1s this Just as the power of God 1s and was able to make
the qualities of the elements become fixed in the Acheron [the Lower
World] after the Day of Judgment without proper co essential substances
for the vindication of His divine justice, so He 1s able to make the demons
themselves subject to the action of sensate things, so that the truth of His
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power, which 1s directed with that justice, should have a subject in which
He can perform His act according to the quantity of the sin, otherwise the
inequahty of the truth would be destroyed because of the failure of the free
will over whose exercise (raiz0) God has no power of disposition, according
to the disposition of the merit 1n creatures, which 1s impossible It 1s there
fore true that God has free will, as 1t 1s used according to the disposition of
their merit 1n created princples, and metes out pumishments according to
the quantity of the sin, and merit and glory according to their measure It
can therefore not be doubted that God, for the vindication of His divine
justice, subjects the demons to the effect of sensate things

The answer to the foregoing question 1s also made clear by Solomon’s
acts of necromancy, with which the demons were forced to perform good
works, or with the evil virtue of words, stones, and plants It 1s therefore
clear how the demons are subject to the action of sensate things

The same can be clearly understood from the action of Avernian [infer
nal] fire, with which the souls of the damned are tortured, and even the
demons themselves, 1n order to muluply therr punishment, even though
their substance 1s not composed of the four elements, but so that their pun
ishment should be greatly multiphied they feel the punishment by order of
divine justice

For he who sins against the mfinite substance 1s guilty of infinite sin
Hence the sinner, 1n whatever fashion, can suffer greater punishment, but
beyond the divine vision nothing can give them a greater one than that to
which they are submitted by the action of sensate things

And because of this there exists a revelation of how the sensate medicines
have the effect of expelling demons from any body Use, therefore that
aforementioned medicine, and you will cure any demoniac, apoplectic, and
melancholic, and, most importantly, if you add to the said medicines the
herb called ypericon,%* which otherwise 1s called fuga demonum (fight of
demons) or perforata For a fumigation of its seed drives away all demons
from the vicimity of the body or the house

Perhaps I am reading too much into this passage in which Raymund
presents his views of demons, but my impression 1s that he did not con
sider the demons with any deep loathing, but rather saw in them nstru
ments of God’s punishment of the wicked It 1s also remarkable that in
this context he should make reference to the “good works” which King
Solomon forced the demons to perform This shows the demons 1n a
somewhat favorable light, precisely as one would expect 1t from the au
thor of De tnvocatione demonum That book, as stated by Eymeric, also
carried the title The Book of Solomon, and hence one can assume that the
relationship of Solomon with the demons was discussed 1n 1t

Inadentally, from his reference to Solomon’s control over the de
mons one can perhaps conclude that Raymund was familiar with talmu
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dic and midrashic literature. The story that Solomon forced the demons
to perform “good works” (for example, to help in the building of the
Temple of Jerusalem) is not found in the Bible, whose narratives were
known to the learned Christians, but in the Talmud and the Midrash,
sources generally unknown to non-Jews.%® Of course, it is always possi-
ble that Raymund knew of the dominion of Solomon over the demons
from the apocryphal Testament of Solomon or from Josephus (Antigqui-
ties of the Jews, 8:45ff.)—if, that is, he read Greek. I hold it much more
likely that Raymund’s familiarity with these legends went back to the
early period in his life when he studied the Talmud and the Midrashim.

Another point of similarity between the De secr. and the De invoca-
tione demonnm is the author’s preoccupation with grading. In the De
secr. he groups all substances and diseases into four grades, and speaks
for nine solid pages (pp. 54—63) of “the doctrine of degrees.” In the De
invocatione demonum, as we have seen, Tarrega applied his penchant for
grading to the doctrine of the Trinity, expressed the view that “only
God the Father was the best, God the Son was good in the first degree,
the Holy Spirit in the second degree, and all the creatures in the third
degree.” That is, he arranged taxonomically the totality of the spiritual
and the human realm into a scheme of four (God the Father, God the
Son, the Holy Spirit, and the creatures), which corresponds to his grad-
ing of all medicinal substances into four grades.

In this connection it is of interest to note that in the latter fourfold
grouping he repeatedly uses the simile of a royal household: the domi-
nant quality in a substance is for him “the king,” the next strongest
quality “the queen,” the third “the soldier,” and the fourth “the slave
woman.” In speaking of the medicinal qualities of pepper he says, for
example, “In the pepper the heat is the king, and since dryness agrees
more with fire than the others, therefore dryness in the fire, or in pepper,
is the queen. And since after dryness humidity agrees with heat, there-
fore humidity in pepper is the soldier. And since coldness is opposed to
heat, water or coldness in pepper is the slave woman” (pp. 52-53).

All in all, the foregoing summation shows that the De secr. is a2 medi-
cal rather than an alchemical treatise. More precisely, one can character-
ize it as a handbook of medicaments concentrating on the application of
an alchemically derived elixir, the mysterious guinta essentin, also re-
ferred to as “our heaven,” whose preparation is given only in rather ob-
scurc and vague terms.



Chapter Fourteen

THE QUINTA ESSENTIA IN HEBREW

AS WE HAVE SEEN in the preceding chapter, among the many Latin writ-
ings published under the name of Ramon Lull there are several that deal
with the fabulous quinta essentia, the purest of essences, which was sup-
posed to have the power to rejuvenate the old and to cure all kinds of
diseases, including mental aberrations. The popularity of Lull is attested,
among other things, by the fact that De secy. was reprinted at least eight
times between 1514 and 1557.! Another Lullian work on the quinta
essentia, Libellus Raimundi Lullii Matoricani de medicinis secvetissimis
(The Majorcan Raimund Lull’s Book on the Most Secret Medicines,
hereafter De med.), is contained in a collection of Lullian writings enti-
tled Raimundi Lullii Maiovicani philosophi suit tempovis doctisssimi
libelli alignot chemici (Some Chemical Writings of the Majorcan
Raimund Lull, the Most Learned Philosopher of His Time).? Lullian
treatises on the quinta essentia continued to appear even in the seven-
teenth century.?

De secr. was certainly available to Johannes de Rupescissa in the latter
half of the fourteenth century, for his book De consideratione quintae
essentiae verum omnium (On the Consideration of the Fifth Essence of
All Things) relied heavily on it.* Rupescissa wrote most of his works
while imprisoned in Avignon by Pope Innocent VI (r. 1352-1362). He
seems to have been burned at the stake in 1362. (The Lullian alchemical
treatises, as we have seen, were burned in 1372 at the order of Pope
Gregory X1.)

Lullian authorship is also claimed for a brief Hebrew manuscript in
the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris.> The manuscript also contains chap-
ters 3 to 7 of the Canon of Avicenna, written in Arabic in Hebrew char-
acters. Steinschneider devoted two pages to its discussion in his book on
medieval Hebrew translations.® Apart from copying the name Ramon
incorrectly as Romon, however, Steinschneider said nothing about the
Hebrew manuscript itself, and instead described in some detail the D¢
secr., which, he suspected, was its source. But even a cursory compari-
son of the Hebrew manuscript with De secr. shows that the former is
neither a translation of the latter, nor a summary of its contents, nor a
reworking of it. Nor does it have any relationship to De med. In fact, not
a single paragraph or sentence contained in either Lullian treatise reap-
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pears in our manuscript. Although all three works deal in the main with
the quinta essentia, the contents of each are different.

The Hebrew manuscript begins with the words, “And now I shali
copy for you a great secret of the fifth essence. . . . It was written by a
great sage whose name is Raimon, and he placed introductions in front
of it, and they are these. . ..”” The anonymous author of this manu-
script seems to have claimed Lullian authorship for the same reason that
Ramon de Tarrega—if indeed he was the author of De secr.—attributed
his book to Lull: the desire to endow it with the prestige and respect
commanded by Lull in the fourteenth century among the philosophers,
theologians, and physicians of Spain.

The spuriousness of this Lullian claim becomes evident immediately
after the two prefatory sentences. Contrary to the Hebrew author’s
statement that “Raimon” wrote introductions to his work on the quinta
essentia, which he purports to “copy,” that is, translate, neither the De
secr. nor the De med. contains any introduction. The seven brief intro-
ductions with which the Hebrew manuscript opens are definitely origi-
nal with the Hebrew author, who summarizes in them his views on the
origin of diseases, the harmful effect of fear, and the nature of the quinta
essentia. Echoing a statement by Rupescissa to the effect that “This fifth
essence is the human heaven which the Most High created for the con-
servation of the four qualities of the human body, just as [he created]
the heaven for the conservation of the whole universe,”® our author am-
plifies it and presents in some detail the similarity between heaven and
the quinta essentia, “the human heaven.”®

The conclusion that our author did not intend to summarize, let
alone translate, the De secr., the De med., or Rupescissa’s book on the
quinta essentia is further borne out by his text. Where the two Lullian
works give long lists of the materials from which the quinta essentia can
be produced, arranging them in groups of minerals, animals, herbs,
roots, fungi, and so on, and proceed to describe “the mode of the prep-
aration of the quinta essentia from gold,” and its composition, of al} this
there is no trace in the Hebrew manuscript, whose author evidently was
not interested in such details. Instead, he states briefly in his Sixth Intro-
duction that the fifth essence can be distilled “from the edibles, such as
meat or fruit or herbs.”!°

The next part of the Hebrew manuscript, which deals with the dis-
eases that can be cured by an admixture of the fifth essence into specific
medicines or drugs, shows a certain resemblance to the Lullian works.
This was inevitable, since they were all intended to serve as medical
guides, and therefore had to specify such diseases as were recognized
and diagnosed in their time, and their cures. Yet here, too, the differ-
ences are greater than the similarities. Where Lull groups the diseases
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into sixty-one “canons” (of which forty-four are contained in the first,
and seventeen in the second, book of De secr.), the Hebrew author treats
them under nineteen “benefits.” The actual treatments prescribed are
not identical, or even similar. For instance, in discussing the cure for
poisons, both De secr. and De med. enumerate the venomous animals,
whereas the Hebrew manuscript does not. In addition, whereas the two
Lullian works rely primarily on the effect of “the fifth essence of things”
in curing poisonings, the Hebrew manuscript recommends the fifth es-
sence mainly as a solvent for “antidotes of poisons” whose identity
it does not specify, probably because it assumes that they were well
known to its readers. Another important difference is that the Hebrew
author recommends the use of an emetic, whereas the Lullian treatises
prefer purgatives, and external applications. It may be of interest to
mention here that Maimonides (1135-1204), in his book on poisons
and their antidotes (which our author may have known), recommended
all the three types of therapy: emetics, purgatives and external treat-
ments.!!

As for the identity of the author, all that can be said is that he was a
Jewish physician-alchemist who lived in Spain in the fourteenth or fif-
teenth century, and knew, in addition to Hebrew, also Latin, Spanish,
Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Sanskrit.

Was our author a practicing alchemist? He undoubtedly was influ-
enced by the alchemical teachings of his time, in which the quinta essen-
tia occupied a prominent place. He repeats again and again that the ad-
mixture of the quinta essentia will increase the effectiveness of drugs.
Like the Lullian treatises, he considers that the quinta essentia can cure
almost anything, from melancholy to pestilential fever, and from poison-
ing to demoniac possession; it can remove any foreign object, such as an
arrow or thorn, which has penetrated the body; it can even renew the
spirit of life, rejuvenate old men, and endow women with beauty. Yet,
despite these clearly alchemical features, one gains the impression that
the author relies more on the curative power of the drugs themselves
than on that of the quinta essentia added to them. Nowhere does he
recommend the use of the quinta essentia by itself; he always suggests it
as an agent intensifying or augmenting the curative power of drugs.
Hence, one is led to the conclusion that he was primarily a physician,
and only in the second place an alchemist.

In the translation that follows, the notes contain translations or expla-
nations of the Hebrew, Spanish, Latin, Greek, Arabic, Persian, Turkish
and Sanskrit terms used by our author, and references to other Hebrew
medical texts, to corresponding terms in the Lullian works, and to the
use in folk-medicine of the materia medica mentioned in the text.
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TRANSLATION

(155v) And now I shall begin, with the help of God, to copy for you a
great secret of the fifth essence, which is called in their language!? ginta
esemsin. It was written by a great sage whose name is Raimon, and he
placed introductions in front of it, and they are these:

The first introduction. The diseases come because of a lack of natural
strength, and the medicine which is capable of restoring health must be
one which is not subject to putrefaction,!® and is capable of renewing
the spirit of life which has been lost, and of adding the radical humidity
and strengthening the natural heat which has become weak.

The second introduction. Everything which is affected by fear is sick
and weak, and if the afflicted [person] is given a thing which is affected
by fear he will become more affected. And since physicians act against all
the things, they will harm, and afflict, and kill. And it also happens to
those who cannot comprehend this secret which the physicists'* have
comprehended. Therefore it is proper to search and to seek a thing in
which are found the four qualities which are in us, and the four mazeriae
of which our bodies are composed, and this will not be subject to cor-
ruption'® in the arrangement of the four elements. And this is why the
physicists called heaven by the name “fifth essence,” because heaven is
not subject to corruption, for it is not hot as fire [and] is not a thing
foreign or alien to the four elements. And this thing of which we speak
is called “human heaven,” or “fifth essence,” for it is in them, in the
arrangement of the four materiae. And it is not subject to corruption,
for it is not hot as fire, nor cold as water, nor dry as dust. And just as
heaven bestows humidity when it is needed, and heat when it is needed,
and likewise coldness and dryness, so the fifth essence bestows upon us
what is called “spirit of life,” which is composed of the four elements
and can be separated from them through human artifice.!®

The third introduction. It is proper that you know that our fifth es-
sence is not cold, for it warms the coldness; and not hot, for it cools the
heat; and not humid, for it dries the humidity; and not dry, for it humid-
ifies the dryness. And it nourishes the body and protects it from all cor-
ruption and putrefaction, and thus it seems like a true marvel, for if [it
is] put in a vessel and then if one puts into it a slaughtered fowl or a piece
of meat, it will not putrefy as long as it is there, and then it will dry, since
it has this effect [also] on a live body.

The fourth introduction. Just as the highest heaven does not on its
own influence the existence of the world, but [does this] through the
intermediacy of the luminaries and the stars, and through them pro-
duces enormous and awesome effects, so for our Human Heaven it is
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proper that it should be aided by the things which are influenced by it,
such as the medicines, or the herbs which have virtues for the limb that
we intend to cure. For instance, if we intend to cure the head, it is
proper that we should put into our heaven those things which help the
head, and thus for the other limbs.

The fifth introduction. It is proper that you should take the water
which rises from the wine in a very clear distilling vessel. And let it rise
at least four times in the distilling vessel in which there should be many
rising and descending tubes, for the more it rises the more it will be-
come purified and the farther it will be from putrefaction.

And let me tell you what I heard from a man whose words are
trustworthy, who saw it in the court of the king of Spain where they did
it in this manner. After they made it rise in the distilling vessel four
times, they hid it in horse manure in a glass vessel tightly sealed. And
after four months they took it out gently and transferred it into another
vessel, so that the sediment should not be mixed up, and they buried it
for another four months. And so they did for yet another four months,
until a full year. And then they took it out, and there was not found in
the bottom of the vessel even the thinnest dust, so thoroughly it was
purified. And its scent rose as if it had issued from the Garden of Eden.
And this is the proper way for you to proceed in order to achieve your
desire.

The sixth introduction. Likewise it is proper to distil all things which
you want to purify and to make of them the fifth essence: from the edi-
bles such as meat or fruit or herbs, and mix them with the aforemen-
tioned heaven to cure with them any malady you wish.

The seventh introduction. Likewise it is proper for you, if you want to
prepare a potion for a disease, to place those drugs which are appropriate
for that potion into our fifth essence, and it will become like the potion,
and it will be more effective, one part of it to a hundred. And likewise
the things which constipate, or the fragrant drugs, and thus all things of
this kind, and thus all the cordial drugs!” must be pounded to utter thin-
ness, until one can feel it by palpation, and then they must be put into
the aforementioned water. And prepare in like manner the laxative med-
icines, for this water will add power of effectiveness a hundredfold, with-
out doubt. Also, if a man is given a deadly poison, put of the water
which received the poison into the aforementioned water, and he will
instantly vomit up the poison which he swallowed or imbibed. Also, in
order to remove an iron arrow or any object or thorn from any place, put
into the aforementioned water the things which attract. Also, in order to
clean any wound, put into it the cleansing drugs. And likewise, to make
flesh grow, put [into this water] the drugs which cause the flesh to grow,



QUINTA ESSENTIA IN HEBREW 209

and likewise those drugs which constipate, and which contract, and all
of them in this manner.

Now I shall begin to explain the virtues of the aforementioned water
in their general benefit, although we have already mentioned some of
them above when we spoke of their importance. However, I shall tell
here a little of the secrets which no man has comprehended, except him
to whom their virtues have been revealed by word of mouth of those
present. And they are powerful things for curing, with the help of the
True Beneficer, all serious diseases which the physicians have despaired
from curing, except those which are come by divine will, decreed upon
him from his allotted lifetime.

The first benefit is to restore the strength of old men which has be-
come very much debilitated, and it will restore it, with the help of God
in whose hand is the strength and the power. Take the aforementioned
precious water after it has been purified most thoroughly, and add to it
of the essence of the gold and the crystal. Thus for the debilitated, each
time half an egg full. And if the True Physician so decrees, he will be
almost cured, and his strength will return to him like one of the young
men, thirty years of age. And after he returns to the days of his youth he
should no longer take of it.

The second benefit is to cure with it those who have been debilitated
by disease to the point of a depression of the soul, except for those
whom God wants to take, whose days have reached their end, or as a
punishment, or, as in the case of the anointed of God, King David, peace
be upon him, [who said] of Saul, “If his day comes, or if God smites
him,” etc.!® And this on condition that the sick person is able to drink
it. And also give of the aforementioned water to the old and debilitated,
and as soon as the medicine goes down into the stomach it will endow
the heart with a new spirit of life, and augment the natural heat which
had diminished, and his strength will return to him as it was in the be-
ginning. And if you want him to arise in his time and become healthy,
give him the aforementioned water of the fifth essence which arises from
the herb salidonia,*® about [as much as] a grain of wheat, and you will
see a mighty miracle, as if he had never been sick, and he will walk on his
staff, if the True Powerful so decrees. And this secret is [one] of the
most important secrets of nature which can be found; no physician has
comprehended it in these our times.

The third benefit is that it heals leprosy, except if it is an ensnaring
one, for [to heal] that is [one] of the impossible things. And it is proper
that you should know that this water, with the help of the True Helper,
will cure him of leprosy, because this medicine devours all corrupt and
putrefied material, of whatever humidity it be. And T can attest to you
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that this (156v) water, with the water of gold and crystal, and with even
more power if one puts into it the fruit which is called in their language
frasas, and in La‘az fraulas, and in Turkish jilek,2® which is a small
round fruit like the grapes of the thorn bush which is called mora
sarsa,?! and its leaves are like its leaves, except that they grow near the
ground and they have no thorns, and their taste is sweet, leaning a little
to sourness, and they have a good smell. And the aforementioned water
with the aforementioned fruit strengthens nature very much, and drives
away all poison and corruption and putrefaction from the human body,
and brings their menses to women, and helps to pregnancy, and is
beneficial to cure the cataract in the eye. And I saw a woman in whose
face the traces of leprosy were visible, and she washed in this water, and
the leprosy was instantly cured.

The fourth benefit is to cure all growths or scrufs or discharges of
whatever kind. Let there be put into the aforementioned fifth essence
some tartaro which is called rasuras?? after having burned it to lime,
and let him anoint with it the spot, and it will be cured.

The fifth benefit is to cure perlesia.?® If you put into this water some
of those things which destroy the white [humor],?* such as farfiyun tur-
bid,*® [and] the husk of shawqu root,?® for these have the virtue of
strengthening the vessels of feeling and motion, and also put on the par-
alyzed places a plaster of cooked and ground bazr gatuna,’” and take of
it five parts, and olive oil three parts, and wax two parts, and let the
patient drink of their decoction thirty consecutive days.

The sixth benefit is for the sufferer of blight which is called tisica,*®
and for all kinds of shrivellings. An infant or child, or a youth, or a ma-
ture man, or an old man, whether man or woman, let there be given to
them of the aforementioned water with that which comes up from the
aforementioned salidonia, and they will, within a short time, return to
their strength and fatness, as if they had never been sick at all.

The seventh benefit is for insanity or madness or melakhonin,? rage
or spleen. Give them of the aforementioned water, with the fifth essence
of gold and crystal, with a little of the drugs which purge the sharpened
black humor,*® and the seed of fuagia,?! and its root.

The cighth benefit is for weakness of the heart or fainting, or beating or
fluttering, and the like. Give him the aforementioned essence of gold and
crystal and the herb peonin,?? and the toronsil,®® which is called badrang
bunya,** and saffron, and he will be cured entirely with the help of God.

The ninth benefit is to cure the bewitched and those who were in-
jured by demons or an evil spirit. {Give] the patient of the aforemen-
tioned water with the water of gold and crystal, and put into them the
seed of perforata,®® that is, gorasonsilio,*® and he will be saved with the
help of God.
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The tenth benefit is against lice and the kind which is called
adadores,” which come into being in the flesh between the skin and the
flesh, and which cause plague spots and great friction in the body. These
things are born from the heat, in addition to being [born] from the pu-
trefaction of wetness. And if the patient washes his body the . . .38 of the
fifth essence he will be saved from the aforementioned affliction, and
especially if you mix into it quicksilver and mozas.3

The ecleventh benefit is to save from all poisons and deadly drugs.
Take of the aforementioned essence, and put into it of the remedies
which are the antidotes*® of poisons, and give them to the patient, and
with the help of God he will instantly vomit out the poison which he has
caten or drunk or which has come from the outside, from (157r) the
bite of a poisonous animal. And if a person takes of the aforementioned
things, and [thereafter] some kind of poison is given to him, it will not
harm him, with the help of God.

The twelfth benefit is to cure the quartan fever?! and all the diseases
which come from the black [humor].#? There are some physicians who
say that there is no use in removing it quickly, but {only] in prolonging
the time of its cure. And if you want to cure it quickly and easily, give the
patient of the aforementioned water. And if you want to add to it some
of the things which are antidotes of the black [humor], it will be more
effective, on condition that he give it to the patient slowly, so that he
does not weaken the nature.

The thirteenth benefit is for all those who were damaged by a laxative
or emetic drug, which did not work or which worked in excess. For the
laxative drugs must be viewed from three points of view. First, the laxa-
tive must not weaken the vital force. Second, it must not be [one] of the
sharp and deadly drugs. Third, one must try to remove from, or dimin-
ish in, that drug any sharpness or poisonousness as far as possible. And
[since] the physicians cannot do this as far as possible, at times they
cause damage, and at times [the medicine] does not help and does not
save, for the constitutions*? and the years and the time are not the same
for all people and diseases. Let him put the medicines into the aforemen-
tioned water, [and] they will act gently and without weakening the
strength. Therefore it is proper that the physician should give the patient
only one grain of our Essence, and he will see wonders. And if he needs
to give more let him give the second time two grains, and thus gradu-
ally, according to the nature of the patient and the nature of the disease,
and open your eyes and see!

The fourteenth benefit. All physicians agree that the permanent
fever** is caused by a mixture of all putrefied materials, and its cure is to
empty the blood and clean it of all rust and of the mixture of bad
humors which are mixed into it. This is done completely by our fifth
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essence, which removes and separates from the blood all putrefied mate-
rial, because it differs from the four qualities, for it is neither hot nor
cold, neither humid nor dry. Therefore you can give it constantly with-
out any fear, and especially if you mix into it the essence of gold and
crystal and blood which were mentioned above. And if you anoint with
it the temples and the neck and the veins and pulses, and the palms of
the hands and the soles of the feet, and if you add to it the herb called
marqurial,®® you will add a wonderful thing to its effectiveness.

The fifteenth benefit is for curing tertiary fever. Tertiary fever is born
of red and putrefied things.*S It you want to cure it, put immediately
into the [ingredients] mentioned some of the things which draw out the
red [humor] and part of the cured liquid,*” and give it to the patient to
drink in the evening and in the morning, and he will be cured with the
help of God.

The sixteenth benefit is to cure the day and night fever, which is gen-
erated by the putrefied white [humor].*® And since the white [humor]
is cold and humid, take our water with a little farfiyun,*® and a little
shawqu,”® with other drugs which are antidotes of the white [humor],
and let him drink it in the evening and the morning, and it will help with
the help of God.

The seventeenth benefit is to cure epileptics of all kinds, and the acute
fevers, and the sirsam.5! Know that the acute fever is seated in the head.
And since this fever is produced by the red, acute, and burned [humor],
and also by burned blood, and at times by the burning of the three sub-
stances except the black one, therefore the physicians became confused
in their cure. However, all these are cured by our medicine. Therefore
one must take of our (157v) essence with the essence of gold and crystal
and blood, and put into them rose water and violas, boraja, lijunas,>?
and therewith the patient will be cured with the help of God.5?

For the healing of ringworm; pitch, one rotl; olive oil, one ounce;
sesame oil, half an ounce; clarified butter, half an ounce; colophony, half
an ounce; and the daruru,>* peel it, roll it, burned [?]; and dog dirt; and
cvery four [days?] cover its incision. And for him whose head trembles,
let him take sesame oil, half an ounce; olive, half; clarified butter, half;
mastic, half; pitch, half. Make an ointment and anoint the head, and
every three days a hot bath, and between each plaster and plaster bathe.

And if you want to cure the sirsam, take of the popilion-ointment,®®
and choice vinegar, and ground garden rue,*® mix all of them together
with the essence of blood,?” and dip into this medicine pieces of linen
cloth, and put them on the brain of the patient and on his nostrils, and
thereby he will be cured with the help of God. And know that this thing
helps to cure epileptics and all kinds of insanity.
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The eighteenth benefit is to heal pestilential fevers, that is to say, epi-
demic. If one is in the habit of using it at such times, with the help of
God he will be saved from the pestilence, and patients will be cured with
the help of God by the essence of blood, half of this and half of that with
the roots of ox tongue®® and the vinegar herb which is called agritas y si
se paliare el vibas o el jarope de el es munju mejor,*® and a little of suqutri
aloe? and a little firfion®! and gira pigra®® and essential /ifi0%3 root, all
this mixed also with the Essence of gold and crystal with a little papili
Veneris®* and hyssop, and he should do this regularly three times a day
so that they should purge him of the empty substances, and he should
use all the medicines which are antidotes to the poisonousness of the
pestilence, and especially calf’s stomach,®® and these mixed with the
aforementioned essence so that its effectiveness should be stronger and
more apparent, with the help of God.

The nineteenth benefit is to cure the disease of spasms.®® The physi-
cians are in agreement that fever is a good sign in this disease, and the
experimenters®’ said that if all the joints of the limbs are anointed with
the juice of the herb called flamula®*—which is a herb that grows in the
ashes and its leaves are similar to the leaves of the celery, and its flower
is green—if they smear him many times with its juice, the spasm will be
cured, and therefore there is nothing as good for this as our essence, for
this will make him completely healthy, with the will of the Creator, and
God is the True Physician.

And T shall now reveal to you other hidden secrets which remained
hidden from the eyes of the physicians who preceded us.

Take of the herb called agrimonia,®® rue, fox-testicles’® with their
roots, selidonia, sugar,”! and let them be pounded and put into the ves-
sel of the alembic, on a gentle fire. And the water which ascends from it
has powerful properties, for there is no pain in the eye, even the strong-
est, which does not become cured by it. And it helps, if imbibed, to save
from all kinds of deadly poisons, and it cleans the stomach and strength-
ens it, and it helps against all kinds of dropsy,”? which come from the
cold, and it cures the Persian fire”? in three days if they dip into it chaff
of hemp and put it on the afflicted spot. It also is utterly effective against
the illness of cancer if it is imbibed with saba7"* and it should be put on
the afflicted spot as mentioned above, and changed three times a day.

Take pinpinela’® seed and mustard seed, and perisil’® seed, and celery
seed, and clove, and mastaqi,”” an equal part of each, and they should be
pounded well, and kneaded with the blood of a he-goat and mixed with
strong vinegar, and put into the resentor’® for three days, and then it
should be distilled. This water is effective in breaking up kidney and
bladder stones, if it is drunk on an empty stomach, and it cures scabies”
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if the head is washed with it, and it helps all kinds of boils if they are
washed with it, and if they drink it twice it helps the parilisia,?® and it
helps epilepsy if it is drunk evening and morning.

Take chicks of golondrinoes®' and burn them and pulverize them and
mix them with gastorio3? that is to say gashni,®® and put them into
strong vinegar, and put it into a distilling vessel, and this water has many
virtues. One is that if they drink it on an empty stomach it cures epilepsy
completely if the patient drinks it for forty consecutive days, and it
strengthens the brains, and clears the mind, and clears the stomach and
the chest, and softens the nerves and removes the . . .34 from them, and
strengthens the nature (158r) and helps those who have a cold. And if
hyssop is cooked in this water it will help the rheum which comes from
the cold, and it will cure all kinds of fevers. But beware lest you give it
to a pregnant woman, for she would instantly miscarry. And it helps cold
headache, and [those who take it] will sleep comfortably. And it
strengthens digestion and softens the belly, and it makes the urine flow,
and it causes the hair to fall out and it will not grow again. Take hyssop
and avhal®® and akberonto®® in equal parts in the distilling vessel, and the
water which will come out will cure all kinds of headaches that come
from the cold, and all old fevers, and will cause the menses to flow. But
the woman should not be pregnant, for at times it [the menstruation] is
kept back because of pregnancy, and the woman will be weak. It also
helps all kinds of diarrhea, and it kills the worms which are born in the
body if it is drunk on an empty stomach, and it cleans the stomach of all
decayed substances, and if it is mixed with gastorio it will cure all kinds
of falif.¥”

Take a bat and burn it and pound it with sulphur and mix it with the
juice of selidonia®® and put it in a vessel up to six days, and then distil it,
and this water has many uses. One: If any black hair is washed in it, it will
turn white. Two: If you mix it with sabar® and wax, and smear with it
the pain of gout,?0 it will cuve it, and it will cure the kind of cancer which
grows on the face, which is called noli me tangere” that is to say, touch
me not, if it is smeared over it, and it will cure scabies®? by smearing.

Take pirosil®® and pound it and distil it and it will help to expel all
kinds of winds and bloatings from the body, and will strengthen the di-
gestion, and if they drink it with canela® it will cure coughing and clean
the chest. And if you distil also the artemisa® and the polio,”® and mix
them together with the water of the perisil,®” it will help more for all the
abovementioned things.

Take white papaver’® seed and pound it fine and mix it with the
abovementioned water, and it will help the chest and the cough very

much, and if gastorio® is mixed into it it will help the falif.1%0
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Take salvia*® and polio'®? and pound them and distil them, and the
water which comes up will warm bodies which have caught cold, and
will strengthen the head and the limbs, and improve the tonic,!?® and
will cure all kinds of boils, and produce good blood. And if one drinks
of this water three times a day, up to forty days, it will cure all kinds of
old diseases. And I call your attention to a great secret: if one takes of
the abovementioned water and puts it into the distilling vessel a second
time and mixes with it the water of al butm,'%* that is to say the fruit
which is called bub al kbadbra,'® distilled in the distilling vessel and
with gastorio,'°¢ it will cure all kinds of diseases which are born in the
body, whether in its interior or on its exterior. This medicine was in-
vented by a great sage, and many old diseases came upon him, and he
saw this in his dream, and made it, and was cured, and he put it in writ-
ing so as to help many people. And it helps internal [diseases] by drink-
ing, and external [disecases] by way of a plaster with chatt of ganavos
(hemp).1%” And we have tried this medicine many times, and all those
who take of the abovementioned mixture will be saved from leprosy and
from perselin,'%® and from bad diseases which have no [other] cure.

And now I shall tell you the manner of preparing the abovementioned
water of al butm. Take one pound of tarmantina,!® half a pound of
honey of which the frost has been removed, one pound of agqua vita,''°
very fine Indian ‘and,''! sandal''? in equal parts. Arab samg,''® juz
bawwa,'* kholanjan root,'*s kababa''® reed, mastaqi)V’ qaranfal'8
sanbal 'Y of each three drachms. They must be pounded well and put
into a distilling vessel made of glass, and it must be well covered, and put
on a gentle fire. And the first water which will come up will be pure, and
receive it in a vessel while it comes up pure; and then it will come up
with the appearance of fire, red and bright, receive it in another vessel.
And increase the fire a little, and when you see that the head of the dis-
tilling vessel is black and the water is coming out thick like honey, re-
move the second vessel and put on another vessel, and increase the fire
more, and do this untl nothing more comes out. And know that these
three are hot, to wit, the second is hotter than the first, and the third is
hotter than the second. And know that the first is called “the mother of
medicine,” and the second “the substance of medicine,” and the third
“the complete medicine.” The first, if it is taken lukewarm with wine will
strengthen the stomach and expel from it the white [humor] which is
closed in, and it arouses the desire to eat, and preserves the heart so that
no evil vapor should go into it. And I tried this often. And if a thin piece
of linen is dipped into it and put into the nostrils with the little finger
when going to sleep, it will be very helpful against all kinds of drips. And
it will improve the odor of the mouth and of the nostrils if drunk in the
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evening and in the morning. And it whitens the teeth if one gargles with
it, and removes all aches from them. And if a piece of linen is soaked in
it and then put on the face, it cures the redness of the face which is called
barosnat.’?® And it cures heaviness of the tongue by drinking [it] and
gargling. And if a piece of linen is soaked in it and then put on hemor-
rhoids, it will cure them, and it will also cure deafness if cotton-wool is
soaked in it and put into the ear.

Now I shall reveal to you the secret of the other two drops. They are
good for cancer of the face which is called nujmi Tangier,'*! which was
mentioned above,'?? and for pain of the hips and the kidneys and the
neck and the throat, if a cloth soaked in them is placed on the sore spots.
And they are good for him who has fallen down from a high place, or
was smitten by . . .12% or broken a bone, if he is bandaged with them, and
they drive off all kinds of poisonous creeping [158v] things. This is the
rule: they are good for all diseases and all wounds, and all afflictions.
And the third drop even more so.

Take the herb margurial '** and gandero-sugar,'? in equal parts, and
pound them together and put them in the distilling vessel, and let them
stand there ten days, then distil them as [you did with] the drops of
water which were mentioned before, and if the third is put into a clean
vessel it will shine at night like a candle. The third water is like oil. If a
man or woman anoints his face with it, it will cleanse it and beautify it,
and if he drinks of this water every morning, even if he be a hundred
years old, his youth will return to him as if he were twenty, and likewise
all his limbs will shine brightly like [those of] a youth, and neither in his
face nor in his body will any wrinkles be left at all. And if the epileptic
drinks of it for forty days, he will be saved from his disease, and if gasto-
7i0'2% is mixed into it, it will cure crushed nerves and all the pains of the
limbs of the body. And if it is put into eyes which are afflicted by any
disease whatsoever, it will cure them. And if pulverized gold and fine
crystal and raubaibare’® are mixed into it and pounded well and mixed,
and the leper drinks of it, he will be cured completely, on condition that
he drink of it until the freshness of his face becomes beautiful.

Take rubia roots'?® and pound them and cook them with olive oil and
with perisil,'?® in the amount of the roots, and it will cure the disease
which is born in the bladder. And if you cook the rubia with parre,'3
and give it to drink to him who has a diarrhea of blood, it will cure him.
And if you cook it with bran, and the gouty!3! part is bandaged with it,
it will cure it.

Take pinpinela'®® seed and put it into good red wine for ten days, and
then dry it and make oil of it, and it will be good for stones in the blad-
der. And also the juice of the pimpinela, if he drinks it, will dissolve the
stone and the patient will get it out in his urine in the form of sand.

25
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Wondrous water which makes youth persist, and health remain, and
this is its description: Take good white wine, three pounds, uncooked
honey of the beehive, one pound, and pulverized gold, and distil them,
and let him drink of this morning and evening. This good medicine was
sent by the king of Egypt to the king of Garnata [Granada], who was
smitten with blindness which is called cataras, '3 and he was cured by it.
And this is its description: Take flowers of romero,'3* with their leaves
removed, and spread them on a rug so that the wind should blow on
them, for two days, and then put them into a flagon, but do not fill it
completely, and cover it with a lead tablet, and paste the bottom of the
flagon with clay of the philosophers,'® and put it in the garden into a
hole full of very fine sand, and let it stand there ninety days of the days
of the summer. And when the days are up, open the flagon, and you will
find the flowers softened like honey, and distil it in a glass vessel, and
keep the distillation for both drinking and putting into the eyes, and it
will help wondertfully, with the help of God.

Pills came from India, written in their language, and called in the lan-
guage of Hind “pills of father and mother,” for their benefit for a person
is like the benefit of his father and mother, and this is their description:
Tirpola tirqota tangargayad vas u-bis gindek arvbertal. And this is their
explanation: #irpola,'30 three kinds of pepper, that is, black, and red, and
zanjabil,*¥” and because of its sharpness he calls it pepper. Tirqota'3—
three kinds of mirabulanos,'® Babylonian, yellow, and amlaj.'*® Tan-
gargayad" ' —atinkar.*? Rast*? is quicksilver.'** Bisis bish.'*> Gindek'*®
is sulphur. Avhertal'®’ is zarnik.'*® Equal parts should be pounded well
and kneaded in the urine of goats and a decoction of apsantin.'*® And
let it dry in the shade, and then be pounded a second time, up to seven
times. And make [of them] pills like peppercorns. Seven to be taken.

To release the menses strongly take dar'®® of pepper, one drachm,
darsini,'® one drachm, juz bawwa'®? one drachm, zangabil'>? one
drachm, za‘fran!®* one drachm, pure incense one drachm, sulphur one
drachm, misk'>® a grain. They should be pulverized and kneaded in a
little glue which is called jaris,'5¢ and hukaro'” water, and let them
make farazjat,'®® and let the woman suffer! one of them, and it will
help with the help of God.

For pregnancy. The tooth of an elephant should be ground and
mixed with theriak farug,'*® and let the woman eat one-third at the time
of her menses, and one-third when she becomes purified, and one-third
after her immersion, and she will conceive with the help of God.



Chapter Fifteen

FLAMEL’S JEWISH MASTERS

FEW ALCHEMISTS have ever received as much attention and been studied
so thoroughly and repeatedly as Nicholas Flamel (c. 1330-1418), the
Parisian scribe and clerk, famous for his Book of Hieroglyphic Figures. In
a 1983 paper, the Belgian scholar Robert Halleux listed some of the
studies on Flamel which, he found, fell into two categories. One of them
consists of those works which tell about Flamel’s long, and ultimately
successful, quest for “the Great Work,” his gold making, his acquisition
of great riches, and founding of huge charitable establishments. Studies
of this type began to be written in the early seventeenth century and are
still being produced in the late twentieth. The second type of studies
describes Flamel as having married a rich widow, working in his métier
as a scribe, and also dealing in real estate. He acquired a modest fortune,
and set up numerous but rather insignificant charities. These studies
began to sce the light of day in the eighteenth century, and continue to
appear down to the present day.!

Our present context does not allow us to discuss the arguments on
which these two views of Flamel are based, nor even to go into the ques-
tion of whether the autobiographical sketch circulated in the name of
Flamel is authentic, as many scholars believe, or is a later pseudepigra-
phous work, as others maintain. Our interest is in the role Jewish alche-
mists played in medieval France, and it is with that view in mind that we
will look at the Flamel story.

That story was first published in 1612, when the Paris firm of the
widow M. Guillemot and S. Thiboust printed a book by the otherwise
unknown Pierre Arnauld de la Chevallerie, with the long title (in my
translation): Three Treatises on Natuval Philosophy, hitherto unprinted,
the secret book of the very old philosopher Avtephius treating of the occult
art and metallic transmutations, Latin French, plus the bieroglyphic fig-
ures of Nicholas Flamel, as he put them on the fourth avch which he bhad
constructed in the cemetery of the innocents in Pavis, entering through the
great gate from St. Denys Street, & taking the vight band, with their expli-
cation by the same Flamel, together with the true book of the learned Syne-
stus, taken from the libvary of the Emperor on the same subject, all trans-
lated by P. Arnauld siewr de ln Chevallerie of Poiton.” The following is
my translation of the book’s introductory part:?
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1, Nicolas Flamel scribe and inhabitant of Paris, 1n this year 1399, and v

ing 1n my house in the Rue des Ecrivains [Street of Scribes], near the chapel
of Saint Jacques de la Boucherie, although, I say, I learned but a lhittle
Latin because of the small means of my parents there fell into my hand,
for the amount of two florins, a very old and very large gilded book It was
not on paper or parchment as are other books, but was made (so 1t seemed
to me) only of thin barks of tender leaves Its cover was of well beaten
copper, all engraved with strange letters of figures, and as for me, I thought
that they could be Greek characters or of another similar ancient tongue

Thus 1t happened that I was unable to read them, and that I knew well that
they could not be Latin or Gauloss [old French] notes or letters, since we
know a little of those languages As for its mnside, 1ts leaves of bark were
engraved, and written with a very great industry, with an iron point, 1n
beautiful and very neat colored Latin letters It contained three times seven
leaves, for they were thus numbered on top of each leaf, every seventh
being always without writing, 1n place of which 1t had a panted rod and
serpents swallowing themselves,* on the second seventh a cross on which a
serpent was crucified, and on the last seventh were painted deserts in whose
mudst flowed several beautiful sources from which emerged several serpents
that ran hither and uther On the first leaf was written with large, gilded
capital letters ABRAHAM THE JEW, PRINCE, PRIEST, LEVITE, ASTROLOGER
AND PHILOSOPHER TO THE NATION OF THF JEWS SCATTERED BY THE
WRATH OF GOD IN THE GAULES [FRANCE], SALVATION D 1 After that it
was filled with great execrations and maledictions (with this word ma

RANATHA that was frequently repeated there) against every person who
cast hus eyes into 1t, unless he was a sacrificer or a scribe

The word “maranatha,” which Flamel saw frequently repeated 1n the
book and which he believed to be a malediction, comes from 1
Corinthians 16 22 “If any man loveth not the Lord, let him be anath-
ema Maranatha ” It consists of the two Aramaic words maran athi, or
marand thia, meaning “the Lord has come,” or “O Lord, come'” The
context shows that it was an expletive, an exclamation akin to “Halle-
luyah'” that 1s, “Praise the Lord!” Nevertheless, it was frequently taken
to have the same meaning as anathema, an execration On the first page
of Abraham the Jew’s book, as we shall see below, the word 1s explained
as meaning “malediction,” not in Aramaic, but “in Greek and in Ara-
bic,” which, of course, 1s erroneous We may add that the use of this
expression taken from the New Testament 1s the first indication pointing
to a non Jewish authorship or revision of Abraham the Jew’s book But
let us return to Flamel’s own story

He who sold me that book did not know what 1t was worth, and as little did
I know when I purchased 1t I believe that 1t was taken by force from the
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muserable Jews, or found 1n some hidden spot in the old place of their lodg

g In this book, on the second leaf, he comforted his nation, counseling
1t to flee vices, and above all 1dolatry, to wait with sweet patience for the
coming of the Messiah who would vanquish all the kings of the earth, and
would rule with his people 1n eternal glory Without doubt, he was a man
of great wisdom On the third and all subsequent written leaves, 1n order to
help his captive nation to pay tribute to the Roman emperors, and 1n order
to achieve other things about which I shall not speak, he taught them the
metallic transmutation 1n plain words, depicting the vessels on the side and
showing the colors and all the rest, except for the first agent, about which
he said not a word However (as he said on the enture fourth and fifth
leaves), he depicted and represented 1t with very great artistry For again,
even though 1t was represented and depicted very intelligibly, nevertheless
nobody could understand 1t without being advanced 1n their traditional
Kabbalah, and without having studied the books

In this paragraph Flamel quotes Abraham the Jew as saying that he
taught his people the art of making gold 1n order to help them pay the
tribute 1imposed upon them by “the Roman emperors,” that 1s, evi
dently, the rulers of the Holy Roman Empire Flamel also states here
that Abraham presented his alchemy 1n such a manner as to make a thor-
ough knowledge of the Jewish Kabbalah a prerequisite of being able to
understand 1t And—he introduces these statements by citing Abra
ham’s admonmtions to his “captive” brethren, warning them to repent
and to wait patiently for the coming of the Messiah There can be no
doubt that these thoughts reflect an authentic Jewish spirit that must
have characterized Abraham’s book Then Flamel continues

Therefore, the fourth and fifth leaves are without writing, all full of beauu
ful illuminated figures or the like, for this work was very exquisite At first,
he painted a young man with wings on the heels, holding in his hand a
caducean rod surrounded by two serpents, with which he struck a helmet
that covered his head In my modest opinion he seemed to be the god
Mercury of the pagans, toward him came runming and flying with open
wings a very old man who had an hour glass attached to his head, and 1n his
hands a scythe like [that of] death, with which, terrible and furious, he
wanted to cut off the feet of Mercury

On the reverse of the fourth leaf he depicted a beautful flower on the
summut of a very high mountain shaken roughly by the north wind It had
a blue stem, the flowers were white and red, the leaves shining like fine
gold, and around 1t the dragons and boreal griffins made their nests and
dwellings On the fifth leaf there was a beautiful flowering rosebush 1n the
nmudst of a garden, leaning against a hollow oak at whose feet a spring of
very white water bubbled up and fell headlong into the abyss, passing how
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ever at first between the hands of a great many people who were digging in
the earth 1n search of it, but since they were blind, none of them recog
nmized 1t, except one who paid attention to 1ts weight

On the reverse of the fifth leaf there was a king with a big cutlass who
ordered lus soldiers to kil in his very presence a great multutude of small
children whose mothers were crying at the feet of the pitless gendarmes
The blood of the little children was thereafter collected by other soldiers
and put 1n a big vessel in which the Sun and the Moon came to bathe And
since this history represented most of the story of the innocents killed by
Herod, and since 1t was from this book that I learned most of the Art, this
was one of the reasons why I put these hieroglyphic symbols of this secret
science mnto their cemetery

This, then, was 1n those first five leaves Now I shall not tell that which
was written 1 beautiful and very intelligible Laun on all the other leaves,
for God would punish me, since I would comnut a greater evil than he who
(as 1s said) wished that all men 1n the world should have but one head so
that he could cut 1t off with one blow

For information about the alchemical symbolism contained 1n the pic-
tures Flamel describes the reader can be referred to any of the numerous
books dealing with the Flamel story The monster who wished he could
cut off the heads of all men with one blow was the Roman emperor Nero
(AD 37-68), or at least 1t was he to whom the wish was attributed

Having completed the description of the book, Flamel now turns to
telling of hus persistent efforts to understand 1t

Once I had this beautiful book 1n my possession, I did nothing but study
1t mght and day, learning very well all the operations 1t described, but not
knowing with what material 1t should be started This caused me great sor
row, kept me 1n solitude, and made me sigh incessantly My wife Perrenelle,
whom I loved like myself, and whom I had married only recently, was
greatly astonished at this, comforting and asking me with all her courage
whether she could not deliver me from the distress I have never been able
to keep from her anything, so I showed her this beaunful book, with
which, the moment she saw 1t, she fell as much 1n love as I, taking extreme
pleasure 1n contemplating the beautiful covers, engravings, images, and
portraits, of which figures she understood as little as I did Nevertheless, 1t
was for me a great consolation to talk about 1t with her, and to consider
what could be done 1n order to find out their meaning

In the end I had these figures and portraits of the fourth and fifth leaves
copied as faithfully as I was able to, n my lodgings, and showed them in
Pars to several great clerics, who, however, did not understand them better
than I I even informed them that they were found in a book that taught
the philosophers’ stone, but most of them mocked me and the blessed
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stone, except one, named Master Anselm, who was a licentiate 1n medicine
and had thoroughly studied that science He became very anxious to see
my book, and was ready to do anything to see 1t But I always asserted that
I did not have 1t, even though I gave him a full account of 1ts method He
told me that the first picture represented tume which devours everything,
and that 1t required the space of six years, according to the six inscribed
leaves, to perfect the stone, maintaining that thereafter one should have to
turn the nme glass and cook no more And when I told him that 1t was
depicted only to show and teach the first agent (as it was said in the book),
he answered that this coction of six years was like a second agent, that
surely the first agent painted here, which was the white and heavy water,
was undoubtedly the quicksilver which one could not fix [solidify], nor
could tts feet be cut off, that 1s to say, 1ts volatility be removed, that by this
long decoction 1n the very pure blood of young children, which 1s [shown |
here, this quicksilver, uniting with gold and silver, becomes transmuted
with them at first into a herb similar to that which was depicted, and there

after, through corruption, 1nto serpents which, being subsequently totally
dried and cooked by the fire, will become reduced to gold powder, which
1s the stone

Flamel refrains from expressing any criticism of Master Anselm’s al
chemical expertise, and stead goes on with his story

This was the reason that for the long space of twenty one years I made a
thousand errors, although never with blood, which 1s evil and willainous
Moreover, I found 1n my book that the philosophers call blood the mineral
spirit that 1s 1n the metals, principally in the Sun {gold], the Moon [silver],
and Mercury, whose assemblage I had always attended to Also, these inter
pretations were, for the most part, more subtle than veritable Therefore,
never perceving 1n my operations any of the signs at the times described 1n
the book, I always had to start anew Finally, having given up the hope of
ever understanding these figures, at last I made a vow to God and to Mon
sieur Saint Jacques de Gahce that I would seek their interpretation from
some Jewish priest in some synagogue of Spain

It took Flamel no fewer than twenty one years to hut on the idea that
his best hope of finding the meaning of the book by Abraham the Jew
lay 1n seeking out the help of contemporary Jewish alchemists In his
day, the Jews of France were going through a very difficult period They
suffered repeated massacres, confiscations, fines, imprisonments, expul
sions, and other persecutions, and were, on the whole, an oppressed and
dispirited community These circumstances were certainly not favorable
to delving into the secrets of alchemy, which required capital, ime, and
peace of mind Hence when Flamel conceived the 1dea of secking out
Jewish alchemists, he had to turn to places outside France The natural
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choice was Spain, the home of an old, well established, prosperous, and
highly educated Jewish community One cannot know whether Flamel
was familiar with the situation of the Jews i Spain, but 1n the fourteenth
century there were several Spanish Jewish alchemists who served kings
and princes both 1n Spain and elsewhere, so that if he was not, his deci-
ston to go to Spain to find for himself a Jewish master in alchemy was
surely a serendipitous one In any case, his reference to “some Jewish
priest in some synagogue of Spain” shows that Spanish rabbs, or at least
some of them, had the reputation 1n France of being adepts of the Royal
Art

Therefore, with the consent of Perrenelle, carrying with me an extract of
them [the hieroglyphic figures], I took the habit and the staff, in the same
manner 1t which one can see me [depicted] outside of the arch on which
1 placed these hieroglyphic figures, in the cemetery, where 1 also put
against the wall on both sides a procession in which are represented 1n
order all the colors of the stone, as they arise and end, with this French
mscription

Moult platt a Dieu processson  Much pleases God the procession

S’elle est farte en devotion If 1t 1s done 1n devouon
(thus, which 1s, so to speak, the beginning of the book of Hercules [Hera
clius] treating of the colors of the stone called Irs, 1n these terms Operss
processson multum Narurae placet, etc [The procession of the work much
pleases Nature, etc ], which I put there intentionally for the great clerics
who will understand the alluston)

Then, 1n this manner, I betook myself on the road, and so it happened
that I arnived at Montjoye, and then at Sant Jacques, where, with great
devotion, I fulfilled my vow That done, 1n Leon, on the way back, I met
a merchant from Boulogne who made me acquainted with a physician,
Jewish by nation, but now a Christian, hving 1n said Leon, who was very
knowledgeable 1n the sublime sciences, called Master Canches When I
showed him the figures of my extract, he asked me forthwith, enraptured
with great astonishment and joy, whether I knew about the book from
which they were taken I answered him in Latin, in which language he had
interrogated me, that I hoped to have good news if somebody would dec
pher these emgmas for me Carried away by great ardor and joy, he 1n
stantly began to decipher the beginning for me To cut a long story short,
he was very content to get the information on the whereabouts of the
book, and to hear me talk about 1t (And surely he had heard discussions
about 1t for a long time, but only as about a thing one believed completely
lost, as he said )

We resumed our voyage, from Leon we proceded to Oviedo, and from
there to Sanson, where we set sail for France Our voyage was pleasant
enough, and by the time we reached this kingdom he very veritably had
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interpreted most of my figures 1n which, even down to the dots, he found
great mysteries (this I found very marvelous) When we arrived at Orleans,
this learned man became very 1ll, afflicted by severe vomitings that had re

mained with him of that which he had suffered at sea, he was so afraid that
I would leave him that he could not imagine anything like it And however
faithfully I remained by his side, he called me 1ncessantly In the end he
died on the seventh day of his illness, which caused me great grief The best
I could do for him was to have him interred in the Church of the Sacred
Cross at Orleans, where he stll rests May God keep his soul' For he died
a good Christian And certainly, 1f I am not prevented by death, I shall give
that church an allowance to have some masses said for his soul every day

Having thus learned from the Jewish alchemust within a few weeks
what had eluded him for twenty one years despite sustained efforts and
the help of some Parisian Christian adepts, Flamel returned home 1n a
happy mood and proceeded forthwith to put in practice the teachungs of
Master Canches

He who wishes to see the manner of my arrival, and Perrenelle’s joy, can see
the two of us 1n this city of Paris, on the gate of the Chapel of Sant
Jacques de la Boucherie, next to my house, where we are depicted, I giv
ing thanks at the feet of Monsteur Saint Jacques de Galice, and Perrenelle
at those of Monsieur Saint Jean to whom she had so often prayed For 1t
was by the grace of God and the intercession of the blessed and holy Virgin
and of the blessed Saints Jacques and Jean that I attained that which I had
desired, that 1s to say, the first principles, not always their first preparation
which s the most difficult of all things 1n the world But I achieved that too
n the end, after long errors of three years or thereabout, during which time
I did nothing but study and work, as one can see me doing outside this arch
where I placed the sequence [of figures] against the columns that are there,
at the feet of Saint Jacques and Saint Jean, praying to God, with rosary in
hand, reading very attentively 1n a book, and pondering the words of the
philosophers, and attempung thereafter the diverse operanons that I imag
ined only according to theirr words Fnally, I found that which I desired,
that which I instantly recognized by 1its strong scent Once I had that, I
easily accomplished the mastery, also, knowing the preparation of the first
agents, following my book to the letter, I could not fail even 1if T had
wanted to

Thus, the first ume that I made a projection 1t was upon Mercury of
which I transmuted about half a pound 1nto pure silver, better than that of
the mines, as I assayed 1t and had 1t assayed several tumes This was on Jan
uary 17th, a Monday, about noontime, 1n my house, 1n the presence of
only Perrenelle, 1n the year 1382 of the restoration of human lineage And
thereafter, always following my book word by word, I did 1t with the red
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stone upon a sumilar (quality) [quantity] of Mercury, 1n the presence of
only Perrenelle, 1n the same house, on the 25th of April that followed in
the same year, at the hour of five in the evening, that I veritably transmuted
mto about as much pure gold, very certainly better than the common gold,
softer and more pliable

I can say with truth I achieved it three umes with the help of Perrenelle,
who understood as well as I to help me 1n the operations, and undoubtedly
had she wanted to undertake 1ts performance alone she could have reached
the same pomt I had quite enough by accomplishing it one single time,
but I had very great pleasure 1n seeing and contemplating the admirable
works of Nature 1n the vessels To mndicate to you how I accomplished 1t
three times, you can see on this arch, if you are acquanted with 1t, three
furnaces similar to those which served our operations

The foregoing part, as stated at the very beginning of the book, was
written 1n 1399, and tells of events that took place up to the year 1382
In the next part we are suddenly 1n a much later year, a point 1n time
from which Flamel looks back upon the year 1413 No explanation 1s
given 1n his text as to this tume lapse

When I wrote this commentary, 1n the year 1413, at the end of the year,
after the passing of my farthful companion whom I shall mourn all the days
of my life, she and I had already founded and endowed fourteen hospitals
in this cty of Paris, had built three completely new chapels, decorated
seven churches with great donations and goodly endowments, with several
repairs 1n their cemeteries—apart from that which we did in Boulogne,
which 1s not less than what we had done here I shall say nothing of the
good that we together did to individual poor people, principally to widows
and poor orphans, should I mention their names and how I did those
things, apart from being rewarded 1n this world, I would cause displeasure
to those good people (whom God should bless), which I would not want
to do for anything 1n the world

Having built therefore these churches, cemeteries, and hospitals 1n this
cty, I resolved to have depicted on the fourth arch of the Cemetery of the
Innocents, entering through the great gate from Saint Dems Street, and
taking the nght hand, the most true and essential signs of the Art, but only
under the hieroglyphic veils and covers, in imitation of those of the gilded
book of the Jew Abraham They can represent two things, according to the
capacity and knowledge of those who contemplate them first, the myster
1es of our future and indubitable resurrection on the Day of Judgment and
the coming of the good Jesus (may 1t please him to have mercy on us), a
story well suited to a cemetery, and then again they can signify for those
who are knowledgeable 1n the natural philosophy all the principal and nec-
essary operations of mastery These hieroglyphic figures will serve as the
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two paths leading to celestial life, the first, more open sense, teaching the
sacred mysteries of our salvation (as I shall show hereafter), the other
teaching every man, however little he understands of the stone, the straight
path of the Work which, if perfected by anyone, changes him from evil to
good, removes from him the root of all sin (which is avarice), making him
liberal, soft, pious, religious, and God-fearing, however evil he was earlier,
because thenceforth he will remain always entranced by the great grace and
compassion which he has received from God, and by the profundity of His
divine and admirable works.

Flamel concludes his story with the warning that neither in the hiero-
glyphic Figures nor in his commentary will be found any teaching or
indication concerning the First Principles and First Agents that could in
any way be used by those who are not adepts.

Let us now have a look at the two Jewish masters from whom Flamel
claims to have acquired his knowledge of alchemy. Flamel is very laconic
in speaking of Master Canches, but we do learn something about him.
He was a Jewish physician who lived in Leon, Spain, was a master alche-
mist, and by the time Flamel met him had converted to Christianity. As
we shall see in subsequent chapters, among the Jews of Spain there were
others too who combined medicine with alchemy. Canches had heard
about the book in Flamel’s possession even before Flamel told him
about it. He had no problem in understanding the pages Flamel had
copied and shown him, and on that basis, and probably also drawing on
his own alchemical expertise, he instructed Flamel in the art of making
gold and silver. We would like to know what induced him to accompany
Flamel to France, but are told nothing on this point. He died of an ill-
ness before reaching Paris, and was buried in the Church of the Sacred
Cross in Orleans. He left behind nothing in writing. His instructions
enabled Flamel within three years to transmute quicksilver into silver
and gold.

As for the Jew Abraham, two alchemical authors by the name Abra-
ham are known. They seem to have lived in the fourteenth and fifteenth
century, respectively. I shall discuss them and their work in Chapters 17
and 21. The book purchased and described by Flamel seems to be iden-
tical with an illustrated manuscript work of which several copies are
available in various French libraries.5 1 consulted them and found that
the one in the Paris Bibliothé¢que Nationale (MS Frangais 14765) is the
best and most complete (see Figure 15.1). The following description is
based on it.

The manuscript has a printed title page with a richly decorated
frame, identified in the lower right corner as having been designed and
engraved by F. N. Martinet, and dated 1760. It reads (in French):
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This title page is the only printed part of the book. It is followed by
395 manuscript pages in eighteenth-century French hand, with inserted
hand-painted illustrations in color, corresponding to the descriptions of
the figures given by Flamel. The text begins as follows:

Our respectable Jewish priest has issued no more forceful and more fre-
quent warnings and commandments than to preserve at the bottom of the
heart the most hidden secrets of the kabbalistic art, and he uttered a thou-
sand maledictions against those who, with an ignorant sacrilege and a
shameless temerity, reveal them to unworthy people in order to be profa-
nated. He inveighs against those who would explicate them with less re-
straint and respect than fits the curses which it is horrible to hear and which
the most penetrating spirit has pain to understand. Maranatha (which in
Greek and Arabic signifies »f* malediction) in the city and in the country
*} maranatha =+ malediction upon the children, upon the animals, upon
the flocks, maranatha * malediction upon the barns and upon the crops
as well as upon the houses if the secrets are not treated with all the piety
required. Maranatha if one does not observe with regard to them the si-
lence of Pythagoras and of Harpocrates. He adds to all this the pestilence,
the fever, the heat and the cold and the seasons infested with a malignant
air, and finally all that which can ravage and destroy the world (and that to
infinity) against those who will mock it, who will consider it as stories of
the old people.

We discussed maranatha above; the curses listed, although not a
quotation, are closely reminiscent of those enumerated in Deuteronomy
28:16ff.

On page 4 we find a genealogy of the prophetic blessing: it was passed
on from Isaac to Jacob, from Jacob to Judah, and so down to Jesus (p.
6). From page 9 on, the text is surrounded by marginal notes, seemingly
from the same hand, including drawings of alchemical vessels. Opposite
page 9 is the first hand-painted colored plate, followed by six more, op-
posite pages 14, 21, 37, 43, 51, and 59. Each picture is followed by
several pages of explanatory text.

A Christological tendency is evident in a comment on page 37: “All
the Hebrew doctors make mention of the cross, and wished that one
give it great veneration, since it contains all the secrets of physics, of
magic, and of religion.”

Page 71 reads: “First book of the sacred numbers with the miraculous
prayers appropriate according to the Kabbalah,” and then follows a
prayer to Jesus Christ.

Page 72 reads: “The manner of making the mirror of Solomon with
the prayers for rendering this operation effective,” and goes on to de-
scribe how to prepare such a mirror with the four names Adonai, Jeho-



FLAMEL’S JEWISH MASTERS 229

vah, Eloin (Elohim), and Mitatron (i.e., Metatron, the chief angel). The
prayer to be said asks God to allow the supplicant to see in the mirror
“your angel Aniel.” Then follows an incantation: “Come, O Aniel, in
the name of the terrible Jehovah.” On the left margin of the page there
is a sketch of the “Mirror of Solomon” (see Figure 15.2).
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Figure 15.2. Sketch of the Mirror
of Solomon.

Page 99 contains a “conjuration of the angel Raphael.” Page 124
speaks of the mystery of the incarnation. On page 134 an alchemical
operation is stated to be “capable of being taken for a symbol of the
proof of the death of Jesus Christ.” Page 141 says that “several theolo-
gians of the Kabbalah of the Hebrews believe and even assert that Jesus
Christ assumed a human body independently of Adam’s sin.” On page
157 we read that “the resurrection of King Sulphur represents allegori-
cally the resurrection of Jesus Christ himself,” and that “all the doctors
and masters of the Hebrews have asserted that the seeds of Immortality
and of glorification were scattered in all, the things, from which they
inferred the resurrection of Jesus Christ and of the bodies.” All in all the
book is replete with Christological interpretations of alchemical pro-
cesses. At the same time, Hebrew-Jewish theological terms are fre-
quently used. Thus page 296 mentions “the great Adonay,” and pages
300ff. tell of seven temples dedicated to “the great Yahweh” (the word
is written in neat Hebrew characters) of which the seventh was that of
Solomon. The first was that of Adam, the second of Cain, the third of
Enoch, the fourth of Noah, the fifth of Abraham, the sixth of Moses. In
connection with the temple of Abraham the text refers to the months of
Nissan and Tishri (p. 302). All this shows that even if the book was orig-
inally of Jewish authorship, it was subsequently thoroughly reworked
by one or more Christian authors. Of Jewish relevance is the repeated
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appearance of the Tetragrammaton in Hebrew script and of the David’s
star (on pp 206, 315, 325) This being the case, 1t seems justified to
interpret Flamel’s emphasis on the Jewish authorship, provenance, and
decipherment of the book as a reflection of the prestuge Jews had in hus
eyes—and must have had 1n the eyes of the Christian circles to which he
belonged—as masters of alchemy

A REMARKABLE sequel to the story of Flamel and his Jewish masters in
alchemy took place 1n the early eighteenth century, four hundred years
after Flamel’s death In that period Paul Lucas (1664-1737), a French
traveler and antiquarian, made repeated trips to the Orient and de
scribed them 1n several books ¢ In the first volume of his 1712 trave
logue there 1s a chapter entitled “Conversations with the Dervishes His-
tory of Flamel Is He Sull Alive?” In 1t Lucas describes how one day,
taking a walk 1n the streets of Bursa, Turkey, he met a dervish who told
him that he had come from the land of the Uzbeks (1in Central Asia)

He seemed to me to be more learned than the others I think he knew all
the languages of the world 7 Since he did not know that T was French, after
having spoken Turkish for some time, he asked me whether I knew Latin,
Spanush, or Itahan [Then] he spoke to me in French hike a man who was
brought up 1n Paris Finally I mentioned to him the 1iltustrious Flamel
I told him that despite the philosophers’ stone, he was dead 1n all respects
Hearing that name he started to laugh at my simphaty Since I had almost
begun to believe hum 1n the other things, I was extremely astomished to see
him doubt that which I stated Having noticed my surpnse, he again asked
in the same tone whether I was good enough to behieve that Flamel was
dead “No, no,” said he, “you are mistaken Flamel 1s alive, neither he nor
his wife have as yet known what 1s death It 1s not yet three years hence that
I have left both of them 1n India, and he 1s one of my most trusted friends ”
He even went on to state for me the time when he made Flamel’s acquain
tance, but then he restrained himself and told me that he wanted me to
learn his history, which undoubtedly 1s unknown 1n my country

“QOur sages,” he continued, “although rare in the world, are found
equally among all sects, and 1n this respect no sect 1s superior to the other
In the days of Flamel there was one [among us] of the Jewish religion In
the early times of his hfe he became desirous of not losing sight of the
descendants of his brothers, and knowing that for the most part they had
gone to live 1n France, the desire to see them prompted him to leave us and
to undertake the voyage We did all we could to dissuade him, and several
times he changed his plan at our advice In the end, his extreme desire to
go there made him depart, with the pronuse, however, to rejoin us as soon
as would be possible for him He arnived 1n Paris, which was at that time,
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as it is at present, the capital of the kingdom. He found that the descen-
dants of his father were held in great esteem among the Jews. He saw,
among others, a rabbi of his race who appeared to want to become a sa-
pant, that is to say, who sought the true Philosophy, and labored on the
Great Work. Our friend did not disdain to make the acquaintance of his
small nephews. He established with him [the rabbi] ties of close friendship,
and gave him many explanations. But since the first material takes long to
make, he was content with putting in writing the whole science of the
Work, and in order to prove to him that he did not write falsehoods for
him, he made in his presence a projection of 30 ocques® of metal which he
transmuted into the purest of gold. The rabbi, full of admiration for our
brother, made every effort to induce him to stay with him. But this was in
vain, he was determined to keep the word he gave us. Finally the Jew [i.e.,
the rabbi], not being able to obtain anything from him, changed his friend-
ship into mortal hatred, and the avarice that suffocated him made him re-
sort to the black scheme of extinguishing one of the lights of the Universe.
But, wishing to dissimulate, he asked the sage to give him the honor of
staying with him a few more days, and during that time, with incredible
treachery, he killed him and took from him all his medicine. The horrible
deed could not for long remain unpunished. The Jew was discovered, put
in prison, and, for several other crimes of which he was also convicted, was
burned alive. The persecution of the Jews of Paris began shortly thereafter,
and you know that all of them were expelled. Flamel, more reasonable than
most of the other Parisians, had no difficulty in establishing relations with
some Jews; he was considered even by them a person of honesty and of
well-known probity. This was the reason why a Jewish merchant conceived
of the plan to entrust to him his registers and all his papers, persuaded that
he would not use them for evil, and that he would want to save them from
the general conflagration. Among these papers were found those of the
rabbi who was burned, including the books of our sage. The merchant,
undoubtedly busy with his commerce, had not paid much attention to
them. But Flamel, who later examined them, noticing the figures of fur-
naces, alembics, and other similar vessels, and judging with good reason
that this could be the secret of the Great Work, felt that he must not stop
there. Since these books were in Hebrew, he arranged for the translation of
the first page. This little having confirmed him in his thought, in order to
use prudence and not to be discovered, this is the manner to which he
resorted: he betook himself to Spain, and since there were Jews there al-
most everywhere, in every place he asked someone to translate for him one
page of his book. Having in this manner translated all of it, he took the
road back to Paris. On the way there he found for himself a faithful friend
whom he took with him to labor on the work, and to whom he planned to
divulge subsequently his secret. But an illness carried him off prematurely.
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“Thus Flamel, upon reaching home, decided to work with his wife: they
achieved their goal, and having acquired immense riches they caused the
construction of several large public buildings, and enriched several people.
Fame is sometimes a very annoying thing, but a sage knows, with his pru-
dence, how to extricate himself from all difficulty. Flamel saw clearly that
he would be arrested if he should be believed to possess the philosophers’
stone, and it would be unlikely that much time could pass without that
science being attributed to him, in consequence of the glitter which his
largess brought him. Thus, like a true philosopher who does not care about
living in view of the human race, he found the means to escape by publiciz-
ing his death and the death of his wife. At his advice, she feigned illness,
which took its course, and when she was pronounced dead, she was near
her suisse [?] where she was instructed to wait for him. They buried in her
place a piece of wood and clothes, and in order not to lack a ritual this was
done in a church which she had caused to be built. Subsequently he had
recourse to the same stratagem for himself: since one does everything for
money, he had no trouble in winning over the physician and the people of
the Church. He left a testament in which he recommended explicitly that
they should bury him with his wife, and erect a pyramid over their tombs.
A second piece of wood was buried in his stead, while the sage himself was
on his way to join his wife. After that time the two of them led a philosoph-
ical life with one another, sometimes in one country sometimes in another.
Behold, this is the true story of Flamel, and not that which you believe, nor
that which people foolishly think in Paris, where few have the knowledge of
the true wisdom.”

This account seemed to me, and in fact was, very strange. It was the more
surprising for me since it was told to me by a Turk who, I believe, had never
set foot in France. In fact, I report it only as a historian, and I pass over
several other things, even less credible, which he nevertheless told me in
affirmative tones. I content myself with remarking that one has in general
too low an idea about the science of the Turks, and that the one about
whom I speak is a man of a superior type.’

We cannot undertake here an investigation of the truth of this remark-
able story, but sightings of a famous alchemist after his death by individ-
uals who believe that he did not die—could not die since he possessed
the philosophers’ stone which is the elixir of life—have remained quite
common down to the twentieth century, so that this part of the story
need not surprise us. What is interesting in the present context is that
although Paul Lucas’s story (or the dervish’s story) knows nothing of
the book of the Jew Abraham, it attributes Flamel’s alchemical expertise
to another Jewish source: this time it is an anonymous Jewish sage, a
member of an interreligious brotherhood of Oriental sages, who goes
from an unnamed eastern country to Paris, is murdered there by a fellow
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Jew, and leaves behind secret Hebrew alchemical notes or books. Subse-
quently, when the Jews are persecuted in Paris, these books fall into the
hands of Flamel. This version too knows of Flamel’s voyage to Spain,
where several Jewish sages are able and willing to translate for him the
Hebrew text page by page. However, in this version Master Canches has
paled into an anonymous “faithful friend,” whom Flamel meets in
Spain, who is not among his masters but a would-be disciple whom
Flamel is ready to instruct in alchemy, but who, like Canches, dies pre-
maturely. All these details, even though changed and distorted, bear a
definite resemblance to the original Flamel story. What is new in this
version is the faking of death by Flamel and his wife, their false burials,
and continued life thereafter in many countries down to the present
(eighteenth century), and as far east as India.

The Flamel story demonstrates that in both the fourteenth and the
eighteenth centuries the Jews are presented as adepts of the Royal Art,
as its past masters, whose writings and oral instructions are the only truly
reliable sources from which its Christian students can obtain real mas-
tery. Whether or not Jewish alchemists actually possessed superior
knowledge in alchemy, there can be no doubt that the gentile alchemical
circles were suffused with the perception that they did. This view was
probably nourished by the fact that the Jewish alchemists knew Hebrew,
a language difficult for the gentiles to acquire, and that Hebrew, with its
close association with Kabbalah and gematria, was considered by gen-
tiles the key that opened a door to the mysterious realms of the Great
Art.

It is not my intention to draw too close an analogy between medieval
Jewish medicine and Jewish alchemy—although many Jewish physicians
were alchemists as well—but just as Jewish doctors had the reputation in
royal and princely courts of being the best, so did Jewish alchemists; and
just as kings and princes preferred to employ Jewish doctors as their per-
sonal physicians, so they preferred to employ Jewish alchemists, as
shown by examples discussed in the present book. It seems that in both
medicine and alchemy Jewish practitioners constituted a disproportion-
ately high percentage, and if so, they must have made a considerable
contribution to both arts. In view of this it is remarkable—and unfortu-
nate—that from the entire span of the Christian Middle Ages the works
of no great Jewish alchemist identified by the author’s name have sur-
vived to take their place next to those of Albertus Magnus, Ruysbroek,
Flamel, Trevisanus, Valentinus, Zachaire, and others.



Chapter Sixteen

TWO SPANISH-JEWISH COURT
ALCHEMISTS

THE STORY of Flamel’s meeting with Master Canches contains an indi-
cation of the reputation Spanish Jewish alchemists enjoyed far beyond
the borders of the Iberian Peninsula. Flamel’s account creates the im-
pression that the Jewish alchemists in Spain plied their trade openly, that
the people at large were well aware of the presence of an alchemist in
their midst. Otherwise, it would be hard to imagine how a visiting gen-
tile merchant from France could locate, apparently without any diffi-
culty, a Jewish alchemist.

Contemporary historical sources preserved in Spanish archives con-
firm this impression. They contain documentation pertaining to the life
and work of two Jewish alchemists, one in the middle of the fourteenth
century, and the other toward its end. The earlier one was Magister Me-
nahem, who was a physician and alchemist like Master Canches, whereas
the later, Caracosa Samuel, was one of the heads of the Jewish commu-
nity of Perpignan and an alchemist with a royal license.

MAGISTER MENAHEM

The name of Magister Menahem appears the first time in a document
dated June 1345, which tells about a lawsuit brought by a certain José
Maria Quadrado in Palma de Mallorca, accusing Jacobus Rubeus and
“Magister Menaym [Menahem] Judeus” of defrauding people with
counterfeit silver and gold. Points III through VII of the indictment
read (in Dr. Joseph Salemi’s translation):

ITI. That the said Jacobus and certain others, through dishonest substitu-
tion and by means of wicked and counterfeiting art, caused false and coun-
terfeit gold and silver to be made in his house, and he exchanged them and
sold them and deceived some persons. And this is public knowledge.

IV. That the said counterfeiting of metals was accomplished through the
work of Magister Menaym the Jew, and this is public knowledge.

V. That the said Menaym is a great experimenter and necromancer, and
he is known in the street or among the Jews.

VI. That for many months he dwelt almost continuously, day and night,
in the house of Jacobus Rubeus, eating, drinking, and sleeping there—so
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much so that he sometimes remained there for a full week, right up untl
Sabbath evening

VII That the said Jacobus gave clothing and a great quantity of florins
to Magister Menaym as wages for his work

Furthermore, the indictment alleged that

since Magister Menaym the Jew and Senata the silversmith, who are ac
complices in the counterfeiting of gold and silver, are persons suspected of
wanting to flee, and likewise Marcus de Santa Cruz, who has been accused
of stirring up the populace with his words—that 1s, 1f they should become
aware of the aforesaid [indictments]—it 1s requested that they be appre
hended without delay and thrown into one of the royal fortresses, since
they cannot be detained safely in a common prison for the reason expressed
to you *

No information 1s available as to the outcome of the lawswt, but 1f
Magister Menahem was actually imprisoned 1 one of the royal for-
tresses, that seems to have been the opening for him of a fabulous ca
reer, somewhat reminiscent of that of the biblical Joseph Within a year,
King Pedro IV (r 1336-1387), who only shortly before had gained
control over the Kingdom of Majorca, appointed him his personal physi-
cian, and one month later, on July 7, 1346, he concluded an agreement
with him concerning certain expertments and opera, whose nature 1s not
stated in the surviving letter patent, but which could not have been any-
thing but alchemical 1n character 2 Thus the man who 1n the summer of
1345 stood before the law court of Palma accused of manufacturing
false gold and silver, and defrauding with them his fellow citizens, be-
came a year later an influential high official of the royal court, and en
trusted officially with precisely the type of work that he had been ac-
cused of having engaged 1n fraudulently

Magister Menahem retained his position for several years, and became
a confidant of the king, who considered him his master 1n both alchemy
and astrology Thus 1s recorded by Geronymo Curita (Zunta), the six
teenth-century chronicler of Aragonese history, who devotes a few lines
to sketching the intellectual and hiterary interests of Pedro 1V, and mn
that connection speaks of Menahem “[King Pedro IV] was much de-
voted to all kinds of letters, especially to astrology, and was fond of al-
chemy, in which he found as master a Jewish physician of his, whose
name was Menahem ”?

CARACOSA SAMUEL

Perpignan, located 1n the eastern Pyrenees, was from 1276 to 1344 the
capital of the Kingdom of Majorca, and 1n the fifteenth to seventeenth
centuries changed hands several times between Spamn and France The
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name of Caracosa Samuel appears the first ume 1n 1367 as one of the
ne’emanm (trustees) who headed the aljama, the Jewish community of
Perpignan * Six years later he appears again 1n an order issued by King
Pedro IV and addressed to several Jewish notables, Samuel among
them, mstructing them to appear within six days 1n Barcelona to render
their expert opinion 1n a question that had to be deaded according to
Jewish law 3

In the decades that had passed since he first employed Magister Me-
nahem, King Pedro’s mnterest in alchemy did not abate, and on Apnl 1,
1384, he 1ssued a decree that permutted three Christian alchemusts to
practice their art i velle Montisallr (Montblanch), and empowered
them to work “together with those Christians, Jews, or Saracens who
might want to take part in the said labor, as often and wherever 1t will
seem expedient to them ”® This document, incidentally, testifies to co-
operation 1n Spain among alchemusts of the three faiths

The successor of Pedro IV on the throne of Aragon, John I (r 1387~
1396), was, like his predecessor, a patron of the arts and an aficionado
of alchemy Under him, Caracosa Samuel came to play an important role
as an alchemust authornized by royal decree to practice his art The decree
1in question has survived, and the following 1s 1ts translation

We John, etc , noting that 1t shall be illicit for no one to direct his attention
to the workings of plilosophy, whether they be natural or aruficial, and for
that reason agreeing to the request of some members of our domestic
household who have interceded before us on your behalf, Caracosa
Samuel, Jew of the city of Perpignan, we concede to you that you have the
right to, and can experiment with, the art of alchemy anywhere 1n our terr
tories, without incurring anyone’s penalty, you may freely use, and try
through experimentation to the fullest degree, whatever you think fit in
this art, you may do and fabricate each and every thing which 1s consonant
with, necessary to, and convenient in whatever manner to, the said art and
to its practice and exercise We command by this same document in specific
terms and expressly our governor general and appointees everywhere and
their lieutenants, that under pain of incurring our wrath and indignation
they should honor and observe, and neither contravene nor permit anyone
else to contravene, our concession and license to you, and all contained 1n
1t, for any reason In testimony of this thing we have ordered the present
document to be made and ratified with our seal Given at Perpignan, on the
fitth day of April in the year 1396 from the nativity of our Lord 7

Two conclusions can be reached from these sparse historical refer
ences One 1s that to be an alchemist was an honored profession among
the Jews of Perpignan 1n the fourteenth century, since otherwise they
would not have elected an alchemust to be one of the trustees of the
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community. Moreover, since there is no reason to suspect that the situa-
tion in Perpignan was exceptional in this respect, and since there is addi-
tional evidence supplied by other data, one can generalize and assume
that this was the case in the medieval Jewish communities in the Western
world in general.

The second conclusion, likewise confirmed by collateral evidence, is
that kings and princes put special reliance on Jewish alchemists, en-
dowed them with the right of practicing their secret art all over the royal
domains, and appointed them as court alchemists whose official func-
tions included teaching alchemy to the royal aficionados, and producing
gold for the treasury. To put it differently: the historical data, even
though scarce, do indicate that alchemy was an important field in Jewish
cultural and economic life, and that Jewish alchemists played an impor-
tant role in the practice of the “Great Art” in the gentile world.

Royal sponsorship of alchemy in general, and of Jewish alchemists in
particular, inevitably raises a serious question: since the scientific infor-
mation at our disposal today makes us certain beyond the slightest
doubt that no alchemist was ever able to transmute base metal into gold,
how then were the alchemists employed by royal heads to make gold for
them able to escape the ultimate unmasking of their failure, and the ulti-
mate penalty that would inevitably have followed? I cannot answer this
question satisfactorily, even though quite a number of technical, legal,
circumstantial, and psychological factors could be cited to show the
great difficulty to be encountered in any attempt to prove fraud by an
alchemist working under royal license. In any case, it is a fact that in all
the historical sources relating to Jewish alchemists I have studied, 1
found not a single case in which such a practitioner was in any way pe-
nalized for failing to produce gold. Hence it seems legitimate to con-
clude that the alchemists in question were astute enough to protect them-
selves one way or another, so that, even if a lawsuit was initiated against
them (as it happened in the early life of Menahem of Majorca), the au-
thorities did not muster enough evidence to lead to their conviction.



Chapter Seventeen

ABRAHAM ELEAZAR

ALCHEMICAL treatises, as a rule, deal with pracucal, realistic or quasi
realistic subjects, such as the transmutation of metals, or the production
of the great elixir, and, on the theoretical side, with the nature of nature,
the origin and development of metals, and the like These matters are of
equal concern to members of all religious and ethnic groups, and one
would not expect to find in alchemucal treatises references to particular
religio-ethnic concerns In fact, at the most one finds 1n them a few brief
general phrases, such as “thank God,” “with the help of God,” and so
on, which are nothing more than commonplace expressions of the prev-
alent religious sentiments The most remarkable exception to this rule 1
have encountered 1s Abraham Eleazar’s Uraltes Chymasches Werck, which
1s unquestionably the most Jewish alchemical book 1n existence

Nothing 1s known of Abraham Eleazar except what can be deduced
from his book, which was printed in Erfurt in 1735 and which carries
the following long descriptive title (in German)

R Abraham Eleazar’s Age-Old Chymscal Work | Uraltes Chymasches Werck)
which was ere now written by the Author partly in Laun and Arabic, partly
also 1n the Chaldacan and Syriac Language, subsequently translated into
our German Mother Tongue by an Anonymous Now, however, delivered
to public Print with appertinent Coppers, Figures, Vessels, Ovens, a brief
Preface, the requisite Indices, as well as added Keys of the foreign Words
occurnng 1n 1t, with the usual Approbation for the Benefit and Use of all
Lovers of the noble Hermeuc Philosophy, in Two Parts, by Julius Gerva

stus of Schwarzburg. p M & J P E

As the uitle page states, the book contains two parts, each with an
mner title page of its own The first follows Gervasius’s Preface, and
reads

Covenant!
God without Beginning and End
Abraham Eleazar the Jew, A Prince, Priest, and Lewite
Astrologer and Philosopher, born of the Stock of Abraham
Isaac, Jacob, and Judah
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Figure 17.1. Frontispiece of Abraham Eleazar, Uraltes
Chymasches Werck. The Hebrew words on top read
ba’orab sefer, but they are faultily vocalized and
reversed. They should read sefer ha’orab, 1.e., Book of
Light. The Hebrew word under the feet of the figure
reads “torah.”

The title page of the second part reads:

Donum Dez [Gift of God] of Samuel Baruch, the Rabbi, Astrologer and
Philosopher, born of the Stock of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Judah, which
teaches the great Secret of the great Master Tubal-Cain, from his Tablet,
found by the Jew Abraham Eleazar, 1. N. J. cx1.2

These three title pages in themselves purport to give quite a lot of
information about the provenance, authorship, and contents of the two
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parts of the book, but the problem is that of the four individuals men-
tioned only one, the mythical biblical figure Tubal-Cain, is known, and
the three others—Abraham Eleazar, Samuel Baruch, and Julius Gerva-
sius—are totally unknown. As often happens with books of such prob-
lematic authorship, the provenance of this one has given rise to scholarly
controversy.

The Uraltes Chymisches Werck (hereafter Werck) was first examined by
Johann Friedrich Gmelin, a late eighteenth-century historian of chemis-
try, who states that there are in it “instructions for the preparation of
mineral acids,” and considers it valuable in connection with “the Great
Work of Transmutation.” He attributes the book to the beginning of
the fourteenth century, a period preceding that of Flamel, but does so
without any supporting argument.®

After Gmelin, Hermann Kopp, the outstanding nineteenth-century
historian of alchemy, subjected the book to critical scrutiny, and found
that on page 6 of part 2 of the 1760 edition there was a Latin passage
taken from the Tabula Smaragdina,* which could not be earlier than
the twelfth century. He also examined the political references in the
book, and found that they reflected the conditions in the seventeenth
century. Morcover, he asked his colleague, the Orientalist Gustav Weil
(author of the classic Biblische Legenden der Musulminner [1845] and
many other important books) to check over the text of the Werck. Weil’s
opinion was that the book contained several incorrect quotations from
the Old Testament, a prayer that did not confirm to the Jewish faith, a
Chaldaean quote that was partly unintelligible (in part 2, p. 11), and so
on. On this basis Kopp concluded that the author, Abraham Eleazar,
was supposititious, that the book was spurious, that it could not have
been written earlier than the seventeenth century, and that its real au-
thor was Julius Gervasius.®

This view was unquestioningly accepted by Moritz Steinschneider,
who in 1894 pronounced categorically that the book was a forgery.®

Another twelve years later, John Ferguson, the conscientious cata-
loger of alchemical literature, recapitulated Kopp’s views and stated that
he could not entirely agree with them. His own conclusion was that
“Gervasius may . . . have based his adaptation on some old manuscripts,
if he did not actually reprint one, as he professes to have done.””

Ferguson’s view was either unknown to, or disregarded by, C. G.
Jung, who in 1963 opined that the Werck was a late forgery from the
beginning of the eighteenth century, that the author, Abraham Eleazar,
purported to be a Jew but was clumsy enough not only to perpetrate
anachronisms, but to reveal “his own unquestionably Christian psychol-
ogy.”8 T am not sure what “anachronisms” Jung refers to, and as to the
“psychology” of the author, we shall return to it anon. First, however,
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let us tackle the question of whether the book could have been written
by Gervasius, as Kopp concluded.

Gervasius (whose name, I repeat, is known only from this book),
brought the book to press, as stated on the main title page, and contrib-
uted to it the preface that he signed. Even a cursory reading of this pref-
ace shows that, as far as his opinion of Abraham Eleazar’s Judaism was
concerned, Gervasius was a typical son of his age: he speaks of the au-
thor’s “Jewish blindness” in matters of faith, and criticizes him for mix-
ing in his text, “in accordance with his Jewish rudeness, not only many
impertinent phrases, strange fables, empty consolations, adventurous
prophecies, and idolatrous formulas of prayer, but also occasionally very
great mistakes here and there, which one would ecither have liked to
change, or else to omit entirely, had one not been apprehensive that
thereby the position of the whole book could possibly be nullified.” And
he adds, “One could, if time and space permitted, easily and at length
refute the drivel scattered in the book by this Jew, with which he tries to
defile Christendom,” but feels that since this was done effectively by the
anti-Jewish authors Wagenseil, Eisenmenger, Gerson, Hosemann, and
Miiller, it is unnecessary to do so.

Of the Jews in general Gervasius had a similarly dim view. He writes:
“the curse that the ancestors of this miserable people wished upon their
own necks in the days of our most beloved Savior Christus Jesus, Matth.
27:22.° is still lying upon their souls” (f. 7b). Utterances such as these
make it evident that Gervasius was a typical eighteenth-century anti-
Semite who, in publishing a book by a Jewish alchemical author, felt
obliged to make sure that his own negative views of Jews and Judaism
were clearly stated in the preface. It is difficult to imagine that all this
was a devious ploy and a ruse, and that he himself wrote the “drivel
scattered in the book” only to censure them in the preface.

However, if Gervasius did not write the book, but merely edited a
manuscript that was written by a Jewish author—and we shall show that
such was the case—the question arises: why did he bother with publish-
ing it at all? The answer, I believe, lies in the great respect that Christian
alchemists had for Jewish adepts, despite their unfriendly attitude to-
ward Jews in general. Some of the most renowned Christian (and Mus-
lim) alchemists had learned their art from Jewish masters and Gervasius
was evidently one of them. Even though his view of Jews was negative,
he nevertheless recognized the Jewish author’s alchemical mastery, and
considered his book important enough to publish, and thereby enhance
his own reputation as an alchemist, while at the same time taking care to
emphasize his objections to Jewish views that had nothing to do with
alchemy. With this understanding, let us now have a look at Gervasius’s
preface and see what we can learn from it about Abraham Eleazar.
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Gervasius states that he published the book on the basis of “a very
rare and precious manuscript.” He takes it for granted that this manu-
script was identical with (or a copy of) the one that fell into the hands of
Flamel, which Flamel spent twenty-one years seeking to understand.
Gervasius refers to a German edition of Flamel’s “Chymical works,”
printed in Hamburg in 1681, and, in order to point out the importance
of Abraham’s manuscript he quotes Flamel to the effect that “he would
never have found the true vessel of the philosophers had not the Jew
Abraham depicted it with its proportionate fire, in which consists a great
part of the secret.”

Gervasius also quotes another, anonymous, alchemical author, who
in his book, entitled Curiense Untersuchung (Curious Investigation),
“praises singularly this Jew for giving indications about how, where, and
when to find the prima materia of the philosophers’ stone.”

As for the person of Abraham Eleazar, Gervasius says that “One can-
not precisely determine when this rabbi lived, but words contained in
Part One, pages 7 and 8, indicate that he flourished quite some time
after the destruction of Jerusalem.” He explains that the many Chaldaic,
Syriac, Arabic, and Greek words contained in the Werck are attributable
to the fact that after the Jews returned from the Babylonian Captivity,
they forgot Hebrew, and within seventy years acquired not only Chal-
daic but also the languages of the nations with whom they mingled.
Then he goes on to recapitulate the story of the biblical origin of al-
chemy as it was current in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, includ-
ing, of course, the names of (the original) Abraham, Tubal-Cain, and
Moses. He asserts that what Abraham Eleazar did in his book was to
explain clearly the transmitted formas bievoglyphicas, that is, the pictorial
representations, originally made by Tubal-Cain. In this connection he
refers to Josephus Flavius, Antiguities of the Jews, 1:3:7, who, he says,
states that Tubal-Cain invented the art of metal-working.!® All this is
merely a rehashing of what was commonplace in alchemical circles in the
eighteenth century.

As for the period in which Abraham Eleazar lived, we can learn noth-
ing definite from Gervasius’s preface. However, he either believed or
pretended to believe that Abraham Eleazar lived prior to the time of
Flamel, that is, before the fourteenth century. Nor can we learn more
from the text of the book itself, except for one thing: the author evi-
dently lived in the midst of a Jewish community that was suffering op-
pression, persecution, rapine, and rapings, and had great difficulty in de-
fraying the taxes imposed upon it by the “Roman Emperor,” which
designation could apply to the head of the Holy Roman Empire, which
is generally considered to have been founded by Charlemagne in 800,
and lasted for a thousand years.
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What 1s unusual in Abraham Eleazar’s book 1s that in 1t he gives re
peated expression to his deep concern for the misery of the Jews, empha-
sizes that he reveals the alchemical secrets for the explicit purpose of
alleviating their sufferings, and constantly mingles the mysterious al-
chemical recipes he presents with expressions of commuseration and of
consolation The tendency to be the comforter of hus people 1s evinced
right after the inner ttle page of the first book The lower part of that
page reads

I wish my brothers, who by the wrath of the great God lie scattered and
captive 1n slavery here and there 1n the world, much luck and salvation 1n
the name of the soon to come Messiah and the great prophet Isaiah who
already calls out to all his brothers Den: Adonas Bocstto Ochysche, 60 F 1
Therefore wait patiently untl the Hero comes, but Maranatha!? [curse]
upon all and every one of those who are not of the stock of Judah, who get
this book 1nto their hands, so that they should become darkened, and per
1sh like the band of Korah, Datan, Abiram, and perish in o8 esh [fire], or

disappear
INUCX!®

AZOTH HYLE SHAMAYIM!4

In the first few pages of his book Abraham Eleazar reminds his broth-
ers of the sins of their fathers whose consequences they were stll suffer-
ing, and calls on them to repent their own sins These pages set the tone
of the whole book, throughout which Abraham Eleazar shows himself
to be full of aching concern for the fate of his people

After a lengthy quotation from 4 Ezra 14 39-47 (which may have
been added by Gervasius), Abraham Eleazar holds out the promise to
his brothers that the Messiah (the word 1s written in Hebrew characters)
would soon come and redeem them Addressing God, he describes in
heartbreaking detail the suffering of his people “O Lord, they make our
virgins subservient to them, and violate them n front of our eyes, our
elders and princes are mercilessly murdered by them, our youths are put
to death under the burden 7 (p 4) Then he switches to a description
of the messianic age which 1s soon to come, and asserts that he 1s reveal-
ing 1n this book “the secrets of our fathers so that you should be able to
pay the tribute to the Roman Emperor, and to redeem the poor
captives Therefore I want to teach you the preparation of the metals
in Asophol [gold melted through anamony|!® and Diana [silver], and to
depict 1t with invariable words and figures, so that you should be able to
grasp 1t with your hands, and [know] how to prepare the A 1 [fire] of
the Lord, which was lost, when the time comes to intimadate with 1t
your enemies, so that you should have 1t 1n your hands for your protec
tion” (pp 6-7)
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The passage that follows 1s interesting because 1t contains a reference,
unusual 1n alchemustic hiterature, to Jewish alchemucal secrets hidden n
the ruins of Jerusalem

Furthermore I want to show you the place where our Fathers walled 1n and
buried the secrets, when Jerusalem was destroyed by the emperor Titus
Vespasianus, so that you should be able to tell and show 1t to your children,
for no heathen will find the spot, only our brothers For the signs stand to
this very hour, so that even a blind man among you will find it, which how
ever will happen when the great prophet Elijah will be present, for prior to
that nime, even 1f you have all the signs, you will sull not obtamn 1t For
already out of curiosity some went there, and searched for the place, and
even found it, but when they opened 1t /\ [fire] came out so that they
partly perished Therefore beware lest this book get 1nto the hands of your
enemies, lest the wrath of the great God be kindled against you even more
For then your enemies would have even more reason to afflict and torture
you Therefore let Maranatha come upon all those who get this book mto
their hands and to whom 1t does not belong Maranatha must darken and
destroy them (p 7)

The subject of the secret hidden 1n (or under) the ruins of the Jerusa
lem Temple preoccupied Abraham Eleazar to such an extent that on the
next page he returned to 1t

The great 7" Jehova will not maintain his wrath forever, but will shortly
gather us, to occupy again our inheritance, so that you, when the time
comes, should be advised where our priests hid the most noble secrets at
the ttme when Titus Vespastanus wickedly burned and destroyed the holy
city and the Sanctuary The same will be found at the entrance to the Holy
of Holies toward morning [the east], where there 1s a vault 500 spans deep,
through a narrow passage, and 1t 1s paved with broad hewn flat stones, with
V/ [earth] two cubits deep upon them, then again flat stones This 1s hid

den until the present hour, and will be found at the time when Elijah comes
with the Maschiach [Messiah} Therefore, dear brothers, moan and groan
with yearning for 1t, for at that time you will everywhere destroy your ene

mies There have been a few brothers who received word about this secret
from their fathers They dared, went there to help their brothers, this was
a good 1ntention, but because they were not of the stock of Judah, and also
did not understand the signs, because they started to work without instruc

tion, they did not find it Had they, however, understood the Syna
[signs], they would have found that which was hidden, had not the God of
Abraham and Isaac held lus hand over it But so that you should be sure of
the figures and the indicanions which you will find 1n your search, I want to
paint for you and reveal those which I received from my fathers 1) When
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you come to the place where the Holy of Holies stood and when you have
found the spot and the entrance to 1t toward morning [the east] on the
night side, clear 1t away, and then you will find a stone which lies two cubuts
deep it1s marked thus ©N [esh, fire], lift 1t up, 1t lies 200 spans deep If the
passage 1s ruined, you must continue to clear it until you come to the place
where you will find all the secrets which our fathers possessed, and will
know how you should make use of them For at that time your enermes will
begin to torment you But be of good cheer, for you will get the sword into
your hands which will devour your enenues But so that you should have a
consolation until the time comes, and you can come to the aid of your poor
captive brothers to redeem them of their servitude, pay attention to what
these appointed figures mdicate For you should know that God the High
est will promise and give you His blessing so that you should enjoy the
breadth of the land and dnnk the dew of heaven (pp 8-10)

At this pomnt Abraham Eleazar breaks off his prophetic pronounce
ments, divests himself of his Jewish religio nationalistic considerations,
and assumes the mantle of the alchemucal adept, by continuing in a to
tally different vein “For our father Hermes says Pater erus est Sol, Mater
Luna, Ventus portavit wn ventve suo, that 1s, “His father 1s the sun, his
mother the moon, the wind carried 1t 1n 1ts belly ” “Our father Hermes”
refers, of course, not to the Greek god whom the Roman called Mercu
rius, but to the mythical Egyptian alchemust Hermes Trismegistus,
whom Hellenstic and later alchemusts considered the father of their Art
This 1s followed by alchemical mystical pronouncements which are
difficult to understand

Sal O r1 nostrum 1n mary munds versans _C)_ acvis, mmvisihilem, congelatum
coelum nostrum, \/ m manus non madefacientem [(Take) our salnitr: (so
dium mitrate) turning 1nto the sea of the world The spirit of the air, our
nvisible congealed heaven Water which does not moisten the hand] For
the spirit of the Lord 1s unfathomable It hovers in the air, it signifies the
winged serpent, and permeates men and all creatures that are created 1n the
earth, for the winged serpent signifies the () munds universalem [unver
sal spirit of the world], permeates all things under the heaven, this is our
Materia which we prepare out of the coagulated air This 1s the _(")_ [spirit]
which 1s extracted out of the dew, and with which we prepare our & [salt]
The lowest serpent, however, sigmifies our Materia which 1s found every
where, and 1s carthly as well as heavenly, for 1t 1s the true Y Virginea &
Adamzca [virginal and Adamic earth]

Abraham Eleazar continues in this vein for several more pages, then
switches to alchemical recipes, usually bracketed in expressions of con-
cern for the Jewish people’s fate A good example of this 1s found 1n the
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second chapter (Book 1, pp 26—44) which consists of one long and 1n
volved mystico-alchemical recipe, and begins as follows

I Abraham Eleazar continue, dear brothers, to teach you Dear brothers,
since our fathers with their idolatry sinned against the Lord in the deserts,
Moses made for them a brazen serpent, fastened 1t to a cross, so that it
should be seen by the whole people, and so that they should recover from
the plague which they deserved and suffered Therefore know that if you
can fasten the serpent Phython to this cross with a golden nail, you will lack
nothing 1n wisdom Therefore, dear brothers, nature which the great Crea
tor created 1s unfathomable and this 1s the whole secret of the Art that we
extract the () [spirit] of Phython

Phython, or, as he also spells it, Python, 1s an old alchemical concept
that made 1ts first appearance in the writings of Greek alchemists who
speak of the “o1l of Python” and the “serpent Python ”'” For Abraham
Eleazar the Python has special importance

Nothing n the world has such power to destroy metals as the Phython
alone, but, dear brothers, 1t 1s not the common Phython, but our ()
Phythonis [spirtt of Python], since with the common Python our ()

Phythons in infinstnm [spint of Python to infimty] 1s muluplied, for our
_() Phythonis transmutes the common Phython into its own nature, just
as he transmutes the O [gold] and all metals into 1ts own nature For 1t 1s
the primum ens metallornm [the first essence of the metals], that 1s, the well
of the ancients, the flower which 1s covered and guarded by the griffins and
the poisonous dragons {pp 27-28)

As we can see, this 1s more mysticism than alchemy, or perhaps 1t can
best be characterized as mysticism clothed in an alchemical garb A few
pages later Abraham Eleazar interrupts his presentation, and again ad-
dresses his brothers

With this you can subdue the whole world Therefore, dear brothers, pay
attention to my teaching, for I want to reveal to you here a sull greater
secret, and teach you two ways to achieve the great quintessence Take our
mateviam magnestam [magnesia matenal], plumbum nigrum [black lead]
also called bismuth or puch [H pukh, anumony], as it comes out of those
mountains, ten or twelve pounds, make that Old One [1 ¢, the plumbum
mygrum] 1nto an mcomprehensible powder, after you have purified 1t of all
rock, put this powder 1nto a disuinct broad alabazus [sand cupel], place 1t
so that the moon should be able to shine on it and the dew to fall on 1t, but
no sun must shine on 1it, also no rain come to 1t, leave 1t stand thus four
weeks, but you must stir the powder every day, when the time 1s over, take
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Figure 17.2. Figure illustrating the unification of the air,
symbolized by the winged dragon, with the earth,
symbolized by the serpent. The two German words on
top read Vereinige sie, that is, “unite them,” followed by
the misspelled Hebrew word awir (air). At the bottom is
the Hebrew word eres (earth). From Abraham Eleazar,
Uraltes Chymisches Werck.

this powder, as our Old One, and put it in an acures [round glass vessel]
with a crooked neck [see Figure 17.3], place it into an alabazus filled with
sand, so that the sand should cover the acures, upon an oven, and give it
algir [the fourth and strongest grade of fire], termon [another grade of
fire], herno [the first grade of fire], humor [the third grade of fire] . . . (pp.
29-30).



248 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

fold)es Pulver, als unfern Ulten, undy thut es m

ein !:um!)élftgtes Acures, AR Y} s
cataer

deget foldyes in_cin Alazabus mit Gande anges

Figure 17.3. Alchemical vessel: “acures with crooked
neck.” From Abraham Eleazar, Uraltes Chymisches
Werck.

After continuing to specify the recipe in this vein for several more
pages, Abraham Eleazar again returns to his concern for his brothers:

Thus I have shown to you again, dear brothers, a way so that you should be
able to help yourselves and your poor, and also help those of your brothers
who lie captured by the enemy, and who are otherwise in need and in mis-
ery. Do not forsake the widows and the orphans, so that you should be able
to pay the tribute to the emperor. Be taciturn, lest you be overtaken by
misfortune. Cry and moan for your redemption, until the hero comes, the
Messiah, to redeem you from your tormentors, and lead you out. Then
your days will change, and your mourning will turn into joy. Dear brothers,
at that time our brothers will again gather from Assyria, Egypt, and the
other countries, they will cross with dry feet the Euphrates and the Nile
River. Yes, from all four corners of the world, morning, evening, midday
and midnight, the angels which rule the four winds will bring you together,
and collect all Israel in the holy places . . . (pp. 42—43).

A distinct element in the teachings of Abraham Eleazar is his reliance
on pictorial representation of the ideas he wishes to put across. His
chapter 4 begins as follows:

Dear brothers, Oh if only you would understand me, what I depict for you
now! For 1 speak to you as to children, and not in dark words. Learn, and
begin the work, so that your poor brothers should be redeemed of fear.
Think of how your souls are distressed under the pressure, that they can
not even raise their heads, this is why my heart breaks to show you a way,
to help you and them. If you cannot work, entreat the Lord that He give
you wisdom, Daniel 11.12, 22. It is easy and a small matter if only you will
abandon all the high things in the world. Therefore, dear brothers, I have
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Figure 17.4. The Python, from Abraham Eleazar.
Uraltes Chymasches Werck, German inscription. “With
this cut off the Pithon’s feet or burn them off with the
A\ [fire] prepared out of the green dragon.”

here again painted for you a figure where you have again two ways before
your eyes. Firstly you see how the old albaon [black lead] with his blade
wants to cut off the wild, winged feet of the Python, and that the Python
has a stick 1n his hands, which means that when this happened he then had
two natures, for this 1s what the two serpents indicate [see Figure 17.4]

This old father-begetter (Zeuge-Vater) 1s being drawn once out of the prs-
mordwal chaos, this is what the A [fire]-spewing dragon signifies. That the
Old One floats 1n the air signifies the universal () [spirit] or Python, the
beginning of all things, as I taught you, dear brothers, at the very begin

ning; and these figures are obvious, That the Old One has a scythe or a
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sickle, and wants to cut off the feet of the Python 1s an indicauon that this
can be prepared also from another matersa than the albaon, which 1s a
black grey and heavy materia, and one can get it 1n abundance, and that
the Old One floats 1n the A [aiwr] has the meaning that one should, as T
previously taught you, prepare out of this Old One the columbam Dianne
[dove of Diana, or of the moon, or of silver], and mix 1t with the Python,
and let 1t nse again, and thus you get the double Python, or the nght gluten
[glue], the Ay [fiery] dragon, 1n a humid way, but out of the green lion a
creeping dragon 1s being prepared, you have 1t before your eyes, and you
can compare the Old One to the humid way, but in the work they result 1n
the same thing, only that 1n the dry way there 1s 1n the pre Work a different
moduys than 1n the humid (pp 62-64)

I must leave 1t to students of the general history of alchemy to tackle
the question of whether the alchemical concepts and symbols—other
than the Python, on which we commented above—appearing 1n the
above text were known 1n the fourteenth century The answer to this
question could supply additional testimony as to the date of the original
manuscript of the Werck

At a later point Abraham Eleazar 1s again drawn away from his myst1
cal alchemy nto an exhortation to his brothers, on which occasion he
describes the upheavals he expected would shake the genule world 1n
the messianic times

Then the Messiah of the tribe of Judah will come Oh' Daughter of Zion,
if your king comes, hurry to recerve him with a humble heart Then you will
no longer be the forsaken one, but your ight will shine again When the
sound of the trumpets comes, the whole 7 {earth] will be shaken, and all
your enemues will tremble 1n fear and fright, yes, in fright, and know not
where to go Have this for a certain and true emblem All the nations round
about you, and also those among whom you dwell, will rise up one against
the other, France against the West, as well as Spain, and the Roman Em
peror against France, also the Northerners against one another, the Poles
agamnst the Turks, the Turks agamnst the Persians, the Muscovites against
the Tartars One kingdom will destroy the other, which will be followed by
pestilence and famine, and then your enemites will be humbled, and their
power will become nothing Therefore, dear brothers, let them always take
up the sword, and have nothing to do with them Keep to humility, and
wait with patience For your king will rise at the same time, and lead you
out with a strong arm (pp 93-95)

This seems to be the passage on which Kopp based his conclusion that
the Werck must have been written 1n the seventeenth century However,
the “prophetic” statements contained 1n 1t are much too vague to be
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interpreted as reflecting conditions of a definite period, they seem sim-
ply to enumerate all the major powers known to the author, and predict
wars between them 1n the style and tradition of the biblical prophets

The most problematic passage 1n the book of Abraham Eleazar, as far
as 1ts Jewish authorship 1s concerned, 1s the one in which he refers to an
epidenuc caused by the poisoning of wells As 1s well known, when the
great plague raged in Europe (1348-1350), killing between one-quarter
and one half of the total population, the Jews were accused of having
caused 1t by poisoning the wells Under torture, several Jews confessed
that they, or other Jews they knew, had indeed commutted this terrible
crime This was widely believed by the Christans despite the fact that
the Jewish communities suffered as much from the plague as did the
Chrnistian population This seems to be the background of the following
passage 11 Abraham Eleazar’s Werck

Do not dare, without Elyah and our King [the Messiah] to gather against
the heathen 1n order to destroy them, as some of our brothers did, by
which they only made the exigency worse, so that often 1,000 of them fell
i one day, as with Barchocheta [*] He taught, because he understood the
science, how to prepare the Mysterium, to prepare for the people a hornble,
poisonous \/ [water] and they made out of 1t by Cobobation [*] such
a horrible smoke of poison that they themselves had partly to perish
through 1t They poured this into the wells, and when the sky was thick,
dark, and gloomy, they poured 1t into a vessel This they placed 1n abun
dance 1n addition upon the /\ [fire], so that 1t started to smoke, and thus
they poisoned the A [air] so that men and beasts perished A ternble sick
ness and plague spread among the people, they got a hornible burning pox
which began to putrefy and to stink, some became black like pitch, and fell
down suddenly, and 1f 1t entered a house the poison raged so strongly that
there was no rescue Those who were attacked by this poison sought to save
themselves and fled into the country, whereby the whole land was ruined
Therefore beware of such things, so that you don’t make the burden even
heavier upon you But if you will walk in the commandments of your God,
He will preserve you and you will see an early redemption Be vigorous and
watchful, for the yoke will soon be hfted from your necks

This passage reads as 1f its author had believed in the libel of poisoning
of the wells and the responsibility of the Jews for the Black Death Could
a Jew, who lived during that epidemic or some time thereafter, believe
such a thing? Alas, the answer must be yes the “confessions” were sent
to various cities, the accusation spread hike wildfire, and the belief in
their truth was general 1n the Christian population '8 In this atmosphere
it 1s little wonder that a Jewish alchemist hke Abraham Eleazar came
sufficiently under the influence of the general conviction to believe that
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one of his colleagues (to whom he referred by a possibly invented name)
took unauthorized and reprehensible action to destroy the “heathen” by
poson, and that he felt 1t necessary to warn his brethren not to follow
his example If any historical conclusion can be based on this passage, 1t
1s that 1t seems to have been written soon after the Black Death, that 1s,
probably 1n the second half of the fourteenth century

THE second part of the work, attributed to the otherwise unknown
Samuel Baruch, 1s basically an alchemical mystical commentary on Gen-
esis Its opening statement, purportedly wnitten by Abraham Eleazar,
tells how he found 1ts text

My brothers! In the first part I have left behind for you faithfully that which
the great God and Creator had revealed in the book of the secrets of Tubal

Cain, for your pressing need, so that you should be able to comfort your

selves and your children, and find help 1 need However, so that it should
lack nothing, I want to explain to you the secret book, word by word, as far
as I have illumination from the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob Dear
brothers, you should know how I obtained 1t I found this secret written on
copper tablets by Samuel Baruch of our race, in figures, in Chaldaic, Synac,
and Arabic language Although at first 1t was difficult for me to understand
it, to comprehend the proper meaning of the A\ [fire] for sacrifice, how

ever, the great Jehova soon opened it up for me, by His power, so that I
could grasp and understand these secrets Therefore I want to depict for
you everything, as much as I understand of this secret, for the elucidation
of my first httle book, confidentially, as well as the figures engraved on
these barks and described

There can be no mistaking the effort at mystification 1n this opening
statement Abraham Eleazar says that he found the secret writings of
Samuel Baruch engraved on copper tablets, and that he copied their text
onto tree bark—a claim remuniscent of what Flamel says about the Book
of Abraham the Jew “it was made of thin barks (as i1t seemed to me) of
tender shrubby trees Its cover was of very thin copper ™' While this
correspondence cannot be used for attributing Abraham Eleazar’s book
to the fourteenth century (the time of Flamel), it indicates that the 1dea
of associating copper plates and bark leaves with books goes back to that
century at least Abraham Eleazar’s introductory statement 1s followed
by Samuel Baruch’s own preface which begins as follows

My sons, I have sketched 1n figures the secrets of the great world, and also
1its meaning according to 1ts inner secret understanding, as Moyses our
brother had learned it from Tubal Cain, and left it behind, to your great
joy, to find the Mighty One 1n Israel, in figures, as well as His servants and
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angels, together with the powers of the imnnermost receptacle in centro of
the natures, the food of the hidden angels and spirits, the hife, the move

ment of the stars of heaven, and the power of the soil, the hight in A [fire],
the movement and rotation of the earth and ~/ [water], the effluence
of 117" Jehova, the clanty of the picture of the great Creator, the
splendor of the Holy One and Most merciful, mine and your power, the
blessing of Jacob, the power of Isaac, the preserving fruit of Joseph’s chas

tity, the refreshing power of Daniel, the effluence of all spirits So, take
care, and beware, lest the enemues of the highest Creator find 1t and get 1t

Keep hidden these marvels which Adam brought out of Paradise for a con

solation of his descendants, his brothers who are his equals Therefore,
search 1n darkness, without being seen, in quiet When you have found 1t,
do not forsake your brothers who lie caught 1 need, for you must be a
consolation for them Fear the Creator in the great *178 Adonai, keep
yourself pure, and your souls chaste, then you will be equal to the sub

stance { Wesen) of these inner, holy, wonderful things, and of life, of the
great world, to perform muracles, to tread the nivers with your feet, to go
through mountans, and to command the light of the great world Yes, so
that the earth will tremble before you, and the rocks shake and fall, for the
Lord 1s with you Up' And be wise and love the 771 [Torah], and be
[among those] guz ingrediuntur ssne macula & opevantur wuststzam [who
enter upon and serve justice without blemush] 2°

Following this introduction, chapter 1 discusses and explams the al-
chemical mysteries of Creation which, at the same time, are taken to
contain secret instructions for alchemical operations

The primum ens [first entity or essence] has appeared, and, after the move
ment, was lying n 1tself, out of steam and smoke, and out of the highest
became that which 1s down here, wmferiora haec cum supeviov[i]bus tliss
[these lower things with those hugher things], which, according to the Ara
bic, 18 quod est inferius centvum, est sicut est quod superius circumferentin
[that which 1s the lower kernel 1s as that which 1s higher 1n circumference |
Therefore the high one 1s heaven, and the lowest 1s the elementary earth,
and all flowed out of the primo ents [first essence] (Book 2, pp 1-4)

Soon thereafter Samuel Baruch mtroduces the mystcal concept of

the supernal serpent [which] 1s the spsritus munds [ the spirit of the world],
the most lovely and also the most terrible, who makes everything live, and
who also kills everything, and takes on all shapes of nature In sum he 1s
everything, and also nothing

Therefore, the earth from the separated five, the subtle and thin from that
whach 15 thick and dense, tn thns 1t ascends from the earth wnto heaven, again
descends from the earth and from the sky into the earth, and vecerves the power



254 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

and efficacy of the higher and the lower, in this way you will acquire the
glory of the entire world; therefore, you will ward off all darkness and
blindness. Thus you have one out of two, which contain in them the third
and the fourth. It is the most volatile and also the most fixed, it is a [fire],
which burns everything, and also opens and closes everything. For this
strength [more than] any other, carrying off the palm for strength and power,
Sfor it is able to penetrate and overcome all subtle and dense and hard things*!
Then you will have the power of the Creator in your hands, with which you
can pursue Wisdom and work wonders. Cook this fire with fire until it re-
mains standing, so you have the most fixed, which penetrates all things, and
this figure emerges. [see Figure 17.5]

FELL Ware

Figure 17.5. Top: the unification of the spirit, the soul,
and the body. Bottom: the red dragon of fire. From
Abraham Eleazar, Uraltes Chymisches Werck.
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Here you have made these two into one. Now you can make this worm
volatile again: this happens again with the spirit of the world: rub it and
make this fixed carfunkel [carbuncle, a mineral] or A y [fiery] worm, red
dragon, to é , put it again into an acures {round glass], give it to drink of
its spirit and of its blood until this worm swells up in its abrasatim [a spirit,
the sharp é O, mercury balance], and becomes fruitful in this brood, and
bears many thousands of the same. That is, this much one will say: one
should put this red A y [fiery] stone again into a glass, and water it with the
double abrasatim (or double spirit) of the world (it is also called a pene-
trating poison, a double /A [fire], is also the life of nature), until the noble
one swells up, i.c., becomes pregnant, and then let it stand in a soft warmth
until the parturition, until your paradisiac fruit or earth again becomes dry
and coagulates. Then do the same again, and as often until the great secret
appears: the Ay [fiery] coagulated §/ [water], the great mystery of the
world, the life and food of the holy souls and angels, out of whose dew the
heaven [comes] and the fatness of the earth (p. 9).

In the sequel the author explains that the bowl for which Esau sold his
birthright to Jacob was a secret medicine, and in it was hidden “the sun
of riches” which he desired greatly. Jacob, on the other hand, wrestled
for the blessing of God and obtained the heavenly coagulated water. He
instructs his brothers to mix this heavenly water with a coagulated fire,
thus to obtain the quinta essentia. That quintessence is

a holy balsam and also a poison, 87 #7987 80 [K72] (851) 75D KON
(7o) () o 7322 This is all medicine, [and] without the help of God
it is without fruit, it kills and destroys. . . . This is the great secret of the
fathers, this is what God gave them as a consolation, which they used when
they were in plight and trouble; otherwise they did not use it, because they
were satisfied with the Highest, and with little. This was the masterpiece of
the wise masters with which they prepared everything necessary that be-
longed to the Temple (p. 11).

The second book ends (on p. 87) with this comment, evidently writ-
ten by Abraham Eleazar:

There were many other important things described in the book of Baruch,
and in figures on tables. But they are incomprehensible. I have therefore
described and depicted for you only the necessary things of which the An-
cient Fathers made use with many effects, so that the supernal Creator
should thereby be praised, extolled, and glorified.

There is a star of David printed at the end of the book.
When 1 started this chapter by saying that the Werck was “the most
Jewish” alchemical treatise known to me, what I had in mind was the
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fervently religio-nationalistic spirit that pervades it and makes it as much
a “Zionist” work as an alchemical-mystical one. The above excerpts and
analysis show clearly that Abraham Eleazar’s purpose in divulging the
secrets of alchemy to his brothers was to help them in their misery and
oppression, and to enable them to use alchemical mastery for the allevia-
tion of their sufferings. At the same time, he again and again resorted to
fatherly exhortation, and warned them with unrelenting religious insis-
tence to repent their sins, and return to the Lord, who in His great
mercy would then send the Messiah to lead them back to the land of
their fathers. It is in connection with this hoped-for messianic redemp-
tion and restoration that Abraham Eleazar depicted the Armageddon-
like events he expected to overtake the gentile world in the not-too-
distant future. In sum, we have here the work of a Jewish mystical
alchemist whose aim was to use his expertise to help his brothers.

As for the period in which the author lived, there are two factors in
the book which allow a tentative conclusion. One is the reference to the
Black Death. The other factor, also pointing to a fourteenth-century or-
igin of the Werck, is the similarity between it and Flamel’s famous Livre
des figures bieroglyphiques, which we have discussed in some detail. The
resemblance begins with the title pages of the two books, which describe
their respective authors in a series of epithets much too similar to be
coincidental. They read:

Flamel Abrabam Eleazar

Abraham the Jew, prince, priest, Abraham Eleazar the Jew, a prince,
Levite, astrologer and philosopher  priest and Levite, astrologer and
of the nation of the Jews . . . philosopher born of the stock of

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Judah . . .

When Flamel describes the contents of the mysterious book of the
Hieroglyphic Figures, he does it in terms that read like a summation of
the detailed and repetitious statements contained in Abraham Eleazar’s
Werck.?® Apart from the close correspondence between this summation
and the detailed presentation in the Werck, and the appearance in both
books of such mystical-alchemical terms as azoth, the serpent Python,
and the like, there are two non-alchemical details appearing in both
books that are noteworthy. One is the use of the word “Maranatha.”
Abraham Eleazar uses it repeatedly in a self-evident and matter-of-fact
manner, indicating that the term was well known to him. Flamel, on the
other hand, finds it necessary to explain its meaning. This can be taken
to indicate that Flamel was not familiar with the word until he found it
in the text of the Hieroglyphic Fygures which he summarized, and in the
original version of which that word appeared without comment, as it
does in Abraham Eleazar’s text.
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The other detail is the statement made in both books that the master
alchemist whose work is described in them taught alchemical procedures
to his people in order to enable them to pay the tribute to the Roman
Emperor, and to obtain other benefits as well. This idea is much too
specific to appear independently in two different sources, and can be
taken as pointing to a definite connection between the two books.

The question then arises of which book has influenced the other. Can
one explain the similarity between Flamel and Abraham Eleazar by as-
suming that the latter was familiar with Flamel’s book, took it as the
basis for his own treatise, and expatiated on the brief statements con-
tained in it? This seems to be most unlikely, for a number of reasons.
First, Abraham Eleazar provides many details to which there is no refer-
ence at all in Flamel. These details are so many and so varied that they
preclude the possibility that the book is but an amplification of the brief
statements contained in Flamel. Second, it is rather unlikely that the
brief references in Flamel should have been sufficient to stimulate an-
other author to write a book, so to speak, around them. Third, Flamel
explicitly states that he merely summarizes the contents of pages two to
five of the book of Abraham the Jew, that is, he had in his hands a much
longer text from which he worked. Fourth, the deeply Jewish religio-
national sentiment and quasi-prophetic fervor that characterize Abra-
ham Eleazar could hardly have been produced or evoked by working on
an enlargement of Flamel’s brief, matter-of-fact statements.

This leaves only one plausible explanation of the similarities: Flamel
obtained from the unnamed Jewish vendor a manuscript book, and
summarized it in his Livre des figures hieroglyphiques. Such a book could
have existed in several manuscript copies (and even in several languages)
representing, in all probability, differing versions. Another copy, or ver-
sion, was obtained in Germany by the anonymous translator, who then
proceeded to produce a German version of it, which in turn was printed
by Gervasius. It is likely, all in all, that Abraham Eleazar’s Uraltes Chy-
misches Werck goes back to a fourteenth-century original, written by a
Jewish alchemist.



Chapter Eighteen

THEMO JUDAEI

THEMO JUDAEI was a French astronomer and alchemist of German Jew-
ish descent whose major work has survived in toto, and whose life is
relatively well documented, but of whose Jewishness (or Jewish origin)
nothing is known except for the fact that he called himself, and was
called by others, Themo Judaei, that is, Themo of the Jew, probably
meaning Themo son of the Jew. A variant of his name, in the form of
Themo Judaeus, i.e., Themo the Jew, appears in the Historia universita-
tis Pavisiensis (History of Paris University, Paris 1665-1673) of César
Egasse du Boulay (d. 1678), who also calls Themo clericus (clergyman,
priest), which designation was subsequently translated by some authors
as “rabbi.”! On the basis of the evidence, Pierre Duhem concluded that
“if Thémon’s father was Jewish, he himself was Christian.” The particu-
lars known about Themo’s life also indicate that he was accepted as a
Christian, and it was as such that he played an important role in the life
of the University of Paris and of a monastery in Erfurt. On the other
hand, the witness of the name cannot be denied, and it is an irrefutable
testimony to Themo’s Jewish parentage and birth.

The date of Themo’s birth is unknown, but it can be assumed that he
was born about 1325, for in 1349 he and his brother Nicolas, both
identified as hailing from Munster, Westphalia, and surnamed “[sons] of
the Jew,” passed the déterminance, or baccalaurént e