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7 Reading for the philosophers’ stone

In 1584 John Dee, the astrologer and mathematician, and Edwa
Kelley, the alchemist, alleged forger and necromancer, arrived:
the court of Rudolf II in Prague. They brought with them a
powder, which Kelley used to demonstrate the transmutation
base metals into gold. He gave some of the powder to one ‘Coul
Sellich’, a privy councillor to Rudolf II, who gave it to the priorof
an Augustinian convent, who gave it to Wenzel Seyler. Seyler i
an alchemist at the court of Leopold I in the 1670s, and, like
he used the powder to demonstrate alchemical transmutation
Robert Boyle, the gentleman philosopher and a ‘founder of moden
science’, recorded these details along with other eye-witne
accounts of Seyler’s transmutations as evidence for the existence
the philosophers’ stone.!

According to Daniel Georg Morhof, the German historian wha
met Boyle in 1670, Boyle had pursued the history of the red powder
further than his extant notes record. Boyle had interviewed one of
Kelley’s relatives, and was told that Kelley, who had been working
as a scrivener in London, fled from a warrant for arrest for forgery
to an inn in Wales where the innkeeper sold him an ancient book
and an ivory box full of red powder for one pound sterling.? In the
early 1650s Elias Ashmole, the astrologer and antiquary, recorded_
different story in which Kelley and Dee together had found the
powder in the ruined tomb of a bishop in Glastonbury.? Ashme__
later recorded that Kelley and Dee had received a black powda
from an Italian while they were in Prague, noting that he had heard
this account from William Backhouse, his alchemical master, who
had heard the story from someone who had been told it by Kelley
himself.# In neither version did Ashmole mention the ancient book:
Two years later, in 1654, Sir Thomas Browne wrote to Ashmolg
with another account. Browne described some powder and a book
which were found together ‘in some old Place’, and noted that
Arthur Dee, John Dee’s son, had told him this.?

In John Dee’s notes we find yet another version of the story. In
March 1583 Edward Kelley and one Mr John Husey came to see
Dee with a scroll, a book and some red powder that they had
unearthed at Northwick Hill, near Blockley in the Cotswolds. They
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had found these items ‘by the direction and leading of some such a
spiritual Creature’, who then told them to return to Dee for an
exposition of the meaning of the scroll, which was written in
strange characters. The scroll contained the names of ten places
where the Danes had buried treasure in England, the powder was a
form of the philosophers’ stone, and the book was written by the
tenth-century archbishop of Canterbury, St Dunstan, and con-
tained the secrets of the philosophers’ stone.® Over the next three or
four years Dee would receive twenty-eight volumes of angelic dic-
tates and numerous other magical items.

While the versions of this story differ about the location and the
presence of the book and the scroll, they all focus on the powder. In
accounts of transmutations, known as transmutation histories, the
philosophers’ stone, usually in a powdered form, played a central
e. The working of the powder proved the existence of the stone.
Ransacking tombs for the red powder was one approach to ver-
ying the existence of the stone; butin order to learn how to make it
and how to use it, the alchemist needed to unlock the texts which
contained these secrets. Study, along with prayer, were essential
activities for anyone who wished to conduct successful alchemical
experiments (see Figure 7.1). .

Alchemy was the art of combining a series of ingredients at the
orrect times and temperatures. The result was the philosophers’
stone, a substance which could transmute base metals into gold,
and prolong life. Alchemical secrets were conventionally passed
m master to pupil orally; they were also written down in a range
of genres, in verse and in prose, in allegories and emblems. Some
glchemists, such as George Ripley, and later Robert Boyle and
orge Starkey (alias Eirenaeus Philalethes) devoted their writings
o ingeniously encrypted expositions of alchemical procedures. An
ernative view, adopted in many of the writings of Paracelsus and
followers, focused instead on the philosophy of alchemy and
ed hermetic and gnostic concepts to explain alchemy as analo-
S to creation, and disease as a corruption of the body to which
man had been susceptible since the Fall. In this context the pursuit
of the philosophers’ stone was a pursuit of the secrets of creation,
and a quest to return to the Edenic state of purity and health.”

By the second half of the sixteenth century, numerous alchemical
panuscripts were in circulation in England both in Latin and the
macular. Some of these were ancient, some medieval, others
e recent; some were genuine, other spurious. Towards the end
the century alchemical books began to be translated into the ver-
ar, but most of the corpus would have had to be read either
Latin books or manuscripts or in translation in manuscripts.
urge of publications began in the 1650s which would climax
ith the efforts of the publisher William Cooper in the 1680s.
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Figure 7.1 Anemblem
from Heinrich Khunrath’s
Amphitheatrum sapientiae
aeternae (Hanover, 1609) in
which the alchemist’s
combined pursuits of
manual labour and
meditative prayer and study
are represented.
(Reproduced by permission
of the Syndics of
Cambridge University
Library)
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Alchemical texts became more accessible, but print did not
triumph.® A combination of the reluctance of English printers
before the 1650s to publish alchemical texts, and the secretive
nature of alchemy resulted in an enduring culture in which manu-
scripts were sought after and read alongside printed books. What
an alchemist could read depended on when and where he lived, and
how educated and wealthy he was. It might have been a printed
book or a tattered manuscript. He might have bought it or bor-
rowed it from a friend. Whatever form the text took, it might have
borne the name of an ancient alchemist, a pseudonym, or no name
at all. It might have recorded when and where it was written, or it
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might have been an unanchored fragment. It might have described
the magical powers of the stone, or how to transmute copper into
gold. An alchemist needed to know how to decipher the obscure
fropes or mystical ventures of a text, and also how to assess its
authority.

- This essay will explore some of the ways in which alchemical
exts were read in early-modern England by charting the history of
the book which Kelley brought to Dee — the Book of Dunstan. Or
Tather, since Dee is the last known person to have seen this book, we
will trace its legacy. This will lead us through the readings and writ-
ings of Elias Ashmole and Isaac Newton, and to a corpus of manu-
seripts which constitute an English tradition which I call hermetic
alchemy. These texts describe the alchemist’s quest as the pursuit
of a substance which, through revelation, frees man from the
corruption of the Fall, restoring his health, and enabling him to
mmune with angels. For some people this knowledge was sought
by reading alchemical texts, written or printed; for others an
ent alchemical manuscript, such as the Book of Dunstan, might
liself act as a vehicle for divine inspiration.

Elias Ashmole and ‘a Booke which E.G.A.I made
much use of”’

Blias Ashmole’s Theatrum chemicum Britannicum (1652) contains
the seminal works of a tradition of English alchemical poetry (a
planned volume of prose was not completed), and marks the begin-
ing of a period in which substantial numbers of alchemical texts
Id be printed in English. Ashmole’s antiquarian pursuits, in
ition, resulted in the preservation of thousands of pages of
emical manuscripts. In the prolegomena to Theatrum chemicum
tfanmicum, Ashmole signalled the importance of the Book of
nstan in his account of the types of the philosophers’ stone.
Conventionally, there were three species of the stone. The mineral
jtone could be used to transmute base metals into gold, usually
rough a process called projection; the vegetable stone had the
power to improve plants and animals and to make them grow; the
al stone was often called the elixir of life and healed man’s
. Ashmole described a variation of this scheme in which the
al stone was re-named the angelic stone and a magical stone
was added. The angelic stone contained the secret of eternal life
ind enabled man to see and to converse with angels. It could not be
iten, but was identfiable by its sweet aroma and flavour, and was
ccordingly called the food of angels. The magical or prospective
provided the power to see the past and the future, near and
deed the whole world all at once, and to understand the lan-
of creatures. Ashmole attributed this four-part scheme to ‘S.
unstans Worke De Occulta Philosophia’.?
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An alchemical treatise attributed to Dunstan had circulated
at least the fifteenth century. This treatise is devoted to the
etable stone, and is related to the writings of George Ripley,
fifteenth-century alchemist whose numerous writings circulat
widely in England and abroad. While the treatise mentions
elixir of life, its emphasis is on a series of procedures for producing
the vegetable stone. It is referred to variously as Liber Dunstani
‘A treatis of the most excelent Mr Dunstan Bishop of Canterburig
a true philosopher, concerninge the philosophers stone’; it is nevd
called ‘De Occulta Philosophia’, and does not mention any
resembling the angelic or magical stones.

When Ashmole cited Dunstan’s ‘De Occulta Philosophia’, i
parenthetically noted that this was ‘a Booke which E.G.A.L mad¢
much use of’. This alludes to a work by Edwardus Generosu§

(see Figure 7.2).'° This treatise is dated 1562, two decades before
Edward Kelley found the Book of Dunstan. Either the book whicl
Edwardus read and the book which Kelley unearthed were one ang
the same, or they were copies of the same text, or they containe
the same information in a different form. One possibility is that the
dating of Edwardus’ manuscript is false, and that it was writte
around the time that Kelley found the Book of Dunstan. Anothes
possibility is that, for instance, Kelley fabricated the Book of
Dunstan, and wrote the Epitome in order to authenticate and
promote Dunstan’s secrets.!! This is conjecture. Even if this, ord
similar scenario, could be documented, it would not change how
Ashmole and other early-modern readers judged these texts.

Ashmole was not looking for the Book of Dunstan. In the o
accounts of how Dee and Kelley found the powder, described:
above, Ashmole does not mention a book, let alone the Book of
Dunstan. In Dee’s diary for 1583, which Ashmole owned during
the 1650s, there is no mention of the book or scroll. Ashmole did"
not have access to Dee’s angelic conversations, in which the powder
is accompanied by the scroll and the book, until he acquired one of
Dee’s angelic notebooks in 1672 (see Figure 7.3).'? Even after this:
date, Ashmole left no signs of having associated the Book of
Dunstan possessed by Dee and Kelley with the work described in
the Epitome, and it remains unclear why Ashmole referred to
Dunstan’s work as ‘De Occulta Philosophia’. For Ashmole, that the
Epitome was dated 1562, two decades before the Book of Dunstan
was unearthed, was not a problem. Nor, it seems, was relying on
the Epitome for an account of Dunstan’s ideas.

The Epitome falls roughly into three sections. The first section
discusses the alchemical regimen, that is the sequence of processes
of heating and cooling materials, and draws on authors such as
Ripley and his contemporary, Thomas Norton. The final section



Reading for the philosophers’ stone

137

J(é (:7 Lome jz/w Treasure.
af” a[l wellsTroritten LJ bcfma—ﬁ)m 74 m*/r/
(7%

o

e Yenorosus ﬁl ] mnmnma#w

j‘/ /IW .//nna.bgﬂz/ |

/hmglxj Fwes l/'FuméFnL‘ ¢ Ioo ‘Hm’*ug/v—n

|

{

1 Jpertond o 11(4‘1# won11.d 005 |

f d’ w (;(' MU’PL‘;ng\(“l((‘ (cnﬁf 231 o P68 Eant ‘)n‘fl |
IhL 290 P!)ta// t&‘mrn S ToN: 4 Juy{f , ¢ 4 4
ﬁy P W/’ roH Shomt agsd 1 by shoicy, ah s eSO SR |

m‘m‘f ks |

i 0 l"o Fi oadhi 6y LM(‘ porrrriS e r(’ulf
. fi%pﬂ”fw q}h‘n fa«ffnrmnﬁb#g ju b f B yoof S nl—— —
s

%““%" o dd"an{) Jamén Il(i(t‘lu g(rp.«; L
Cﬂa’rn( b s (o «‘S n;«y h‘yﬂ‘ﬁl—}xt’"n}é ()(514:7
e zt;gsﬁmufﬁj\ﬁm‘ 50 feoss FoE _,,m;l;{
PRS-/ I ~ £ & —
a/:«ﬂ o AT /”" Suflly ro i Wewtr
= Galmu%d aﬁ /,nwm znn /;14

(_

- ux U/[r%wm( outh to Gre rhosen onkof ‘f\gj’ﬁ-
ufx_f R #Q yom btgn o Gerouf3” J’_%ﬁrmd‘

R Jtuh“i an“ijp(v 1081 QFQO (‘.f‘ydoﬂ
\)6 m, Mpn# rl(L 7 s Jﬂl{f‘s A $\}og X
ET'e Jm‘uu" 38 v aff bodsdd ; n lt‘/ﬂ' (23 ‘f—’\ ok

._ oxt pob 31 érd [Somy Ffes owx yoon a[oﬂ& osts Sbors 8160
ﬁvmqt/fﬁ{ﬁf };fu—h‘ R REGHE L—wouqiﬂ hT‘H.O‘ugM’ :
.Fﬁ‘f”é%ri‘ﬂ sesvsrrrgd s . ox pg“f’”‘d(” = |

) ﬁ’(‘mﬂ T gor‘vﬁr(-ﬁ ,,orﬁ (ﬁhﬂﬁ, mlth" |
Gn «ro 0:469’(»4!0:5 fo cruft, {"( # f ”l’”ﬁ‘

9 1 A4S S v 1nmf O//' WA&HM "(”

) .m"ﬂ’:ﬁj1” fé /“V"ﬂﬂ&g‘ rﬂf(/ Vc&ﬂ&’ﬂlﬁ‘”j"“ 9’”/ ['

Wit Hhod- D I‘ﬂr g by :ntr‘ pr;ﬂfﬂ

. Thot- Mvmmrwg@‘ o}b" % olﬁ Df“ﬁj

He 1 ﬂ

"?W fic obvnar M f?%, J
h -;'Ja‘& , 0% ok, FF cmau}n 7 utm {

- Jipera ., i

discusses the creation of the world and of Adam, the nature of the
oul, and the analogies between these and alchemical processes in
lermetic terms. The middle section is devoted to the types of the
ne, and contains the exposition of Dunstan’s four-part scheme
snoted by Ashmole. After an account of how to make what he
scribes as a particularly invaluable stone, Edwardus notes that he
) heard about another sort. This is Dunstan’s angelic stone.
wardus then describes Dunstan’s definitions of the magical, veg-
e and mineral stones, and notes that the angelic stone was pos-
sed by Hermes and the magical stone by Moses. Then he returns
s own experiments, and describes the properties of the golden
d silver stones; these, he implies, were related to Dunstan’s
agical stone. They were derived from one substance but had

Figure 7.2 Ashmole’s copy
of “The Epitome of the
Treasure of Health’ (Ashm.
1419, fol. 57). Note that
this copy has a singular
variation in its title, “The
Epitome of the Treasure of
all wells’, meaning Wales,
which Ashmole twice
corrected to read “Wealth’.
(Reproduced by permission
of the Bodleian Library,
Oxford)
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Figure 7.3 A page from one of Dee’s notebooks recording his angelic 1
conversations, ‘Liber Mysteriorum’ (Sloane 3188, fol. 103v). (Reproduced by
permission of the British Library)
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opposite properties, the former hot, the latter cold. While such an
account of the different types of the stone is atypical, in what
follows this treatise becomes highly unusual.

Edwardus recounted how he made the silver stone, which pro-
duced a most remarkable light. He took it to bed with him as a
reading-light, and to illuminate under the covers so that he might
catch fleas. But he soon began to feel chronically cold, and the fleas
began to die. Eventually he realised that the stone was the cause of
this: it benumbed the whole body, congealed all of the vital fluids,
and eventually would have killed him. Luckily, he had remembered
something which St Dunstan had written, and following his recipe,
prepared a remedy. This was the golden stone, in the form of a red
oil, and it had its own perils. He had put it in a tower with lots of
vindows in order to dry the luting on the glass before continuing
with the experiment, and went to dine with a neighbour. But the
location of the sun, and the conjunction of the planets, were such
hat the tower ‘was to all likelyhood of a light bright burneing red
lame of [fire] as not only itt seemed ” soe " to all the neighbours,
ellers & country thereabouts, whereby they came running and
wondring to the tower by the way crying [fire], [fire], [fire] as if they
ad binn madde’. Edwardus ran home, insisted that he go into the
ower alone, and discovered that the apparent fire was the red glow
of the oil. It had become so hot that the leading in the windows of
the tower had melted. He removed the container from the window,
burning his hands, and had to explain to the local justice how he
ad quenched the (apparent) fire so quickly, and without water.!?
Ashmole did not believe everything he read. He warned the
er of his translation of Arthur Dee’s Fasciculus chemicus (1650)
lat not everything that was written about the philosophers’ stone
§ frue: no one publicly professed its existence and no one had
nit.'* He divided the authors of alchemical texts into four types.
first type ‘lay down the whole Mystery faithfully and plainly;
ng you a Clew, as well as shewing you a Labyrinth’. The second
ipe wrote to demonstrate their expertise, not to instruct. The third
pe ‘out of Ignorance or Mistake, have delivered blind and unbot-
ed Fictions’. And lastly, the ‘worst sort of all, are those, who
fough Envy have scattered abroad their unfaithful recipes and
ilse glosses’*> The first two sorts were to be trusted, and the
nce between them and the second two sorts was experience.
years later, in the prolegomena to Theatrum chemicum
micum, Ashmole likewise warned the reader that many
ophers had written ‘what their Fancies, not their Hands had
ought’; that is they had written before they had seen transmuta-
hese works had been of great harm to students who were ‘at
ot able to distinguish, who have written upon their undecev-
¢ Experience, who not’. It is unclear whether Ashmole had
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himself seen projection; he thought he knew enough to disti
between true and false texts, but had failed to set
‘effectually upon the Manual practice’.!® Instead of writing#
alchemical treatise of his own, he furthered the course of the arth
publishing the texts of others.
If Ashmole could not verify alchemical experiments, how didi
distinguish between true and false treatises? His editorial practie
reveal three criteria for judging the veracity of a text. H
Ashmole assessed the processes which it described. For inst
he included extracts from a treatise by John Gower, a conte
rary of Chaucer’s, in Theatrum chemicum Britannicum, and i
annotations described him as ‘placed in the Register of ol
Hermetique Philosophers’, noting ‘In this litle Fragment it appearé
he fully understood the Secret, for he gives you a faithfull accous
of the Properties of the Minerall, Vegirable, and Animall Stones, anl
affirmes the Art to be true.’!” Even though Ashmole had not se
the stone, he knew in theory how to make it. The second and
criteria by which Ashmole evaluated a text were external. HE
included histories of how numerous authors, including Kelleya
Dee, had acquired the secret in his annotations to Theatrum
tcum Britannicum. Ashmole also stressed the importance of the
history of the text. In his annotations to George Riplers

these Streames of Learning the more clearest and without the least
of Mixture is to be found nearest the Spring-heed’.'® Throughouthi§

indicate textual variants. In his copy of Theatrum chemicui
Britannicum, next to the text of Norton’s ‘Ordinal of Alchemy,
Ashmole noted ‘what words are scored under; I have thereby noted
the severall readings, as they are in other Coppies; but they are not
all to be trusted; for they are not soe true as ye Print’.'® This attens
tion to bibliographical details is evident throughout the papers and
books collected by Ashmole. Where possible he evaluated an
alchemical tract according to the accuracy of its contents, th
history of the text, and the circumstances of its composition.
Ashmole applied these bibliographical standards to the Epitome.
In 1652 he compared his copy of the text with one ostensibly in the
hand of Edwardus and noted variant words and phrases. He hadan
authentic text, but, it seems, did not know the identity of its author,
Except for his citation of the account of Dunstan’s types of the
philosophers’ stone, we do not know how he read this manuscript,
except that he noted variants between two different versions;
perhaps Ashmole’s silence about the powers of Edwardus’ golden
and silver stones is evidence of his scepticism. Dunstan, in contrast
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o Edwardus, was a renowned divine, legendary prophet and a
notable alchemist, but Ashmole lacked the text written by him, let
alone a manuscript dating from his lifetime.?°

- An explanation for why Ashmole endorsed the ideas attributed to
Dunstan and recounted by Edwardus does not lie in bibliography,
but in the other texts which Ashmole read. The hundreds of
alchemical books and manuscripts which he acquired, and how he
read them, merit further study. It is possible to situate the ideas
attributed to Dunstan within a tradition of hermetic alchemy
aurrent in England from the 15708, and to ascertain Ashmole’s
exposure to texts containing such ideas. As already noted, the
Dunstanian account of the philosophers’ stone emphasised the
prolongation of life, associated this with the ability to commune
with angels, and added a magical stone by which men could
ncrease their natural powers. These ideas were not new, but the
bination and emphasis were. In the 1590s, for instance, Simon
Forman, the astrologer physician, described a four-part stone
which echoed the account in the Epitome, though he did not cite
stan. Forman’s manuscripts document a tradition of alchemy
which combined gnostic, hermetic and Paracelsian ideas with more
gonventional notions and stressed the powers of the philosophers’
one to free the body of the corruption that had ensued since the
fall of Adam and Eve.?!

Further evidence of a tradition of hermetic alchemy is found in a
ber of treatises which are of unknown authorship and uncer-
date, though most seem to have been written in the late six-
nth or early seventeenth centuries. For instance, a treatise
itled “The Apocalypse or Revelacon of the Secret Spirit’ focuses
the powers of the philosophers’ stone to prolong life, and, like
he Epitome, describes an invisible substance. In this case the
eerets of nature are described as having ‘neyther culler nor
orme’ 22 Although this treatise was printed in Latin with an Italian
tommentary in London in 1566, this, and the English manuscript
jersions of it, are extremely scarce.?? Similarly, a treatise entitled
[he Ph(ilosoph]ers Physicke’ which focuses solely on the medici-
virtues of the stone, seems to have survived in a single manu-
ipt.** Other treatises which we might consider as part of this
ion of medical and spiritual alchemy had a relatively larger
trculation. For instance, a treatise entitled ‘Manna’, or spiritual
d, circulated in manuscript and was printed in 1680.2° This
icribes the healing virtues and magical uses of the stone.
ewise, “The Way to Bliss’, a lengthy treatise which meditates on
ate of man in hermetic terms and advocates the use of alchemy
) prolong life and transmute base metals into gold, circulated in
anuscript until it was published by Ashmole in 1658.2¢ Although
Ahmole did not acquire Forman’s manuscripts until 1677, he
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copied Manna and the Epitome into the same notebook in the ea
1650s. Along with the Epitome, he referred to Manna in the pa
legomena to Theatrum chemicum Britannicum, noting that i
‘incomparable author’ stated that the mineral stone could be usé
for more than making gold.”” The Epitome and Manna were asi
ciated with each other, and with Dunstan’s treatise on the vegetablé
stone, in a number of manuscript compilations.?®

Ashmole’s prolegomena drew on and endorsed a tradition of he
metic alchemy. This tradition, however, is not explicit in the colle
ton of poems which comprise the bulk of Theatrum chemici
Britannicum. In his annotations Ashmole provided the link betwe
these alchemical texts and hermetic ideas about the prolongation(l
life and natural magic. For instance, he glossed a mention of the
stone in Norton’s ‘Ordinal of Alchemy’ with a long description i
the workings of physic. He drew on Paracelsian treatises such
Richard Bostocke’s The Difference Betwene the Auncient Phisicke ..
and the Latter Phisicke (1585) and Petrus Severinus’ Idea medicingg
philosophicae (1570).2° Ashmole framed seminal English alchemigl
poems with an exposition of alchemical ideas conventionally attrib
uted to Paracelsus and his followers; Ashmole, however, implied
that this tradition derived from St Dunstan. For Ashmole,
Dunstanian scheme was part of the tradition of hermetic, revealed:
alchemys; a tradition rooted in tenth-century England. This history
of a philosophers’ stone which could be invisible and aromatic of
magical was not confirmed by a red powder or an old book; it was
documented in the Epitome and corroborated by a number of
anonymous Elizabethan and Jacobean manuscripts.

Isaac Newton and ‘The Epitome of the Treasure of
Health’

Isaac Newton was not interested in Dee and Kelley. He did,
however, possess one of the four other copies of the Epitome now
extant. Newton’s accumulation of alchemical works and composi-
tion of alchemical notes from the late 1660s through 1696 (and
perhaps beyond) have been rehearsed by several scholars. Unt
recently Newton has been the locus of discussions about the place
of alchemy in early-modern natural philosophy, and it is generally
accepted that for Newton alchemy and physics, mediated by theol-
ogy, were complementary projects in exploring the workings of the
universe. While Newton’s engagement with mystical, vitalistic and
corpuscularian alchemical traditions has been studied, his reading
of the corpus of texts from late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-
century England has not been explored, except in Frances Yates’
unfounded conjectures about the history of Rosicrucianism from
Dee to Newton.?? Despite, or perhaps because of, Yates’ provoca-
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tive conclusions, a historiographical rift remains in histories of
alchemy in early-modern England. Studies of the period from the
revival of alchemy in the 1570s through the 1650s emphasise
Paracelsian doctrines of medical innovation and the political con-
texts in which such ideas thrived; studies of the second half of the
seventeenth century focus on the procedures of transmutational
alchemy and argue for the influences of alchemical theories of
matter on physics and chemistry.

Newton began studying alchemy in the 1660s, and some time
before April 1669 he included Dunstan’s treatise on the vegetable
stone in a list of works which he hoped to read.?! Between 1668 and
675 Newton acquired two of the anonymous treatises noted
above, “T'he Apocalypse or Revelacon of the Secret Spirit” and “T'he
losophjers Physicke’, though he seems not to have paid them
uch attention after 1680.3? Some time before 1675 Newton tran-
cribed the Epitome and acquired a copy of Manna, and, like
Ashmole, he noted variations between these manuscripts and
hers. He frequently cited these treatises in the alchemical notes
vhich he compiled through the 1680s.

Newton left copious, if intractable, traces of how he read alchem-
al texts. Most famously, he ‘dogeared’, or turned down, the
ers of pages, aiming the point at a word or passage he wished to
lote, and for the majority of texts he left no other traces of reading.
also occasionally noted references to other authors or inter-
fations in the margins; he compiled a commonplace book, the
dex Chemicus’; he wrote treatments of specific subjects, such as
regimen, in attempts to reconcile information from different
s; and he kept records of experiments.>® The mammoth task of
siploring the complex interrelationships between these documents
128 not yet been undertaken. In addition, Newton’s methods for
ing and writing alchemical texts should be considered along-
e his other scholarly pursuits. Bearing in mind these difficulties,
e is some evidence for how he read the Epitome. He did not
gear or annotate his manuscript, but cited it in his alchemical

—_—

The Index Chemicus consists of a list of alchemical headings fol-
ied by citations of relevant pages in texts, and occasionally a
nef exposition. These notes, and Newton’s changes to them
nng a series of at least four redraftings during the 1680s, reveal
ime of his reading habits.>® In his citations of the Epitome
hroughout the various versions of the Index, Newton drew on its
ening and concluding sections, which focus on the regimen and
hermetic exposition of alchemy, and he neglected the middle
ttion which discusses the types of the stone and includes the
gposition of Dunstan’s ideas and Edwardus’ own alchemical
tventures. There is one exception. In what seems to be the earliest
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version of the Index, under the heading for the mineral, vegetatl
and animal stones, Newton cited five items (see Figure 7.4).5T
firstis to the section of the Epitome describing Dunstan’s four-pi
philosophers’ stone. The third, fourth and fifth are to pagesi
Thearrum chemicum Britannicum in which the poems describe tf
three sorts of the stone.3® The second reference notes ‘El Ashmy
then obliterated by a drop of liquid which has dissolved the ink,
continues ‘f. Theatr en Bunastan.<E.Gen.>". This appears to be
reference to Ashmole’s account of Edwardus’ account of Dunstas
Perhaps Newton replaced Dunstan with Edwardus because hi
thought Ashmole based his account on the Epitome, or perhapsii
attributed the scheme to Edwardus. Either way Newton, unlik
Ashmole, allowed Edwardus to supersede Dunstan.

When we consider this brief list of words in relation to the thou
sands of pages of alchemical material that Newton read, and t
hundreds of pages that he wrote, his eclecticism comes to the fore
He read a number of texts which constitute an English tradition o
hermetic alchemy, some of which he cited, others which he appat
ently dismissed. There is no evidence that he associated th
treatises as part of an alchemical tradition. But then Newton!
alchemical notes focus on procedures, procedures which seem ng
to have produced an invisible, aromatic substance. Newton’s notes
do not discuss the hermeneutics of alchemy. They nonetheless
document the energies which he, like many alchemists, devoted to
charting the true path through a labyrinth of obscure alchemical
instructions. The goal was the correct procedure for making the
philosophers’ stone. What this pursuit meant to Newton might
become clearer if we turn to his theological writings. Newton wag
trying to discover the true language of the Bible which had been
corrupted over the centuries.®” If for Newton reading alchemy was
analogous to reading the Bible, then the encoded language of the
alchemists had likewise to be rationalised. Perhaps for Newtor
alchemy, like theology, was evidence of revealed knowledge.

John Dee, Edward Kelley and the Book of Dunstan

Our pursuit of the Book of Dunstan has followed the path of the
Epitome, and the reading of the ideas attributed to Dunsta
therein. Ashmole edited texts; Newton compiled vast notebooks.
Ashmole read alchemy nationalistically and historically, and
Newton read it eclectically and rationally. Ashmole identified a
tradition of hermetic alchemy; Newton did not make such a disting-
tion. Despite their different approaches, for Ashmole and Newton
alike, alchemical texts were receptacles of knowledge, albeit veiled
in tropes and obsolete language.

Neither Ashmole nor Newton read the Book of Dunstan; John
Dee did, or at least he tried to. When Kelley brought the scroll, the
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book and the powder to Dee in March 1583, he did not give Dee
the last two items. A month later Dee noted that the spirits advised
Kelley ‘to communicate to me [Dee] the boke, and the powder, and
s0all the rest of the roll, which was there fownd: saying, true frien-
des use not to hide any thing eche from other’.3® Three years later,
in April 1586, an angel instructed Dee to present the twenty-eight
yolumes of dictates and other objects which the angels had given
him, as well as the book and powder in Kelley’s possession. Here
Dee describes these treasures as ‘assigned by God not just to the
two of us, and our children, but also to other servants of God’, but
‘entrusted’ to Kelley’s care. Dee and Kelley were then instructed to
tommit these items to the furnace, which they did, only for them to
be miraculously restored a fortnight later.?® The powder and the
Book were apparently returned to Kelley, as in April 1587 he told
Dee that several little spiritual creatures had appeared to him, and
one called Ben had told him that he, the spirit, had provided Kelley
with the powder and the Book of Dunstan. These would be ren-
ed powerless if Dee and Kelley did not agree to swap wives, as
angels had previously instructed them to do.*® At some point
over the next two years Kelley did give the book and the powder to
Dee, and in February 1589 Dee returned these and other items to
lley, so that he might pass them on to Lord Rosenburg, one of
Rudolf’s councillors.*! Kelley and Dee parted in 1589, and Kelley
jed in Prague and continued practising alchemy. One practi-
er there noted that he learned the secrets of Dunstan from
dolf, who had them from Kelley.*? Dee returned to England, and
tinued pursuing the secrets of Dunstan. In 1607, through the
yer Bartholomew Hickman, the angel Raphael told Dee that at
he would reveal ‘the secret knowledge and understanding of the
osophers’ stone, of the Book of Dunstans’.*?> Dee died within
¥0 years and whether or not he succeeded in reading the Book of
- stan remains uncertain. Sir Thomas Browne was told by
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Figure 7.4 The entry for
‘lapis’ in Newton’s ‘Index
Chemicus’ (Keynes 30/2,
fols. 2v—3r). (Reproduced
by kind permission of the
Provost and Fellows of
King’s College,
Cambridge)
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Figure 7.5 The title-page of
Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica
(Antwerp, 1564), at the
centre of which is his
Monas. (Reproduced by
permission of the Bodleian
Library, Oxford)

PMONAS HIEROGLYPHICAS

IOANNIS DEE, LONDINIINSIS
MAXIMILIANVM DE1L GRATIA

ROMANORVM, BOHEMIZL ET HVNGARIA
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Arthur Dee that the book contained ‘nothing but Hieroglyphics
which Booke his Father bestowed much tyme upon’, and add;
‘but I could not heare, that he could make it out’.** Hieroglyphies
probably did not indicate a strange or antiquated script, but somg
sort of diagram, emblem or symbol, such as Dee’s Monas, whi
represented the structure and genesis of the universe (see Figur
7.5). These images conveyed knowledge through divine languag1
and inspiration. [
The Book of Dunstan was found by the direction of an angelj
and could not be read without angelic inspiration: it was a vehicleto
angelic wisdom. Its totemic status was perhaps reinforced when,as
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Dee noted in his diary, in December 1587 Kelley reported to him
that he had spilled a lamp and some wine, damaging several
books. These included ‘40 leaves in quarto, entitled “extractiones
Dunstani”: which he had himself extracted and noted out of
Dunstan his book. And the very book of Dunstan was but cast on
the bed hard by, from the table.**> The Book of Dunstan was mirac-
‘ulously preserved, much as it had been miraculously restored the
vear before, while extracts from its text were not. The power of the
‘alchemical book is similarly illustrated in stories about the red
‘powder which specify that it was found with or lodged in books.

by the adept; they were testaments to the necessity of alchemical
revelation. More than half a century after Kelley brought the scroll,
powder and book to Dee, Ashmole expounded the tenets of an

For Ashmole, reading alchemical texts was a matter of mastering
tie language of the alchemists, not invoking spirits; at the same
fime, the ends of alchemy were the achievement of the angelic and
magical stones. Ashmole’s publication of Theatrum chemicum
Sritannicum signifies not only the presence of alchemical books in
rise of didactic literature, but their demystification.

Coda

Whatever the power of the book as an object, a tradition of hermetic
emy could have thrived; the notion of an invisible stone,
ever, contained an inherent paradox. From Dee to Newton the
xistence of the philosophers’ stone was supported by eye-witness
ony. As Sir Thomas Browne reported to Ashmole, Arthur
e had ‘ocularly undeceavably & frequently beheld’ the trans-
utation of tin into gold.*® A stone that could not be seen could not
¢ proved to exist, or not to exist. An anonymous letter dated 1660
cribed an angelic stone with powers akin to those of the angelic
nd magical stones attributed to Dunstan. This stone was the way
0 the Tree of Life and the Garden of Eden; it was ‘an oraculous
thod or Instrument for the seeing opening & discovering of
fits in generall, & of such invisible Powers & Substances, as the
can no way see’. Those who wished to achieve this state,
ver, had to overcome the one thing that the stone lacked: “The
Ipability, security, & irrefragable certainty conveyed to the minde
that this rich, glorious, & beautifull order it serves of all things
at they see, 1s what it 1s & what it is discovered to be; and can be
oe other.” The historian of alchemy faces these same obstacles.
& can see and read the alchemical books and manuscripts which
e survived, but any history of missing texts, invisible sub-
mces, and the ethereal spirits which governed them is by
tfinition uncertain.
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