
Alchemy & 
Chemistry  

in Sickness  
& in Health

6th SHAC  
Postgraduate  
Workshop

Friday, 30 October 2015, 9:45 am–5:30 pm, Maison Française, 2–10 Norham Road, 
Oxford, OX2 6SE. | Please contact Judith Mawer (Goldsmiths, London)  
and Mike A. Zuber (Amsterdam) for more information: studentrep@ambix.org.

Programme
09:45 Registration
10:15 Welcome and Introduction
10:30 Chemistry Panel
  Dr Elena Serrano (independent researcher)

Against Political and Health Hazards: Guyton’s Fumigating 
Machine in Spain during the Napoleonic Era

  Catherine Rushmore (Oxford Brookes)
Manufacturing, Using and Regulating Chemicals for Domestic Purposes in the 
Mid-Twentieth Century: The Impact on Health and Well-Being (title tbc)

11:30 Coffee Break
12:00 Keynote Lecture
  Prof. Robert J. Flanagan (King’s College, London)

Schizophrenia from Chlorpromazine to Clozapine: There Is No Gain without Pain
13:00 Lunch
14:00 Alchemy Panel
  Lyke de Vries (Radboud University Nijmegen)

Paracelsus and Roman Censorship: A Discussion of Johannes 
Faber’s Report on Paracelsus (1616)

  Elisabeth Moreau (Université Libre de Bruxelles/Radboud U. Nijmegen)
The Chymical Nature of the Vital Principle in Late Renaissance Medicine

  Curtis Runstedler (Durham)
Alchemy, Morality, and Healthy Living in John Gower’s Confessio Amantis

15:30 Coffee Break
16:00 Keynote Lecture
  Dr Stephen Pumfrey (Lancaster)

Corpus Linguistics and Discourses of Early-Modern 
Alchemy, Chymistry and Chemistry (title tbc)

17:00 Concluding Discussion
17:30 End
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Alchemy & Chemistry in Sickness & in Health

    programme

09.45    Registration
10.15    Welcome and Introduction
10.30    Chemistry Panel
             Dr Elena Serrano (independent researcher)
 ! ! Against Political and Health Hazards: Guyton’s Fumigating Machine in Spain During the 
! ! Napoleonic Era
!      Catherine Rushmore (Oxford Brookes University)
! ! Manufacturing, Using and Regulating Chemicals for Domestic Purposes in the !!   
                     Mid-Twentieth Century: The Impact on Health and Well-being
11.30    Coffee Break
12.00    Keynote Lecture
!      Prof Robert J. Flanagan (King’s College, London /King’s College Hospital NHS FT)
! ! Schizophrenia from Chlorpromazine to Clozapine: There is No Gain without Pain
13.00    Lunch
14.00    Alchemy Panel
!      Lyke de Vries (Radboud University Nijmegen)
! ! Paracelsus and Roman Censorship: A Discussion of Johannes Faber’s Report on 
! ! Paracelsus (1616)
!      Elisabeth Moreau (Université Libre de Bruxelles/Radboud University Nijmegen)
! ! The Chymical Nature of the Vital Principle in Late renaissance Medicine
!      Curtis Runstedler (Durham University)
! ! Alchemy, Morality, and Healthy Living in John Gower’s Confessio Amantis
15.30    Coffee Break
16.00    Keynote Lecture
!      Dr Stephen Pumfrey and Paul Ashcroft (Lancaster University)
! ! Alchemy, Chemistry or Chymistry: an analysis of actors’ categories in early modern England
17.00    Concluding Discussion
17.30    End

For those participants able to stay, there will be an opportunity to continue socialising over a drink or 
some food in a bar or restaurant close to the Maison Française.

This event is a collaboration between the Maison Française Oxford and the Society for the History 
of Alchemy and Chemistry (SHAC). The SHAC Graduate Network would like to thank both 
organisations for their generous support.
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biographies ❘ Alchemy & Chemistry in Sickness & in Health

Professor Robert J Flanagan, BSc PhD MCSFS ERT CChem FRSC FRCPath HFCMHP
King’s College, London/King’s College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust

Graduating from the University of Sussex in 1970, with an honours degree in Biochemistry, Professor 
Bob Flanagan went on to work at the Poisons Unit at Guy’s Hospital, London. In 2007, he was appointed 
Consultant Clinical Scientist and Director of the Toxicology Unit at King’s College Hospital NHS 
Foundation Trust. Between 2013-2015 he was President of the British Academy of Forensic Sciences, and 
he is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Chemistry and of the Royal College of Pathologists, and an 
Honorary Fellow of the Royal College ofMental Health Pharmacists. He has published over 200 scientific 
papers and four books, and has contributed chapters to a number of significant textbooks in his field.

His particular interests have included analytical methods, especially gas chromatography and high-
performance liquid chromatography, latterly in conjunction with mass spectrometry, and their application 
in clinical toxicology and therapeutics; treatment of mental illness especially as regards use of 
antipsychotics, notably clozapine; treatment of cancer, especially in respect of the use of tyrosine kinase 
inhibitors such as imatinib; and the diagnosis of substance abuse, especially misuse of volatiles such as 
butane. He leads on analytical toxicology training for the Association for Clinical Biochemistry and the 
Royal College of Pathologists and, for more than 25 years, has regularly advised medical professionals, 
police, coroners, and prosecution and defence lawyers on toxicological issues. He has also acted as a 
consultant to the United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime, most recently as regards advising on 
methodology for the detection of drug-facilitated crime, and to the World Health Organization, notably in 
Serbia/Kosovo in 2007, but also in the Middle East and in India.

Professor Flanagan’s other interests include natural history; history itself, especially industrial history; 
photography; classical music, and opera in particular; and attempting to keep fit.

Dr Stephen Pumfrey M.A. (Cantab.) Ph.D. (University of London) 
Lancaster University

A senior lecturer in the Department of History at Lancaster University, Dr Pumfrey’s research interests lie 
in the history of Renaissance and early modern science and medicine. More generally, he explores the 
role of early modern science in the construction of modernity and the post-positivist understandings of the 
emergence of "new philosophy" in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. He is engaged in 
developing a new field of research, applying the techniques of corpus linguistics to the collection 
available as Early English Books Online and, in this respect, has been collaborating with members of 
UCREL (University Centre for Computer Corpus Research on Language), notably Dr Paul Rayson. 
Arising from this, he has been involved in the publication of Pumfrey, S., Rayson, P. & Mariani, J., 
‘Experiments in 17th century English: manual versus automatic conceptual history’ in Literary and 
Linguistic Computing, vol. 27, issue 4 (2012) pp. 395-408. Here, his work focuses on the transition from 
religious to scientific meanings of the lemma experiment in sixteenth and seventeenth-century English.

In recent years, Dr Pumfrey has directed a three-year, AHRC-funded, major research project on ‘Science 
and patronage in England, 1750-1625’, publishing Pumfrey, S., ‘John Dee: the patronage of a natural 
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philosopher in Tudor England’ in Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, vol. 43, issue 3 
(2012), pp. 449-459 and Pumfrey, S., ‘Patronising, Publishing, and Perishing: Harriot’s Lost 
Opportunities and His Lost Work “Articon” in Fox, R., ed., Thomas Harriot and His World: Mathematics, 
Exploration, and Natural Philosophy in Early Modern England (Oxford: Ashgate, 2012). 

Dr Pumfrey’s other interests include; squash, cooking, historical novels, and Chorlton St John's 
Junior F.C..

abstracts ❘ Alchemy & Chemistry in Sickness & in Health
history of chemistry panel

Dr Elena Serrano (independent researcher)
Against Political and Health Hazards: Guyton’s Fumigating Machine in Spain During the Napoleonic 
Era

Around 1801 Louis-Bernard Guyton de Morveau (1737-1816), in collaboration with the Paris-based 
prestigious instrument-makers, the Dumotiez brothers, designed his famous fumigating machine. It spread 
a controlled emission of a specific gas –described as an oxygenated acid— that was supposed to destroy 
the contagious miasmas in the air, objects and bodies.

During the 1804 outburst of the yellow fevers, the Spanish Government ordered that the original design 
of the Guyton fumigating machine be adapted to the Spanish market for it to be used extensively. This 
was done against some criticism, as the nature of the contagion was avowedly unknown and the acid 
fumigation technology polemic. Nonetheless, the machine was pictured as crucial for the health of 
individuals and the society as a whole.

The paper argues that the machine was turned into an embodiment of the power of the new chemistry, 
materially as well as philosophically. Materially, because it incorporated the ground glass in an innovative 
way; philosophically, because its effects were explained as being a consequence of the oxidation 
properties of the acids, a token of Lavoisier’s chemistry. It also embodied the aspirations of a generation 
of chemists for regulating public health. The paper argues, finally, that in the hands of the Spanish 
government, the fumigating machine was politically useful in promoting a reformist image of the 
monarchy and its ministers at a difficult time, in which they were discredited and trying to strengthen 
their popular support.

Catherine Rushmore (Oxford Brookes University)
Manufacturing, Using and Regulating Chemicals for Domestic Purposes in the Mid-Twentieth 
Century: The Impact on Health and Well-being

In this presentation I want to focus on the domestic users of chemistry. My research explores the 1930s to 
the 1980s, a period which ends with the proposition of the “hygiene hypothesis” of allergy, certainly an 
unexpected health effect of using chemistry. While these users employed chemistry, whether they knew or 
cared about the details or not, to kill germs, remove limescale, lift dirt, eradicate weeds and to process 
photographic film at home, some were accidentally misused, while others were also used to deliberately 
threaten and harm people. These uses ultimately altered which chemicals could continue to be available to 
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the public, and the forms that they were available in. This is a story of human behaviour, of business 
history as well as of the chemistry itself. 
I want to emphasise the role of the user of chemistry in this discussion, to see how they featured in the 
attempts made by companies and regulatory bodies to anticipate, understand and control use and therefore 
users of chemicals.

Prof Robert J. Flanagan (King’s College, London)
Schizophrenia from Chlorpromazine to Clozapine: There is No Gain without Pain

Provisional abstract
In this lecture, Prof. Flanagan will trace the development of chemical medicines used in the treatment of 
people with diagnoses of mental illness/mental health problems. He will focus in particular on drugs used 
to ameliorate the symptoms of schizophrenia, which may include hallucinations, delusions, changed 
behaviour, social withdrawal, lack of function and flattened emotions. The first of the two drugs cited, 
Chlorpromazine, classified as a typical antipsychotic medication, was first synthesised in 1951, and was 
introduced during the 1950s for the treatment of psychiatric patients with a diagnosis of schizophrenia. 
The second drug, Clozapine, belongs to a class designated atypical antipsychotic medication, and 
appeared about twenty years later.

Prof Flanagan will explore the history of the drugs and their development, considering the scientific 
rationale that informed their chemical composition, their impact on the symptoms they sought to address, 
the nature and consequences of their side-effects and how lessons learned informed refinements and 
advancements in understanding and in treatments.

The employment of forensics in contributing to the comprehension of schizophrenia and psychosis, and 
of brain chemistry, will also be considered.

history of alchemy panel

Lyke de Vries (Radboud University Nijmegen)
Paracelsus and Roman Censorship: A Discussion of Johannes Faber’s Report on Paracelsus (1616)

Paracelsus (1493/4-1541) was an innovative and elusive physician. He attempted to overthrow the pre-
eminent medical authorities, Galen and Avicenna, and to develop a medicine that used chemically 
prepared cures. His generally subversive nature and his heterodox reputation were the reason that 
Paracelsus was placed on several sixteenth-century indices of forbidden books. In the 1610’s, the German 
physician and papal botanist Johannes Faber (1574-1629) was asked by the Congregation for the Index of 
Forbidden Books to investigate Paracelsus’ German work more thoroughly. In my paper, I will investigate 
Faber’s hitherto unknown report. Contrary to sixteenth-century investigations, Faber did not investigate 
Paracelsus work solely from a confessional perspective, but also from the perspective of doctrinal 
medicine and natural philosophy, and, as I argue, he took up a moderate position with respect to the work 
of the eccentric physician.

Elisabeth Moreau (Université Libre de Bruxelles/Radboud University Nijmegen)
The Chymical Nature of the Vital Principle in Late Renaissance Medicine
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The definition of the bodily vital principle was extensively debated in late Renaissance medicine and 
chymistry. Traditionally related to the Galenic innate heat, it was challenged by the Paracelsian notion of 
balsam and vital sulfur. However, both definitions were not totally exclusive. In this presentation, I will 
examine the features of the vital principle by comparing two philosophically divergent chymists: the 
Danish physician Peder Sørensen or Severinus (1540-1602) and the German physician Andreas Libau or 
Libavius (1555-1616). While Severinus promoted a prisca medicina rooted in Hippocrates and 
Paracelsus, Libavius adopted a compromise between Galenic medicine and medieval alchemy. What’s 
more, both chymists provided a description of the components of the healthy human body, in connection 
with the vital principle. I will thus consider the chymical account of elements, tria prima and seminal 
virtues expounded in Severinus’ Idea medicinae philosophicae (1571) and Libavius’ De medicina 
veterum tam Hippocratica quam Hermetica tractatus (1599). This analysis will also draw attention to the 
mutual influence of physiology and chymistry and its impact on early modern matter theories.

Curtis Runstedler (Durham University)
Alchemy, Morality, and Healthy Living in John Gower’s Confessio Amantis

The moral practice of late medieval alchemy in England was often condemned in clerical circles for its 
alleged fraudulence, yet praised in others for its potential for spiritual transformation. In Book IV of the 
Confession Amantis, John Gower praises the virtuous aspects of alchemy, celebrating it as the highest 
form of human labour. Yet how do the moral aspects of medieval alchemy inform us about health and 
well-being?

I argue that Gower depicts alchemy as both an important physical science and philosophy for healthy 
living as illustrated through his moral framework. Medieval alchemy, when used with good moral 
intentions, seeks to achieve spiritual well-being. Ideally, alchemists acquire this well-being through 
contemplation, virtuous study, and good economic sense. Gower argues, however, that alchemists are 
misled by greed, misusing their craft through their immoral practice.

This paper illuminates the moral role of late medieval alchemy and its implications for spiritual wellness. 
Gower interprets alchemy as a philosophical activity that acts as an incentive for the bettering of human 
behaviour and positive spiritual growth. Gower’s moral exemplum indicates that alchemical ideals have 
the potential for spiritual well-being and revealing divine truths, even if alchemy is a seemingly lost art.

Dr Stephen Pumfrey and Paul Ashcroft (Lancaster University)
Alchemy, Chemistry or Chymistry: an analysis of actors’ categories in early modern England

The Society for the History of Alchemy and Chemistry has been at the forefront of debates about how to 
how to approach the similarities, differences and tensions between “alchemy” and “chemistry” in early 
modern Europe. In recent years, pioneering research, notably by William Newman and Laurence Principe 
has brought to the attention of historians the English term “chymistry”. “Chymistry”, they argue, should 
be adopted by historians of English alchemy and chemistry as an actors’ a category which gets around the 
common perception that alchemy was a prior and pseudo-scientific discipline to chemistry as a more 
modern and scientific one.

Analysis of early modern English discourse on the topic has recently been revolutionised by the 
transformation, at Lancaster University of the key-stroked and searchable texts in Early English Books 
Online into a corpus which can be interrogated according to the methods of computer corpus linguistics.
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In this presentation Paul Ashcroft, currently conducting postgraduate research at Lancaster on alchemy in 
seventeenth-century England, will analyse briefly the claims of Newman, Principe et al. about the 
historical utility of the term “chymistry”. This will be followed by Dr Pumfrey presenting his findings 
from computer corpus linguistic analysis on early modern English books available online (EEBO). He 
will suggest that the results present a challenge to the thesis of Newman and Principe, and demonstrate 
the transformative power of Computer Corpus Linguistics for the history of Early Modern England, 
including the history of alchemy/chemistry. The seminal role of Robert  Boyle in the creation of early 
modern scientific language will be discussed.
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