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Alchemy is a proto-scientific and philosophical 

method that has been practiced for centuries all 

around the world. Its western form, which will be the 

topic of this presentation, was first mentioned in texts 

dating back to only a few centuries into the common 

era. The main purpose was to turn ordinary “base” 

materials into perfect forms that had amazing

properties. Chrysopoeia is perhaps the most famous, 

which is the transmutation of common metals into 

valuable ones like gold. They also hoped to create an 

elixir of immortality, or panaceas powerful enough to 

cure any disease. 

Ultimately, the goal was to create the Philosopher’s 

Stone, which was a substance capable of doing all of

the above (Highfield). To find it, alchemical magnum 

opus (“Great Work”) must be. Alchemists hoped they 

could purify the human body and soul through the 

combination of the four elements.
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The starting materials and crucial building blocks for 

alchemy are known as “prima materia” and the crucial 

building blocks for alchemy. Arnaldus de Villa Nova, an 

astrologer and alchemist from the 13th century, wrote 

this quote about prima materia that has gone on to 

become a crucial definition: "That there abides in nature 

a certain pure matter, which, being discovered and 

brought by art to perfection, converts to itself 

proportionally all imperfect bodies that it touches" 

(Mary). Some alchemic concepts are still used today, 

helping lay the foundation for modern chemistry and 

medicine. 

However, its influence does not stop there. Alchemy 

survives not only as an intriguing case study for 

historians of science, but also in its prevalence in 

literature and art. This presentation will make a case 

that alchemy can be used as another form of 

communication. There will be multiple project proposals 

that seek to present its magic to general and intellectual 

audiences.
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After our readings and classes, I couldn’t help but think about 

alchemy. Learning about carbon as a fundamental building block 

made me think about prima materia. Visiting the botanical 

garden had me thinking about the plants used for alchemical 

experimentation. Between science and art, there is a magic that 

exists there. Things like the Philosopher’s Stone may remain in 

our imaginations, but their legends continue. Chemical reactions 

such as fermentation would be seen as magic back in the day, 

but this invisible process is crucial to the survival of our species. 

Alchemy was our first attempts to discover and harness that 

magic. I believe there is still a lot of potential for alchemy to 

inspire our lives. 

Thanks to its long history of secrecy, cryptology, and symbolism, 

alchemy has attracted a sizable spiritual following. In fact, it can 

be seen as its main appeal since the 18th century. Chemistry 

during this time was a budding field of science, but it was quickly 

gaining popularity. Many scholars soon grew to dislike alchemy, 

for it lacked a scientific method, quantitative analysis, and had its 

roots in “ancient wisdom” borrowed for the Greeks. A hard 

line in the sand was drawn by 1720. Alchemy was regulated 

strictly to gold making, cementing its reputation as a fraudulent 

practice. This was necessary to give chemistry the boost in 

credibility it needed.
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Thus, alchemy in the following centuries has 

enjoyed success as an occult science. It deals 

with the spiritual, metaphorical world rather 

than the material. Modern practitioners insist on 

the hidden meanings behind esoteric alchemical 

writings. Instead of a practical protoscience, 

they argue the texts allude to spiritual and 

moral enlightenment. Ethan Allen Hitchcock, in 

his book Remarks Upon Alchymists (1855), 

argues that intricate codes were needed to 

avoid punishment from the Church (Principe). 

Plenty more authors have given their 

interpretations over the years. Organizations 

such as the Rosicrucians and Freemasons have 

also developed an interest. They also stress the 

importance of the spiritual components and 

deemphasize the “transformation of laboratory 

substances” (Principe).
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Alchemy and the arts have always been in close proximity. 

There has been an amazing amount of art within alchemical texts 

themselves. The Mutus Liber is a great example, where it 

includes a variety of intricate pictorials. This 1677 book is a 

major work for alchemy and sets a precedent that will be 

followed for subsequent decades. Famous authors such as 

Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare make alchemy 

references. Visual artists, as well, start including alchemical 

symbols and imagery into their works. Some use the source 

material for satire, while others use it as inspiration and try to 

contribute to the movement.

Now it is time to look at more modern occurrences of the 

intersection between alchemy and art. It is obvious that there 

are many lesser-known painters that have done artwork based 

on alchemy. Surprisingly, there are also a good number of 

famous artists that have incorporated the ideas of alchemy into 

their work. Such artists include Jackson Pollock, Marcel 

Duchamp and Salvador Dalí. Additionally, one does not have to 

look far into literature to find its influences. Harry Potter and 

the Philosopher's Stone has sold over 120 million copies, making 

it one of the bestselling books in history. From films, video 

games, comics, cartoons, and anime, alchemy has been an ever-

present source of inspiration.
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• UCLA’s botanical garden is a great example of an area that shows and promotes ecological 

diversity. There are also areas that are still vacant now. So…

• Adding an alchemist portion to UCLA (or any botanical garden) would be an extremely

interesting exhibit. It can showcase the history of certain plants and how their properties 

were believed to hold untapped power

• “Le Jardin d’Alchimist” in Eygalières, France can be used as a reference
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• Prima materia are the building blocks to alchemical knowledge

• What are other building blocks in both science and art that can be reinterpreted? What happens 

when you break down the fundamental components of an idea? What are we using to turn our 

thoughts in reality? Art exhibits exploring these questions would be great around the world

• This exhibit at the Ars Electronica Center Linz attempts to do just that. There are art pieces

that play with prototypes, experimentation, and structure. The creativity in this area is fascinating,

as there are many ways to break down things into “prima materia”

2) Prima Materia expressed in 

different ways
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• The alchemist dream was turning “base metals” such as lead into “noble metals” such as gold 

and silver (Pereira ). Chrysopoeia is now finally possible!

• Investing into this technology would be the legacy of alchemy. As of right now, it is way too 

expensive to do, but in the future, there could be real practical uses

• There are two ways for gold synthesis. One is using an accelerator, which has many different 

methods. One such way was using liquid mercury particular to break down into lower periodic 

values. This method limits you not only to gold, but to iridium and platinum, as well.

• The second option is a nuclear reactor. This is the closest to a philosopher’s stone scientists 

have gotten. Glenn Seaborg in 1980 was able to removed protons and neutrons from bismuth 

atoms to make several thousand gold atoms (Aleklett)
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• Video games are great medium to get an audience member truly involved. They also have the

convenience of being spread online, making it an interactive, participatory experience.

• Gamifying alchemy could be extremely fun and educational. It could, for example, provide a 

history to the protoscience. The player could even travel through time to experience was an 

alchemist’s life was like through different periods in history.

• Popular games such as Skyrim has fully fleshed out alchemy game mechanics. This could be

expanded to be the central plot of a game, where the player would need to make the 

Philosopher’s Stone.
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• Hailing from all around the world, it is safe to say that alchemy’s influence has been global. It persists 

to this day, lending itself to be feature blatantly or subliminally on all types of art and entertainment

• The Getty did an amazing exhibit on the art of alchemy. It feature paintings and drawings from as far 

back as the medieval ages.

• I suggest showcasing to the world all the modern-day art. Who has used alchemical symbols, tropes, 

and themes in their art? How has alchemy changed in the view of the pubic? How is alchemy

implemented, and why?

• One example is from the smash hit franchise Pokémon. The first games did not shy aware from 

Chinese alchemy references. It would be fascinating to amass a huge collection for display. I am sure 

there are too many to count!
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In summation, I would like to give alchemy the respect it 

deserves. It is responsible for chemistry as we know it 

and continues to inspire creative endeavors. Alchemy

has long been shrouded in mystery. A lot of the old

writing on the subject has been hard to find and

sometimes even harder to decipher. I believe that there 

are a plethora of interesting ways to reintroduce 

alchemy to a general audience. Fascination with the

occult never wanes, which has helped alchemy stay

evergreen.

There is an entire wealth of history to delve into with 

many twists and turns. The best part of it all is that it is 

up to interpretation; alchemy still has plenty of

mysteries. I want to use art and science to explore 

everything alchemy has to offer!
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