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chapter two

THE CORPUS AROUND

THE “VERSES UPON THE ELIXIR”:

ORIGINS, PATTERNS AND PECULIARITIES

The most remarkable feature of the corpus around the “Verses upon the

Elixir” is its ‘corporality’: the fact that it was written, received and main-

tained as an interconnected corpus of texts for more than two centuries

from the mid-fifteenth century onwards. The joint appearance of corpus

texts in manuscripts, their use of similar passages or coinciding references

to a particular alchemical authority, as observed in Chapter 1, show copy-

ists’ craft and readers’ understanding of alchemical literature. Moreover,

the development of the corpus connections over time is an expression of

their understanding of alchemy, its terminology, principles and experimen-

tation. This chapter concerns the core characteristics of the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir” (across all corpus texts) as well as its uses for

historiography.

The findings of this chapter are based on the critical editions provided

towards the end of this book, especially their critical apparatus, and provide

the basis for the more complex studies presented in subsequent chapters.

Typical yet outstanding examples of the textual characteristics discussed

were sourced from from all relevant manuscripts, and thus from the more

than four hundred individual copies of corpus texts that survive today.

The first part of this chapter describes the original formation of the

corpus in the fifteenth century. The subsequent section on its development

in the early modern period focuses on three scribal techniques instrumental

in this process: changes to a poem’s scope, alteration of individual words

and phrases, and the correlation of passages in different works. The third

part addresses the issue of scribal intent, i.e. the question to what extent

the formation of the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” was a result

of reflected thought or a coincidence of literary fashions and the concerns

of the craft. Finally, a coda considers the individuals involved with the

production and preservation of manuscripts containing corpus texts.
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64 chapter two

1. The Corpus Around the “Verses upon the Elixir”

in Fifteenth-Century Manuscripts

The birth of the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” correlates with

the origin of the poem itself in the mid- to late fifteenth century. Prior to its

creation some texts now identified as related to the “Verses” mostly existed

in different realms of the literary canon of alchemy. Therefore, although the

poem “Verses upon the Elixir” is neither the most ancient nor the most

prominent of corpus texts in the fifteenth century, the formation of the

corpus (and the possibility of its identification with historical hindsight)

is indebted to the poem’s creation—an act of composition answering the

abovementioned contemporary need for a consolidation of the ancient and

recent traditions of alchemical writing.1

By the beginning of the sixteenth century the inventory of the corpus

around the “Verses” already covered more than half of its eventual scope.

It included the “Verses upon the Elixir”, “Exposition”, “Wind and Water”,

“Mystery of Alchemists”, “Alumen de Hispania”, “Short Work” (albeit in an

early, not yet related version), “Richard Carpenter’s Work” (“Spain”, “Titan

Magnesia”, “Sun” and minor variety “God Angel”) and the Ripley Scroll texts

“On the ground”, “In the sea”, “I shall you tell” and “Trinity”. The early cor-

pus thus combines texts of more ancient origins (“Alumen de Hispania”)

with recent creations (“Mystery of Alchemists”) and new poems (“Verses

upon the Elixir”), Latin prose with English verse, codices with scrolls, and

extensive works (e.g. “Mystery of Alchemists”) with almost aphoristic pieces

(“Short Work”). The links between this motley group of texts, which mainly

first appeared in the fifteenth century, would endure for centuries.

Nineteen fifteenth-century manuscripts survive today (only a fraction

of the 134 extant corpus manuscripts, most of which date from later peri-

ods).2 These volumes provide evidence for the early formation of the cor-

pus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”: they reproduce copies of the early

corpus texts in significant numbers and in close proximity to each other,

creating text clusters which would also encourage the readers’ associa-

1 See Chapter 1. Diagrams I and II, placed before Chapter 1, provide visual aids for

understanding the following paragraphs on the formation and development of the corpus.

2 Corpus manuscripts counted here do not include codices containing copies of “Alumen

de Hispania” in isolation, i.e. without the appearance of at least one other corpus text in the

same volume (these are, however, included in the List of Manuscripts in the Bibliography).

The current selection of manuscripts is generous, including a few vaguely dated for the turn

of the sixteenth century, in order to create a representative sample.
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the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 65

tions of these poems with each other, their contents and styles. Eleven of

these manuscripts mostly contain copies of individual corpus texts paired

with “Alumen de Hispania” and other Latin prose treatises, and thus bridge

the current, Middle English and the older, authoritative Latin tradition of

alchemical writing.3 The remaining eight fifteenth-century manuscripts are

more expressive witnesses to the establishment of the corpus as an intercon-

nected body of texts. They represent an originally larger body of manuscripts

(their exemplars and descendants) which are now, demonstrably and unfor-

tunately, lost. But although these manuscripts cannot be arranged in exact

chronological order, the overview of their corpus-related contents in Table II

reveals patterns of appearance for corpus texts in these volumes and per-

haps, by extension, in the written culture of alchemy in late medieval Eng-

land.

Table II: The corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” in fifteenth-century

manuscripts4
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“Verses upon the Elixir” – – – – – ¸ ¸ ¸
“Exposition” – – – – – ¸ ¸ ¸
“Mystery of Alchemists” – – – – – ¸ ¸
“Alumen de Hispania” – – – ¸ ¸ – – –

RCW “Spain” ¸ ¸ ¸ ¸ ¸ ¸ ¸ ¸
“Short Work” – ¸ – ¸ ¸ ¸ – ¸
Other corpus texts (diverse) ¸ ¸ ¸ – – – ¸ ¸

Why did fifteenth-century copyists and readers begin to perceive, copy

and produce the corpus texts in relation to one another, and how was

the connection maintained until the end of their active circulation in

3 Exceptions are an isolated copy of the “Verses upon the Elixir” (BL MS Sloane 1091); two

copies of “Richard Carpenter’s Work” variant “Spain” (Oxford Corpus Christi College MS 226

and CUL MS Dd.4.45) and a French prose version of the same (CUL MS Ii.3.17).

4 A more detailed but less easily visually accessible version of this table, including

indications about fragments, numbers of copies and versions of poems, was included in

Timmermann, Circulation and Reception, Chapter 1.
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66 chapter two

manuscripts? Given the loss of a significant number of manuscripts since

the fifteenth century, and hence of vital evidence, answers to these ques-

tions are necessarily tentative to a certain extent. Yet a few pertinent obser-

vations can be made.

It is without question that the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”

is a product, but not a deliberate, artificial creation, of fifteenth-century

craft and scribal culture. The accumulation of corpus texts in association

with each other was not planned a priori or executed in a single, prescrip-

tive or influential compendium, but occurred more gradually across a range

of fifteenth-century manuscripts. It thus reflects the common interests of a

diverse group of writers (authors and copyists) and readers. Their activities

of gathering, ordering, amending and creating information in and through

a set of alchemical poems, moreover in spontaneous agreement with each

other in wording, phrasing, subject or clustering, are indicative of fashions

or current concerns in alchemy and alchemical writing (I will return to this

point later). In other words, there was something about the “Verses” and

associated poems that mattered to English-speaking alchemically inclined

individuals of the late fifteenth century. With the corpus they crystallised

an interconnected web of information for and by alchemical practitioners

out of the fast-growing body of alchemical literature. Comprising alchemical

recipes, theoretical background and authoritative advice for the practising

alchemist, the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” constituted some-

thing akin to an alchemical reference tool.

Two early manuscripts (Bod MS Ashmole 759 and BL MS Sloane 3747)

appear to have been particularly instrumental in the original establish-

ment of the “Verses upon the Elixir” in Middle English recipe literature—a

necessary condition for them poem’s institution as a common thread in

the corpus investigated here. These sister volumes, compendia of alchem-

ical writings, were probably written by the same individual. They were

then passed on to a single owner in the sixteenth century, together with

a third manuscript (BL MS Sloane 3579), a partial copy of the former two

manuscripts supplemented with further alchemical texts.5 Palaeographi-

cal evidence and ownership marks establish the connections between the

manuscripts quite firmly. But apart from their subsequent absorption into

Elias Ashmole’s and Sir Hans Sloane’s collections the history of these manu-

scripts is not known. The ways in which they were written, indeed, the shape

5 On the sixteenth-century owner, one ‘Corthop’, see Rampling, “Catalogue,” 128; she

refers back to Black, Catalogue, 372. See also Grund’s earlier study: Grund, Misticall Wordes,

esp. 38.
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the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 67

of the manuscripts today, however, indicate that their joint circulation and

survival provided a point of stability in the corpus’ early history. As a group

of manuscripts they also inspired the corpus’ perpetuation for two reasons

in particular: the compilations’ sense of purpose and their readers’ identifi-

cation with the same.

The rationale behind the compilation of MSS Ashmole 759 and Sloane

3747 appears to have been both alchemical and literary. They represent a

cross-section of alchemical recipes circulated at the end of the fifteenth cen-

tury, including a remarkable number of Middle English alchemical poems.6

Other items in these manuscripts are comparatively simple copies of mostly

Latin and English prose treatises, many of them on alchemical theory, prac-

tice and equipment, with very little annotation.7 The compiler seems to have

composed the manuscripts to identify a valid procedure for the manufacture

of the philosophers’ stone through textual exegesis.

Probably aware of the textual variations that may obscure metaphorical

alchemical texts even further (such as scribal errors and, indeed, different

versions of a text) this scribe even conserved several copies of the corpus

poems for comparison. The manuscripts contain duplicates of the “Expo-

sition” and “Wind and Water” (two distinctly different versions of amalga-

mated copies in the Sloane manuscript, a standard copy of the “Exposition”

only in the Ashmole volume), of “Richard Carpenter’s Work”, variant “Spain”

(standard copies in both volumes together with a variant fragment in the

latter) and the “Verses upon the Elixir” (version A in the Sloane manuscript;

fragments of both versions in the Ashmole codex). It is significant that

this compiler focused his thorough approach to such a marked extent on

alchemical poetry. It must have been the quality of these poems and their

inherent promise of success which drew this compiler, and his contempo-

raries, to the corpus texts.

The compiler’s engagement with the “Verses upon the Elixir” was partic-

ularly intense. He is likely to be the author of an original recipe recorded

as a prose commentary on the poem.8 This instructional text identifies a

6 Among these are, apart from the corpus poems, NIMEV 410 (the “Epistle to Edward IV”,

Rampling, “Catalogue”, s.v. item 13), Ripley’s “Cantilena” (ibid., s.v. item 6) and DIMEV 886,

two generally untitled, anonymous Middle English alchemical poems.

7 Noteworthy is the large number of texts from or relating to the pseudo-Lullian oeuvre,

esp. Ripley’s “Accurtations” and “Pupilla Alchimiae” (Rampling, “Catalogue”, s.v. items 1 and

27) as well as a didactic dialogue on astrological matters (ff. 66r–71v). Many texts on transmu-

tatory experiments, however, are unidentified, possibly original treatises of varying length.

8 Bod MS Ashmole 759, f. 124r–v. While it is possible that the compiler copied this

Anke Timmermann - 9789004254831
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:31PM

via free access



68 chapter two

“grene hewe” (for the ‘water of the wood’) for distillation; advises on the use

of ‘diverse vessels well-glassed’ (i.e. glazed and thus impermeable) for disso-

lution, of a “panne of musselyn brasse” for sublimation (or a related process

involving the emission of ‘vapours’), and of ‘linen cloth’, white chalk and egg

whites for luting; it spells out the fact that “your strong lycour […] is our oyle

our doughter our derling and our gret tresure”, thus interpreting the “Boast”

passage on mercury in connection with the main text of the “Verses” (a mat-

ter not clearly explained in the poem’s text); and introduces a circulation,

i.e. repeated distillation for a purer result, to the process, with an intriguing

interpretation of the term ‘medicine’ (“Verses”, ll. 68, 100/116, 173, 179): “cir-

cule it simple or compound with suche as byn conuenyent for the disceas of

man after thauctorite of phesik”. Overall, this recipe is very clearly a reaction

to the “Verses”. The progression of its experiment uses the same phrasing as

the poem. It also makes an effort to explore the poem’s instructions in useful

practical terms, from the abovementioned specifications of equipment and

procedures to the allocation of specific time periods to individual steps of

the process. Indeed, this commentary/recipe seems to be an attempt to rec-

oncile the different versions of the “Verses” with each other. This perceived

contrariness of the poem, or rather, the alchemical debate which necessi-

tated the composition of its several versions in the first place, may have

been instrumental more generally in the generation of the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir”. The poem’s existence in two dramatically differ-

ent, irreconcilable versions, the mysteriousness of the textual alternatives of

the “Verses” and its yet promising rendition of a recipe for the philosophers’

stone seems to have created a constant need for reproduction and debate,

and thus propelled this poem into the corpus’ centre.

Owners and readers of the two mentioned early core codices (Bod MS

Ashmole 759 and BL MS Sloane 3747) certainly received the texts together

with their original compiler’s impression of Middle English alchemical

poetry. To them, the manuscripts must have represented a peer’s digest

of alchemical literature and a proposal for the fruitful pursuit of alchem-

ical knowledge. The fact that this compiler pursued alchemical questions

commentary from another source this seems unlikely: the commentary ends seamlessly with

the phrase “and as to the blak erth lefte in the bottom do therwith as is afore taught in the

tretise next before the exposicon of erth of erth in this quayer specified afterwardse,” which

applies to this specific volume and links the “Exposition” with the “Verses”. Other copies do

not survive. Due to its identical incipit the text is erroneously recorded as a prose version of

the “Verses upon the Elixir” in some bibliographies.
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the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 69

through the meaning of Middle English alchemical poems, and in as many

as two volumes, would have been noted by anyone consulting his compila-

tions. Those readers who chose to excerpt texts from these two manuscripts

into their own notebooks would have continued and enforced the focus on

English verse alchemica for following generations of the texts’ users. Unfor-

tunately, direct descendants of these volumes are difficult to identify, and

some were lost. Their successors, however, testify to an unbroken develop-

ment of the corpus around the “Verses” in the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries.9 This succession of manuscripts distilled information out of the

Middle English alchemical body of writing in ever changing ways. Here,

scribal culture, textual exegesis, alchemical pursuits and the emergence of

the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” went hand in hand.

The English verse version of “Alumen de Hispania”, “Richard Carpenter’s

Work”, variant “Spain”, provides additional evidence for fifteenth-century

audiences’ appetite for English verse recipes and thus the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir”. While both “Spain” and its Latin prose original

continued to be circulated in parallel, partly in the same manuscripts and

in a number of variants for more than two centuries, “Spain” enjoyed a

more consistent presence in written culture soon after its composition.

Even the fifteenth-century manuscripts containing the early corpus show

this development.10 At a relatively early date after its composition, “Spain”

almost exclusively appeared in manuscripts together with other English

poems from the corpus around the “Verses”. It seems that the poem was

tailored for and received as part of this relatively recent branch of alchemical

writing.11

It is worth noting here that, with the exception of “Alumen de Hispania”,

all texts in the early corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” date from

the fifteenth century, hence are near-contemporary with the manuscripts

into which they were copied. Consequently, the establishment of the corpus

around the “Verses” is an expression of originality. The corpus presents

a counterpoint to the established, ancient and authoritative literature of

alchemy, a new tradition establishing its own points of reference in language

9 See esp. Bod MS Ashmole 1445 (s. xvi/xvii).

10 See Table II above. Full copies of the Latin version of “Alumen” mostly date from the

fifteenth century; “Spain” emerges at the same time but continues to be circulated to a much

greater extent in later centuries; individual witnesses and their dates are listed with the

Editions in the Appendix.

11 The only exceptions are Oxford, Corpus Christi College MS 226 and CUL MS Dd.4.45:

both contain “Spain” as the sole item from the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”.
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70 chapter two

and manuscript culture. As such, the corpus around the “Verses” represents

a scientific equivalent to the Middle English poetry produced, for example,

at courts of the fifteenth century in the wake of Chaucer.

2. Textual Variation and Corpus Connections

Any manuscript text is produced by a cumulative group of authors: un-

known originators and later copyists who each change the work, its shape,

content and language in their personal copies. Scribal alterations range

from drastic revisions of a text’s scope to minor shifts in wording, syntax

or spelling, some of them an accidental by-product of the perils of reading

another’s handwriting. Such scribal influences constitute the essence of the

corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” in the two centuries after its origi-

nal formation. Generations of copyists demonstrated their perception of the

corpus as an interconnected group of texts, and of the recipes presented in

the texts as different solutions to the question of the philosophers’ stone,

in their adaptations of the poems. Even the incomplete set of manuscripts

surviving today bears witness to the ways in which copyists employed the

corpus around the “Verses” in their ongoing search for the alchemical secret.

This living reception of the corpus may have had a far more wide-reaching

impact on alchemy and alchemical literature than any individual, standard-

ised or even printed alchemical text could exert.

Textual criticism, the scholarly discipline concerned with the nature and

chronology of manuscript texts, traditionally presents scribal changes in the

apparatus of critical editions and, visually and schematically, in the form of

stemmata (graphic depictions of the relations between witnesses akin to a

family tree).12 These editions and stemmata usually consider individual texts

in isolation from others—they would not be able to represent an intercon-

12 I engaged with the history, nature and implications of textual criticism and its methods

in detail in Timmermann, Circulation and Reception, Chapter 4. A history of the stemmatic

method may be found in Robinson and O’Hara, “Cladistic Analysis,” esp. 117–123; stemmata

are considered as a ‘historical process’ in Hanna, “Manuscripts,” 116; further, important ques-

tions about the difficulties and potential shortfalls of the stemmatic method were raised in

Hanna, “Application”; Flight, “How Many”, ibid., “Complete” and others. Recent approaches to

dealing with text variants in the form of stemmata include, perhaps most apt for the current

context, Eagleton and Spencer, “Copying” and forthcoming work by Hall (“Making Stem-

mas”). Key insights on textual criticism as applied to medieval manuscript texts are provided

in Pearsall, Manuscripts; Minnis and Brewer, Crux; see also Hanna, Pursuing, and Voigts, “Edit-

ing”.
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the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 71

nected corpus like that around the “Verses upon the Elixir” in diagrammatic

form. But the study of an interrelated group of texts like this corpus widens

the perspective on scribal culture significantly, since it not only experiences

scribal changes for each individual text and across a period of time, but

also establishes correlations between different texts. A corpus analysis facil-

itates a distinction between unique, individual, regional or time-specific

alterations from those that apply more generally. The corpus’ development,

once analysed, may also separate a copyist’s slip of the mind or hand from

meaningful variations, abandoned interpretations from pertinent discus-

sions, and linguistic eccentricities from terminological developments. The

evolution of the corpus might be visualised in a combination of the indi-

vidual texts’ stemmata. This ‘three-dimensional’ stemma, a stratification of

information on textual changes, would allow the discovery of patterns, clus-

ters and correspondences at a glance.13

Three types of textual development in the history of the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir” are particularly common and fine examples of

the ways in which copyists used these poems to explore alchemical ideas

and experiments: quantitative changes, i.e. the truncation or augmenta-

tion of texts (structural adaptations); qualitative changes in wording and

phrasing (text variation in poetry); and subtle textual affinities between cor-

pus texts (“interphraseology”). Their complexities also indicate how mod-

ern historians may employ textual criticism in approaches to the history of

alchemy and Middle English writing.

2.1. Structural Adaptation

Alchemical recipes, apart from being metaphorical (at times to the point of

obscurity), often detail a series of different stages of the alchemical exper-

iment. These stages’ order and validity were as much subject to interpre-

tation as the recipes’ wording; the succession of processes in alchemical

recipes was vital to the experiment’s success.14 Since they knew about

alchemical texts’ malleability in manuscripts, alchemical practitioners

exhibited a natural scepticism towards any given arrangement of a recipe.

Based on their theories about its correct manifestation, late medieval

13 The concept of a three-dimensional stemma is presented in detail in Timmermann,

Circulation and Reception, Chapter 4. The results of the current chapter are based on this

method.

14 The difficulty of identifying a correct succession of stages is introduced e.g. in Telle, Sol

und Luna, 95–96.
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72 chapter two

copyists would change a text’s structure, scope and organisation of a text at

will. In the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”, fragments (selectively

copied parts of a text), extended copies (often amalgamated with other

poems from the corpus) and structural variants (such as versions A and B

of the “Verses upon the Elixir”) by far outnumber true variants.

In practical terms, fragmentation and the rearrangement of steps of a

recipe often went hand in hand. Two generations of altogether five related

corpus manuscripts dating from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

are prime examples for this.15 Each of these manuscripts contains excerpts

from the full text of the “Verses upon the Elixir” which isolate individual

stages of the recipe (as defined in Chapter 1). Notably, these sections always

remain intact in this act of fragmentation. Some of these sections provide

a shortcut or alternative to the general alchemical procedure described in

the “Verses” (e.g. l. 103 ff., inc.: “In arsenic sublimed there is a way straight”);

others isolate theoretical information (l. 81 ff., inc.: “Our gold & silver is not

common plate”) or extract “Boast of Mercury”. Rather than altering the text

beyond recognition or noting down an interpretation, copyists fragmenting

the poem in this way chose to identify the poem’s building blocks. The recipe

remains prescriptive but its interpretation follows a methodical focus. Con-

sequently, the two structural versions of the “Verses upon the Elixir”, which

remained stable in their transmission throughout the early modern period,

constitute two different proposals for a solution to the puzzle posed by the

poem. The principle of meaningful fragmentation as a tool for understand-

ing procedures applies on a grander scale to all texts in the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir”. It is the textual equivalent to an alchemist’s

separation of substances from composite materials in the alchemical work-

shop.

A copyist’s choice to fragment a text is usually deliberate. Misinterpreta-

tion of the source text (e.g. the failure to identify a page break as a break,

not the end of a text) or faulty recollection (if the text is written down from

memory) appear to be both less likely and less common than intentional

fragmentation.16 Copyists’ knowledge of the genre, the texts and the nature

15 BL MSS Sloane 1092 and 1098; BL MSS Sloane 288 and 1842 and London, Wellcome

Institute MS 577; their common ancestor by one remove is Philadelphia, PA, University of

Pennsylvania Codex 111.

16 On the function and concept of memory in medieval times (memoria ad res vs. memoria

ad verbum) see Carruthers, Book of Memory, esp. index and chapter 7, “Memory and the Book”

(221–257). Different types of notebooks and notetaking techniques, and their influence on the

copying process, will be discussed in much more detail in Chapters 5 and 6 below.

Anke Timmermann - 9789004254831
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:31PM

via free access



the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 73

of manuscripts prompted them to look for further exemplars as soon as a

particular copy did not seem trustworthy; the frequent, demonstrable use

of several exemplars for a reliable compilation of an alchemical poem (as

witnessed in the corpus’ stemmata) demonstrates this. More often than not

the decision to copy a particular exemplar was as deliberate as the deci-

sion to include a full text or fragment in a new compilation.17 Generally,

then, each corpus manuscript extant today may be considered a collection

of fragments of the body of alchemical literature: an individual’s intelligent

selection of texts, of passages to process and instructions to put into prac-

tice.

The most striking example of meaningful fragmentation, its uses and

reader perceptions in the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” pre-

sents itself in a passage which was isolated from an authoritative source

and inserted into a number of different texts around the beginning of the

sixteenth century. The passage in question, a polemical discussion of the

value of a number of alchemical materials, occurs in a theoretical part of

version B of the “Verses upon the Elixir”, in which the poem’s speaker reflects

upon the principles of the alchemical work.18

All salts & sulphures farre & neere

I interdite them all in feare

All Corosive waters blood & hayre

Pisses hornes & Sandivere

Alloms Attriments all I suspend

Rosalgar and Arsnick I defend

Calx vive & Calx nox his brother

I suspend them both th’one & th’other “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 69–76

This passage also occurs in “Boast of Mercury”, version B, “Mystery of Alche-

mists”, in “Liber Patris Sapientiae”, and twice in a sixteenth-century prose

text not otherwise associated with the corpus, Humfrey Lock’s “Treatise on

Alchemy”. The relevant excerpts are reproduced in their entirety below to

illustrate the remarkably consistent concurrence of this passage in such a

17 Stemmata for all core texts from the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” are

provided with the Editions in the Appendix. Stemmata referring to manuscript volumes

rather than individual copies, and combining the transmission of several texts in order

to visualise copyists’ choice of sources were included in Timmermann, Circulation and

Reception; see also Chapter 6.

18 Unless indicated otherwise, all quotations agree with the Editions at the end of this

book.
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variety of alchemical poems, which is unparalleled in the body of Middle

English alchemical writing.

All manner of Salte I defie

Sulphur arsene & argale

Alume Orpiment & heale

Gold Siluer & Sandaver

Galls Gumms & Egsheles

Corrosive waters and calces else

Goats’ horns and alum plume

Good with them will I none done

All yat discordes from metalles

It is conterary in generall “Boast of Mercury”, ll. 29–35/a–c

And all manner of Saltes I defye

Sulphur arsnecke & argulie

allom orpement & hayre

gold Siluer & Sandyvere

Gales gums & eges shels

corosyfe water & calssis els

gotes horne & alom plume

good with them will I none done “Mystery of Alchemists”, ll. 341–348

All manner of Saltes I doe defie

And all manners of Sulphurs in waters of Cerosines

Alsoe Allom Vitriolle Atrament & here

gould, Siluer, Angola, and Sandiuer

goms and galles and also eg shells

honnie wax and oilles or calces ells

Alsoe I defie our money beralle & christalle

ropine pitch, also Amber Iate & corralle

herbes date stones, marble or Tyne glas

yf ther com any of all thes therin yt is the worse

Also, pell, gotes horns, Allum plume

good with them I will non done “Liber Patris Sapientiae”, ll. 35–46

One saultes and alomes do thay worke,

one heare and eake on blood,

gooths hornes also and allam plumbe,

that neuer com to good.

In iron some do thinke to finde

the philozofors stone

and worke theareon with greate expence,

yet better let alone,

In vinniger and other thinges

yn tartur burned whight

thay wen to find philozofie

and thear thay losse thear light […]

Of argalle I wright, for that it [vinegar] is
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ofte in this crafte namid,

and put in place for to disseaue

such as ar not ordayned

Humphrey Lock, “Treatise”, dedication, ll. 94–105; 114–11719

The final text listed, Lock’s “Treatise”, is a compilation of excerpts from con-

temporary alchemical literature, not an original composition. Its history

elucidates the origin of the cited passage: apparently the “salts and sulphurs”

segment was originally part of a translation of the “Perfectum Magisterium”,

a Latin alchemical tract usually attributed to Arnold of Villanova (1243–1311)

in manuscripts and printed editions.20 Outside of this poetic manifestation

the ‘salts and sulphurs’ trope, referring to the ‘philosophical’ components

of metals, was common to medieval alchemy and derived from Avicenna’s

Physica and considered what makes alchemy alchemy.21 Paracelsus’ sub-

sequent connection of salt and sulphur with mercury and their derived

alchemical concepts were finally refuted in Boyle’s Sceptical Chymist.22 But

why did this century-old discussion of alchemical principles create such a

stir in sixteenth-century Middle English alchemical poetry?

The reason for the popularity of this passage seems to lie in its contents.

Scribal alterations of individual terms in this passage are clearly concerned

with the alchemical content of this passage. The line “Pisses hornes &

Sandivere” (l. 72) was also renedered as “goats’ horns and sandiver”, and later

as “piss, goats’ horns, worms and sandiver”; different copies of subsequent

lines see the substitution of “gums” for “Allouns”, “Sal tynctur” and/or “sal

gemme” for arsenic; and the elusive ‘calx nox’ was also interpreted as “calx

ovorum”, “calx mort” and even “claws of a fox and all his brethren” (ll. 73–

75). Copyists may, then, have inserted this passage into different alchemical

recipes to test its applicability it to different experiments, or to observe its

meaning change in different practical-textual contexts.

It is particularly noteworthy here that this passage represents a sixteenth-

century phenomenon. It was not present in the fifteenth century, then

19 Grund, Misticall Wordes, 132–133, details variations linguistic rather than practical in

nature. Similar prose passages are reproduced in Grund’s publication on p. 153 (“Treatise,”

f. 299v, ll. 9–12); p. 156 (“Treatise,” f. 300v, l. 3 ff.); and p. 230 (“Treatise,” f. 323r, ll. 8–10).

20 Grund, Misticall Wordes, 39 ff. The text is also known as “Flos florum”. For editions see

Calvet, Oeuvres Alchimiques, 359–440 (discussion on 22–32).

21 On John of Rupescissa’s use of the terms, together with mercury, on their role in

medieval alchemy and the difficult situation regarding sources see Principe, Secrets, 64–65

and footnotes.

22 Müller-Jahncke, “Paracelsus”, 268. Boyle, Sceptical Chymist, 40, 49, 150. Principe, Aspir-

ing Adept, 43–46.
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inserted consistently into sixteenth-century copies of the abovementioned

texts, and finally, systematically removed from them towards the end of

the century. As an alchemical theme, this passage permeates the corpus

around the “Verses upon the Elixir”, and alchemical literature, only for a few

decades. It reinforces the connection of a group of texts already associated

with each other in the manuscripts and minds of early modern alchemical

readers, and lends them a novel, current aspect.

Corpus stemmata and the sheer bulk of affected copies reveal that the

dispersal of the abovementioned passage was not the result of an unusually

widespread circulation of a single manuscript or a single scribe’s creation.

Instead, the passage indicates a fashion in alchemical writing, followed

independently by different copyists in various manuscripts.23 This fashion

is an expression of a growing concern about certain alchemical materials in

the sixteenth century, perhaps a revival or novel discussion of Villanova’s

theories on alchemical experimentation or a renewed engagement with

pseudo-Lullian theories of matter and transformation.24 Annotations and

commentaries by contemporary readers, too numerous and diverse to be

included here, confirm this impression. In this instance, fragmentation is

used as a method for building knowledge and communication.

Finally, the ‘salts and sulphurs’ passage demonstrates the merit of a

corpus-based analysis for both the identification and the interpretation of

historical themes relevant to a particular period. The importance of the ‘salts

and sulphurs’ debate is not created by modern scholarly expectations, but

suggested by the manuscript materials themselves. This evidence of a his-

torical development becomes truly visible to the modern eye in the context

of the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”.

2.2. Text Variation in Poetry

Alchemical texts were constantly subjected to scribal variation in individual

words and phrases, perhaps even more so than other Middle English litera-

ture. Alchemical writers used a pool of Middle English terms and phrases to

communicate their recipes in a metaphorical, obscure style; their employ-

23 I am using the term ‘fashion’ in the straightforward sense of a periodical trend, cp.

Minnis, Medieval Theory, 5; Lewis, “Faculty”. Three-dimensional corpus stemmata, omitted

here for pragmatic reasons, may be found in Timmermann, Circulation and Reception; the

stemmata provided at the end of this book give a good impression of this phenomenon when

read in conjunction with each other and the texts’ Editions; see esp. Chapters 5 and 6 below.

24 The vivid, ‘golden age’ character of alchemy in the sixteenth century is also outlined in

Principe, Secrets, 81–82.

Anke Timmermann - 9789004254831
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:31PM

via free access



the corpus: origins, patterns and peculiarities 77

ment of metaphor was peculiar to the craft. Also, the general ambiguity of

alchemical terms borrowed from all languages and periods of the alchem-

ical tradition introduced an element of uncertainty to alchemical texts. It

was the reader’s responsibility to explore terms, metaphors and synonyms in

order to discover their true meanings.25 Texts argued that only a worthy, sage

alchemist would be able to translate a recipe correctly into a plain exper-

imental setup of substances and procedures, and thus manufacture the

philosophers’ stone. Combined with historical lexical changes in alchemical

terminology, the gradually changing character of alchemical experimenta-

tion and copyists’ practical difficulties of interpreting another scribe’s hand-

writing, alchemical texts encouraged alteration in each individual copy. The

liveliness of this scribal activity emerges, for example, in the number and

quality of changes recorded in the critical apparatus of the editions pro-

duced towards the end of this book.26 Like the structural changes described

above, types of variations of words and phrases are not usually specific to

the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” but apply more generally

throughout the body of late medieval and early modern alchemica in prose

and verse; only their manifestation as a unique group of verbal permutations

in each copy of a text is individual.

On a lexical level the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” shows

a gradual tendency towards vernacularisation in the early modern period.

While some early copies of “Richard Carpenter’s Work”, variant “Spain”,

show a curious mixture of Latin and English terminology, Middle English

options prevail in their descendants. For example, the original “sta(n)t in

ignis regimine” (“Spain”, l. 82), changes to English in only the first word

(“stondith” or “stands”) by the mid-sixteenth century. Notably, the change

is a consistent and lasting one. This development mirrors the growth of the

body of Middle English alchemical poetry as a genre.

Elsewhere in the corpus the multilingual origins of alchemical terminol-

ogy and its gradual transformation into Middle English frequently resulted

in scribal confusion. For example, unintentional code mixing occurs in the

use of the terms “kibrit” and “(al)kybert” in “Sun”, version A. Synonyms

for the “light of the sun”, and neither translated nor annotated in any of

the extant copies, both words derive from an Arabic term, “alkı̄brı̄t”, which

25 See the reference to Decknamen in Chapter 1; literature on this particular aspect of

alchemical language is listed there.

26 A classic study of alchemy and language is Hannaway, Chemist. For literature on textual

criticism and the wider Middle English scribal culture see above and the Bibliography below,

esp. Crossgrove, “Textual Criticism”.
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designates sulphur.27 As mentioned above, the terms also appear in “Alumen

de Hispania” and its translations, and in “I shall you tell”. A large variety of

variant spellings in surviving copies of all texts indicates that copyists were

not aware of the etymological origins of the term, yet used it meaningfully.

It may be for this reason that the variation was not commented upon by

readers (the variations are not annotated in any of the copies consulted);

they may have thought the emendation to be orthographical, not seman-

tic in nature. Both the vernacularisation and the large orthographical range

of alchemical poetry and prose are mirrored in Middle English writings

on other branches of natural philosophy and, generally, in the progression

of the English language towards an early modern and, eventually, modern

idiom.28 But in alchemical contexts, the fluidity of the evolving language

and the manuscript medium reacted strongly with the metaphoricality of

alchemical expression. Each reading was potentially an act of interpreta-

tion.

The genre of poetry afforded copyists with different possibilities of text

variation than prose. Although written without literary pretensions and not

strictly keeping to a perfect execution of rhyme and rhythm, alchemical

poems like the “Verses upon the Elixir” nevertheless defined a range of

likely, possible and inappropriate variation through their poetic form. This

applies both to medial and final word positions. A word substituted for

another in the middle of a line would require a similar stress and amount

of syllables as the original to be a perfect fit for the given context. This

is the case in the unpredictable substitution of ‘clerks’ for ‘works’, almost

a homograph and (depending on dialect) phonetic sibling, in the phrase

“All werkes this water makyth white and light” (“Verses upon the Elixir”,

l. 82/157). While clearly a solution pleasing to the ear, this alteration changes

the focus of the line (subject and voice). In the standard version, water

is the agent for albification; in the variant it is subjected to it by learned

men who are potentially, but not necessarily, part of the clergy.29 Yet it

is often difficult to identify a copyist’s intentions, if any. In the present

example, an exemplar employing a looped letter “w” in the word “werkes”

(a palaeographical variant of the secretary hand which could be misread to

include the letter “l”) would remove the possibility of a clean explanation.

As a group of interconnected texts, however, the corpus around the “Verses

27 MED, s.v. ‘kibrit’ and ‘alkibrit’. See also Patai, Jewish Alchemists, 528.

28 See esp. Taavitsainen and Pahta, “Vernacularisation” and Voigts, “Multitudes”.

29 MED, s.v. ‘clerk’.
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upon the Elixir” documents reader reactions to a certain extent: annotations

and switches between the terms “clerks” and “works” in different copies

show that, regardless of the variant’s initial purpose, it certainly caused some

debate among the poem’s audiences.30

Words at the ends of lines, i.e. rhyme words in alchemical poems, offer

less room for interpretation for both copyist and historian. Any alteration

of one rhyme word requires a corresponding change of its partner term. It

is almost impossible to change a rhyme word by accident, and difficult to

do so on purpose. Here poetry fulfils the pragmatic function of preserving

the text’s content. Indeed, authors of alchemical poetry employed this tool

for their own purposes. They often placed important information for the

alchemical practitioner, such as names for substances or time indications,

towards the ends of lines. The following couplets represent just a fraction of

deliberate arrangements of this kind in the transmission of texts from the

corpus “Verses upon the Elixir”.

ffor in it therth dissoluyd must be

Withouten fire by daies thre “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 9–10

I kill I slay & eke Calcine

I dye & eke I liue againe “Boast of Mercury”, ll. 9–10

Erth is withyn most fyne

Water of Wode aysell of wyne “Exposition”, ll. 5–6

Poetic parameters of textual variation do not just influence late medieval

scribal choices, they also bear implications for historical research. Just one

example from the corpus around the “Verses”, here an illuminating obser-

vation on code switching, will illustrate this point. The couplet under con-

sideration, the incipit of “Boast of Mercury” both within the “Verses” and

in both versions of “Boast”, combine Middle English and Latin terminol-

ogy, a practice common in alchemical and other late medieval literature,

as already implied above. In her study of bilingualism and language mix-

ing as a discourse strategy in medieval writings, Linda Voigts explains that,

in her experience, “[not] all instances of code mixing lend themselves to

explanation […] [;] some are so obvious that they scarcely need analysis”;

her example for self-explanatory code mixing is the couplet

I am mercurye the mighty flos florum

I am most worthiest of all Singulorum “Boast of Mercury”, ll. 1–2

30 An inspired insertion appears in a copy of version B in Bod MS Ashmole 1445: here it is

“all Darkenes” that the water makes bright.
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Here, Voigts argues, “one scarcely need belabor the painfully obvious

constraints of rhyme that account for the Latin words” employed as rhyme

words.31 While this argument may generally hold, this couplet proves to be

an unfortunate example. Variants recorded for other witnesses of the poem

prove that each copyist had several possible solutions at hand, partly aided

by the comments of an exemplar’s readers, partly by a linguistic aptitude

demonstrated in other instances of code switching in their work, and in

part by intimate knowledge of the poem beyond its singular manifestation

in the exemplar.32 A copyist’s choice of Latin terminology for this couplet

was, therefore, conceivably a deliberate one.

Textual variation across the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”,

especially in “Boast of Mercury” and “Wind and Water”, generally shows

that it is often neither the rhyme nor a copyist’s general preference for

Latin or English terminology that determines the appearance of a couplet,

term or individual word. Rather, scribal choices represent a combination

of received tradition and different perceptions of the two languages as

interchangeable or incompatible. For example, many copyists of “Wind

and Water” chose to combine English and Latin terminology in its incipit,

sometimes mingled with an anglicised Latin term, producing an awkward if

conventional rhyme:33

Take winde & water white & grene

And draw yerof lac virginis [or: a lac virgine] “Wind and Water”, ll. 1–2

In the incipit of “Boast of Mercury”, however, half of the surviving copies

successfully switch both rhyme words to English, so that code mixing does

not occur.

I am mercurye the mighty flos florum [or: (flos) flower]

I am most worthiest of all Singulorum [or: honour]

“Boast of Mercury”, ll. 1–2

31 Voigts, “What’s the Word?,” 819.

32 Popular variants for ‘flos florum’ are ‘flower’, ‘flos flower’ and, in one instance, “(canc.

flos fflorum) ins. flower”; for ‘Singulorum’ they are ‘honour’, ‘all singulores’, ‘singuler’, ‘above all

ore’, another switch from Latin to English in “canc. singulorum ins. honour” (two witnesses),

and one inexplicable variation, ‘of alchymy’. See the apparatus for all three texts’ Editions

in the Appendix, and the relevant stemmata, for information on the manuscript witnesses.

(Variants for copies of “Mystery” not recorded).

33 TCC MSS O.2.15 and R.14.56, Bod MS Ashmole 1450, GUL MS Ferguson 102, and BL MSS

Sloane 1092, 1098 and 1842. They represent a fourth of all surviving copies, and a higher

proportion of the extant full copies.
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The overall amount of variation for the first couplet in “Boast of Mercury”,

version B (the elaborate sister poem of version A), is also remarkable. In all

copies its first line ends in “flos flower”, whereas the matching rhyme words

vary in each witness.

I am Mercury the mighty flos flower

I am most royall & richest above all ower

[or: about all ore; or: Singuler] “Boast of Mercury”, ll. 1–2

One copy even concludes the couplet with “[…] flos florum/ […] omnium

singulorum”, and thus exposes its writer’s competence in the Latin language

as much as his desire for consistency.34 Notably, the meaning of the couplet

does not change, no matter which variant appears in a copy. The choices

these writers made (and choices they are, as variation of this kind is not

accidental) provide a complex picture of language awareness and copying

strategies.35 Indeed, the constraints and creativity of scientific scribal prac-

tices would merit a separate, dedicated study.

A final observation on multilingual linguistic variation as it occurs in

the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” is that it does not seem to

differ much from variation in a purely Middle English text in many respects.

Consider, for example, this couplet, which offers two possible combinations

of rhyme words:

Of my daughter without dread [or: spite]

beene made elixirs both white and red [or: red and white]

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 70–71/147–148

Theoretically, either of these options may be employed without changing

the content of the couplet. Yet all copies of both versions B2 and A of the

“Verses” choose the “dread/red” rhyme, while texts in structure B1 generally

employ “spite” and “white”. This occasionally, but not necessarily acciden-

tally, results in a series of similar consecutive rhymes in the text:

34 BL MS Sloane 1098. This copy was produced by the physician introduced in Chapter 6

below.

35 Outside the corpus around the “Verses”, i.e. the pragmatic focus of this chapter, the

field of study concerned with medieval languages, bilingualism and Fachliteratur offers much

valuable insight into the ways in which late medieval writers used and conceived of language.

An excellent study containing key references to relevant literature is Hunt, “Languages”;

further, see Voigts’ extensive study of medieval multilingual scientific manuscripts (Voigts,

“Scientific”), various publications relating to the Helsinki corpus projects (see Taavitsainen

and Pahta, Medical, esp. Pahta, “Code-Switching”; Pahta, “Flowers”; and others) as well as

Hunt, “Code-Switching”.
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a golde head in sparme full right

and a silver hed to him more light

and a mercury head full bright

and a [silver] head this is full right

Of my daughter without any spight

bene made elixirs both red & white

“Verses upon the Elixir”, version B1, ll. 143–148 (TCD MS 389)

A chronology of or causality between any of the available options cannot be

discovered due to close chronological, often necessarily imprecise dating of

the sources.36 These rhyme words behave like the Latin and Middle English

alternatives presented in the previous example, but also like word variations

across the late medieval manuscript oeuvre. The purpose of such alterations

is often obscured by the general malleability of manuscript texts; the extent

to which oral transmission influenced the transmission is difficult to deter-

mine.37 It is significant here that alchemical poets and copyists of the corpus

texts wrote largely for practical purposes, and even if the alchemical idiom

and poetic genre presented them with a peculiar set of linguistic devices, not

all scribal variations were intended to be meaningful. Often only a consid-

eration of the context and, in this case, the role of a variation in other parts

of a corpus of texts can help distinguish the noteworthy from the negligible.

Notably the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” often provides

sufficient textual context for investigation, i.e. a microcosm of texts and

copyists and a body of mostly poetry produced by a diverse (and unwittingly

connected) community of alchemical readers. The case studies in later parts

of this book are, in part, based on, derived from or inspired by this principle.

They will explore further how the corpus and its textual variations can

contribute to our knowledge about the processes of writing, reading and

practising alchemy in late medieval and early modern England.

2.3. Interphraseology

An addendum to this selective typology of scribal variation in the corpus

around the “Verses upon the Elixir” presents itself in what I shall term inter-

phraseology, a subtle coincidence of phrases which is common in the corpus

36 Manuscripts involved in this process are listed in the critical apparatus of the Edition

of the “Verses upon the Elixir”, version B, at the end of this book.

37 The field of historical linguistics has pursued this question variously in recent decades.

Most relevant for the current context, however, are Love, “Oral,” here with an emphasis on

the interaction of orality and print culture; and Fox, Oral.
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around the “Verses”; it may also be described as an equivalent of intertextu-

ality on a phrasal level.38 Interphraseology differs from the use of formulaic

phrases common in poetry beyond the alchemical by defining the present

corpus if not exhaustively, then at least forcefully:39 phrases peculiar to the

corpus provide a linguistic grid that holds large parts of the corpus and its

written manifestations together. They often reinforce the ‘corporality’ of the

corpus, which is otherwise established by joint manuscript appearances of

texts, connective commentaries and other ‘external’ criteria.40 Some similar-

ities between the “Verses upon the Elixir” and “Short Work” comprise such

resonances:

yf thou can any goodde

dissolue it in water of the woodde

“Short Work”, version C, ll. 3–4 (BL MS Sloane 1098, f. 33r–v)

pure subtill right faire & good

& then take ye water of the wood “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 7–8

tyll he comme vnto hys full age

and then make thou a maryage

Bitweene the daughter and the soonne

& then haste thou the maystrye woonne

“Short Work”, version C, ll. 63–66 (BL MS Sloane 1098, f. 33r–v)

till he be growne into his full age

then shall he be strong of courage […]

till that she be brighter then ye sonne

for then have you all ye mastery wonne

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 51–52; 37–38

Bothe in masse booke and in psalter

written byfore the pryeste at altar

“Short Work”, version C, ll. 69–70 (BL MS Sloane 1098, f. 33r–v)

In mennes praiers and dauys salter

pleynly it is writen before the prest at thauter

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 84–85

38 The term ‘interphraseology’ was coined for the purposes of the present work. I am not

aware of any established equivalents in existing literature.

39 The issue of oral transmission, already touched upon in connection with word variation

above, will not be included in the following considerations because of its known methodolog-

ical difficulties and unreliable evidence. For a recent scholarly discussion of the role of orality

in medieval studies see Hall, “Orality”.

40 See Chapter 1.
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Interphraseology almost certainly affected both the production and the

reception of these poems. A copyist or writer of alchemica might mix expres-

sions from several poems, thereby producing another potentially meaning-

ful characteristic worthy of comment and interpretation by readers (other

than metaphors, Decknamen or the sequence of alchemical steps described

above). A reader versed in alchemical literature would be able to retrieve

the sister text’s surrounding couplets from memory and thus have a point of

reference at hand; a textual parallel could then be employed in the inter-

pretation of an obscure alchemical recipe, in a similar way as reference

works or secondary works (commentaries). Like the characteristic scribal

changes previously discussed (structural and word variation in alchemical

poems), interphraseology is then, at times, evidence of a complex interac-

tion of alchemical practice and writing, and of textual exegesis with the

goal of practical implementation. Interphraseology provided both a glos-

sary and a toolbox for the alchemical practitioner. The existence of marginal

notes and notebooks pointing out such connections with the help of marks

or annotations confirm that this type of associated reading was, indeed,

practised in the early modern period and prompted by these echoes.41 Inter-

phraseology combines the formulaic character of alchemical (and indeed

all scientific) writing with the creativity of the alchemical, Middle English

and poetic idioms.

It should be noted that, due to its strong aural component, interphrase-

ology may not always have been a deliberate tool of imitation or cross-

referencing, but rather an unwitting reiteration of another poem. The fol-

lowing occasions of interphraseology across versions A (excerpts 1 and 3)

and B (excerpts 2 and 4) of the “Verses upon the Elixir” demonstrate this

shrewd imitation quite clearly:

Which is don in houres thre

Whiche forsoth is gret furle

[or: which may be clypped godes privitie]

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 25–26

and that shalbe within howres three

that shalbe great wonder to thee

[or: (full) great ferlie]

[or: greate farley ins. wonder] “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 39–40

Which [or: and] all is don in houres thre

This may be callid Godis preuite “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 92–93

41 See Chapter 6 for a particularly pertinent example.
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and all done in howres three

this may be cleped [or: called] Gods privitie

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 165–166

Another indication of the spontaneous, rather than planned, use of inter-

phraseology can be discovered in the textual history of the corpus. Individ-

ual copies of the “Verses upon the Elixir” and related texts rarely show a close

affinity with their direct ancestors, or with a specific version of their model

text. Interphraseology shows up sporadically, and usually in copies which

also suggest in other ways that their scribes relied on memory more than

faithful copying techniques. These copyists preserved the general content

of the poems, and thus their instructions for alchemical experiments, but

did not maintain specific rhetorical elements.42

Notably, interphraseological passages also mark the boundaries of the

corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”. Phrases and timbres common

among corpus texts constitute a primary quality of the corpus: particularly

marked expressions occurring throughout the corpus are not present in

other, non-corpus Middle English alchemical poems. Interphraseology, it

seems, constitutes the sociolect of this particular family of texts. It also

confirms the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” as a microcosm of

the alchemical literature of its time.

3. Interpreting Scribal Variations

Detecting and documenting derivations in manuscript copies of a text is

one thing, interpreting them is quite another. The three types of scribal

activity introduced exemplarily above variously demonstrate the difficulty

of distinguishing scribal intent from scribal error. The following paragraphs

propose a systematic approach to the interpretation of scribal variation.

A plain description of the copying process underlying the production of

all four hundred extant witnesses of corpus texts will elucidate the prac-

tical mechanisms of scribal activity. When writing a manuscript, any late

medieval alchemical practitioner would consult at least one source, possi-

bly even an annotated exemplar of the text of his choice. He now had two

essentially different options for the composition of his own copy of the text.

He could choose to retain the original text verbatim, an endeavour in which

42 BL MS Sloane 1842 is one of many examples in which this phenomenon can be observed

across its copies of corpus texts.

Anke Timmermann - 9789004254831
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:31PM

via free access



86 chapter two

he might or might not succeed, or to change some of its wording. In the lat-

ter case he could either record variant and original side by side or, as was

more common, substitute old with new words. Finally, the copyist might

have preferred not to reproduce the text as given, either ignoring it com-

pletely, or omitting passages, or merely using it as an inspiration for a verse

composition of his own. Whatever his choices, and however successful their

implementation, his copy (as still accessible today) makes both a negative

and a positive implicit statement about the text in question, and about the

fitness and knowledge of the copyist. Therefore, the nature and degree of

variation in a particular manuscript copy of a text require careful disentan-

glement for a scholarly interpretation.

The steps and hazards of applying scholarly hindsight to scribal varia-

tion emerge clearly in the following consideration of a passage from the

“Verses upon the Elixir”. As mentioned above, many copyists preferred reg-

ular rhythms and rhymes to irregularities. They often effected the same by

means of minor textual alterations, which did not tend to affect a poem’s

contents significantly. It was also noted above that versifiers often placed

vital alchemical information at the end of a line in order to prevent acciden-

tal corruption of the text in later copies. In light of this it would seem likely

that rhymes would match throughout a poem’s transmission, with acciden-

tal and obvious irregularities amended immediately in the next generation

of copies. It is, therefore, all the more surprising to see that one couplet in

a passage peculiar to version A of the “Verses upon the Elixir” preserves an

irregular rhyme form throughout its transmission from the fifteenth through

the seventeenth century:

A black earth like tinder dark

heavy as metal beneath shall lie

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 17–18 (spelling modernised)

The irregular rhyme pattern originates in a manuscript closely related to the

ancestor of most surviving texts (Bod MS Ashmole 1450). It is only amended

to rhyme in two pairs of copies, which either adjust merely the second rhyme

word (“[…] dark/ […] lurk”) or both (“[…] dry/ […] lie”), a variation both

alchemical and linguistic in type.43 How may one interpret this peculiarity?

The fact that the irregularity, impossible not to notice and clearly not dif-

ficult to change, was repeated in the majority of extant copies indicates that

43 BL MS Sloane 3474 and GUL MS Ferguson 322. Cp. the stemma for the “Verses upon the

Elixir”, reproduced before its Edition in the Appendix (Diagram VI).
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it was perpetuated deliberately. Their writers affirmed the text’s authority

over their aesthetic inclinations, perhaps even shared the belief that a failed

rhyme too crude to be caused by scribal error is likely to contain vital hidden

information for the alchemical experiment—information that would be lost

with an emendation of the rhyme. Without further evidence, however, this

remains a matter of conjecture.

The varying structure of a particular quatrain from the “Verses upon the

Elixir” provides more evidence for scribal deliberation. It its most regular

manifestation the quatrain reads,

gold þat commyth off þe vary vre

and is may shynyng bryght & pure

Is alway norysht by þe sulphr hode

and þan knowth men both long & brod

“Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 181–184 (BL MS Sloane 1091)

Similarly inconspicuous passages are contained in only two later copies.44

Most copies of the poem deliver a somewhat awkward couplet instead:

Gold that cometh from ye Oare is nourished by sulphur hed

and that knoweth men both long & bred “Verses upon the Elixir”, ll. 181–182

It is difficult to imagine how this peculiar arrangement was created in the

first place. The first line is quite obviously twice as long as a standard line,

and impossible to separate without disturbing the poem’s couplet structure.

A line break accidentally missed and subsequent attempt to supplement

information in a single line (at the expense of its companion) is a con-

ceivable explanation. With its consistent preservation in later copies this

passage demonstrates that each copyist acted as both a reader and a writer.

More pertinently, it shows, once more, that each copy preserves indications

of the circumstances of its creation as well as its creator’s alchemical, lin-

guistic and other inclinations.

The distinction of a meaningful peculiarity in a text from an innocuous

one is the first, essential step to gaining insights into late medieval alchemi-

cal practitioners’ experiences as copyists, and thence their understanding of

alchemy. A preliminary classification of scribal accidence and deliberation

may, therefore, be a useful device for related historical investigations: firstly,

if an exemplar provides an unremarkable, customary text, scribal alteration

is always deliberate, and its preservation probably accidental. Secondly, if

44 TCD MS 389 and Amsterdam, Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermetica MS 199 (‘Dekyng-

ston’).
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the original presents minor irregularities (such as an inexpert word alter-

ation), an aesthetic or other corrective change may be deliberate or acci-

dental, a preservation of the irregularities, however, more likely purposeful.

Further, a major irregularity, such as the uneven rhyme and rhythm explored

above, indicate deliberation on behalf of the copyist both when they are

changed and when they are preserved; an accidental treatment is neither

likely nor even possible. Finally, if a poem is noted down from memory or

copied from a palaeographically difficult exemplar these classifications will

not hold.

In conclusion, the textual history of the corpus around the “Verses upon

the Elixir” shows a bewildering amount of variation which can perhaps only

be preserved adequately in the apparatus of a critical edition. However,

the corpus’ connections offer the possibility for observing certain currents

and traditions which suggest themes close to the hearts of the manuscripts’

compilers, and thus themes of promise for a modern historical analysis.

A focus on the identification of patterns and peculiarities creates ideal

conditions for further studies. We may not be able, from the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir” alone, to isolate a quality which made alchemists

recover, repeat and adapt specific elements, while confining other variants

to individual copies. But questions concerned with the interaction between

the individual copyist and his environment, between single copies and the

history of a text, and between the formation and reception of each copy will

reveal much about the culture in which the corpus around the “Verses” was

produced.

4. Coda:

Copyists and Collectors in the Corpus Around

the “Verses upon the Elixir”

Professional groups involved with the production of alchemical manu-

scripts, and thus the copying of alchemical verse and the creation of vari-

ations like those outlined above, include all those engaged with alchemy

on a theoretical or practical level. As mentioned before, this group ranged

from those investigating alchemy through its written lore (scholars, clerics

and monks), and medical doctors with varying vested interests in the man-

ufacture of chymical remedies, to craftsmen employed in metal working

businesses. Further, an audience of some alchemical poetry with dedica-

tory or literary characteristics would have included early modern readers

enjoying Middle English poetry, among them scholars and courtiers. But
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those involved with the circulation and reception of the corpus around the

“Verses upon the Elixir” are perhaps best sorted into separate (if not neces-

sarily distinct) categories according to their involvement with manuscript

production, reception and preservation: in this manner we can capture all

those whose names were not recorded in the corpus manuscripts. This final

section of the current chapter aims to outline the roles of named and anony-

mous individuals in the shaping of alchemical literature and related objects,

and how much, or little, it is possible to know about their work. It reinforces

the historiographical proposition of this book: that an approach based on

the texts as actors, rather than the polarised group of known, named indi-

viduals, will generate new insights into these texts as well as the history of

alchemy.

Manuscript owners make for the most articulate of users of the corpus

around the “Verses”. An increasing, early modern concern about the loss

of manuscripts (which also led to the appointment of college librarians,

the compilation of booklists and lending registers at the universities, and

the introduction of shelfmark systems) prompted the insertion of owner-

ship marks in manuscripts as much as the removal of previous owners’

signatures as the decades passed.45 Explicitly recorded owners for the cor-

pus around the “Verses” include alchemical poet Thomas Charnock; Eliz-

abethan polymath John Dee, his mathematical pupil Thomas Digges, and

other members of the Dee/Kelley circle, like Christopher Taylour; medi-

cal practitioners with astrological and alchemical interests including Simon

Forman and physician-alchemist Patrick Saunders; infamous alchemist and

prisoner Clement Draper; ‘wizard earl’ Henry Percy; and archbishop of Can-

terbury William Sancroft. As owners, these individuals also became users

(readers, often annotators) and lenders of the manuscripts, and hence

human connecting points in the history of the corpus around the “Verses

upon the Elixir”.46

45 Hackel, Reading Material, 138; Gaskell, Trinity College Library, 32; Sharpe, “Accession”.

See also Chapters 5 and 6 below.

46 A dedicated study of the Saunders-Hipsley manuscripts relating to this corpus, and a

list of all names relevant to the corpus manuscripts or of all manuscripts associated with

each person (which would stretch the scope of this chapter unduly) were included in Tim-

mermann, Circulation and Reception, Chapter 3. Noteworthy, classical or pioneering studies

on the mentioned owners are: Taylor, “Thomas Charnock”; Sherman, John Dee; Parry, Arch-

Conjuror; and a special issue of the journal Studies in History and Philosophy of Science (2012):

“John Dee and the sciences”; a pre-2005 bibliography on Dee may be found in Clucas, “Recent

Works” (see also his “Introduction” in the same volume); also Harkness, John Dee’s Conversa-

tions. Further Johnston, “Like Father”; Bayer, “My Master’s Master” and “Lady Margaret”; and
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Collectors, antiquaries and founders of monumental museums, particu-

larly avid signers of their possessions, still lend their names to some corpus

manuscript’s shelfmarks today. Their list is long and illustrious. Antiquary

Elias Ashmole collected copies of texts from the corpus around the “Verses”

for his linguistic-scientific interests which would culminate in the Theatrum

Chemicum Britannicum.47 Physician-collector Sir Hans Sloane came into the

possession of similar alchemica in his investigation of writings on nature.

Lawyer-turned-New England settler John Winthrop carried part of the cor-

pus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” across the big ocean. King Fred-

erick III of Denmark acquired manuscripts including corpus texts for his

royal library. Sir George Erskine of Innertiel’s manuscripts put a Scottish

twist on his alchemical-occult collecting interests as well as the manifesta-

tion of the “Verses” and associated texts on paper.48 Collectors whose names

are documented but not as firmly attached to corpus manuscripts as, e.g.,

the Ashmole collection’s shelfmarks, include James Ussher (Church of Ire-

land Archbishop of Armagh), Thomas Whalley (priest and fellow of Trinity

College Cambridge), nineteenth-century London physician Sigismund Bac-

strom and many other scholars, clerics and doctors.49 They played a vital

role in the preservation of the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”:

without their fervent (even if at times occult) interest in alchemica, more

manuscripts containing corpus texts might have suffered the fate of their

lost ancestors and descendants.

Compilers of manuscripts, however, are more difficult to identify. The

term ‘compiler’, also used to define those who re-arrange existing quires,

more strictly refers to someone collecting and arranging texts in a vol-

ume, and thus coincides with that of scribe of copyist to a certain extent.50

Volumes containing texts from the corpus around the “Verses” are often

Harkness, Jewel House (on Draper see esp. chapter 5, pp. 181–210). These manuscripts were

also traced in Keiser, “Heritage”.

47 On Ashmole’s collections and interests see esp. Feola, “Theatrum”; for source materials,

Josten, Elias Ashmole. Interesting in this context is Wright, “Elizabethan Society”.

48 See e.g. Janacek, “Virtuoso’s History”; MacGregor, Sir Hans Sloane and Nickson, “Hans

Sloane”; Wilkinson, “Alchemical Library”, Browne, “Old Colonial” and, more recently but

subject to mixed reviews, Woodward, Prospero’s America; Taavitsainen, “English Alchemical

Literature”; and McCallum, “Sir George Erskine”. It is also interesting to note that the copy of

the “Verses” in Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians MS ERG/1/4, shows linguistic markers

of a Scottish dialect.

49 O’Sullivan, “Ussher”; Glatstein, “Bacstrom’s Alchemical Manuscripts”; for Thomas

Whalley, see Chapter 5 below.

50 Minnis, Medieval Theory, 9; Wogan-Browne et al., Vernacular, 4.
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written in competent hands, but not usually produced by a professional

scribe. Ownership marks or other evidence of their identities are, accord-

ingly, rare. Individuals known to have copied the “Verses” and associated

texts include the famous (e.g. aforementioned Simon Forman) and the rela-

tively well-known, like Vicar of Winchester John Higgens, who consistently

signed his Latin-English translations in his manuscripts.51 Others were part

of alchemical, scientific and literary circles of the turn of the seventeenth

century, like adept Thomas Robson, who appears to have been instrumental

in the history of the book collections of astrological and chemical physi-

cian Richard Napier, who, in turn, facilitated Ashmole’s ownership of some

corpus manuscripts;52 Theodore Gravius, who had helped Napier, together

with Robson, to prepare chemical medicines;53 and “Robarte Garland, prac-

tizioner in the arte spagyricke”, whom Robson employed as a copyist at

times.54 As a group, Robson, Napier, Ashmole, Gravius, Garland and, by asso-

ciation, John Dee and Samuel Norton connect several manuscripts contain-

ing texts from the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” with each

other. They are one happy example of a community of compilers who cre-

ated and interpreted these alchemica, reinforced the connections between

the corpus texts and produced and preserved manuscripts.

But most copyists of corpus texts left little more than their text for pos-

terity. Among those recording their names, at least, are one H. Bayle (whose

name appears in Philadelphia, PA, University of Pennsylvania Codex 111),

James Standysh (associated with Ripley Scroll BL MS Add. 32621) and

Thomas Potter (owner-compiler of BL MS Sloane 3580 B), the last possibly

a Benedictine monk.55 The majority of copyists remain unidentified.

Readers of manuscripts containing the corpus around the “Verses” are the

most difficult to pinpoint. Silent readers who are not owners or otherwise

named individuals elude identification. Stains, creases, erased passages, and

similar circumstantial marks of reading are just indications of the original,

51 On Forman, see Lauren Kassell’s work, e.g. Medicine and Magic; Higgens’ signature may

be found, e.g., in BL MS Sloane 1842.

52 See, among others, Webster, Health, 311; MacDonald, Mystical Bedlam; Kassell, Medicine

and Magic, 2.

53 Poole, “Theodoricus Gravius”; MacDonald, Mystical Bedlam, 189; Sawyer, “Patients”.

54 Bäcklund, “Footsteps”. Garland is also among the authorities referenced in the Trinity

Compendium (see Chapter 5).

55 On Bayle see Newhauser, “Merlini Allegoria”. Standysh’s name is recorded on the Ripley

Scroll, but nothing else is known about him. On Potter see Keiser, “Heritage,” 192. Keiser

references Emden, Biographical Register, 392.
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large readership of the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”. Anno-

tators (essentially readers with a keen pen), who were quite instrumental

in the shaping of a manuscript, may sometimes be distinguished from one

another by their hands, but are difficult to interpret further.

Altogether it is clear that a comprehensive history of the corpus manu-

scripts cannot be written from surviving evidence about people and their

actions.56 Nevertheless, for silent readers as for outspoken writers, an aware-

ness of the original existence of all these individuals will be useful for

more focused textual and material investigations into the corpus around the

“Verses upon the Elixir”. Even without knowledge of their names and identi-

ties, these individuals formed the rather heterogeneous discourse commu-

nities that shaped the reception of the corpus explored in the remainder of

this book.57

56 See also Wright, Fontes.

57 Claire Jones develops the term ‘discourse community’ in a linguistic context in “Dis-

course Communities”.
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