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chapter four

THE RIPLEY SCROLLS:

ALCHEMICAL POETRY, IMAGES AND AUTHORITY

Some poems related to the “Verses upon the Elixir” enjoyed a colourful chap-

ter in their material manifestation: from the turn of the sixteenth century

onwards, they were circulated on large scrolls depicting alchemical pro-

cesses in colourful illustrations. These ‘Ripley Scrolls’ are now prized posses-

sions and rarities in modern collections of alchemica thanks to their unusual

format and beautiful illuminations. Their association with George Ripley,

fifteenth-century alchemical writer whose name features in the later history

of some parts of the corpus around the “Verses”, further accounts for their

current popularity. Upon closer inspection, however, the Ripley Scrolls are

a confused and confusing set of historical objects. The origin of the Scrolls1

may be more recent than Ripley’s lifetime and their association with Rip-

ley is not present in early exemplars. Further, they were not intended to be

used in separation from other alchemica; the texts on the Scrolls (poems

from the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”) were also circulated

in plain manuscript volumes—indeed, as will be demonstrated below, the

texts moved between Scrolls and plain manuscripts from one copy to the

next. Hence the poems are as noteworthy as the illuminations when they

appear together on the Scrolls, and the relations between the Scroll images

and poems are both ambiguous and complex.

What motivated the production of the Scrolls in the first place? Whence

did the texts originate and how were they selected, combined and illus-

trated? To what extent did the Ripley Scrolls gain authority and notoriety

through association with Ripley? Given that scrolls as Beschreibmaterial

and illuminations were both unusual media in an otherwise firmly square,

bound and unadorned alchemical manuscript culture, what role did they

play in the Scrolls’ circulation and reception? Finally, just how did early

modern readers use the Scrolls to retrieve knowledge about the workings of

1 Throughout this chapter, I will spell the word ‘scroll’ with a lower case initial when

referring to the generic object and with an upper case initial in connection with the Ripley

Scrolls.
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alchemy and its application in the workshop? This chapter addresses these

questions through the history of the poems on the Ripley Scrolls. It will

first describe the Scrolls and existing scholarship on their rather exceptional

presentation of alchemical experimentation, then consider circumstances

around the poems’ appearance in particular media, and finally discuss the

role of illumination in alchemical texts’ authority, popularity and recep-

tion.

1. Poems and Pretty Pictures:

Introduction to the Ripley Scrolls

The group of scrolls now catalogued under the title of the Ripley Scrolls

unites three essentially different types of Scrolls. The first, a combination

of allegorical illustrations of alchemical processes interspersed with major

textual elements, is of concern to the present study. Dozens of carefully

drawn alchemical practitioners, nude figures, mythical creatures and heav-

enly bodies accompany up to six poems related to the “Verses upon the

Elixir” (“Richard Carpenter’s Work”, variants “Sun” and “Father Phoebus”;

“On the ground”, “In the sea”, “I shall you tell” and “Trinity”) on these Ripley

Scrolls. Fifteen witnesses from the early modern period are extant today.2

The other two, minor varieties of the Ripley Scrolls may be neglected for

present purposes: the first shows different images (two pictures of an alche-

mist or monk reclining on a chaise longue with an angel appearing in front

of him, presenting a tray with varying offerings). It does not have any con-

nection with alchemical poetry and survives in three exemplars.3 The other

type survives in a single copy (BL MS Add. 5025 (3)) and shows an illustra-

2 I am not taking into account late copies dating from the eighteenth century or after (one

of them the Scroll only recently put on display at the Science Museum in London: Science

Museum, London: Alchemy Exhibition 2012). For the major type of Scroll this leaves the

following fifteen extant early modern witnesses: Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276;

Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians MS ERG/2; London, British Library MSS Add. 5025

(2), Add. 5025 (4), Add. 32621, Sloane 2523B; London, Wellcome Institute MSS 692, 693; New

Haven, CT, Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library MS Mellon 41; Oxford,

Bodleian Library MSS Ashmole Rolls 40, Ashmole Rolls 52, Bodley Rolls 1; Princeton, NJ,

Princeton University Library MS 93; San Marino, CA, Huntington Library MS HM 30313; and

the Santa Monica, CA, Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities Ripley Scroll

(MS 205).

3 The only existing reproduction to date of an image from Bod Ashmole Rolls 53 may be

found (unfortunately in reverse) in Hughes, Arthurian Myths, 59.
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the ripley scrolls: alchemical poetry, images, authority 115

tion of a rose, wherefore it has been associated with Rosicrucianism in past

scholarship.4 This unique exemplar contains a variant of the “Short Work”,

version B, as its sole textual component. It does not exhibit any symbolical

or textual connection to the major variant of Ripley Scroll.

The fifteen Ripley Scrolls connected to the corpus around the “Verses

upon the Elixir” contain depictions of scenes from the metaphorical world

of alchemy, coloured in the customary red, black, white and green, whose

imagery would have been familiar to its audience versed in the contempo-

rary alchemical literature.5 Unlike medieval poetic scrolls, the Ripley Scrolls

unroll from the top to the bottom, not sideways.6 The images may differ

slightly in their artistic execution from one Scroll to the next. The num-

ber, nature and order of the poems varies more frequently. The follow-

ing description applies to a common denominator of the surviving wit-

nesses.7

At the top of the Scroll, a large, robed, bearded figure in headdress towers

over a disproportionately large alchemical vessel. Inside this vessel eight

circular images linked with a chain form a large roundel. Whether Aristotle

or Hermes Trismegistus, an alchemist or figure reminiscent of Ashmole’s

engraving of “the head and shoulders of God in Majesty rising behind a

globe which contains a representation of the Last Judgement”,8 dressed

in a monk’s robe or a secular garment, the figure is certainly part of a

larger pictorial tradition including medieval depictions of Christ holding

the globe on medieval mappaemundi, or, later, the Creation in the obscure,

4 See e.g. McCallum “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College,” 44; this refers back to Jung,

Psychology and Alchemy.

5 The images are analysed with regard to their colour schemes, points of reference and

alchemical relevance in Rampling, “Alchemy of the Ripley Scrolls”. Published images of Scrolls

include a small fold-out colour reproduction of the Huntington Scroll (now San Marino,

CA, Huntington Library MS HM 30313) in Dobbs, Alchemical Death, and its black-and-white

reprint in McKnight, Science, 55–87. Microfilm reproductions of BL MSS Sloane 2523B and

2524 may be found in: Sloane, Papers. References to digital, online images of Scrolls are

referenced in the Bibliography; other published images are referenced in the literature review

below.

6 Rouse and Rouse, Authentic Witnesses, esp. 26–27.

7 The following description coincides in parts with that in McCallum, “Ripley Scroll,”

and several library catalogues. It refers specifically to the Huntington Scroll (San Marino,

CA, Huntington Library MS HM 30313), shown in Figures I to IV; but not to its unusual

arrangement of the poems (see below).

8 Corbett, “Ashmole,” 333; see also TCB, 210; Moncrieff and Small, “Account,” 575; and

Linden, “Alchemy and Eschatology,” 104.

Anke Timmermann - 9789004254831
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:32PM

via free access



116 chapter four

Figure I: Ripley Scroll (Huntington Library MS HM

30313, section 1).

Reproduced by kind permission of the Huntington

Library, San Marino, California.
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the ripley scrolls: alchemical poetry, images, authority 117

symbolical “Mutus Liber”.9 If interpreted as a human rather than divine fig-

ure, this alchemist observes representations of his own alchemical experi-

ence in the abovementioned circles: they depict a series of scenes from an

imaginary alchemical workshop, with monk-like men examining flasks filled

with metaphorical depictions of alchemical processes.

The ninth circle at their centre shows two figures holding a manuscript

volume (notably not a scroll) which represents, as the accompanying cap-

tion in one Scroll informs us, the “Book of Philosophy” (New Haven, CT,

Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library Mellon MS 41).

Such a tableau of alchemical images is not unusual in alchemical illus-

tration. Similar scenes appear, for example, in the Aurora Consurgens, an

illustrated alchemical treatise of the fifteenth century, here in the form of a

Hermetic vase surrounded by personifications of the seven planets.10 Below

this imposing initial image the text of “Richard Carpenter’s Work”, variant

“Sun” (long or short) is inserted.

The images following seamlessly below the alchemist’s vessel on the

Ripley Scroll depict, in sequence, a nude man and woman standing in a

seven-sided pool which is surrounded by alchemists pouring a liquid into

its waters; and a four-sided pool as a stage for variations on this theme. A

winged dragon adorning the base of the latter pool is spitting out, or perhaps

about to ingest, a black toad.11 The last element of this panel is a furnace

heating the mentioned dragon’s pool, a red and a green lion guarding the

fire on either side. A banner between the dragon’s pool and the lions’ furnace

contains the poem “On the ground”.

The next section of the Ripley Scroll is overseen, in the literal sense, by

the face of the sun. Further down its teardrop rays surround the image of

a white bird with a man’s crowned head, the “Bird of Hermes”, as a caption

informs us. Between sun and bird the text of “Richard Carpenter’s Work”

variant “Father Phoebus” appears on marginal banners. And, probably in an

9 These and other interpretations are proposed in Dutschke, Guide, s.v. ‘HM 30313’; Mon-

crieff and Small, “Account,” 562; McCallum, “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College,” 43; Dobbs,

Alchemical Death, 85; Warlick, “Fluctuating Identities,” 115; and “Liber Mutus Alchemiae Mys-

teria filiis Artis nudis figuris, evidentissime aperiens” in Manget, Bibliotheca Chemica Curiosa,

1: after p. 938 (title engraving plus 15 plates).

10 See Obrist, Débuts, illustration 44 (taken from Zurich, Zentralbibliothek MS Rh. 172,

p. 13).

11 Another toad appears on the Ripley Scroll’s first panel. The symbol of the toad (signify-

ing poison) and its recurrence in Ripley’s writings is analysed in detail in Telle, Buchsignete,

67–70.
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Figure II: Ripley Scroll (Huntington Library MS HM

30313, section 2).

Reproduced by kind permission of the Huntington

Library, San Marino, California.
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the ripley scrolls: alchemical poetry, images, authority 119

allusion to the water-filled orb upon which the Bird of Hermes stands, the

poem “In the sea” is written on a banner below this scene.

The third panel of the Ripley Scroll presents a variation of the preceding

picture: a sun, now black and gold in colour, which holds three interlinked

circles (black, white and red). This sun rests on a lunar crescent which is, in

turn, held up by the mouth of a dragon whose tail winds around its neck and

body. The dragon further bleeds from its belly into a third orb, now half filled

with water and three black circles. The space below this image conveys the

poem “I shall you tell” to the reader; its relation to the images is not evident.

The final panel is not part of all Ripley Scrolls. It depicts two men holding

and looking at a rectangular object, often an oversized piece of paper or a

scroll, which may or may not contain the poem “Trinity”. One of the figures,

elsewhere described as a “pilgrim or perhaps a philosopher”, scribe, puffer or

‘George Ripley’, is dressed in trousers, boots and hooded jacket, and carries

a staff with a hoof at the bottom and scroll wound around the top.12 The

other figure is dressed in ecclesiastical robes and holds a crown and long

staff. Whether the absence of “Trinity” from some final panels or that of

the entire final panel from some Scrolls is due to omission or material loss

cannot be determined with any certainty. It is possible that all Scrolls were

originally intended to contain both panel and poem. Apart from these main

pictures the Ripley Scrolls feature further banners with Latin and English

captions, as well as numerous smaller pictorial elements from the inventory

of alchemical symbolism, like feathers, suns and moons, and furnaces.

Even a superficial look at the Scrolls without the discerning eye of an art

historian tells us that anyone wishing to own a Ripley Scroll would either

have had to commission an artist to draw these pictures, or would have

needed sufficient artistic skills to produce a new copy. Only occasionally

does a Scroll seem to have been drawn by an inexpert hand (as is the

case with BL MS Sloane 2523B). The close similarities, to the extent of

identical design, of all surviving Scrolls of this type also indicates that the

illuminations must have been drawn with another exemplar at hand or in

mind.

The textual elements of the Ripley Scrolls are as complex and noteworthy

as their illuminations. As outlined in Chapter 1, all Scroll poems are typical

alchemical poems of their time, that is, Middle English verse recipes written

12 Different theories for the professional identity of the two figures are presented in Elias

Ashmole’s edition manuscript for the TCB (Bod MS Ashmole 972, 375); Pächt and Alexander,

Illuminated Manuscripts, vol. 3; Smith, Body, 14–16; Warlick, “Fluctuating Identities,” 115 and

128 (fn. 23); McCallum, “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College,” 44.
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Figure III: Ripley Scroll (Huntington Library MS HM

30313, section 3).

Reproduced by kind permission of the Huntington

Library, San Marino, California.
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the ripley scrolls: alchemical poetry, images, authority 121

in a style associated with excellent alchemica around the turn of the six-

teenth century. Three of the six poems probably originate on the Scrolls:

“In the sea”, a short and notably the only poem appearing on all extant

Scrolls; “I shall you tell”, an alchemical soliloquy in the manner of the “Boast

of Mercury”; and possibly “Trinity”.13 The other three, major poems (“Sun”,

“Father Phoebus” and “On the ground”, a text of more substantial length)

enjoy an early representation in codices; their material origins, as relating

to manuscripts and Scrolls, will be discussed in more detail below.

Apart from these six core poems and the abovementioned short, individ-

ual headings, some Ripley Scrolls contain additional textual items. One, an

address “To the Reader” (see BL Add. 5025 (4)), pays homage to the dedi-

catory introductions permeating contemporary printed books. Another, a

continuation of “Trinity” (inc.: “Of these Types and Figures your Eyes doth

beholde/ Meruellous matter the hidden sence doth vnfolde”), provides a

similar nod to textual culture in the form of an enhanced, theoretical con-

clusion. A third item, a lengthy prose text entitled “An expounding of the

significacion of the seauen seales wherewith the booke of Phelosophie is

closed”, adds literary merit and authority. This text is now known to us as

the English version of Arnold of Villanova’s “Visio mystica” (i.e. the pseudo-

Arnaldian work also going by the titles of “Cathena aurea” or “Flos florum”)

and is featured on just one Scroll (New Haven, CT, Yale University, Bei-

necke Rare Book and Manuscript Library Mellon MS 41), there as the first

text, preceding “Sun”.14 The textual inventory of Scrolls is complete with the

note that they contain either the long version of “Sun”, version A, together

with “Trinity”, or its short version without “Trinity”. With this variability the

Ripley Scrolls offer much more evidence for individuality in contemporary

approaches to alchemy than their generally stable, pictorially fixed manifes-

tation might suggest.

It is uncertain how many Ripley Scrolls of this kind were originally pro-

duced. As mentioned above, fifteen surviving copies from the late fifteenth

to mid-seventeenth century (the period of active manuscript circulation of

the corpus around the “Verses”) have been identified. The earliest surviving

witness (Bod Bodley Rolls 1) is recorded as dating back to the mid- to late

13 The earliest surviving witnesses of “Trinity” on a Scroll and in a codex are too vague in

dating and too close in the chronology of their origin to argue for the poem’s origin in either

medium conclusively.

14 An edition of the “Cathena aurea” may be found in Calvet, Oeuvres Alchimiques, 547–

556 (discussion on 35 and 250 ff.). McLean, Study Course, also remarks upon the identity of

this text.
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Figure IV: Ripley Scroll (Huntington Library MS HM

30313, section 4).

Reproduced by kind permission of the Huntington

Library, San Marino, California.
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the ripley scrolls: alchemical poetry, images, authority 123

fifteenth century, but the majority of Ripley Scrolls date from the sixteenth

and seventeenth centuries. The Scrolls’ size varies from that of a ladies’ silk

scarf to that of a dinner table that would seat about twenty people—the

smallest Scroll (BL MS Add. 5025 (2)) measures 1.25 m × 14 cm, the largest

(Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276) extends to 5.5 m × 60 cm.

The question of the original purpose and function of the Scrolls has been

asked variously but not yet successfully answered in existing literature. One

theory states that the Scrolls were intended to be on permanent display

in an apothecaries’ shop;15 however, since the oldest surviving Scroll (Bod

Bodley Rolls 1) is so large that it can only be unrolled gradually, allowing the

reader to see only a single section at a time, this is unlikely. Another proposes

that the Scrolls were used for educational instruction in laboratories;16 this

possibility is called into question by the sophistication of the artwork on

most of the Scrolls and the entailed cost of production.

The geographical area whence the Ripley Scrolls originated poses another

conundrum. While inscriptions on three Scrolls (BL MS Add. 5025 (2); Lon-

don, Wellcome Institute MSS 692 and 693) suggest they may have been

drawn in northern Germany, their Middle English poetry (and association

with George Ripley from the sixteenth century onwards) firmly places them

into the English tradition of alchemy. It may not be coincidental that the

only other known alchemical scroll, discovered in 1681 and signed by

Thomas Charnock, contains English verse together with “Scheames most

circular”.17 I am not aware of a similar combination of alchemy, scroll mate-

rial, poetry and illumination in other European manuscript cultures. It is

perhaps for this reason, in combination with the often more favourable pub-

lishing conditions on the continent, that the Ripley Scrolls were printed

in Germany in the eighteenth century together with German translations

of the Scroll texts and accompanied by wonderful woodcuts faithful to the

rendition described above.18 The Scrolls do not seem to have had a notable

reception on the continent before this German publication in the eigh-

teenth century.19

15 Robbins, “Alchemical Texts,” 62. McCallum, “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College,” 44, also

expresses scepticism about this theory.

16 van Lennep, Alchimie, 45.

17 This scroll and its discovery are described in letters of Andrew Pasc(h)al to John

Aubrey, transcribed in Bod MS Ashmole 971/972, and its texts reproduced in Taylor, “Thomas

Charnock,” 150–160.

18 Ripley Scroll in Beuther, Universal, fold-out panel. Telle, Buchsignete, cover and plates 37

and 38.

19 McLean, Study Course, 3, reaches similar conclusions.
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Unfortunately, information about the identity of early patrons who com-

missioned, of artists and copyists who drew, wrote and composed the Ripley

Scrolls and of original owners has been lost to the historical record.20 A lit-

tle more information is available about early modern owners who acquired

some of the Scrolls during an early stage of their circulation. These “aris-

tocratic and wealthy individuals” include Archbishop Sancroft (for Cam-

bridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276), Sir George Erskine (Edinburgh, Royal

College of Physicians MS ERG/2) and William Paston (London, Wellcome

Institute MS 693).21 Today, the Scrolls are libraries’ prized possessions or

sought-after objects of interest to private collectors. One Scroll was sold by

a private Egyptian collector in an auction in 2000 and bought by an Italian

book dealer on behalf of an anonymous purchaser.22 Another Scroll, auc-

tioned at Sotheby’s in the 1980s, was sold for ca. £ 135,000, and the Fitzwilliam

Museum’s scroll, one of the most elaborately produced, is said to be worth

at least £ 250,000 today.23

Scholars in the history of alchemy have shown a similarly enthusiastic

response to the Scrolls and produced a wide variety of research on various

aspects of the Scrolls’ history, which merits a brief survey at this point.24

The Ripley Scrolls were more carefully catalogued than their unadorned

cousins, the plain manuscripts which constitute the majority of written

objects related to alchemy. Such descriptive publications constitute the

bulk of the available Scroll literature.25 Publications dedicated to individ-

20 The supposed link of London, Wellcome Institute MS 693 with John Dee (last proposed

by Roberts and Watson, Catalogue, 17 and 54) cannot be confirmed. On Arthur (son of John)

Dee’s affiliation with a Ripley Scroll, see Hogart, Alchemy, 289.

21 McCallum, “Ripley Scroll”.

22 McCallum, “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College,” 46.

23 This sum was put forward in Science Museum, London: Alchemy Exhibition 2012.

Nicholas Robinson, Curatorial Assistant at the Fitzwilliam Museum’s Department of Manu-

scripts and Printed Books, informs me that this is not an official valuation, but probably the

Science Museum’s estimate based on a combination of the increase in manuscript prices

since the abovementioned Sotheby’s sale and the Fitzwilliam Scroll’s particularly fine execu-

tion.

24 I am not aware of other comprehensive, critical discussions of standard literature on the

Ripley Scrolls to date. The following passages will help position the methodological approach

here in scholarship on and beyond the Scrolls, alchemical history and manuscripts.

25 They are, roughly in sequence of publication, Moncrieff and Small, “Account”; Hanford,

“Scroll,” 201–202 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Library MS 93); Catalogue … Dyson

Perrins (1958), 93–94 and plate 50 (San Marino, CA, Huntington Library MS HM 30313); on

the same scroll see also Dutschke, Guide; Catalogue … Dyson Perrins (1960), 118–119 + Plate 58

(New Haven, CT, Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library Mellon MS 41,
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ual Scrolls26 are rare in comparison with the flood of critical discussions

originating from the 1960s onwards.27 In reaction to their obscure imagery

(both textual and pictorial), some early scholars’ approaches to the Ripley

Scrolls followed a decidedly esoteric or literary direction.28 More recently,

esoterically inclined perspectives have been based upon a sounder histori-

cal basis.29

Some literary scholars have mainly considered the Scrolls together with

selected contemporary alchemical poetry like George Ripley’s oeuvre, and

propose an iconographic approach to them.30 Others utilise the Scrolls in

studies on alchemy or alchemical imagery to support arguments as diverse

as political history, alchemical pictorial gender issues, John Dee’s bibliophile

pursuits, as potential inspiration of a completely unrelated manuscript’s

illustrations or as an opportunity to discuss the Scrolls’ language, images and

alchemy.31 The Scroll images also appear in a variety of publications focusing

on medieval art history, often without substantial textual explanation.32

Finally, one of the main problems mentioned in existing scholarship is

that of distinguishing the coincidence of artistic images with alchemical

symbolism from alchemically significant illustrations.33 The Ripley Scrolls’

accidentally reproduced in mirror image); Pächt and Alexander, Illuminated Manuscripts

(Bod Bodley Rolls 1 with images); Witten and Pachella, Alchemy and the Occult, 3: 271–288

(black-and-white images and full description of the same Scroll); Hanna, “Index,” 235–258

(pp. 243–244 contain a transcription of “Trinity” from the Huntington Scroll); Wormald and

Giles, Descriptive Catalogue, 1: 229–233 and plate 92; on this, Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum

MS 276 see also Rand, Index, esp. the macaronic index entry [A 22], 90–91.

26 McCallum, “Ripley Scroll of the Royal College”, was the first article to provide the current

standard classification of types of the Ripley Scrolls. Warlick, “Fluctuating Identities,” 124–125,

proposes a refined classification of the Scrolls according to their ‘visual details’.

27 In Burland, Arts, 76, the Scrolls are unquestioningly mentioned in connection with

Ripley’s oeuvre.

28 Jung, Psychology and Alchemy. This contains partial reproductions of BL MSS Add. 5025

(1)–(4).

29 McLean, Study Course, esp. “Lesson 1: Introduction—Placing the scroll in context”.

30 Linden, “Ripley Scrolls”; and Linden, “Reading the Ripley Scrolls”. These publications

have certain limitations in their historiographical approach and results.

31 For political issues see Hughes, Arthurian Myths. Metaphor and gender are discussed in

Warlick, “Fluctuating Identities”. John Dee’s Scroll appears in Roberts and Watson, Catalogue,

s.v. ‘MS DM 91’ (original shelfmark for the Scroll now known as London, Wellcome Institute

MS 693), esp. 17 and 54. Pictorial parallels to other images are outlined in Keiser, “Heritage”.

Rampling, “Alchemy of the Ripley Scrolls”.

32 E.g. van Lennep, Alchimie.

33 See Halleux, Textes, 148–153 and Telle, Buchsignete. Also, Gabriele, Alchimia, esp. 143–

163: “Alchimia e storia dell’arte?”.
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images, however, are clearly alchemical in nature and thus the subject of

somewhat specialised, well-founded investigations in connection with the

history of art.34

As diverse as these publications appear to be, they are all concerned

with the Scrolls’ illustrations to a significant extent, and especially with

their origins, purpose, function, and symbolism; only the most recent work

concentrates on the contents of both images and texts. This multiplicity of

specific approaches covers many individual aspects of the Scrolls’ history

and interpretation. They remain loose pieces to the puzzle posed by the very

existence and nature of the Ripley Scrolls.

2. Illuminated Scrolls vs. Plain Codices:

The Copyist’s Dilemma

The combination of scroll format and illumination was unusual in alchem-

ical contexts. As mentioned above, apart from the Ripley Scrolls, only one

other alchemical scroll may have existed; the scroll itself, which is described

as containing diagrams or perhaps images (the abovementioned “Scheames

most circular”), does not survive.35 The existence of the Ripley Scrolls and

the number of surviving copies is, therefore, all the more remarkable. What

prompted copyists to choose the scroll medium, the creation of visual

imagery and the inclusion of alchemical recipes in verse for the composi-

tion of the Ripley Scrolls?

Scrolls, although an unprecedented medium in alchemical contexts, were

an established medium for preserving certain kinds of Middle English writ-

ing, including records and official documents (based on the ancient tra-

dition of scroll usage for these purposes) as well as vernacular literature,

34 Key publications in this area are Obrist, Débuts; ibid. “Visualization”; ibid. “Vers une

Histoire”. For visual motifs and their connection to alchemy see Dixon, Alchemical Imagery.

Völlnagel, Splendor Solis, is a joy to read. Other relevant publications concern four anony-

mous early fifteenth-century tractates of German origin: the “Donum Dei”; the “Rosarium

Philosophorum”; the “Aurora Consurgens” (printed in Gratarolus, Artis Auriferae, item 5);

and “Das Buch der heiligen Dreifaltigkeit”, published in Reusner, Pandora, and analysed

in Putscher, “Buch der heiligen Dreifaltigkeit”. See also Ganzenmüller, “Buch der Heiligen

Dreifaltigkeit”, especially for his exploration of letter symbolism and signs in the work (116–

121).

35 Only a report about its discovery in the seventeenth century survives in a manuscript

dating from the end of the century (Bod MS Ashmole 971/972), and thus from two centuries

after Charnock’s death—a necessarily unreliable witness. See also above and Rampling,

“Alchemy of the Ripley Scrolls,” chapter 3.
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genealogies, liturgy and drama.36 Poetic medieval rolls were not usually illu-

minated and “served as the initial receptacle for new poems, the form in

which they were first written down and first circulated”.37 Those scrolls pre-

serving musical notes and lyrics had economical and practical merits: they

were easy to transport and could be read without the need to turn pages,

which was an advantage in performance settings. It may be their associa-

tion with poetry, their known applications or indeed the association with

authenticated documents that recommended the scroll medium to the orig-

inators of the Ripley Scroll.

Once they were in existence, the Ripley Scrolls’ material connection

with their non-scientific models created some interesting contextual conun-

drums. Although medieval scrolls generally typically took on the form of

rotuli, i.e. scrolls unrolling and hence read from top to bottom,38 the Rip-

ley Scrolls’ deceptively familiar vertical orientation fuelled scholarly debates

about the intended direction of reading (top to bottom or bottom to top).

Elias Ashmole chose to print the Scroll texts in reverse order in the Theatrum

Chemicum Britannicum, implying the correct direction of reading the texts

to be from the bottom to the top.39 This would place “Father Phoebus” at

the beginning of the poems’ sequence and “Sun” at the end, and it would

also explain Ashmole’s omission of “Trinity” from his reproduction of Scroll

poems—as a rhetorical list of alchemical authorities it would have made

for an awkward prelude to a series of alchemical recipes. In later scholar-

ship it has been proposed that this direction of reading has an underlying

ideological rationale: “one must read up, since the exaltation of the mat-

ter is being described”.40 However, there is no indication that the direction

of reading followed by contemporary readers (and intended by copyists) is

anything other than conventional. The material evidence of wear and tear,

especially the appearance of cracks at the tightly rolled bottom of the Scrolls,

a faded, often-handled top and the occasional loss of the final panel all

indicate that the actual reading practice also agreed with the order of texts

36 On the ancient history of the scroll and its medieval uses see Roberts and Skeat, Birth;

Rouse and Rouse, Authentic Witnesses; Suarez and Woudhuysen, Companion, s.v. ‘scroll’. See

also below.

37 Rouse and Rouse, Authentic Witnesses, 26–27.

38 Genealogies are discussed in Scott, Gothic. See also Bühler, “Prayers”.

39 TCB, 375–379. The reverse order of texts was previously observed in Linden, “Reading

the Ripley Scrolls,” 240, and adopted in Dobbs, Foundations, 78, both publications suffering

from various historiographical problems.

40 Dobbs, Alchemical Death, 78.
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reproduced in contemporary manuscript copies of the Scroll texts: a top-to-

bottom arrangement from “Sun” through to “Trinity”. Considering his own-

ership of at least one manuscript containing three major Scroll texts in the

customary order (Bod MS Ashmole 1480) together with the mentioned evi-

dence, Ashmole’s reversal of the texts appears to have been a personal, inter-

pretative and anachronistic choice. Consequently it also seems unlikely that

the Scroll compilers’ original choice of medium was motivated by a desire

to encrypt their contents by adding an ambiguity of order. They must have

chosen scrolls over codices for other reasons.

What purpose did the scroll material of the Ripley Scrolls fulfil, then? Sig-

nificantly, with the Ripley Scrolls as the only surviving evidence for alchem-

ical use of rotuli, it seems that alchemical scrolls were closely, perhaps inex-

tricably, connected with illumination. Even considering the estimated con-

sequences of manuscript losses since the fifteenth century this observation

holds: illuminated and rare manuscripts, including those of an unusual for-

mat, often enjoyed particular care in bequests, collections and archives,

hence may have been rather more prone to preservation than their plain

counterparts. Therefore, the survival of a substantial number of Ripley

Scrolls and their consistent illumination seems to suggest that, if a scroll

was produced for alchemical purposes, it contained images. This conspic-

uous connection between images and scrolls is the key to the intersection

of the use of scroll material and the Scrolls’ contents—there are clear indi-

cations that the motivation for the Scrolls’ combination of uninterrupted

paper space and intertwining images was practical in nature. Texts, espe-

cially poems, can easily be divided into sections and therefore be rendered

on sheets of various sizes without affecting the quality of the text or the

experience of reading; hence codex copies of poems from the corpus around

the “Verses upon the Elixir” continued to be reproduced successfully and

received enthusiastically throughout the early modern period. By contrast,

images like those on the Ripley Scrolls, i.e. carefully composed sequences of

intersecting imagery, are best displayed in their entirety to avoid acciden-

tal loss of meaning and links between different parts of texts and pictures.

A complete reproduction of the illuminations requires ample amounts of

space and a medium larger than a folio sheet of paper or parchment. The

Ripley Scroll images therefore employed a format readily available for the

display of large amounts of information: the scroll was a perfect marriage of

form and function. The Scrolls’ generally splendid appearance and expen-

sive production did additional justice to the chosen medium. Once com-

bined with illustrations, the Scroll poems remained faithful to the scroll

medium.
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As logical basis for a copyist’s decision to produce a scroll instead of a

codex, then, the illustrations on the Ripley Scrolls deserve special attention

in their own right. Effectively they represent as much currency in alchemical

communication as the Middle English genre of alchemical poetry.41 In con-

trast to the established linguistic metaphorical terminology of alchemical

writing, e.g. in the personification of alchemical substances and periphrastic

description of processes, alchemical drawings were a relatively recent cre-

ation to the medieval Western world of manuscripts. Previously alchemical

lore had been accompanied, if at all, by perfunctory sketches of apparatus,

shorthand symbols for alchemical substances or, in the Lullian tradition,

encrypted symbolical diagrams. By the time that the first Ripley Scrolls were

drawn up, however, an established vocabulary of pictorial metaphors was

available to supplement alchemical prose and verse:

in the early fifteenth century […] illustrations no longer merely punctuated

alchemical texts but were organized into whole series and into synthetic pic-

torial representations of the principles governing the discipline. The rapidly

growing number of illustrations made texts recede to the point where they

were reduced to picture labels, as is the case with the [Ripley] Scrowle[.]42

But although ‘picture labels’ in terms of the restricted space they occupy

on the Scrolls, the Ripley Scroll poems occupied a much more significant

role in early modern alchemical writing. Given that the Scrolls contain sev-

eral influential poems from the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”, a

corpus not previously identified in scholarship, a new angle may be applied

to their investigation in this chapter: a history of the Ripley Scrolls through

the history of the poems. This focus on the textual elements of the Scrolls

offers an opportunity to understand the origin, creation, perception and

use of the Scrolls in comparison with contemporary bound manuscripts—

a glimpse into compilers’ and readers’ reception of the Ripley Scrolls as

manuscripts and as instructive materials for the practice of alchemy.

The issue of chronology is the first theme emerging from a consideration

of the Ripley Scroll poems beyond the material confines of the Scrolls: when

did they originate, what is the historical sequence of poems and images, and

how does this affect their relation to each other?

41 On the history of alchemical verse, especially its central role as a popular form of

preserving alchemical knowledge in fifteenth-century England, see Chapter 1.

42 Obrist, “Visualization,” 131 f.
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Diagram III: Stemma, Ripley Scrolls43

(1) BL MS Add. 5025 (4), Scroll, s. xvi

(2) BL MS Add. 32621, Scroll, s. xvi

i BL MS Sloane 1098, s. xvi

ii BL MS Sloane 1113, s. xvi

iii BL MS Sloane 1114, s. xvi

(3) BL MS Sloane 2523B, Scroll, s. xvii

iv Bod MS Ashmole 1441, s. xvi–xvii

v Bod MS Ashmole 1480, s. xvi

vi Bod MS Ashmole 1486, s. xvi

43 Size of sigil represents the number of relevant texts considered. Amalgamated from

stemmata for the Ripley Scroll texts (“Richard Carpenter’s Work,” variants “Sun” and “Father

Phoebus” and “Trinity”), which can be found individually with their editions towards the end

of this book; supplemented with information about the characteristics of copies of Scroll texts

not edited critically here, as well as the materiality of the Scrolls. Scrolls without significant

texts and codices whose copies of Scroll texts cannot be positioned clearly in this stemma

have been omitted.
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(4) Bod Ashmole Rolls 40, Scroll, s. xvi–xvii

(5) Bod Ashmole Rolls 52, Scroll, s. xviex

(6) Bod Bodley Rolls 1, Scroll, s. xvex

(7) Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276, Scroll, s. xvi1

(8) Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians MS ERG/2, Scroll, s. xvii

vii London, Wellcome Institute MS 519, s. xvi2

(9) London, Wellcome Institute MS 692, Scroll, s. xvi–xvii

(10) New Haven, CT, Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript

Library Mellon MS 41, Scroll, s. xvi2

(11) Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Library MS 93, Scroll, s. xviex

(12) San Marino, CA, Huntington Library MS HM 30313, Scroll, s. xvi2

(13) Santa Monica, CA, Getty Center for the History of Art and the Human-

ities Ripley Scroll (MS 205), s. xvi

The history of the corpus poems, on and off the Scrolls, is illuminating

in this matter. A chronological arrangement of the surviving witnesses and

their relations to each other—comparable to a stemma based on all Scroll

texts’ textual variation and manuscript dating—confirms not only that Bod

Bodley Rolls 1 is the oldest surviving Scroll, but also the tentative dating

of the Scrolls (hitherto primarily concluded from palaeographical consid-

erations) to the late fifteenth century. The Ripley Scrolls appear to be con-

temporaneous with or even slightly more recent in origin than the corpus

poems.44

The following observations will illustrate this, particularly when con-

sidered together. Firstly, a codex (Bod MS Ashmole 1480) likely contains

the earliest witnesses “Sun”, version A long, “Father Phoebus” and, possibly,

“Trinity”. Secondly, “Sun”, version B, was already looking back upon a thriv-

ing manuscript circulation by the time version A emerged; this confirms an

older tradition whence the short variant of version A may have been derived

for the Ripley Scrolls (it first appears on the abovementioned, oldest Ripley

Scroll). And thirdly, the earliest surviving copy of “On the ground” (BL MS

Sloane 3579) certainly predates its life on the Ripley Scroll, thus providing

the most conclusive evidence for the seniority of poems over images. Alto-

gether it seems that the Ripley Scrolls are not an original creation of novel

poems and images, but they incorporate poems already in circulation and

supplement them with images and, likely, more poetic material.

The material manifestation of the poems further supports the impression

that they originated outside of the Scrolls. The appearance of “Sun” on the

44 See Diagram III. Also, McLean, Study Course, 2.
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earliest surviving Scroll (Bod Bodley Rolls 1) is particularly telling for three

reasons: firstly, this short version of “Sun” ends with an incomplete line con-

sisting just of the word “and”; hence it was clearly truncated while copied

from a long version of the text. The Mellon Scroll (New Haven, CT, Yale Uni-

versity, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library Mellon MS 41), a direct

derivate from the Bodley Scroll, also contains two copies of “Sun” written

beside each other, but one of them is a slightly longer and occasionally dif-

ferently worded variant of the text, perhaps an original creation of its scribe.

This alternative text continues “Sun” not just to complete the abandoned

line, but to include another couplet from the long version of “Sun”. Signifi-

cantly, the source for this supplementation was demonstrably not one of the

extant Ripley Scrolls;45 and since the long version of the poem occurs more

often in codices than on Scrolls, it is likely that the supplementing exem-

plar for the extended version of “Sun” on the Mellon Scroll was taken from a

codex.46 The Mellon Scroll therefore provides further evidence for an estab-

lished manuscript tradition of “Sun” independent of the Ripley Scrolls.

Secondly, the short version of “Sun” is specific to the Scrolls (i.e. it does

not appear in codices). The chronology of surviving Scrolls shows the oldest

extant Scroll (Bod Bodley Rolls 1) to mark the origin of the short version,

at the end of the fifteenth century and on a scroll. Later Scroll copies (after

the unique Mellon Scroll discussed above) consistently abort the text before

line 10; the Scroll copied from the Mellon Scroll (Princeton, NJ, Princeton

University Library MS 93) is the first to produce a copy with an uneven

number of nine lines and the start of this tradition. Other, later Scrolls’

incorporation of the long version of “Sun” is necessarily based on the text’s

manuscript tradition in codex form—another influence of the generally

prevalent manuscript tradition for alchemical writing on the exceptional

Ripley Scrolls, and notably a one-directional influence from book to scroll,

but not vice versa.

Thirdly, and finally, the earliest witness of the Ripley Scroll shows the text

of “Sun” written on the plain surface of the scroll, without a panel frame like

the one surrounding “In the sea” and “I shall you tell” in this, and all texts on

many other Scrolls. The space allowed for “Sun” in the planning of the images

does not seem to have been sufficient, necessitating the truncation of the

text and the space-saving omission of the frame after the Scroll had been

45 See Diagram XIII, the stemma for “Sun”, in the Appendix.

46 It is, nevertheless, still possible that a more complete Scroll exemplar was lost; see also

below.
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completed. The inclusion of the last line’s “And …” is self-conscious in its

indication of the existence of the longer poem. This is the final confirmation

of the compiler’s intention to write a more complete version of “Sun”, hence

a text sourced from a manuscript exemplar, onto this Scroll. By extension,

this implies that at least some of the other Scroll poems were not written for

but adopted into the Scrolls from independent manuscript contexts.

If the corpus poems pre-date the existence of the Ripley Scrolls, then the

poems were selected, put into order and supplemented with the banners

(and perhaps two of the minor poems, “In the sea” and “I shall you tell”,

whose patterns of survival are not conclusive) to produce the standard Scroll

in its entirety. Consequently the Scroll images constitute illustrations of the

poems: the texts chronologically and hence logically precede the illumina-

tions. However, an interpretation of the Scroll poems’ semantic relations to

the Scroll images cannot be achieved without difficulty. Deciphering the

meaning of either alchemical text or image, inscrutable when considered

separately, is not aided but somewhat obscured by their conjunction, and

perhaps appropriately so—a direct and obvious correspondence between

text and image may not even have been intended. Perhaps the alchemi-

cal convention of concealing information from unworthy practitioners is

observed here by means of employing ambiguous imagery.

Much more interesting for current purposes, however, is the question of

how the combination of poems and images on the Scrolls interacted with

the practical production of the Scrolls. One may well wonder how the Scrolls

were designed a priori to achieve an ideal allocation of space for images

and poems, and how writing and drawings were added to previously blank

paper to produce their symbiotic existence. A close look at the Scrolls shows

that most of them contain dedicated panels for the poems, frames drawn

with care to accommodate the substantial poems (as opposed to the ban-

ners bearing captions). Sometimes these panels are set between pillars, akin

to simple versions of the ‘architectural frames’ which appear, for instance,

around the Berlin Kupferstichkabinett manuscript of the Splendor Solis,

equal in prominence, artistic value and execution to the other pictorial ele-

ments.47 At other times the Ripley Scrolls contain other dedicated and visu-

ally separate spaces for the poems: floating banners, the walls of furnaces

and the abovementioned plate held by the final two figures on the Scroll

(pilgrim and cleric). The Huntington Scroll (San Marino, CA, Huntington

47 Völlnagel, Splendor Solis, 112–118.
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Library MS HM 30313) is a good example of a successfully planned and well-

executed Scroll. More frequently, however, the text panels are slightly too

narrow, too wide, too spacious or otherwise mismatched with the physi-

cal extent of the texts they contain. The discrepancy between the artist’s

anticipation of scribal activity and the copyist’s actual products is especially

obvious in one exemplar (Bod Ashmole Rolls 40) which shows ample blank

space in a central position, perhaps reserved for but never filled by “I shall

you tell”, a poem missing from this Scroll. Another, quite obviously unfin-

ished, medial fragment of the standard Scroll (Bod Ashmole Rolls 54) does

not contain any texts, although it does provide the panels on which they

are usually displayed. Both Scrolls present a curious reversal of the scenario

so often observed in illuminated manuscripts, where space is reserved for

illuminated initials but never filled with the same, often due to the lack of

funds for an illuminator. Another peculiar case is a Scroll (BL MS Sloane 2523

B) which displays most poems in the margins, written partly over the illus-

trations which, as mentioned above, were probably created by a lay artist.

His artistic talent was apparently as misguided as his judgement about the

Scrolls’ layout. In all these instances, whether abandoned expert projects or

miscalculated lay products, the images clearly precede the texts in the actual

production of the Scrolls, a reversal of the chronological order of their exis-

tence in late medieval alchemical literature.

Other Scrolls show signs of emendation or other material peculiarities

which are interesting to note. For example, the Cambridge Scroll (Cam-

bridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276) has several pieces of paper pasted over

individual words, often rendering an alternative term, yet occasionally and

inexplicably repeating the same word written in the original text. These

pieces of paper are glued to the Scroll on one side only and thus form flaps

which can be opened to reveal the word underneath, perhaps to allow for

different parallel readings. It is this sophistication and ambiguity which tes-

tifies to the level of skill applied to the production of most of the Ripley

Scrolls. They transport the poems (especially those demonstrably predat-

ing the Scrolls: “Sun”, “On the ground”, “Father Phoebus” and “Trinity”) into

carefully constructed, novel and colourful contexts.

A final area highlighted by a poetry-related history of the Ripley Scrolls

is the education of copyists and readers about the poems and their ori-

gins. Contrary to the general modern perception of the Ripley Scrolls as

self-contained, stand-alone objects their contemporary copyists and readers

were well-informed about alternative ways of procuring alchemical infor-

mation. This was particularly useful for those compilers who had an imper-

fect exemplar to hand. The Huntington Scroll (San Marino, CA, Hunting-
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ton Library MS HM 30313), while perfectly executed in artistic and scribal

aspects, would have been one such imperfect model for later scrolls, as its

order of texts on the Scroll is rather unique: it places “Father Phoebus” before

“In the sea” and “I shall you tell” without indicating the meaning of this

alteration. Later compilers who wished to produce their own Scrolls from

the Huntington Scroll found it too particular to accept and copy unques-

tioningly. One copyist using this Scroll as an exemplar (for Bod Ashmole

Rolls 40) chose to omit both “Father Phoebus”, “I shall you tell” and “Trinity”

altogether; another (producing Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians MS

ERG/2) restored the standard order of texts after consulting another exem-

plar (BL MS Add. 5024 (4)) and dismissing its superfluous elements (the

introductory “To the Reader” and conclusive “Of these types”, which are, as

already pointed out above, peculiar to this Scroll). Both copyists demon-

strate a keen sense of what a Ripley Scroll should look like; the latter also

showed the initiative to procure another copy and produce a version which

agrees with neither of his exemplars, but with a common denominator of

all Ripley Scrolls. Both of the derived Scrolls date from late periods of the

Scrolls’ circulation, but similar evidence of deliberate, informed scribal deci-

sions can be observed in earlier copies on many different levels. Sixteenth-

century compilers of many Scrolls knew about and used manuscripts as

exemplars for the poems (as is the case for BL MSS Add. 5025 (4) and Add.

32621, both derived from Bod MS Ashmole 1480). The images present on

their Scroll exemplars, although now admired and perhaps even revered,

do not seem to have lent the poems as much authority as the relative age

and thus reliability of the manuscript copies did. Scroll compilers, like copy-

ists producing codices, mainly aimed to produce accurate specimen includ-

ing a faithful rendition of the texts. The comparatively conservative form

of the poems on most Scrolls, including little creative variation, testifies to

this fact.48 Generally also, the above-noted compilation of either a concise

Scroll (short version of “Sun” and omission of “Trinity”) or a relatively exten-

sive one (long version of “Sun” and inclusion of “Trinity”) always appears

deliberate rather than a consequence of circumstances such as the pres-

ence of an incomplete or short exemplar. Overall, the Ripley Scrolls’ poems

demonstrate their compilers’ textual knowledge and ambitions for achiev-

ing meaning.

48 See the apparatus of the editions for “Sun”, “Father Phoebus” and “Trinity” towards the

end of this book.
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The London/Cambridge physician whose notebooks will be discussed in

more detail in the final chapter of this book represents a particular level of

sophistication which may serve here as an example of readers’ responses

to the Ripley Scrolls, their poems and wider alchemical textual culture. As

will be explained in Chapter 6, this physician had access to a wide range of

manuscripts and both the means and inclination to acquire as much infor-

mation as possible about alchemical texts. The comparison of extant copies,

recording of alternative renditions and thus production of a comprehensive

picture of alchemical knowledge through the Middle English period were at

the centre of his textual exegesis: he read and wrote to understand alchemy

and its potential medical uses in all its complexities, and considered scribal

errors and variations in manuscript copies evidence of received knowledge

which would help him create new insights into the craft. Two of the physi-

cian’s notebooks (BL MSS Sloane 1098 and 1113–1114) present, among other

items, the fruits of his reading regarding the Ripley Scroll texts. He clearly

consulted both a Scroll and a codex and thus excerpted different versions

of the poems for comparison. Significantly, the manuscripts he used were

not only the oldest sources available to him but also, probably, the oldest

extant witnesses of their kind today (Bod Bodley Rolls 1 and Bod MS Ash-

mole 1480). His other collection habits indicate that the physician sought

out these exemplars rather than chancing upon them. It appears, also, that

his desire to consult original, unadulterated copies is based on an interest in

the poems, not those aspects which make the Scrolls increasingly remark-

able during his lifetime—their unusual format, their images and their pur-

ported origins as implied in their attribution to George Ripley. Otherwise

meticulous in recording his authors and sources, especially the authoritative

ones, the physician does not mention any of the unusual features of one of

his exemplars: that is a scroll, its attribution to a named originator or even

its elaborate illuminations. While it is possible that he had disproved the

Ripley attribution due to the existence of anonymous copies of the poems,

his disregard of the scroll pictures indicates that he did not consider them

essential (or useful) for an understanding of the texts. The physician con-

sulted the Ripley Scrolls as an additional source for a poetic tradition he

recognised as an anonymous one. His insights may be remarkable in their

meticulousness, yet they also reflect a textual interest shared by many of his

contemporaries.

It is worth emphasising here, once more, that sixteenth-century readers

and copyists would consolidate texts from and for either medium, codex and

scroll. The separation of Scrolls and other alchemical volumes in the minds

of collectors and audiences happened from the turn of the seventeenth
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century onwards, alongside the institution of antiquarianism. Thus none of

the Scrolls containing “Trinity” serve as an original for copies in manuscript

volumes.

Finally, the manifestation of the poems on the Scrolls provides informa-

tion about the Scrolls’ actual use by readers through the ages. This appears to

have been pragmatic and hands-on, a utilitarian handling that runs contrary

to our modern perception of the Scrolls as valuable artefacts. In this con-

text the duplication of poems on the oldest Ripley Scroll (Bod Bodley Rolls

1), which was already mentioned above, is instructive. One of the duplicate

copies was added by a later hand directly beside or underneath the original

script, possibly when the Scroll was retouched in the sixteenth century.49

More pertinently, though, whoever augmented the Scroll in this way did not

consider the Scroll a museum object to be preserved and not altered. It was

treated like any other manuscript: as a working space reserved for written

thought and experimentation. This and other Scrolls’ originally blank mar-

gins also contain annotations proper (see e.g. BL MS Add. 5025 (4)). The

Princeton Scroll (Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Library MS 93) even

contains readers’ notes in both English and Italian.50 Here, and in all aspects

discussed above, the picture gleaned for the Scrolls’ circulation and recep-

tion is a markedly diverse one once scholarship, like Ripley Scrolls’ origi-

nal investigators, looks for solid information behind the Scrolls’ colourful

imagery.

3. Named Authorities, the Ripley Scrolls

and the Corpus Around the “Verses upon the Elixir”

The Ripley Scrolls’ combination of alchemy, poetry, scroll format and illu-

mination is unique in the body of Middle English alchemical manuscripts.

Their special appearance alone would justify an enthusiastic reception from

medieval and modern audiences alike. An author, figurehead or authority

seems hardly necessary to make them stand out to readers. However, with

regard to named authorship, the Ripley Scrolls present an exceptionally

complex scenario. The full and bewildering variety of potentially authori-

tative individuals associated with the Scrolls includes all singular human

figures drawn on the Scrolls (now variously interpreted as God, Hermes,

49 Pächt and Alexander, Illuminated Manuscripts, 88.

50 Rampling, “Alchemy of the Ripley Scrolls,” 7.
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Ripley or a cleric); George Ripley as indicated in the moniker of the Scrolls;

the actual, if not explicitly named poets and artists whose work is combined

on the Scrolls; and the names of alchemists mentioned as alchemical experts

in the poems. In some cases and contexts the Scrolls lent these individuals

or their work authority, in others the nature and degree of their significance

for the popularity of the Scrolls changed over the centuries. Nevertheless it

is clear that the Scrolls’ current fame firmly rests on the shoulders of George

Ripley as an associated author. The final part of this chapter will investigate

the Ripley attribution and the impression of alchemical authority preserved

in the final Scroll poem, “Trinity”, to illuminate this issue.

The Ripley Scrolls mostly circulated without explicit ascription except

for intermittent individual ascriptions (one to [Roger] Bacon in BL MS Add.

5025 (4)). The attribution of the Scrolls to George Ripley has been a powerful

one, not least witnessed by the scholarly assumption that Ripley himself was

depicted as the large human figure towering over the alchemical experimen-

tation scene at the top of the Scrolls.51 But as for attributions of alchemica in

codices, this ascription is difficult in several ways. Although the first explicit

ascription to Ripley occurs already in the sixteenth century (on the back

of Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276) only two further copies of the

fifteen extant Scrolls repeat this attribution (London, Wellcome Institute

MS 692 and BL MS Sloane 2523B, both derived from the same exemplar,

which, unfortunately, does not survive).52 Apart from the fact of the rela-

tively rare appearance of Ripley’s name in writing these attributions are

problematic. Referring to Ripley as a knight (“Georgii Riplaei equitis aurati”)

they do not indicate whether they refer to the poems, the illustrations, or,

most likely, both. The exact nature of his involvement with the Scrolls may

not have mattered to their early modern audience, but the appearance of the

attribution in the late sixteenth century, that is, a century after the Scrolls’

creation is significant. At this time, as “Terra Terrae Philosophicae” and other

works were posthumously added to the pseudonymous oeuvre of Ripley, his

legendary reputation as a Middle English alchemical poet surpassed by far

the significance his contemporaries had assigned to him. Significantly, the

stemma shows that the attributing Scrolls are not directly related to each

other, so that each attribution must have been based not on an uncritical

acceptance of a previous ascription but a reflected choice. This choice, in

51 See Pächt and Alexander, Illuminated Manuscripts, especially Illustration 1018b (p. 164).

52 Linden, “Ripley Scrolls,” 75, quoting a private correspondence, supports my impression

that the script on the latter is from the Restoration period.
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turn, expresses a general assumption about the nature of Ripley’s oeuvre

and the recognition of the Scroll poems as part of this genre.53

A consideration of the history of the corpus around the “Verses upon

the Elixir” qualifies this impression further. Within this wider context of

the Middle English alchemical poetic corpus it becomes evident that Ripley

attributions of the scroll texts occur only on Scrolls, not in codices. Their spo-

radic appearance in Scroll exemplars is, therefore, nevertheless an organised

matter. In fact, there may have been a notional connection between the

Scrolls and the early modern rising star of Ripley as an alchemical poet, as a

marked diversion from the essentially anonymous original circumstances

of the Scroll poems in the fifteenth-century body of alchemical writing.

Here the early modern period is an instrumental condition for the establish-

ment of Ripley’s reputation as emblematic poet and the production of the

Scrolls—two things which would have been inconceivable around Ripley’s

lifetime. The Scrolls, in short, become a representation of Ripley’s image in

some alchemical circles in the sixteenth century.

However, the Ripley attribution was not accepted uncritically. On one

hand, some Scroll readers were not convinced of its veracity; one amended

the Ripley attribution on an exemplar (Wellcome Institute MS 692) to one

to Robert Fludd, almost certainly an expression of the need to replace

an inappropriate name with a more fitting one rather than an original

attribution. On the other hand, the Scrolls are situated firmly outside the

printed tradition of Latin prose versions of his texts: they did not appear in

print until the mid-seventeenth century, in the quintessentially English TCB,

and only then with explicit attribution to Ripley. The modern name of the

Scrolls may, then, be more indicative of a modern need to associate names

with exceptional works, and a corresponding early modern assignation of

names to particular types of writing, than of a generally accepted or even

factual historical attribution.

“Trinity”, the final text on the Ripley Scrolls which also forms part of the

corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir”, presents essentially different

evidence for the production and reception of the Ripley Scrolls and cor-

pus poems, their copyists’ and readers’ notions of authorship and authority,

and the relation between the two. Apparently written around 1500 and per-

haps specifically for the Scrolls, “Trinity” appears on the final panel of merely

three of the fifteen Ripley Scrolls relevant here (BL MSS Add. 5025 (4) and

53 See Diagram III and Ashmole’s abovementioned interleaved edition copy for the TCB

(Bod MS Ashmole 972, p. 375).
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Add. 32621, and Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians MS ERG/2); some of

its copies may have been lost with the final parts of damaged Scrolls, oth-

ers omitted on purpose or by accident—two Scrolls even show the final

image of a human figure (the ‘pilgrim’) beside an empty, or rather, vacant

panel (Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum MS 276) or space (New Haven, CT,

Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library Mellon MS 41).

Curiously this latter presentation influenced a modern interpretation of this

image as showing “a man, his mouth agape, his left hand raised in ges-

ture of astonishment”.54 Before the background of the omission of “Trinity”,

however, the banner unrolling from his staff reading “ve mihi miser qua

olim operam perdidi”,55 now has an added double entendre. The question of

whether “Trinity” was originally intended to be an integral part of the Rip-

ley Scrolls cannot be answered; the issue of its loss and the reasons for its

omission on some is a point of little consequence to the present argument.

Although Scrolls which omit “Trinity” do not miss any practical informa-

tion (the poem is not instructive in nature), they do fail to incorporate a

host of alchemists mentioned in its contents, which present an acknowl-

edgement of, and perhaps even a tribute to, the alchemists’ authority.

In the name of ye trynite

herken here & ye shall see

myne auctor[s] yat fformyth thys work

both ffirst last bryghte & dark

som of hem I shalle ye tell

both In rhyme & In spell “Trinity”, ll. 1–6

The exact meaning of the terms ‘auctor’ and ‘work’ is a matter of conjecture.

As for the abovementioned Ripley attributions, they could refer to the poets

and poems on the Scroll (individually or as a group), the artists and their

illuminations, or, more generally, to the originators of those alchemical ideas

which constitute the contents of the Scrolls. The last possibility seems most

likely since any creator or reader of the Scrolls would not have thought of

the individual poems as separate entities, in spite of their visual separation,

dispersion and enclosure in their individual panels. The multiple authorship

indicated in the plural form of “auctors”, which is the common reading of the

surviving “Trinity” copies, is telling in this case: apparently the Scrolls were

neither perceived as nor intended to be an original idea of a single author.

54 Witten and Pachella, Alchemy and the Occult, 3: 287–288.

55 “Woe is me, a wretched man who has meanwhile lost the work”.
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It may not be a coincidence that only Scroll copies without “Trinity” were

explicitly attributed to Ripley as a single author.

Lists of authorities like that which constitutes “Trinity” appear variously

in English alchemical poems, for example on the abovementioned Char-

nock scroll whose texts survive in a historical if later copy. Here Raymond

Lull, George Ripley, Thomas Dalton, “a canon of Lichfield” (according to leg-

end a contemporary of Dalton’s who had inherited the alchemical secret

from Ripley),56 Thomas Norton and finally Charnock himself are mentioned,

i.e., a rather homogeneous group of fifteenth-century alchemists and their

hero, Lull.57 By comparison the assembly of alchemical luminaries men-

tioned in “Trinity” is more diverse. It includes ancient authorities for natural

philosophical and alchemical works, both the actual (or at least supposedly

real) and mythical, but also more recent, Western figures.58

malapides plat & peion

& ye boke of turba philosophorum

both aristotle Jeber & hermes

also lelly morien & raseres

bonellus raymundus & albertt

arnold & perci the monnk so blak

aros & rases & allso dessima

the sustre of moyses mary prophetissa

bacon allso the greate clerk

fformeth I wys alle thys work “Trinity”, ll. 7–16

Two of these figures, Pearce the Black Monk and Maria the Prophet-

ess, are of particular interest in the present context, as they link the Ripley

Scrolls directly with the corpus around the “Verses upon the Elixir” and the

issue of authorship and authority. As mentioned before, Maria is associ-

ated with both “Alumen de Hispania”, the Latin prose original of “Richard

Carpenter’s Work” variant “Spain”, and a character in the latter poem. By

mentioning her, “Trinity” thus links, albeit implicitly, “Spain” with “Sun” and

“Father Phoebus”. Further, by surrounding Maria’s name with that of other

authorities, the poem places the Scrolls on the map of alchemical writing,

from its beginnings to the time of the Scrolls’ composition. Here “Trinity”

as a whole bows to the tradition to which the Scrolls are indebted. The fig-

ure of Pearce the Black Monk underlines this impression. His name is first

56 Taylor, Alchemists, 130.

57 Taylor, “Thomas Charnock,” 155.

58 Concise information on Hermes, Rasis and Geber (in relation to their appearance on

an engraving in the TCB) may be found in Corbett, “Ashmole,” 329.
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mentioned in the text of “Trinity”, a full century before it appears in the mar-

gins of copies of the “Verses upon the Elixir” in the role of an authorial attri-

bution. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Pearce is and always has

been a historically elusive figure. Perhaps, then, his seventeenth-century sta-

tus as someone who lends authority to the “Verses upon the Elixir” resulted

from the mythological status assigned to Pearce through the occurrence of

his name in “Trinity”, in a list of established alchemical authorities.

The absence of some authorial names from “Trinity” is also instructive

about the role of authority in the Ripley Scrolls. Consider, for instance, the

household names of late medieval alchemical poetry. While it may not be

surprising to find Thomas Norton missing among the names, the omission

of George Ripley appears more noteworthy. Although the composition of

“Trinity” precedes spurious ascriptions to Ripley and is therefore not natu-

rally associated with his name, it would have been easy if not second nature

to any copyist to change the list of alchemists in “Trinity” at a later date to

incorporate George Ripley. Similarly, as mentioned above, the attribution to

George Ripley is not written on any of those Scrolls which contain “Trinity”.

This is further evidence for the fact that the name of George Ripley does not

seem to have had any impact on the Scrolls’ development and reception,

on their place among late medieval and early modern writings, or indeed

on the contemporary perception of alchemical poetry as an authoritative if

anonymous genre.

In conclusion, an investigation of the Scrolls from the perspective of the

texts written on them, with help of the corpus around the “Verses” and its

history, makes it possible to answer our initial questions about the con-

cept of authorship and the Ripley Scrolls at least in part. It seems clear that

the neither the scroll medium, nor the illuminations, or their attribution to

George Ripley have left a mark on the circulation and reception of “Sun”,

“Father Phoebus” and “Trinity”. The complex transposition of these texts

from manuscript to scroll and vice versa throughout the two centuries of the

Scrolls’ active transmission, and the references to the genre of alchemical

writing in “Trinity”, indicate that the greater textual context of these alchem-

ical poems was never lost to its compilers: many favoured age before beauty,

that is, reliable old manuscripts over more recent but potentially difficult

illuminated scrolls, when choosing an exemplar for their own copies. More-

over, annotators of the Scrolls used them as working materials. The purposes

for which the Scrolls were consulted span, like their readership, the entire

spectrum of the early modern world of alchemical writing.
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