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Showing the Evolution of a Revolution: Review of The Business of Alchemy

Pamela Smith, in her book The Business of Alchemy, explores the transformation in the legitimacy of knowledge and commerce in the Holy Roman Empire during the seventeenth century. This transformation is brought alive by tracing the life of Johann Joachim Beecher, a chemist born in Germany who lived from 1635 – 1682.


To set up her first premise of the transformation of knowledge in the seventeenth century, Smith contends that there was a crisis of authority that led to a “debate about the foundations and very legitimacy of knowledge” (p. 3).  The traditional “world view founded in texts and the manipulation of words was replaced by one based in natural objects and the manipulation of things” (p. 3).  This new philosophy was Baconian in that it was active rather than contemplative, and was meant to have a practical, utilitarian end. In many ways, it can be considered as the seed to the rise of modern science.


Human art begins to take on new significance with the new philosophy. The new science that was taking root had at its foundation an emphasis on action over contemplation. Intricately tied to this was an increase in value in the production of human art.  Human art was considered to be productive, and was manifested not just in paintings but also in machines, technical progress, and knowledge in rude mechanics. Nature was now viewed as productive, and because human art imitated nature, it rendered humans as potentially productive. This resulted in vast religious implications. God was now seen as having endowed humans with the power to use their hands to create for themselves what had previously been supplied in paradise by nature. The power of art becomes “not only creative but redemptive” (p. 7). By use of work by their hands, humans could again regain Paradise.


The second major topic explored by Smith regards a transformation in societal attitudes regarding commerce, from one that disparages it to one that supports it. The basis for power for the rulers was the feudal system, and as a result, they did not actively take part in commerce other than to tax merchants. Businessmen were regarded as middlemen who profited off of the hard work of others. They would wait for an interruption in the cycle of production and capitalize on the opportunity to sell goods. Merchants, therefore, were perceived as “unnaturally” draining the wealth from a town.  Nonetheless, there is a significant though incomplete shift from the feudal to the capitalistic system during the seventeenth century. 

The emergence of the new philosophy blurred boundaries between categories that had originally been neatly separated.  Theory, practice, and art had all been separate realms, and there was a clear difference between the manipulation of words and the manipulation of things. The older view that had placed an educational emphasis on words and on theory was undergoing a fundamental restructuring. Both practice and art were valued, yet they were based on theory. Where once theory was solely valued, a new emphasis on practice necessitated a rethinking of the categories as well as a redistribution of values assigned to each category. 


The method of restructuring occurred over a slow period of time. Habits and practice of thought were being slowly transformed as the new utilitarian philosophy “became useful to a growing number of individuals and groups, as scholarly alliances formed around it” (p. 5).  Patrons in different courts supported the new science, and it became institutionalized in academies and in the educational curriculum of universities.


The transformation of attitudes towards commerce held by society occurred slowly and had a different impetus. Merchants were becoming wealthy by partaking in the nascent capitalism, and with wealth comes power. Rulers were experiencing economic difficulties and needed money. This fostered the transition from an agrarian society based on land to one that was based on commerce and monetary exchange. The seventeenth century only observed part of this transition; it was not fully completed until the industrial revolution.


Smith ties both transitions (in knowledge and commerce) together by using Johann Joachim Beecher as the intermediary. Beecher was a product of this society that was in flux and represented the group of scholars who aided in the transition. Beecher was half old, half new. He was not formally educated in the old sciences, but was well versed in them and indeed, established his reputation by becoming the court physician and mathematician. Beecher also had an inventive mind and undertook many projects, including alchemy, gas-lighting, and the planting of sugar beets in Central Europe (p. 21).  He was able to identify with both contemplative scholars and productive artisans. In fact, he “claimed the status of a man of theory who was competent to adjudicate and organize the knowledge of practicing artisans” (p. 5).  Though he was not a ruler, he had their ears and was able to influence them. 


Beecher had carved out a niche for himself in which his very success depended on his ability to mediate between the two worlds. He wanted very much to pursue an active intellectual life that allowed him to create things and not remain merely contemplative. He also wanted to profit from science and make some monetary gains for himself. To do this, he needed to convince his patrons, the rulers of various courts, to adopt the new scientific philosophy and to accept commerce. To accomplish this, he had to frame his commercial endeavors in the traditional idiom and gesture of noble court culture. 

Beecher’s link between chemistry and commerce manifested itself though alchemy. “Alchemy involved art and theory and thus gave access to the world both of the scholar (through books) and of the artisan (through the laboratory). Beecher would find it perfectly suited to his needs, for he could use it to talk to the court about the processes of artisanal creation and production” (p. 50).  He needed to be a scholar to create credibility with rulers, yet he needed to be an artisan for material gain. Through the pursuit of alchemy, he achieved both. 


Beecher’s pursuit of alchemy had the further affect of aiding the transformation of the feudal society into a capitalistic one. “Beecher’s alchemical medallion can be seen as a means by which he tried to transmute the emperor’s interest in alchemy into an interest in commerce” (p. 226). Beecher believed that “money rules the world and no government can exist without it” (p. 224).  However, he informed nobles that alchemy was the smart (contemplative) and direct (active) way of augmenting one’s treasury instead of mere taxation.  Whereas the merchant sucked wealth away from individuals, the alchemist created new wealth and was a productive contribution to society.  The twist was that alchemy “had the capacity to multiply artificial wealth as nature multiplied the natural seeds” (p. 225).  It was an art as well as a science.  In the end, alchemy provided a mode for Beecher to draw the court of the nobles into the commercial world, and to also draw the practice of productive knowledge into the realm of the state (p. 226).  


Smith’s compelling account of the late seventeenth-century Hapsburg territories is a result primarily of her clever strategy of focusing on Beecher. The topics that Smith is dealing with are very complicated and it is easy for facts and ideas to get “messy.”  Indeed, Smith herself provides the reader with a disclaimer in which she writes, “Written history never can encompass the whole of lived experiences or all of the possibilities of the past world. Entangled in the web of hindsight, the historian must narrow the multivalency of the past to render it comprehensible without, however, doing away with any of the complexity of reality” (p. 10). It is much easier to focus on an individual than to focus on an entire century. 


Smith focuses on the particular and applies it to the whole. This is to say that she aims to demonstrate the transformations that occurred in the life of Beecher are reflective of the very transformations that are occurring in society at that time. The difficulties that Beecher faces in trying to convince others of the new forms of thought are reflective of the negotiations that are occurring in society between the old and new forms of thought. By using Beecher as a symbol of the transformations that were taking place, Smith is making it easier for both herself and the reader to follow along.


Smith does a wonderful job of quoting many sources directly in her arguments. Hardly a page goes by in which there is not a passage from a primary source. She is showing rather than telling, and it makes her account more interesting to read. Smith is bringing her characters to life while also directly supporting her arguments. It makes her case much more compelling.


The transformation that Smith describes is most helpful in allowing us to discover and understand the vehicles used to achieve the transformation of society during the Scientific Revolution. Changes in society do not simply occur.  There are often causes underlying shifts in attitudes. Smith has identified and adequately demonstrated the causes and manner of change in beliefs. She has gone even further by identifying what previous beliefs were and what views they were replaced with. Smith does a masterful job showing the evolution of this revolution within the scope she is studying. 

Smith herself would be the first to admit that her work leaves many questions about the Scientific Revolution unanswered. First, her work is very limited in its scope. It deals primarily with chemistry and commerce and not with the other topics. Also, Smith has identified Beecher, but has not provided evidence of how many men like Beecher there were during that time period. Even if one were to remain within the confines of the scope that Smith is studying, one finds that Smith has not fully explored the cultural, political, and societal contributions to this period. To what extent did the church help or hinder this transition? How did geography affect the reception of different ideas? What role did women play in helping foster or in hindering this change? Did men like Beecher help shape this change, or was it the other way around and society helped to shape men like Beecher?  

This is not to take away from Smith’s work. Like all good historical work, it enlightens the reader while warranting further study to the topic.

