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ABSTRACT

One of the most noticeable features dis-
tinguishing Byzantine works on alchemy
from the earlier Greco-Egyptian alchemi-
cal tradition is the widespread presence of
Christian prayers and direct references to
specifically Christian ideas and beliefs. By
focusing on Stephanus’s Lessons (7" cent.),

RESUMEN

Una de las caracteristicas mas notables
que distinguen las obras bizantinas sobre
alquimia de la anterior tradicién alquimica
greco-egipcia es la presencia generalizada de
oraciones cristianas y referencias directas a
ideas y creencias especificamente cristianas.
Centrandose en las Lecciones de Stephanus
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the first alchemical work including exten-
sive references to Christianity, the paper
will explore how alchemy was Christian-
ised in the early Byzantine period. The first
part of this study will analyse the strate-
gies adopted by the author of the Lessons to
frame alchemy as a Christianised discipline
aiming at discovering the divine principle
hidden in the natural world. In the sec-
ond part, the limitations of this process of
Christianisation of alchemy will be pointed
out by examining if and to what extent spe-
cifically Christian ideas were included in
Stephanus’ treatment of alchemy and its
operations, and if the introduction of a
Christianised framework into an alchem-
ical work entailed the exclusion of previ-
ous non-Christian alchemical ideas. The
results of this twofold analysis will show
the complexity and inextricable tensions
of the process of Christianisation under-
gone by the alchemical discipline when it
started to be practiced in the socio-cul-
tural context of the Byzantine world.

(siglo VII d.C.), la primera obra alquimica
que incluye amplias referencias al cristia-
nismo, el articulo explorard como se cris-
tianizo la alquimia a principios del periodo
bizantino. La primera parte de este estudio
analizard las estrategias adoptadas por el
autor de las Lecciones para enmarcar la alqui-
mia como una disciplina cristianizada desti-
nada a descubrir el principio divino oculto
en el mundo natural. En la segunda parte, se
senalaran las limitaciones de este proceso de
cristianizacion de la alquimia examinando si
y en qué medida se incluyeron ideas especi-
ficamente cristianas en el tratamiento de la
alquimia de Stephanus y sus operaciones, y
si la introduccién de un marco cristianizado
en un trabajo alquimico implico la exclusion
de las ideas alquimicas no cristianas ante-
riores. Los resultados de este doble analisis
mostraran la complejidad y las inextricables
tensiones del proceso de cristianizacion que
experimentd la disciplina alquimica cuando
comenzo a practicarse en el contexto socio-
cultural del mundo bizantino.
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INTRODUCING GREEK ALCHEMY TO CHRISTIANITY 325

GREEK ALCHEMY WAS A DISCIPLINE AIMING at achieving a complete transformation of
various metallic substances into silver and gold by means of practical operations. The
theoretical justification of the alchemical practice was influenced considerably by the
contemporary speculative framework of natural philosophy. Greek alchemists always
referred to themselves as “philosophers” (piAdco@ot) and some of them expanded on
philosophical ideas in explaining their own discipline. Moreover, religious ideas and
motives were thoroughly intermingled with both practical and philosophical aspects
of alchemy across the entire Greek tradition. Zosimus of Panopolis (ca. 300 CE)
placed alchemical knowledge within a Gnostic and Hermetic framework which was
enriched by many substantive influences from Judaism. From the seventh century
onwards, Byzantine alchemists presented alchemical studies as an effective way to
pursue a Christian form of knowledge of God. Comprising practical, philosophical,
and religious elements, Greek alchemy was consistently called by its practitioners the
“divine art” (1} Oela téxvn) or the “sacred art” (1) iepa téxvn).!

In the present article I will problematise and discuss how Byzantine alchemists
started to present themselves as followers of a Christian form of the study of nature,
to what extent their discussion of alchemy reflects an effort to harmonise alchemical
notions with Christian ideas, or, on the contrary, if the introduction of references
to Christianity was determined primarily by the socio-religious context of the early
Byzantine world and remained marginal to the alchemical contents of their works.
I will focus on Stephanus, the first alchemist who included extensive and direct ref-

1. On the general characteristics of Byzantine alchemy and the production and circulation of
anthologies of alchemical texts in Byzantium, see Mertens, 2006 and Viano, 2018a. For the analysis of
the influence of Christian ideas on another Byzantine alchemical work, I am happy to refer the interested
reader to Gerasimos Merianos’ article appearing in this same volume, pp. 271-321.
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erences to Christianity in his alchemical work, and a few authors whose works are
closely connected to Stephanus’s writings.

1. FRAMING ALCHEMY AS A CHRISTIANISED DISCIPLINE

One of the earliest and most influential alchemical works of the Byzantine period is
On the Sacred and Divine Art of Gold Making (Ilept Ti|g iepdg kal Oeiag TéxVNg Tig
T0D xpvood motoewg), which is commonly known as Lessons (ITpageig) since in the
manuscript tradition it is divided into nine textual units called “lessons”. In the man-
uscripts the work is attributed to Stephanus of Alexandria, the last exponent of the
Neoplatonic school of Alexandria, who was active between the end of the 6" and the
beginning of the 7" cent. As the Lessons were written in Constantinople during the
first half of the 7 cent., many scholars have accepted the traditional attribution to
Stephanus of Alexandria as authentic. However, there are solid arguments to consider
the Lessons as one of the many instances of pseudo-epigraphic attribution in the his-
tory of alchemy. For this reason, I will henceforth refer to the author of this work as
pseudo-Stephanus of Alexandria, or simply Stephanus.*

The Lessons are structured as a commentary on quotations from authoritative
alchemists of the past, especially ps.-Democritus and Zosimus of Panopolis. Stepha-
nus’s work thus follows the model already established by On Zosimus’s According
to the Operation, an alchemical work ascribed to Olympiodorus of Alexandria (6™
cent.), another member of the philosophical school of Alexandria.’ The Lessons focus
primarily on the theoretical foundation of the alchemical practice as a procedure able
to transform and purify the material substrate of physical substances at the level of
their elementary composition. The arguments to justify this claim are grounded on
an original combination of Platonic and Aristotelian doctrines, and on Late ancient
theories of natural philosophy. Stephanus also draws special attention to the rela-

2. The complete critical edition of the Lessons has been published in Papathanassiou, 2017. For a par-
tial edition of the first three Lessons with English translation and introduction, see Taylor, 1937-1938.
For the arguments in favour of an authentic attribution of the alchemical works to Stephanus of Alex-
andria, see Papathanassiou, 2006. Some crucial criticisms against the authenticity of this attribution are
presented in Roueché, 2016.

3. The commentary on Zosimus’s treatise According to the Operation shows a complex case of com-
position and textual transmission. A core commentary written by Olympiodorus of Alexandria was
substantively expanded and modified by an anonymous compiler active in the early Byzantine period.
See Viano, 2018b, pp. 59-61.
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tionship between the movements of the celestial bodies and the transformations of
sublunary substances, thus emphasising the link between alchemy and astrology.*

The Lessons are immediately connoted as a Christian work by the presence of
prayers to God at the beginning and/or at the end of most of the nine treatises; a
convention which was widespread in Byzantine literature. In a recent contribution,
Maria Papathanassiou has analysed in detail these prayers and pointed out the reli-
gious sources used by Stephanus.” Papathanassiou’s study demonstrates that Stepha-
nus relies extensively on religious literature contemporary to the composition of the
Lessons and on earlier authoritative works of pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and
the patristic tradition. The prayers focus on the exaltation of God’s all-encompass-
ing and ineffable wisdom and on His love for humankind. In this way, alchemy is
repeatedly presented to the readers of the Lessons as a form of knowledge that finds
its ultimate origin in God’s wisdom and, as any other form of human knowledge,
should be regarded as a gift from God’s grace. Alchemy, therefore, is characterised in
the prayers as a suitable branch of study for a Christian audience.

Stephanus’s prayers contrast God’s ineffable wisdom with the limited knowl-
edge of the natural and material world acquired through alchemy. In two cases
(Lessons 1,11. 98-103 and II, 1. 171-174), the extraordinary results of the alchemical
practice are described as unworthy of wonder by contrast to God’s works. Two fur-
ther passages (Lessons V, 1. 117-122 and VIII, 1. 117-124) refer to the substances
transmuted by the alchemists as intermediate results within an investigation aim-
ing at the knowledge of the celestial substances, which are presented as the most
perfect product of God’s creation and ordering of the universe. These passages are
the only direct references to alchemy in the prayers, which are otherwise devoid
of any mention of the specific goals and operations of this art. While Stephanus’s
prayers normalise alchemy by presenting it as one of the many instantiations of
human knowledge illuminated by God, they do not provide any information about
what alchemy is and how it works. Also, the position of the prayers within the

4. On the alchemical commentaries and the influence of the philosophical tradition, see Viano, 2000.
On the influence of the philosophical tradition on the Lessons, see Papathanassiou, 2000-2003.

5. See Papathanassiou, 2018. This study includes the Greek text with French translation of 25 texts
defined as prayers. The various texts included in this selection do not all play the same role in the struc-
ture of the Lessons and, in my opinion, their general qualification as prayers can result sometimes con-
fusing. In my study I label as prayers only those texts which include a clear invocation to the Trinitarian
persons of God (Lessons I, 11. 1-7, 88-103; IL, 1. 169-177; IV, 11. 1-16, 188-198; V, 1. 1-17, 117-129; VI, 1l.
236-244; VIL 11 1-6, 187-209; VIIL 1L. 1-9, 125-154). The remaining passages compiled by Papathanas-
siou are here treated as sections showing strong religious connotations and they are presented according
to their specific contents and place in the structure of the work.
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structure of the Lessons — that is, at the beginning or the end of a textual unit - con-
firms that these sections play a role in providing a literary and religious framework
for the work without relating directly to its specific contents.

Another section framing the Lessons as Christian literature is the dedication
of the work to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (r. 610-641). At the beginning of
the ninth book (Lessons IX, Il. 1-34), Stephanus praises God as the all-powerful
ruler of the universe and the emperor as His counterpart on Earth. This long sec-
tion dwells on the idea that everything attainable by humans is first and foremost
accessible to their supreme ruler, who is - for the author of the Lessons — Heraclius.
Every form of knowledge is also intended primarily for the emperor, and, on this
premise, Stephanus declares that:

(Text 1) “Once again, I will go back to what I have already said and fulfil your desire, excel-
lent emperor. I will make my words entirely clear, so that you might deem worthy such desire
to express in hymns God’s goodness beyond goodness, as you have rejected the multiplicity
of material (substances) and are urged by the firmness of (your) passion”’

Alchemy, which teaches how to produce a unique operative substance from
various and diverse ingredients, is here presented as a form of rejection of the mul-
tiplicity inherent in the material world and opposed to the simplicity of the divine.
Accordingly, the study of alchemy and the praise of God’s goodness and wisdom are
linked together, following a model of justification of alchemy already established in
the prayers included in the Lessons. Moreover, as the emperor is praised as God’s
closest image on Earth, his claimed desire to learn about alchemy demonstrates the
outmost importance of this discipline for Christian intellectual circles. In this con-
text, alchemy is presented as an essentially Christian form of knowledge in order to
receive imperial patronage, and in turn the emperor’s alleged interest in the disci-
pline corroborates the Christian character of the alchemical studies.®

6. See Papathanassiou, 1996, especially p. 253.

7. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons IX, 11. 30-34 (Papathanassiou, 2017): méAw €7l 10 mipokeipevov
énavekevoopal kol OV 600V cov, @ TMavdpLoTe PactAed, AVATANPWOwW: Kai EMQavids TAG Prioelg
motoopa, tva T0000ToV €pav dlwdijc ped’ duvwsdiag Beokoyelv Tiv depayabov Tob Beod dyabotnra,
Ty moAvmAnOeiav @V évOAwV dnwodpevog kai b1d TG evomAayviag Tod nabovg Emeryouevog.

8. Scholars have interpreted the dedication of the Lessons to Heraclius as proof of the authenticity
of its attribution to Stephanus of Alexandria; see at least Papathanassiou, 2006, pp. 163-165. However,
Roueché has shown that there is no substantial evidence that Stephanus of Alexandria was ever at the
imperial court in Constantinople or even active during Heraclius’s reign; see Roueché, 2016, pp. 541-
556. Moreover, many alchemical works were attributed or dedicated to rulers in order to legitimise their

ARYS, 20, 2022 [323-348] ISSN 1575-166X



INTRODUCING GREEK ALCHEMY TO CHRISTIANITY 329

Biblical references and terminology are also incorporated in the discussion
of alchemical problems and operations throughout the Lessons. In all these cases,
though, terminology directly related to the Christian faith is used almost exclusively
to praise the achievements of the ancient alchemists and the value of the challenges
faced by their interpreters. An exemplary case is provided by the beginning of the first
treatise of the Lessons: an opening invocation to God’s guidance in writing the book
(I, 1. 1-7) is followed by the enunciation of ps.-Democritus’s famous saying about
nature’ and a long series of rhetorical exclamations introducing the main alchemi-
cal notions that the author will discuss in the Lessons (I, 1. 8-40). Then, Stephanus
introduces a loose quotation from ps.-Democritus’s Natural and Secret Questions and
addresses his readers as follows:

(Text 2) “To you who think wisely, I dedicate this great gift, to you who dress your-
selves in virtue, adorned with the theoretical practice and established in the practi-
cal theory. [...] I am grateful for the grace of the illumination from above, which is
bestowed to us by the Father of lights. Hear you, intellects equal to the angels! Set
aside the material theory so that you might be deemed worthy to see the hidden secret
with your intellectual eyes”'

Stephanus’s audience is praised for their moral qualities and for their exper-
tise in both practical and theoretical aspects of alchemy. The moral requirements
set for the practitioners of alchemy imply that alchemy should be attainable only by
people whose life is guided by virtue (&petn). This moral qualification of the alche-
mists, though, do not replace the intellectual conditions attached to the theoretical
study of the natural world and the expertise in the practice of alchemical operations.
Moreover, as this passage follows immediately a quotation from ps.-Democritus, its

contents. In particular, three lost alchemical treatises were attributed to Heraclius himself; see CMAG,
vol. 2, p. 20. The importance of the link between alchemy and ruling power in Byzantine culture is still
evident in the 15"-cent. praise of alchemy written by John Kanaboutzes, see Sakorrafou & Merianos,
2014.

9. Ps.-Democritus, Natural and Secret Questions, 11. 61-63 (Martelli, 2014): 1} U01G Tf} PVOEL TEPTTETAL,
Kai 1) QUGG TV GUOLY VIKd, Kol 1) QOOLG TV QOO kpatel (“nature delights in nature, nature conquers
nature, nature masters nature”).

10. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons I, 11. 42-50 Papathanassiou: buiv toig €0 ¢povodotv dvatifnu
10 péya T00TO S@POV, TOIG TV ApeTnv fuPleopévols, toig BewpnTikf Tpakel kexoounuevolg kai
TpaKTIKTV Bewpiav EviSpupévolg. [...] opoloyd tiig &vwbev gotodoaiag TNy xdpw, fj mapd 00 maTpog
TOV QOTwv HUiv dedwpnrtal. dkovoate wg iodyyelot voes. dnobeade v VAwSN Bewpiav, dmwg Toig
Voepoig bV d@Balnois idetv d&twbijte TO dmokekpuppévoy pootriptov. The passage quoted before this
text is based on ps.-Democritus, Natural and Secret Questions, 11. 223-229 (Martelli, 2014).
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religious connotations justify implicitly why a Christian readership should continue
to take into consideration the pagan alchemists who are commented by Stephanus as
authoritative sources for the study of this discipline.

Another example of the same strategy can be pointed out at the beginning of the
fourth book of the Lessons. The opening prayer (IV, 11. 1-16) is followed by a reference
to the alchemical knowledge handed down by the ancient authors:

(Text 3) “Thus, we must break down the (arguments) entangled in various metaphors
by ancient and virtuous men, and unveil the sparks (of knowledge) in their writings.
Thanks to the love for us (coming) from above, (we must) examine, uncover, and bring

to light such concealed secret”"!

After further exhortations to study ps.-Democritus’s works (IV, 1. 22-28) and
before presenting and commenting on a quotation that Stephanus ascribes to him
(IV, 1L 35 ff.)," the audience of the Lessons is addressed directly:

(Text 4) “Yet, o sacred flock and lovers of wisdom, may those who desire to find this
(knowledge) struggle for the intellectual contemplation of God through the adornment
of virtues in themselves. And may they irrigate themselves with a great river of tears,
as they are set firmly in faith, humility, and love of God, so that nothing of the material
(world) might surprise or marvel you, except for God who loves us”. *

The alchemists of the past and, also in this case, ps.-Democritus are described
as “ancient and virtuous men” who transmitted their knowledge of alchemy in a
secretive way. The possibility to gain access to this secret knowledge is subordinated
to God’s grace illuminating the understanding and interpretation of the works of

11. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons IV, 1. 17-21 (Papathanassiou, 2017): 8¢ov ovv fuiv éoTy,
T apd TOV apxaiwv kal Evapétwv avopdv dAANyoptkd¢ kal Totkidwg éumemAeypéva dvaokevaoal,
Kai Todg adTt@v omvOfjpa €v T0i¢ TOVTWY CLYYPApHacty dvayvpvdoat Std Tig dvwdev fuiv xdpitog
{ntijoat te kol dvakaldyat kai Ava@avat TO ToLoDTOV ATOKEKPVUHUEVOV (LUGTHPLOV.

12. Stephanus here ascribes to ps.-Democritus the famous alchemical saying “the All is One,
through which All is” (Lessons IV, 1. 36: “Ev 16 1tav, 8t” 00 10 mév). This passage cannot be found in ps.-
Democritus’s works, but the same quotation is ascribed by Greek alchemists to various ancient authors,
such as Chymes or Hermes. See Mertens, 1995, pp. 180-183, n. 1.

13. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons IV, 1l. 29-34 (Papathanassiou, 2017): &AN’ @ iepd moipvn
Kai cogiag ¢pactai, oi TodTo €Vpelv Povldpevol Tf) TPOG TOV Bedv évvoroet S TAG TOV ApeTdV
gmoounoews €v £avtols dywviéobwoay, kol Tfj TOAAR pofj @V dakpbwv éavtods dpdevétTwoay,
év TioTel Kal Tanevo@poovvn kol dyany Beod atnpdpevor, fva pundév t@v evolwv dudg Eevion kai
Bavpdon, ANV Tod dyanoavtog Ndg Beod.
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ancient alchemists. As at the beginning of the first treatise of the Lessons (text 2), the
author recommends the pursuit of virtue as a condition to obtain alchemical knowl-
edge, but in this case (text 4) he specifies this moral requirement as a well-established
practice of “faith” (iotig), “humility” (tametvoppooivn), and “love of God” (&yémn
®¢od). Stephanus does not address his work to alchemists who are generically vir-
tuous, but to people embracing specifically Christian virtues. As in text 3, the pagan
alchemists of the past are also presented as “virtuous” (évapetot), their moral charac-
terization results inevitably influenced by Stephanus’s praise of the Christian virtues
of his audience. Ps.-Democritus, in particular, is described also in the second treatise
of the Lessons as a guide for all practitioners of alchemy because he was “the most
outstanding (person) and advisor of all virtue”.'* Stephanus never portrays as Chris-
tian either ps.-Democritus or any other pagan alchemists he quotes and comments
on, such as Hermes or Agathodaemon. Nonetheless, the inclusion of sections prais-
ing the Christian virtues of Stephanus’s audience in close connection to quotations
from his pagan sources, who are also describes as eminently “virtuous”, produces a
conflation of these two sets of virtues and Christianises these pagan authors inas-
much as their works guide the study of alchemy carried out by Stephanus and the
Christian readers of his work.

2. RELIGIOUS ELEMENTS IN PS.-STEPHANUS OF ALEXANDRIA’ S
Di1SCUSSION OF ALCHEMY

Stephanus’s prayers and exhortations to the practice of alchemy clearly frame the
Lessons as a Christian work addressed to a Christian readership. However, it remains
unclear from the passages discussed above if the specific contents of alchemy could
acquire a religious value to their readership and whether Stephanus incorporates
Christian elements in his discussion of alchemical problems and operations. These
questions are crucial to assess whether Stephanus construed alchemy as a specifically
Christian discipline carrying intrinsic religious connotations, although it was based
on mostly pagan sources, or whether the Lessons simply provided a Christian frame-
work to a discipline which was originally alien to Christianity and did not incorpo-
rate any distinctively Christian idea into its core contents.

References to God and the divine connotation of the alchemical practice are
found in many passages serving a programmatic function in the structure of the Les-

14. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons II, 1. 115 (Papathanassiou, 2017): 6 ¢€oxwtatog kol oG
dpetiig ovpPovAOG.
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sons. These passages deal with the general characteristics of alchemy and clarify the
divine features of the “divine and sacred art’, as alchemy was called by Stephanus.
At the beginning of the third treatise, the so-called Letter to Theodorus, Stephanus
expands on a distinction between legendary (uv0ikr)) and secret (pvotikn) alchemy
which was briefly introduced by ps.-Democritus. He defines these two kinds of
alchemy as follows:

(Text 5) “The legendary alchemy is engulfed by a multitude of words, but the secret alchemy
is operated in accordance with the word [logos] of the creation [démiourgia] of the world.
Hence, the man who is holy [theophron] and born of God [theogenés] may learn about the

enmattered world by direct operation and by theological and secret words”*®

While “legendary alchemy” remains unintelligible as it is expressed by obscure
terms unrelated to the natural world, “secret alchemy” can be understood because
of its consistency with the logos of the divine creation and ordering of the universe.
Since alchemy cannot be studied only through “direct operation”, but also requires
a correct understanding of the divine order of the world, Stephanus affirms that
the alchemist must be a person who is “holy”, or more precisely “godly-minded”,
and “born of God”. These two terms, despite not being very common in Byzantine
sources, seem to offer a characterisation of the ideal alchemist as a devout Christian.
The expression “the word of the creation of the world”, however, includes terms such
as logos and démiourgia that can certainly be found in Christian literature of the Byz-
antine period, but are also distinctively Platonic within the philosophical tradition.

In another famous passage from the sixth treatise of the Lessons which discusses
how alchemy is related to the study of nature, Stephanus claims:

(Text 6) “There is a close affinity among theoretical principles, especially between God
and the philosophic soul. What is, indeed, philosophy if not the assimilation to God
according to our potential as humans? [...] For such a man [i.e., having a philosophic
soul] - as he can observe and recognize the works of nature — questions the theories on
all of them by scrutinising every nature and the proportional blending of the substances
blended together. When he analyses intellectually the entangled substances and their
countless compositions, he establishes the abovementioned entanglement according to

15. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons I11, 11. 22-24 (Papathanassiou, 2017): ] uév po0ukn moAvmAnOig
Aoywv ovyxéetal, 1) 8¢ pootikh) Adyw dnovpyiag koopov pebodevetal, tva 6 Bed@pwv kai 6 Beoyevig
dvBpwmog dua TG evbeiag épyaciog kai Beoloyldv kai puotik@v Adywv pddn. The distinction is first
introduced in ps.-Democritus, Natural and Secret Questions, 1. 168-169 (Martelli, 2014).
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the art (i.e., alchemy), and he brings this relation to a unity which is the image of the
One [eis henoeide monada]. In this respect, he will clearly ensure theoretical and diag-
nostic exactness. For the many-coloured blossoming of the bodies [i.e., the alchemical
transmutation] marks the fulfilment of what has been described well and in depth”'¢

The “philosophic soul” is here presented as the main quality characterizing the
alchemist. Stephanus explains the relationship between God and the “philosophic
soul” by referring to the famous definition of philosophy as “assimilation to God”, as
it was formulated in Plato’s Theaetetus (172c-177c). The highest understanding of nat-
ural substances required to the alchemist in order to transmute them successfully is
described as an understanding of nature like “a unity which is image of the One”, and
also as a “theoretical and diagnostic exactness”. While the former expression is con-
noted by a distinctively Platonic terminology, the latter is grounded on the Late ancient
commentary tradition on Aristotle."” Thus, Stephanus’s most detailed treatment of the
fundamental characteristics of the alchemical study of nature can be fully grasped only
within the Neoplatonic and Aristotelian philosophical tradition of Late antiquity. By
the seventh century, the Platonic idea of assimilation to God, as well as most of the
philosophical vocabulary about “unity” and the “One’, had already been adapted and
fully incorporated in the Christian theological literature. While the passage remains
grounded on the philosophical debate of Stephanus’s time, its language also reflects
the high degree of harmonisation between philosophical speculation and Christian
thought achieved by the Christian philosophers of the 6" and 7 centuries.'®

The final sentence of text 6 presents the practice of alchemical transmutation
as a form of certification of a correct theoretical understanding of the natural world.
Like in the Letter to Theodorus (text 5), Stephanus emphasises that the study of nature
entails a form of communion of the alchemist with God as the divine principle gov-
erning the world. At the same time, though, the alchemist must complement this
theoretical study with operations capable of bringing about specific transformations

16. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons V1, 11. 33-45 (Papathanassiou, 2017): oAy obv guyyévelav
€xet TV Bewpnuatwy, pdAiota 100 Oeod TPOG PINOTOPOV YuXT V. Ti Yap £0TL @LA0TOPia, AN’ 1) OpOiWwaLg
O Katd 1O Suvatov avBpwnw; [...] TOTE Yap 6 To10DTOG BewpnTIKOG OV Kal KATAANTTIKOG T@V TAG
PUOEWG TIPAYHATWY, dvakpivel TavTwv Tag Bewpiag, Taoav pév éEetalowv gvo kai dvaldoywg adTt@v
OVYKPVOV TNV 6OYKpaoLy: TAG Te EUTAOKAG Kal Hupiog avT®V cuvOEcelq VONTIKDG dvalbwy, kal THy
elpnuévny éviéxvwg kataokevalet tepmAokny, kai el £voeldi) Lovada eptovvdyet Tiv cOvayy. loeta
0¢ cag®g ¢v avtaig T BewpnTikny Kal SlayvwoTiKV dkpiPetay. ai yap TOV CwpdTwy TOKIAOXpooL
¢EavBnoelg onpaivovot Tag Tv v Pabet KaA®G SYOLHEVWVY TANPWOEL.

17. See especially Viano, 1996.

18. See Papathanassiou, 2000-2003.
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of the natural substances. While Stephanus claims that both theory and practice of
alchemy depend ultimately on the divine illumination of the alchemist’s intellect, text
6 defines the theoretical study of nature as a philosophical endeavour based on the
analysis of the various natural substances and their reciprocal interactions. As for the
practice of alchemy, the specific operations are discussed throughout the Lessons in
the form of a commentary on authoritative alchemical sources. The exegesis of each
text is based primarily on quotations from other passages by the same author who
is commented on, or from other Greek alchemists. Alternatively, Stephanus offers
interpretations of alchemical operations based on his original treatment of philo-
sophical theories about natural substances, or on other disciplines conceived of as
similar to alchemy, such as medicine and pharmacology."”

Although the study of alchemy is ultimately directed to the knowledge of God
through nature, the theoretical issues of alchemy remain firmly grounded on the
Neoplatonic and Aristotelian tradition of natural philosophy, while its practical oper-
ations are discussed within the context of the earlier alchemical tradition. The prin-
ciples enunciated by Stephanus in these programmatic sections (texts 5 and 6) are
followed in the argumentative structure of the Lessons and do not imply any direct
influence of religious, or specifically Christian, ideas on the theoretical and practical
contents of alchemy. There are, however, two topics discussed in the Lessons which
could show some influence of Christian ideas on the alchemical contents of Stepha-
nus’s work: 1) the commentary on the riddle of the word having nine letters and four
syllables, and 2) the treatment of the separation of the soul of the natural substances
from their body. These two cases will be analysed closely to evaluate the validity of
the model established above and its possible limitations.

2.1. FIRST CASE-STUDY

Stephanus devotes much of the sixth treatise of the Lessons to the commentary on the
riddle of the word having nine letters and four syllables (Lessons VI, 1. 56-235). The
riddle is also attested in the first book of the Sibylline Oracles; this book is a Late Antique
account of the history of the world compiled by a Christian author who harmonised
elements of Greek mythology with the Biblical account.”” The riddle, whose solution

19. See Papathanassiou, 1990.

20. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons VI, 50-55 (Papathanassiou, 2017): évvéa ypappata éxw,
TeTpacVANaPOg eipl, voel pe- ai mpdTat §vo ypappata £xovoty ékdotn, 1 Aot 8¢ T& Aownd, Kat elowv
dowva t& mévte. ToD Tavtog 08 dplBuod ékatovtddeg eiol Sig OkTd Kal Tpeig Tplokadekadeg Kol
Téooapeg. yvovg 8¢ Tig eipt, ovk duvnrog éon TG map’ €pod wgedeiag (“I have nine letters, I am four-
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remains unclear, is supposed to reveal God’s name and is spoken directly by God to Noah.
However, an almost identical version of the riddle can also be read in the monumental
funerary inscription of a certain Diliporis (At\inopig) from Bithynia (2"-3" cent. CE),
where it refers to the name of the deceased.” In the alchemical tradition, the riddle of
the word having nine letters is first mentioned by Zosimus of Panopolis to signify the
name of the herald of the “deceiving daemon” (0 &vtippog daipwv). In an account of
salvation showing significant Gnostic and Judeo-Christian influences, Zosimus claims
that the herald of the Antichrist will fascinate humankind with tales about Destiny, and
indeed the solution to the riddle proposed by Zosimus seems to be the word “destiny”
(eipappévn).” The riddle is also briefly mentioned by Olympiodorus, who claims that
the washing of a certain muddy earth produces a mineral substance which was called by
the ancient alchemists “litharge” (\@dpyvpog) and the consideration of this substance
should lead to the solution of the riddle.” The Byzantine anthologies of alchemical
works also preserve a work entitled Riddle of the Philosophers’ Stone by Hermes and
Agathodaemon, but it is an excerpt from Stephanus’s sixth book of the Lessons.** It is
clear that the riddle of the word having nine letters and four syllables exerted a great
fascination on the Greek alchemists, but it conveyed varying religious connotations. In
Zosimus's case, the riddle receives a Gnostic interpretation. Olympiodorus’s mention
of it is too scanty to draw any precise conclusion, but it is clear that he linked the
interpretation of the riddle to the wisdom of ancient alchemists, especially of Zosimus

syllabled: understand me! The first (three) syllables have two letters each, while the remaining (syllable)
has the remaining (letters), and five (letters) are consonants. In their total number, the hundreds are
twice eight, and (there are) three times thirteen, and four. Know who I am! You shall not be uninitiated
anymore thanks to my help!”). See also Sibylline Oracles, p. 12,1.141 - p. 13, L. 146 (Geffcken, 1902). The
two texts are almost identical with minor differences due primarily to the hexametric prosody of the
Sibylline Oracles, which is not present in the prose of the Lessons. The dating of the Sibylline Oracles is
extremely uncertain. Most scholars place its last revision around the 6" cent. CE, but it compiles earlier
Jewish and Christian sources. The first book was certainly revised after 70 CE, as it correctly dates to that
year the destruction of the Second Temple of Jerusalem; see Lightfoot, 2007.

21. See IK 9/ 10.1232 from Akgakaya / Geyve. The possible relationship between this inscription and
the Judeo-Christian tradition of the Sibylline Oracles remains unclear. See Graef, 1892; see also Corsten,
2006.

22. See Zosimus of Panopolis, Authentic Memoires 1, 1. 133-145 (Mertens, 1995), especially 11. 143-
145. See also Mertens, 1995, pp. 106-109, n. 93.

23. See Olympiodorus alch., On Zosimus’s According to the Operation, in CAAG, p. 71 1. 1-11, espe-
cially 1. 10-11.

24. See CAAG, vol. 3, p. 267, 1. 16 - p. 268, . 2. Berthelot and Ruelle published just the title and the
beginning of the work, but in codex Parisinus graecus 2327 the full text starts at fol. 234r and ends at
fol. 237r.
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and Maria. The treatise Riddle of the Philosophers’ Stone, despite being an excerpt from
Stephanus’s work, shows that during the Byzantine period the riddle was also attributed
to Hermes and Agathodaemon, two pagan authors of the alchemical tradition.

In the sixth treatise of the Lessons, the riddle is introduced as “the problem of
the wisest intellect”™ and, after its enunciation, the commentary begins as follows:

(Text 7) “The abyss [abyssos] is beyond measure! The word surpasses any calculation!
The question is profound! So, you will show the merits of your crown. So, you will show
the works of nature. You will show, o wisest person, how we can examine the precise
sight of the depth, so that we can reach the maximum depth of such great measure; how

»26

the four-syllabled (word) with nine letters puts forward this knowledge”
Later on, Stephanus adds:

(Text 8) “O question (object) of the teaching, which bears the signs of the whole wis-
dom! You want that we live - by means of our intellect and knowledge - a higher (kind
of) life and theory, and you give more and more evidence of (our) intimacy with God”*

Stephanus’s entire commentary on the riddle is a complex intertwining of arith-
mological considerations on the numerical values mentioned in the riddle, philo-
sophical discussion of the relationship between these numbers and the principles of
natural philosophy, and, in the last part of the book, comparisons with other pro-
cesses taking place in the natural world, such as the generation of a human child, the
digestion and excretion of food, the formation of stones and fruits, and the produc-

25. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons VI, 1. 50 (Papathanassiou, 2017): Tf|g c0Q®TATNG €vvoiag TO
TpOPANHA.

26. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons VI, 11. 56-60 (Papathanassiou, 2017): auétpnrog 1 dpvocog:
10 pndev OmepPaivet hoylopdv: Pabd 1o Epwtnua. dSe Set€ov Tod 0o aTeQdvoL TOV Enatvov. dde Seifov
& A puoews Epya. Set§ov, d cogwTate, TG THv Tod fdBovg okomrowey Stomttiay, (va Tod TolovTOL
Hétpov 10 Pabivtatov katagbacwiev; TdG Toig évvéa ypdppaot mpofdidet T tetpacvAlafov TodTo
vonua; It can be noted that the Greek word for “crown” is “stephanos”, therefore the praise of the crown
is a word-play about the merits of Stephanus’s own work. Also, Papathanassiou renders the punctuation
of a series of direct interrogative clauses, but I think that the Greek pronoun denoting direct questions
(“pos”, that is “how?”) is here used in a series of indirect interrogative clauses to emphasise Stephanus’s
exhortation to his audience. The English translation follows my reading of the grammatical structure
of the text.

27. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons V1, 11. 83-85 (Papathanassiou, 2017): @ SiSackaliog épwtnpa,
naong coiag Exov T oOpPoral voepdg udg kai émotnuovikdg BéNe {fjv Deptépav {wiv kai Bewpiav,
Kai oikelotnTa TPOG OOV HAANOV HAPTUPEL
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tion of bread and bricks. While the two former topics are mostly based on Neopla-
tonic sources, the latter depends primarily on Aristotelian natural philosophy. This
concluding section is introduced as follows:

(Text 9) “As I have explained the whole power of the secret, I shall cover the rest by
bringing forward also the most natural theory [i.e. the theories more immediately linked
to the natural world]. In this way, when also (our) young sons have tasted the sweets
of this (theory), have sucked milk from the breast of wisdom, and have been reared up
well, they may advance to the higher [notions], can penetrate through the entrance of
the vestibule, and see the secrets emerging from the sanctuary. As they figure out the
great works of the Almighty and (His) so-vast glory, may they celebrate God’s wisdom
beyond the abyss [hyperabysson]”.*

Stephanus declares that, by commenting on the riddle, his teachings can intro-
duce to a higher knowledge of God (text 8) and show to beginner alchemists (“(our)
young sons”) how the study of nature leads to the veneration of God’s works (text 9).
The commentary on the riddle, therefore, is closely linked to the religious implica-
tions of the study of alchemy. The beginning of the commentary (text 7) presents the
riddle as “the abyss beyond measure” (apétpnrog 1 Gpvocog), while in text 9 God’s
wisdom is qualified as “beyond the abyss” (bnepaBvooog). As Maria Papathanassiou
pointed out, Stephanus takes the image of the abyss to describe God’s ineffable wis-
dom from Paul (Epistle to the Romans 11,33) and the patristic tradition.” Mentions
of the abyss are present in some of Stephanus prayers (Lessons I, 1. 96; V, 1. 2; VII, 11.
15-16) and in the dedication to Heraclius (Lessons IX, L. 24). Accordingly, the riddle
of the word having nine letters and four syllables is directly linked by Stephanus to
the abyss of God’s wisdom. Among the possible sources of the riddle, Stephanus
seems to depend primarily on the Sibylline Oracles, where the riddle is spoken by
God to signify His name. The commentary of the sixth book of the Lessons, therefore,
is the only case in which Stephanus exposes his alchemical teachings by commenting
on a passage which is not taken from the earlier alchemical works, but from a Chris-
tianised account of the history of the world.

28. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons VI, 1l. 176-183 (Papathanassiou, 2017): Anv odv t00
puotnpiov meplppacag Ty SuvauLy, petedeboopat Aomdv Kal Guotkwtatny @épwv Bewpiav, tva kal
veapol maideg yevoapevol Tig avtiig yAvkaoiag kai T@v TG coiag paldv yala éxOnldoavteg kai
KAA®G EKTpa@EVTEG €Ml T KpeitTw mpoPdot kai eloeAOelv Suvéowvtal eig Td TV MpoavAiwy mpomvAata
Kai TOV 48VTWVY TpoavakdyavTeg Ta puathpta idetv SuvnO®ot, Té peyaleia ToD TavVTOKpATOPOG Kai TV
TooavTny S6&av EkmAayEvTes, Duviowaot T drepaPuacog T0d Oeod cogiav.

29. See Papathanassiou, 2018, p. 75.
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The commentary on the riddle could suggest, at first glance, that Stephanus not
only used religious sources to present alchemy as a fully Christianised discipline, but
he also incorporated religious elements in his discussion of alchemy. However, there
are a few considerations that advise caution in drawing this conclusion. First, the Sib-
ylline Oracles, despite being a largely Christianised work, are the alleged account of
the prophecies spoken by the pagan Sibyls, whose authority is invoked to establish the
value of the work. When Stephanus quotes from the Sibylline Oracles, he introduces
a Judeo-Christian text whose contents were presented as originating from pagan wis-
dom. Second, Stephanus’s commentary on the riddle consists of arithmological and
philosophical notions deeply grounded in the Aristotelian and, especially, Neopla-
tonic philosophical tradition. The riddle itself is used by the author of the Lessons as
a source of inspiration for alchemical knowledge, but the contents of this knowledge
are primarily provided by Stephanus’s philosophical sources. Third, earlier author-
itative alchemists, such as Zosimus and Olympiodorus, previously referred to the
riddle of the word having nine letters. In the case of Zosimus, in particular, the riddle
is discussed within a religious context, but shows clearly Gnostic connotation. In the
Lessons, the interpretation of the riddle is framed within a clearly Christian context,
but the riddle itself was already relevant for the alchemical tradition besides its spe-
cific religious significance. This is confirmed by the treatise Riddle of the Philosophers’
Stone by Hermes and Agathodaemon: in that case, a Byzantine compiler extrapolated
sections of Stephanus’s commentary and presented them as an interpretation of a
riddle attributed to two pagan alchemists.

At the beginning of the seventh book of the Lessons, the opening prayer (Lessons
VIL, 1L. 1-6) is followed by an introduction about the centrality of God’s wisdom and
illumination for the study of alchemy (Lessons VII, 1l. 7-24). Then, Stephanus states:

(Text 10) “May we have come to what I have already said. May we have learnt the riddles
of the philosopher, so that we can have intellection of how deep the abyss of wisdom is.
Why are there people who pretend to do philosophy, but do not possess the works of
philosophy, people who also seek the virtue of this one configuration while their god is
their belly, who also look to the transient opinion, who are unready and careless, who do
not wholly desire to walk in the trace of virtue? People of this sort are blind and unedu-
cated: for they say that making gold is an operation hard to manage, because they oper-
ate without reason. How can they say that making gold is hard to manage? Learn and
know that there is nothing hard to manage for wisdom: indeed, wisdom can everything.
For the same (wisdom) looks clearly at invisible things and it can do impossible things.
And how can those who (only) imagine gold say that making gold is an operation hard

ARYS, 20, 2022 [323-348] ISSN 1575-166X



INTRODUCING GREEK ALCHEMY TO CHRISTIANITY 339

to manage? Haven't you listened to the philosopher himself [i.e. ps.-Democritus] saying
that it is indeed easy to manage?”*

In this passage, the image of the abyss of God’s wisdom is directly linked to “the
riddles of the philosopher”. Since the entire treatise focusses primarily on the inter-
pretation of quotations from ps.-Democritus,* and Stephanus usually refers to him as
the philosopher par excellence (one of many examples appears also at the end of this
passage), the expression “riddles of the philosophers” alludes here to ps.-Democri-
tus’s alchemical teachings. The unworthy alchemists are those who carry out alchem-
ical operations without the necessary theoretical foundations and lack the virtues
required to the ideal alchemists. In response to this position, Stephanus reiterates
the outmost importance of wisdom as guidance in the study and practice of alchemy,
but in this case any allusion to God’s wisdom is undistinguishable from the reference
to the wisdom of ancient alchemists. The closing quotation from ps.-Democritus’s
Natural and Secret Questions marks the beginning of the commentary on passages
from the same work. The resulting structure of the introduction to the seventh book
suggests that the same kind of divine wisdom is conveyed by the most authoritative
works of the alchemical tradition and by the riddle commented in the sixth book of
the Lessons. Although the quotation from the Sibylline Oracles comes from a Chris-
tianised source, it does not receive any special treatment in comparison to ps.-Dem-
ocritus’s pagan works. Clearly, the importance ascribed by Stephanus to a specific
source of alchemical knowledge does not depend on its religious contents, but on
Stephanus’s ability to frame that source as a work leading to a better understanding
of the agency of God’s wisdom in the natural world.

30. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons VII, 25-38 (Papathanassiou, 2017): &\Bwpev émi 10
TpOKeipeVoV. HdBwiev ToD PLA0GOPOL T& aiviypata, tva SuvnBdpev vofjoat TmAikn 0Ty 1) TG cogiag
dpvooog. i 8¢ ot SokodvTeg PLAOCOPELY, Epya 8¢ LAoco@iag (i) EXOVTES, Oi Kal TV ApeTHy TOD OXNHATOG
£VOG TOVTOV HETEPYOHEVOL, OV O BEdG pEv adT@V 1) Kothia, of kol TNV TPOoKaLpog dmookomodvTeg So&av,
oi 0kvnpot kai pdbvpot, ot pr te SAwg kat’ Ixvog dpetiig Padioat ¢é0éNovTeg; avoppatol oi TotodToL Kol
dnaidevtor: Aéyovaot yap, 8Tt SuoxepEg TPy TOLoAL XPLOOY, Ol AAOYWG TToLODVTEG. MG AEYouaLy,
6L Suoyepég €0t TO Totfjoat xpuoov; pabete kal yvate, 6Tt 00EV TR coPiq Svoxepé: TAVTA Yap 1)
cogia Svvatat. dutn yap t& dBewpnta mpo@avwg PAEmel kai ddvvata dhvartal. kai TdG ol TOV XpLoOV
pavtalopevol Aeyovaoty, §Tt Suoxep Tpaypa Totfoat Xpuoov; dpa ovk fikovoag adtod Tod GIA0cOPoL
Aéyovtog, 6Tt ép 0Ty eVXEPEG;

31. For example, the quotation at the end of text 10, which describes alchemy as an operation “easy
to manage” (“evyepéc”), is followed by a reference to molybdochalkon losing its liquidity (see Lessons,
VIL 1I. 50-51). Both passages are taken from ps.-Democritus, Natural and Secret Questions, 11. 117-131
(Martelli, 2014).

ARYS, 20, 2022 [323-348] ISSN 1575-166X



340 VINCENZO CARLOTTA

2.2. SECOND CASE-STUDY

A second topic showing the possible influence of Christian ideas on the Lessons is
Stephanus’s treatment of the separation of the “spirit” (mvedua) or “soul” (yvxn) of
a natural substance from its “body” (o@pa). The idea that natural substances have a
soul and a body, and the former can be separated from the latter and combined with
another body is present in many Greek alchemical works. One of its earliest and most
detailed formulations can be traced back to Zosimus of Panopolis, who employs this
image to explain various alchemical processes of distillation or sublimation. Accor-
ding to Zosimus, the soul of a substance has a colouring power and can retain it after
the destruction of its body. When this soul is combined to a different body, it pro-
duces a change in colour, which leads to the complete transmutation of a substance
into another. Commenting on Zosimus and other authors of the alchemical tradition,
Stephanus seeks to explain the characteristics of this fundamental step in the alche-
mical practice in various sections of the Lessons.”

In the third treatise, Stephanus describes the separation of the soul from the
body by comparison with the reduction of plants into ashes, which preserve the orig-
inal properties of the vegetal substances and can act on different kinds of bodies.
Stephanus relates this process to pharmacology and the production of drugs from
plants and refers to it as the “re-birth” (maAiyyeveoia) of the substance burnt away.
Through an alchemical quotation ascribed to Hermes, Stephanus generalises the pro-
cess of re-birth also to metals and other mineral substances, claiming that they can
all be reduced into ashes while retaining their own qualities.” While there are no
occurrences of the term “re-birth” in the alchemical works attributed to Hermes, the
same word is attested extensively in the Hermetic treatise entitled Secret Revelation
on the Mountain of Hermes Trismegistus to His Son Tat on Re-Birth and the Promise of
Secrecy (CH 13). Stephanus’s use of this specific source is also suggested by the fact
that, in the same book of the Lessons, he offers various examples of re-birth which
can be found in CH 13 too. As Hermes Trismegistus was regarded by many Greek
alchemists as the founder of their discipline, and there were alchemical works circu-
lating under his name, a treatise from the Corpus Hermeticum could easily have been
considered as an authoritative source for the interpretation of an alchemical proce-
dure. Nonetheless, it should be noted that CH 13 describes the process of re-birth
primarily as the new birth of the human soul in an incorruptible body. This process

32. See at least Festugiére, 1944, pp. 309-354 and Halleux, 1985.
33. See Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons III, 1. 41-155. For the relation between “re-birth” and
separation of the soul from the body, see especially Lessons III, 11. 53-71.
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presents strong similarities with the Christian idea of a general resurrection of the
dead, although Hermes claims that the re-birth can take place during the earthly life
of person if she is initiated to the Hermetic teachings. Christian authors also used the
term “re-birth” with reference to resurrection (see esp. Matthew, 19.28), so that the
religious connotation of this word was not limited to the Hermetic tradition and was
certainly not exclusive to Christian literature.**

The separation of the soul from the body is also discussed by Stephanus in
the ninth and last treatise of the Lessons in order to explain a quotation ascribed to
Agathodaemon: “take from the substance drawn from the highest, so that its power —
having become divine and full of spirit — will complete the divine operation”* First,
Stephanus discusses in details the physical characteristics of this “divine” substance
in consideration of his own philosophical account of the natural world. Then, he con-
cludes that this substance can be accounted for as the unified soul of the substances
combined by the alchemists in order to produce an agent capable of transmuting
silver into gold. In describing the separation of this soul from the ingredients mixed
together and its subsequent union with the body of silver, Stephanus invokes Plato’s
authority by citing him by name.*® Even though Stephanus’s reference to the Platonic
works is very short, this is the only case in which an author other than an alchemist
is mentioned by name to clarify a step of the alchemical practice. This exceptional
mention of Plato confirms that in the Lessons the exegesis of passages concerning
alchemical operations and procedure is carried out by taking into account only (1.)
texts accepted by the author as part of the alchemical tradition and (2.) philosophical
sources contributing to the theoretical foundation of alchemy.

34. Although Stephanus’s use of the term “re-birth” appears to be linked to the Hermetic tradition
and certainly does not refer to a specifically Christian concept, the semantic complexity of this term
requires further studies. A more detailed analysis of this fascinating term exceeds the limitations of the
present paper, as it should also focus on the precise meaning of “re-birth” in the medical tradition and
its use in the transmission of philosophical ideas, especially those linked to Stoicism and its Late ancient
reinterpretation.

35. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons IX, 1. 42-44: BdAe ék TR ovoiag TAG dpuBeiong dnd Tod
vyioTov, fva Bewbeloa 1y Suvapug kai éunvevpatwleioa Beiov Epyov dmotehéon.

36. See Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria, Lessons IX, 1l. 42-95. At 1. 85-88 there is the passage attributed
directly to Plato; the quotation is loosely based on Phaedo, 64c ff., and especially 70d.
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3. CONCLUSIONS. PLACING THE LESSONS WITHIN THE CONTEXT
OF BYZANTINE ALCHEMY

The author of the Lessons grounded the exegesis of alchemical sources on the works
of previous alchemists and the philosophical speculation about the natural world.
This position is consistent with the general principle for the study of alchemy enun-
ciated in the Lessons (text 6) and with the false attribution of this work to Stephanus
of Alexandria. The same author also included many prayers to the Holy Trinity, while
the introductions and conclusions of many treatises of the Lessons are marked by
exhortations to the audience teeming with invocations to God’s guidance and praises
of alchemy as a path leading to a form of knowledge of God. However, the study of
nature undertaken by the alchemist is directed to God only inasmuch as it achieves a
deeper understanding of the natural world through the study of physical substances.
In this respect, the depiction of the alchemist as a godly person is no different from
the image of the Late Antique philosopher grasping a form of knowledge of the divine
essences through the study of nature. The interpretation of alchemical operations is
also devoid of any specific reference to Christian beliefs and practices. In comment-
ing on the practical aspects of alchemy, Stephanus relies on alchemical sources which
originate for the most part from the pagan tradition, and he does not temper with the
terminology or contents of these sources in order to harmonise them to the Christian
framework of the Lessons. The only partial exception to this model is represented by
the commentary on the riddle of the word having nine letters. The riddle is quoted
from an already Christianised account of pagan traditional knowledge, that is, the
Sibylline Oracles, and presented as an expression of God’s ineffable wisdom. As I
have pointed out, though, Stephanus’s commentary on the riddle does not introduce
any Christian notion in his discussion of the alchemical practice, but rather depends
on the philosophical sources used throughout the Lessons. Moreover, the riddle cir-
culated in the alchemical tradition - both before and after the composition of the
Lessons — with varying religious connotations. Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria certainly
provided a Christian framework for the commentary on this text, but the strategy
employed to this end is not different from his treatment of ps.-Democritus or any
other authoritative source of alchemical knowledge.

Stephanus’s inclusion and exclusion of religious elements can be better appreci-
ated by taking into account another Byzantine work which is deeply indebted to the
Lessons in its treatment of alchemy: the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra.
The Dialogue was probably written during the 7™ cent. and conveys the alchemical
teachings ascribed to Cleopatra VII. Cleopatra discusses at length the problem of
the separations of the soul of a substance from its original body and its subsequent
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union with a new body. In the Dialogue there are no explicit references to Chris-
tianity, probably because it is framed as a fictional dialogue between the queen of
Egypt and a group of alchemists among which stands out the Persian magus Ostanes.
Nonetheless, the author of the Dialogue was almost certainly Christian since the
work contains several references to Paul’s epistles, especially in the section about
the separation of the soul from the body. Moreover, the process is denoted as “res-
urrection” (&vdotaoig) of the body: a terminology which can be found primarily in
Christian sources.” In comparison to the Lessons, the Dialogue does not include any
Christian prayer or explicit profession of faith. Nonetheless, Cleopatra’s teachings
about the practice of alchemy are defined by the use of Christian terminology and
quotations, while Stephanus never incorporates Christian notions in his commentary
on passages directly related to the alchemical operations. While religious motives
and exhortations provide the Lessons with a comprehensive Christian framework,
encompassing the discussion of pagan authors of the ancient alchemical tradition,
the Dialogue highlights by contrast the marginality of precise references to Christian
notions and ideas in Stephanus’s discussion of alchemical practices.

Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria’s presentation of alchemy as a Christianised dis-
cipline had a profound influence on later Byzantine alchemists. As an example, the
manuscript anthologies of Greek alchemical works preserve four poems in iambic
verse attributed falsely to Theophrastus, Hierotheus, Archelaus, and Heliodorus.
These poems were written by a single author, possibly at the beginning of the eighth
century, and put into verse previous alchemical works, and especially the contents of
the Lessons.® As in their model, the alchemical poems praise the ideal alchemist for
her moral qualities, while the acquisition of alchemical knowledge is linked to the
alchemist’s connection with God. The religious connotations of these works are even
stronger than the Lessons’. The clearest example is offered by a passage at the begin-
ning of ps.-Archelaus’s work:

(Text 11) “Train your intellect in contemplation of the entire notion of the ancient wise
men - a sophistic notion entangled in riddles —; (train) your knowledge of the technical
experience of the practical operation; (train) wise experience and judgement to learn
the mixture, the composition, and the quality of the elements, to mix one of them with

37. See Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra, 1l. 107-124 (Carlotta, forthcoming). See also Reit-
zenstein, 1919. On the resurrection of the dead as discussed in the Dialogue and the identification of
most Biblical references in this treatise, see Festugiére, 1939. For the semantics of “resurrection” in the
Christian tradition, see Cook, 2017.

38. See Goldschmidt, 1923 and Browne, 1946-1948.
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another, to twine and bind them together, to bring something into unity, which is the
end of the discipline and is useful to earn profit. [...] Finding inspiration in the light
coming from above, you will not fail in practice what you strive for, and the operation
will be easy for you, just as expected. It will surely bring a handsome profit to you,
once you have wisely brought order in your soul and body by means of chastity, fast
and purification of the mind, by escaping from the turmoil of life and staying alone,
by devoting your time to prayers and placing yourself at God’s service as a prayer, by
asking to obtain from the Almighty the knowledge of the manual operations, in order
that you, being initiated, may know this practice which is quickly completed through a
single form”*

The text follows closely Stephanus’s Lessons in presenting alchemy as study of
the mixture of natural substances which are brought to a form of unity; a study that
must be complemented by alchemical operations. Ps.-Archelaus, however, offers
a significantly stronger depiction of alchemy as a Christian discipline not only by
invoking God’s guidance at every step of the process, but also, and more importantly,
by defining the lifestyle required to the alchemist in terms of chastity, fast, and soli-
tary life devoted to prayers. The practice of alchemy, in this case, is subordinated to
the adoption of the same form of life followed by a Christian monk, if not to becom-
ing a monk. The poem, however, is falsely attributed to Archelaus, Socrates’s teacher.
In this respect, this work seems to adopt and reinforce Stephanus’s idea that the study
of alchemy requires the adherence to a practice of virtue which is characterised pri-
marily as Christian but is also shared to some degree by the pagan authors of the past.

Ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria’s work maintained a central role in the Byzantine
alchemical tradition, where it was quoted and discussed extensively. The Lessons was
the first work on alchemy to be firmly established in the framework of Christian liter-
ature by incorporating numerous prayers and invocations to God, and by presenting
alchemy as a legitimate path to the knowledge of God’s wisdom through nature. The

39. Ps.-Archelaus, On the Same Divine Art in Iambic Verse, vv. 21-58 (Goldschmidt, 1923): Tov vobv
npoyvpvacoy yap ei¢ Dewplav / maong coQLoTIKAG Te TOV eiviypdtwy / kai oLUTAOKTG £vvoiag dpxaiwv
00V / yvwoiv te melpag mpdEewg Texvovpyikig / Eumeipiav co@ny Te kol Stakpioty, / TdV aToleiwy
70 Kpdpa kal TV ovvBeowy / kol motdTNTA pavBdvely kol Tavedews / ovykpvav eig GAANAa kai opod
mAékely / ovvOely Te kal pog €v TL TG TéVNG TéNog / ebypnotov weeleiog eig képdog pépelv. [...]
€xwv dvwbev Eumvevoty gaovg / odk doToxnoels Teipa Tod mobovpévov / kai edxep®dg oot Epyov, domep
npoodokds, / éotat @épov oot képdog OAPLov Tavv, / Yuxiv STav Kal odUA KOOUNONG COPdG / dyveiq
Kol voTelq kai poyeL ppevay, / TopPag Piov gedywv Te kol pévwy Hovog, / edxals oxohd{wy kai Oed 8¢
Tpoa@épwv / Aatpeiov g Sénoty, eEautodpevog / T@ év xepotv Ty yvaoty ¢ byoug xaptv / Sodval, 6mwg
YV@G, poota, Bdttov ¢€ £vog / idoug T Epyov TODTO EKTANPODHEVOV.
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contents of the Lessons and the selection of sources operated by Stephanus remained
largely unaffected by the Christian connotations of the work. However, the author of
the Lessons linked directly the pagan sources of the alchemical tradition with a form
of Christian wisdom and moral virtue. By doing so, Stephanus provided his Christian
audience with a justification for the study of the pagan authors of the alchemical tra-
dition without embedding new Christian notions into their works or excluding any
element bearing strong connections to the pagan origin of these sources.

Greek alchemy was a discipline characterised by a mixture of operative practices
and philosophical reflections on nature that resonated and interacted with the varying
mosaic of Late ancient religious ideas aiming at discovering the divine principle hid-
den in the natural world. When alchemy started to be practiced in the socio-cultural
context of the Byzantine world, this discipline, like many other ancient disciplines
that were originally non-Christian, was progressively Christianised and, eventually,
Christian ideas and notions started to be adapted and included in the alchemical
works. Within this long and complex process of assimilation and transformation of
the discipline, ps.-Stephanus of Alexandria’s Lessons played a crucial role in present-
ing, for the first time, alchemy as a Christian form of knowledge of the natural world,
while framing the continuing importance of its authoritative sources within a new
religious context. The Lessons, thus, offered a long and sophisticated treatment of
alchemy as a Christianised discipline whose contents were not yet truly harmonised
with Christian beliefs and practices, but remained established in a technical and phil-
osophical tradition strongly grounded in the Greco-Roman religious landscape.
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