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The allegorical imagery and densely encoded texts encountered in alchemical works seem to occupy a world unrelated to practical concerns. Nevertheless, alchemists pursued a wide range of practical goals, from transmuting metals to healing bodies: using methods grounded in natural philosophical, medical, and craft knowledge. This interdisciplinary panel, sponsored by SHAC, investigates both the variety of medieval and early-modern alchemical activities, and the challenge of reconstructing them from surviving evidence. We start with the difficulty of unearthing practice from primarily textual sources, a problem faced not only by historians of science, medicine and technology, but also by the alchemists themselves. The operative dimensions of alchemy are explored further in two papers focusing on alchemy’s intersection with related disciplines: metallurgy and medicine. Finally, we revisit the question of sources by considering material evidence for a range of chemical practices, revealed using archaeological techniques. Can these approaches help us decipher – or even replicate –alchemical practice?
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