PAGE  
1

Report 

Alchemy: Between Science and Religion - A Thesis Workshop 

Organiser: Peter Forshaw (University of Amsterdam)

Location:   University of Amsterdam, P.C. Hoofthuis, Spuistraat 134, Room 1.05.
Date:          24 June 2010



Programme

10:30 Doors open for Workshop registration

11:00 Welcome

1) Oratory: Presentations by SHAC guest speakers (11:10-13:10) Chair: Peter Forshaw
11:10-11:50 Lawrence Principe (Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore)

11:50-12:30 Stephen Clucas (Birkbeck, University of London)

12:30-13:10 Jennifer Rampling (University of Cambridge)

13:10-14:30 Lunch Break (as this is a free event, lunch is not provided, but tables are reserved at the Ovidius restaurant nearby)

2) Laboratory: Students have the opportunity to discuss practical research issues (14:30-15:30)

With the following scholars, in addition to the speakers: Jean-Pierre Brach (Sorbonne), Peter Forshaw (Amsterdam), Wouter Hanegraaff (Amsterdam), Boaz Huss (Ben-Gurion University of the Negev), Andreas Kilcher (ETH Zurich), Marco Pasi (Amsterdam), Mark Sedgwick (Aarhus), & Gyorgy Szonyi (Szeged). 

15:30-16:00 Coffee Break

3) Roundtable discussion (16:00-17:00) Chair: Wouter Hanegraaff
17:00 Workshop Close



Earlier this year, on 24 June, the University of Amsterdam hosted its first SHAC-sponsored thesis workshop for graduate and postgraduate students, on the subject of alchemy. This free event was organised by the newly appointed assistant professor for History of Western Esotericism in the Early Modern Period, Dr Peter Forshaw, under the auspices of the university’s Chair for the History of Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents. He was fortunate enough to be able to take advantage of the presence of two other members of SHAC’s council, Prof Lawrence Principe (Johns Hopkins), who was over in the Netherlands for several months as visiting professor at the University of Utrecht, and Dr Jennifer Rampling (Cambridge), who was busy exploring the Vossius archives at the University of Leiden. They both generously agreed to contribute to the day and a third council member, Dr Stephen Clucas, flew over from London to participate in the one-day workshop. These three speakers formed the core of the event, each sharing their experience of carrying out research, writing and giving papers on the history of alchemy. They had been asked to provide as much advice as possible for junior scholars interested in entering the field and all three spoke engagingly about the trials, tribulations, and satisfactions of working with archival material, framing research questions, the importance of contextual research and many other issues of interest to the audience. The question and answer sessions took place in a light-hearted but informative manner and it was gratifying to see that a great deal of enthusiastic discussion took place during the lunch break at the restaurant Ovidius. 

The second part of the workshop took advantage of the presence of the council members from ESSWE, the European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism, all of whom were in Amsterdam for their annual meeting. As Dr Forshaw is also a member of that council he had cajoled them into participating in a ‘Laboratory’, which was as experimental as the name implies. The assembled ESSWE & SHAC council members split up into groups of three and took up places in different parts of the room. Everyone else attending the meeting was invited to join one of the groups, depending on the research interests of the scholars. Jenny Rampling, Peter Forshaw and Gyorgy Szonyi, for example, formed a group to discuss working with visual aspects in medieval and renaissance alchemy and magic. Each scholar briefly introduced him/herself and gave some idea of their research before encouraging the students to introduce their own research interests. In our group, most students were already interested in some aspect of alchemy, albeit from widely varying perspectives: some were from history of science backgrounds, others from religious studies, one had studied psychology and another was an art historian. It was interesting to note that one or two students were still at BA level, others were following an MA, while one or two were already engaged in doctoral research. Discussion was lively and carried on during the coffee break. The combination of historians of alchemy from SHAC and historians of cabala, early modern occult philosophy, and so forth from ESSWE worked well, generating ample opportunity for the consideration of theoretical issues such as typologies, disciplinary boundaries and interdisciplinarity, as well as the practical considerations of how to write a thesis, where to apply for funding, and how to go about getting published. While the initial focus of the event was medieval and early modern, discussion ranged far more widely, right up to the 20th Century.

The third part of the workshop was a round-table discussion in which the four SHAC council members commented on issues that had arisen during questions following the initial presentations or during the ‘Laboratory’ sessions. The ESSWE members made valuable contributions by asking questions and adding comments as members of the audience and it was pleasing to see the more self-confident students joining in the session.
The following morning a group of students went with Peter Forshaw to view some of the alchemical books and manuscripts at the Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermetica, with a guided tour by Cis van Heertum.
From feedback received from students and participants, this thesis workshop appears to have been a popular event and was an ideal way of announcing the 15-week MA module on the history of Medieval and Early Modern Alchemy that took place from September-December 2010. Postgraduate students attended from the UK, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Belgium, Romania, Spain and Canada, as well as BA and MA students from the Netherlands. The Center for History of Hermetic Philosophy has already received requests for further events along the same lines and I have been pleased to advertise the fact that SHAC is sponsoring a series of seminars by guest speakers on the history of alchemy from various European Universities, the first to be Didier Kahn in March 2011.

