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CONCEPTIONS OF MATTER: ANCIENT
AND MODERN.

YHE science that deals witli the constitution of matter has

occupied the time and energies of countless generations of

men since the time of Adam, who, possibly, was himselt an

alchemist, as one might be led to believe when he reads of

" A book where Moses and his sister,

And Solomon have written of the arl."(i).

The (juest of the alchemist was the jiroduction of no " substances

and the conversion of one form of matter iiito other forms by a

process of transmutation. 'J'his was possible, he arjjjued, because,

in nature, plants and animals were si-en to ^^row, change, de-

velop, and die, and that therefore the same growth and develop-

ment ought to proceed in the minural kingdom. Just a-, a grrtiu

o\ seed in the ground died, and from its dead body arose the

perfect plant or tree, so, in the earth, the metals wire looked

upon as undergoing a growth an<l becoming more i)erfecl— in

time reaching the higiiest stage of all. namely, gold.

Alchemy tlid not gi\e placo to -lu'inistry pioper tuuil the

eighteenth century, and, in its b'ug life, exjieric nce<l many vicis-

situdes. Its students and followers were not n;e;-ely naturil

but also moral philosophers; the}' regarded nature from both

standpoints, watched and studied the course ' nature ,is ex-

eni])lifie(i by the growth (if living things, vegetable and animal,

endeavoured to discover the secret f)f her workings, and trusted

to be able to apply this secret to the transmutation of the baser

into the nobler metals, to the i)roduction of an V.lixir I'ittic, which

would be the em-e of all ills. and. as a result "f this, hoped for

the mental h.ippinoss wbi li w<nild follow i.dni the practical

knowledge of the supreme secrvt of nature. 'Iheir (|uest was

for an ti-idefinable something, called by various writers "the one

tlung," "the philosophy 's stone," "the essenee." "the si>;il ot all th nt^s,"

and by many other names.

(i) The .llcliciiiist: by Ben Jonson, 1610.


