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Analysing Paracelsus‘s Views
of Alchemy with Digital
Humanities Methods

The Swiss physician and philosopher Theophrastus von Hohen-
heim, called Paracelsus (1493-1541) was a strong supporter of medi-
cal alchemy, both in philosophical and practical form. In his view,
alchemy took place in three dimensions: the universal, the human,
and the physiological (inside the body). Uniting these levels was the
active agent that made alchemy happen. Paracelsus called this agent
by several names, but the one standing out is that of the ‘master of
the fire’, the Vulcanus. The concept of the Vulcanus was particu-
larly well-articulated in one of Paracelsus’s last writings, Labyrinthus
medicorum errantium (1538), which makes a strong case for alchemy
as a phenomenon that unites the worlds of the natural and the arti-
ficial. However, the Vulcanus appears at different stages of develop-
ment in Paracelsus’s thought. In the present talk I will argue that the
dynamics of the notion can be captured by two main reading tech-
niques: traditional close reading, as well as the much more novel one
of distant reading. The latter is part of the emerging field of digital
and computational humanities, and involves the analysis of corpora
by means of digital tools, including programming. In the article,
I will attempt to combine distant and close reading and showca-
se how such hybrid approaches may provide a new way of looking
at historical corpora.

Vincenzo de’ Rossi, Vulcanus
(statue in the Studiolo of Francesco de’ Medici, Florence, c. 1570)



