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The Modern Alchemists
The art of the Alchemist seems lost in the deep haze of history, usually it is explained away as superstition or simply the forbearer of modern chemistry, however, it is still alive in modern society; although its methods, terminology and aims have adapted and evolved. This is an attempt to trace some of the manifestations of the Alchemist’s Art in the modern world; through an examination of the origins of the various disciplines contained within this ancient science.
The Alchemist’s Art is one of transformation, both internal and external. In the ancient past, the Alchemist’s external work was to discover a process in which base metal could be transmuted into Gold. The possibility of this external work has to a greater extent been disproved by modern chemistry and science, which can accept such miracles as the production of artificial diamonds but not gold. Despite this, even as late as 1915, there was a witnessed report of the Alchemical transmutation of Zinc into Gold, conducted by Harvey Spencer Lewis; the founder of the American Rosicrucian Order. Technology may have had a severe impact on the traditional Alchemist’s arts, but the internal work of the modern Alchemist remains the same today as it always was. 
The advance of technology has resulted in an increasingly diverse and specialised field of subjects which would have been extremely alien to the Alchemist, who believed that all branches of knowledge were connected, and essentially aspects of the same ultimate force which bound the universe together. The modern Alchemist, in common with the ancient variety, has a strong belief in the connectedness of the major fields of knowledge: Art, Magic, Technology and Religion. To understand this belief we must examine the origins of each of these recently separated fields of knowledge, and try to see, as the Alchemist does, the similarities which underlie the superficial differences. The origin of art is beyond doubt magickal. The first recorded art were a series of cave paintings of wild animals, which, anthropologists believe, were used to obtain ‘power’ over the object of prey through a complex “psychological” process involving identification of the real animal with the semi-abstract patterns of paint on the cave wall surface. When the image of the animal was manipulated, for example, a well aimed spear was painted intersecting the prey, the power of identification was such that the real live animal and the deadly spear would surely meet.  The cave paintings were executed with a specific purpose in mind; that of obtaining fresh meat to ensure the continued survival of the cave dwellers. In later years the cave wall has been replaced by the white wall of the Art Gallery and the ‘fresh meat’ with the constant search for new ideas and perspective on the human condition or, as cynics would have us believe, the constant search for patrons and buyers of the overly reproduced ‘art products’. The specific aims may have changed slightly but the method is the same: the changing of external reality through the internal transmutations of the Artist. In the same way, the techniques of modern advertising, which uses a complex language comprising of advanced and (often overly) simple psychology to influence the will of the viewer, can be seen in the same light as the methods used by the cave painters. In the field of science; Sir Isaac Newton, who developed the modern theories of gravity, force, mass and velocity, was also a student of the Alchemical arts. He was reported to have translated the Emerald Tablet of Hermes; a highly complex Alchemical master work which is, nonetheless, compact enough to be engraved on a tiny square of precious emerald. Newton also studied theology, art, and, in common with Dr John Dee two centuries earlier, a form of psychic divination known as angelic conversations which involved staring into a dark mirror. Even since then, the modern definition of the work of the scientist has become increasingly limited to finally exclude the realms of art and magick. The modern scientist must exclude the powers of imagination and certainly not encroach on those areas dominated by other specialists who, likewise, exist in increasingly narrowed fields. The spaces that are to be found between these specialised fields, which resemble a dried up river bed within the traffic of knowledge, is where the realm of the modern Alchemist begins.
Because of the range of specialisations available in the modern world, the techniques of the modern Alchemist are, like wise, extremely varied. 
The modern Alchemist is rarely concerned with the transformation of Gold from recycled lead; however, there is a strand of modern Alchemy which believes that the use of found objects, or ‘objects found without conscious effort’, contain a certain magickal energy, not found in new or unused items. This ‘magickal energy’ can transform the banal base-material into a work of art. There have been several of these Alchemists in the history of modern art, one of which is Kurt Schwitters, (1887-1948), who developed the technique of collage into an almost one-person art movement with his prolific production of ‘Merz drawings’ in which ready-made found objects, pieces of discarded rubbish and used tram tickets, which had been found in the streets, were composed into works of art. The power and ability to transform the everyday object into a work of high art is a major theme which runs beneath the collage technique; however, perhaps the words of the Dadaist artist Marcel Duchamp better sums up the irreverent attitude of the modern Alchemist, when Duchamp suggested the use of ‘a Rembrandt as an ironing board’ which in effect turned an object of high art into an everyday ‘functional’ device.  The Modern Alchemist, in common with the ancient variety, keeps in pace with the advancements of society and technology. In the ancient age of Alchemy, many highly advanced chemical compounds and elements were discovered; however, the Alchemists were unconcerned with the material benefits gained by these discoveries, but instead continued on their path towards the seemingly unobtainable ultimate goal of inner transformation. In the same sense, the modern Alchemist is not concerned with the development of ‘art product’, but see the process of creation as being in itself the ‘ultimate goal’. To this end computer programs which can be used as Divination Tools are currently being developed by people who see themselves as continuing a ‘traditional’ lineage of Alchemical Magic. The operator can ask the computer program for spiritual advice in much the same way as one would ask a Tarot reader or Rune thrower for answers to life’s mysteries. The programs, which are described as ‘Electronic Oracles’, operate by chance selection of unconnected words from a databank of questions that previous operators have inputted into the mechanism. The selected words are arranged into phrases and sentences which are displayed on the oracle’s screen. This process echoes the ancient Sufi saying; “there are no answers, only questions”
In order to truly understand the connections between the techniques and aims of the ancient and modern Alchemists, it is firstly necessary to look beyond the modern interpretation of how knowledge is divided up into specialised categories and departments. It is these narrow fields of definition which limit the manifestation of the mystical universe in which the Alchemist dwells. The modern Alchemist attempts to create connections between these isolated branches of knowledge and, in the process, map the wasteland of discarded and forgotten wisdom; some of which may be of use in the ultimate goal of transforming the banality of modern existence into an internal form of pure gold.
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The modern Alchemist is a subculture which believes in the absolute connectedness of Art and Magick, as once was believed by artists and scientists not more than 200 years ago
. 
Examples of this not-so-ancient belief can be seen in the works of Isaac Newton, who studied many alchemical documents including the translation of the Emerald Tablet of Hermes before and after being struck by the famous apple on his head. Further examples can be seen in the work of Leonardo De Vinci who took for granted the connectedness of Science (which the modern Alchemist takes as meaning magick) and Art 

The definition of the work of the modern artist has become increasingly limited and narrowed down to exclude the realms of science and magick, these areas being dominated by other specialists who have gained a monopoly in these also increasingly narrowed fields. The spaces that are to be found between these narrowed fields, which resemble dried up river beds within the traffic of knowledge, is where the modern Alchemist realm begins.

The origin of art is beyond doubt magickal, from the first cave paintings of wild animals, used to obtain ‘power’ over the object of prey, to modern advertising which uses a complex language of  advanced and simple psychology to extract the ‘soul’ from the viewer.
 The modern Alchemist has the ability to see the world as a primitive construct, as the following conjecture explains:…” a world in which the prime religion seems to be the worship of a screen, in front of which the devotee enters a trance, whilst behind the screen a mystifying device called a ‘soul catcher’ or ‘Cathode Ray Tube’ collects energy for the central processing plant, wherein ‘Reality’ is manufactured.” (source of quote: creativity)
This may seem obscure but the point of the modern Alchemist is the same as that of the scientific process “is there any evidence to prove this theory incorrect?”
No?

Then we shall proceed…
Reality is a very subjective process in the eyes of this subculture.

The modern Alchemists are not concerned with the transformation of Gold from rotten old lead, although there is a strand of modern Alchemy which believes the use of found objects or “objects found without conscious effort” contain a certain magickal energy, not found in newly manufactured items, which can “transform the banal into works of art”

The following text and image is quoted from 

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/hatton/collection/schwitters/

“Schwitters began producing his collages using rubbish and found objects; tickets, stamps, tobacco labels, newspaper, sweet wrappers, spools, cogs, wire, anything he could find.”

“The Merzbau in Hanover was a fantastically constructed interior, as bewildering as it was abstract. The walls and ceiling were covered with a diversity of three-dimensional shapes and the room itself was crowded with materials and objects - or "spoils and relics", as Schwitters himself put it” http://www.pac-milano.org/ing/schwitters/merzbau.htm
“Schwitters created three monumental Merz constructions, or Merzbau, filling or partly filling a whole room. He attempted to integrate his work with the existing structural elements, constructing around the environment in which he lived, to transform the banal into works of art.”
 Nor are the Modern Alchemists obsessed with the elementary chemical transformations that the alchemists of long ago strove to discover, the modern branch of Alchemy called ‘chemistry’ has replaced their art in this area. 

The Modern Alchemist does not concern themselves with medieval sorcery; those techniques have long been neutralised by the eradication of superstition and the development of new forms of modern technology to confuse and baffle the primitive mind, necessary for such work, into a tired submission to the mass media.

     One similarity with the modern Alchemist and those Alchemists of the middle ages is the use of cutting edge technology and advanced scientific ideology in the advancement of awareness of magick in the common psyche. 
To this end computer programs which can be used as Divination Tools are currently being developed. They operate by created a random selection of words from a series of previous questions that the operator has inputted into the mechanism, revealing the age old Sufi saying; “there are no answers, only questions”
In that case; Who are the influences of the Modern Alchemist ?

One of the earliest alchemical texts was the Emerald Tablet of Thoth otherwise known as the Tablet of Hermes which is the Greek equivalent of the Egyptian Thoth deity both of which are Mercurial in their nature. The list of translators of the Emerald Tablet of Hermes found at http://www.sacred-texts.com/alc/emerald.htm can provide a clue to other modern day Alchemists one of which is Idries Shah in his book 

The Sufis. (Octagon, London 1977, p 198)
The following is from http://www.sufis.org/shah.html 

Afghan writer Idries Shah (1924-1996) 

Shah has been described as "the most significant worker adapting classical spiritual thought to the modern world."
The last thing real Sufis want is to encourage people modeling themselves on the past. The world is full of deluded "Sufis" who are replicas of medieval persons. For Sufis have always been in the forefront of their times, and have often anticipated our discoveries. They were talking about evolution, the structure of the atom, the circulation of the blood, and psychological laws, we think of as our discoveries, centuries ago.

Dorris Lessing

http://www.sufis.org/lessing.html

THURSDAY MAY 5, 1994 On The Commanding Self by Idries Shah (Re-printed from The London Times) 

The form that Idries Shah takes to describe the Modern Alchemical processes is in his legendary character Mullah Nasrudin, a holy fool who does everything backwards and gets it all wrong as the following story from http://www.virtualafghans.com/fun/ shows

Nasruddin used to stand in the street on market-days, to be pointed out as an idiot. No matter how often people offered him a large and a small coin, he always chose the smaller piece. 

One day a kindly man said to him:

- Nasruddin, you should take the bigger coin. Then you will have more money and people will no longer be able to make a laughing stock of you.

- That may be true, said Nasruddin, but if I always take the larger, people will stop offering me money to prove that I am more idiotic than they are. Then I would have no money at all.

Doris Lessing in her article about Idries Shah found at http://www.sufis.org/lessing.html explains some of Shah’s aims in presenting such a ridicules figure as Nasrudin

"The Commanding Self" is a Sufi technical term for the false personality, which is made up of what a culture puts into a person--parents, schools, the zeitgeist. This false self is an enemy which has to be recognized for what it is and then by-passed (not destroyed) if the Sufi understanding is to be received.

The following story by Idries Shah is used on the Muslim Peace Fellowship website http://www.mpfweb.org/humor_mullah.html on a page entitled ‘Humour after September 11th’ to illustrate the effects of fear in the modern age using the foolishness of the Mullah as a social commentary 

A Dervish Hosts the Mullah, A Tale of Fear
It is said that the Mullah Nasrudin once took shelter in a Dervish's cave. The Mullah had been wandering lost for a long while and was quite thirsty. Now that night had fallen he huddled in the Dervish's cave, quite terrified.


After a while the Mullah asked the Dervish for water.


"I have none in the cave," said the Dervish. "But go down to the spring. It is not far."

The Mullah was much too frightened to venture out into the dark night alone, even for a drink of water

"well, then I will go and bring you water," said the Dervish at last.

"No! Don't go out and leave me alone in this dark cave!"

"Here is a knife," said the Dervish. "If something attacks you can defend yourself with it. But really, you will be quite safe here."

While the Dervish was gone, the Mullah began to imagine all sorts of evils which might enter the cave and attack him. When the Dervish returned with the water, the Mullah shouted in horror and began to stab the air with a sword.

"Halt!" screamed the Mullah.

"But it is only I, the Dervish. I have returned with your water."

"That is what you say. You could be any sort of demon!" And the Mullah continued to defend himself against his imagined horrors.

"This is only fear," said the Dervish. "It is causing you damage."

"I agree," said the Mullah. "But once you catch fear, you have it. And the bad thing is, you don't even have to have it yourself to suffer from it!"

"So I see," said the Dervish. And he went in search of another place to spend the night.
Another modern Alchemist Archetype who has the ability to transform everyday life into a mystical event is the character ‘Catweazle’ ,by Richard Carpenter, in which an eleventh century magician is transported through time into the modern age and where all kinds of technology are seen by the magician as a new form of superior magick. Similar to the character Mullah Nasrudin, Catweazle makes all kinds of misconceptions about how the world is ‘supposed’ to work

'Blinded! Blinded by witchcraft!' he moaned as he

tried to crawl back into the barrel on all-fours.

Carrot switched off the light and groped his way over to Catweazle.

'What on earth's the matter with you?' he said, trying to pull the old man out.

'I see again,' said Catweazle with relief. 'Hast thou lifted the curse?'

'No, I've turned off the light.'

Catweazle slowly backed out of the barrel. 'What magic didst thou use?' he asked fearfully

'What d'you mean, magic?' said Carrot, finding his

way back to the switch. 'It's electricity,' and he turned on

the light again.

With another yell, Catweazle fell on his knees, cover-

ing his eyes, but after a moment he slowly took his hands

away from his face and screwing up his eyes, blinked at

the light hanging from the roof of the barn. Then, turn-

ing to Carrot, he bowed low in obeisance.

'Master!' he whispered.

'Eh?' said Carrot.

'Let me serve thee!'

'What!'

Teach me thy elec-trickery - that I may do it/

'Do what?' said Carrot.

'Put the sun in a bottle,' said Catweazle, pointing up at

the light-bulb.

Catweazle illustrates the ability of human beings to always ‘see things their way’, in short to create their subjective reality 

Another Alchemical archetype is “Professor Branestawm” created by Norman Hunter

Hunter, Norman. Professor Branestawm. Hazell Watson and Viney Limited. Aylesbury, UK. 1933

A mad Professor who haphazardly stumbles upon all kinds of reality expanding inventions and concepts such as a time destruction device in “ The Screaming Clocks” which starts as a self winding clock but ends in a symbolic time bomb to bypass the gatekeeper of the ‘commanding self’  to travel to the ‘beyond time’

In fact the way in which the Modern Alchemist can make use of such diverse sources of information and change them into ‘useful art’ is a trait of this subculture which is well adapted to a life of recycling on the cultural waste land of the late 20th/21 century.
Those who work these ‘outer edges’ of definition have in turn been defined, usually by an art market which strives to ‘from everything; turn a buck’ a reverse Alchemical process which none the less produces ‘Gold’ of a type

