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George Ripley, Canon of Bridlington (d. c.1490), ranks as one of England’s most famous alchemists. In 1591 his long poem, the Compound of Alchemy or ‘Twelve Gates’, became the first work of an English alchemist to be published in England. A second edition was included in Elias Ashmole’s important compendium of English alchemical verse, the Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum, in 1652. However, less well known is the extent of Ripley’s influence in continental Europe during the same period. Ripley’s attributed works circulated throughout Europe in manuscript and print, translated into Latin, French, German, Italian, and Czech. His Opera omnia chemica was published not in England, but in Kassel – edited in 1649 by Ludwig Combach, court physician to the landgraves of Hesse-Kassel.

In my PhD I traced the contours of Ripley’s European reception, tracking the works of this Yorkshire alchemist from England to the courts of Central and Eastern Europe throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This transmission was largely mediated by manuscripts: collections of authoritative texts carefully copied and annotated by alchemical practitioners. In August 2008, a SHAC New Scholars award enabled me to study a particularly important example, held at the Austrian National Library in Vienna.

Österreichen Nationalbibliothek Codex 11133 was compiled in Bohemia between 1605–1607 by the alchemist Symon Thaddeus Budeck. This huge compendium includes nine of the Ripleian works later published by Combach. Budeck’s fascination with the English alchemist is apparent from his dense annotations and cross-referencing, in Latin and Czech, and by his addition of a 31-folio catalogue listing terms and materials employed in Ripley’s works (“Index rerum et verborum in omnia opera venerabilis Canonici Domini Georgii Riplei Angli”). Budeck’s annotations reveal just how carefully he read Ripley’s works; attempting to interpret the Englishman’s processes in light of other medieval and contemporary alchemica from across Europe.

Besides offering insights into Budeck’s reading strategies, Codex 11133 also provides evidence of a link with two well known English visitors to Bohemia: John Dee and Edward Kelley. As I argue in my thesis, when Dee and Kelley reached Prague in the 1580s they brought with them several of Ripley’s works, which were subsequently copied by local practitioners. Budeck’s own manuscript is one outcome of this process of transmission. The month after my visit, I presented these findings in a talk at the John Dee Quatercentenary Conference in Cambridge, shortly to be published as an article, ‘Dee and the alchemists’.

During my visit I also had the opportunity to examine other manuscripts in the Viennese archive, including several fifteenth-century collections of pseudo-Lullian works – the primary source for many of Ripley’s own writings. These include texts unavailable in English archives, and never printed, such as the Dialogus de realitate artis alchymicae and Tractatus scrutationis. Finally, the award enabled me to attend the 7th International Conference for the History of Chemistry in nearby Sopron, Hungary. There I presented a paper based on my research findings to date: ‘Ripley Revis’d: reading medieval alchemy in early modern Europe’. I am extremely grateful to SHAC for supporting both my research and attendance at the conference.

