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ABSTRACT: Alchemical Discourse

in the Canterbury Tales:

Signs of Gnosis and Transmutation

Kathryn L., Hitchcox

Although most critics of the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale"
agree that the tale's striking realism and wealth of detail
suggest that Chaucer had an extensive knowledge of alche-
mical lore, they disagree about whether Chaucer condemned
alchemy as a heresy or esteemed it as a divine science com-
patible with Christianity. For, the Canon's Yeoman begins
his tale by asserting the impossibility of achieving the
Philosopher's Stone, only to end his tale by affirming the
Stone's existence, and describing it as a gift from Christ.
In the past, most critics have investigated Chaucer's use of
alchemical signs in the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" by discuss-
ing medieval alchemy as an obscure laboratory procedure in
which Chaucer did or did not have any faith. This study,
however, proposes not only to reexamine the significance of
Chaucer's references to alchemical apparati, procedures, and
philosophy in the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," but also to show
that Chaucer was primarily interested in alchemy as a sym-
bolic language, and that he utilized alchemical signs in
both the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" and the "Second Nun's

Tale," which are linked by the prologue of the "Canon's




Yeoman's Tale," to explore how discourse itself is a kind of
alchemy which mediates between man and God, or physical
reality and spiritual reality, to communicate truth and
enable the individual to convert from the "old man of Adam"
to the "new man in Christ." Both tales begin with refer-
ences to the baseness of matter, and end with alchemical
allusions to the perfection of matter., Since Chaucer pre-
sented the alchemical allusions in the "Second Nun's Tale"
and the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" within a penitential frame-
work, he also implied that both alchemy and Christianity
seek salvation, which may be understood as the reconcili-
ation of spiritual and physical nature. Chaucer's Parson
defines salvation in these terms when he explains, "Than
shal men understonde what is the fruyt of penaunce, . . .
ther as the body of man that whilom was foul and derk is

moore cleer than the sonne" (ParsT 1. 1078).
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Introduction
Slaying Chaucer's Dragon:
Resolving Opposition in Part VIII of the

Canterbury Tales

He seith how that the dragon, doutelees,
Ne dyeth nat but if that he be slayn
With his brother; and that is for to sayn,
By the dragon, Mercurie, and noon oother
He understood, and brymstoon by his brother,
That out of Sol and Luna were ydrawe.
--Chaucer, "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," 11. 1435-40.
As Chaucer's pilgrims near Canterbury after hearing the
Second Nun's "Lyf of Seinte Cecile,” a canon and his yeoman
burst upon the scene with a host of courteous words that
soon belie them as goldmakers or alchemists:
"I seye, my lord kan swich subtilitee--
But al his craft ye may nate wite at me,
And somwhat helpe I yet to his wirkyng--
That al this ground on which we been ridyng
Til that we come to Caunterbury toun,
He koude al clene turnen up-so-doun,

And pave it al of silver and of gold!"l

1 Larry D. Benson, ed., The Riverside Chaucer (Dallas:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), p. 776, 11. 620-26.
Subsequent quotations from Chaucer's prose and poetry are
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Yet despite the Yeoman's credulous claim, the only transfor-
mation the pilgrims observe is his own from a loyal servant
"ful of curteisye" to a raving opponent of both his master
and their "slydyng science.” The Canon's Yeoman's ensuing
tale has been called perhaps the most difficult of Chaucer's
tales,2 because the Yeoman's bitter and explosive invective
against alchemy in the first and second parts of his tale,

identified as prima pars and pars secunda, seems to exist in

opposition to the tale's last fifty-four lines, which shift
into a reflective and sober discussion of alchemical philo-
sophy. Consequently, critics have speculated about Chau-
cer's actual experience with alchemy, and whether he was
himself a "credulous medieval dupe," "alchemical initiate,"
or "modern skeptic."3 1In the past, most critics have inves-
tigated Chaucer's use of alchemical signs by discussing me-
dieval alchemy as an obscure laboratory procedure in which
he did or did not have any faith.4 This study, however,

proposes not only to reexamine the significance of Chaucer's

from this edition, and will be cited in the text.

2 pAlbert E. Hartung, "'Pars Secunda' and the
Development of the 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale'," Chaucer Review,
12 (1977), 111.

3 Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradition
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1957), p. 25%.

4 For a survey of these critics see footnotes 10 and 11
on p. 7.
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references to alchemical apparati, procedures and philosophy
in the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," but also to show that Chau-~
cer was primarily interested in alchemy as a symbolic lan-
guage rather than as a laboratory procedure, and that he ac-
tually utilized alchemical signs in both the "Canon's Yeo-
man's Tale" and the "Second Nun's Tale," which are linked by
the prologue of the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," to put forth an
epistemology based upon alchemical philosophy.

Medieval epistemology was closely related to medieval
sign-theory. For example, Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas and
Dante professed a symbolic theory of knowledge in which
human speech was cast as the faithful mediator between God
and man.? In addition, these thinkers agreed that language
could accurately, though partially, express spiritual reali-
ties. However, Chaucer seems to have exploited the ambigu-
ities inherent in language to examine the extent to which
words can transcend the opposition between spiritual and
physical nature, and accurately express spiritual realities.
Unlike Dante, Chaucer rarely attempted to express, meta-
phorically or otherwise, spiritual realities such as the
Trinity. In the "Second Nun's Tale" and the "Canon's

Yeoman's Tale," he actually forsook traditional Augustinian

5 Marcia L. Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study in
the Medieval Theory of Knowledge (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 1968), p. 20.




Incarnational Typology, in which spiritual realities are
expressed in concrete terms, and utilized alchemical
typology instead.® Alchemical typology is based upon the
idea that all matter consists of a body and a soul in
opposition to one another. For the alchemists, language
cannot directly express spiritual realities; rather it is
limited to expressing man's experience of spiritual reali-
ties. Thus, alchemical typology exists as an inversion of
Augustinian Incarnational Typology, and presents earthly
realities in abstract terms. For example, the Canon's
Yeoman's quotation from Arnald of Villanova's Rosarium

Philosophorum, in lines 1435-40 of his tale, depicts the

chemical compounds mercury and sulphur as the abstract
figures of a dragon and his brother. These abstractions
embody the spiritualization of these substances as they are

literally transformed and perfected in the alchemical

6 Augustinian Incarnational Typology assumes that since
God expressed Himself through Christ, the Word made flesh,
"it is through words that we move from a verbal to
transverbal knowledge of God." Consequently, Augustine
believed in cognition through speech, and the power of
language to provide the Christian with knowledge of God.
Thus, in De Trinitate, Augustine explains that we can
understand the doctrine of the Trinity by examining
trinitarian analogies in the human soul, which he describes
as consisting of memory, intellect, and will, "The soul
gains knowledge of itself through the intellect, retains
this knowledge through memory, and loves itself through the
will." 1In fact, Augustine believed that the Aenigma of the
Human Soul provided man with the fullest knowledge of God in
this life. See Colish, pp. 4-80.
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process. St. Paul's explanation that Christians must change
their natures and become like Christ is analogous to the
themes of transformation and perfection in alchemy:

o+ o« « » put off . . . . the 0ld man, which is

corrupt accordirg to the deceitful lusts; . . . .

put on the new man, which after God is created in

righteousness and true holiness. (Eph. 4:22-24)
A survey of Chaucer's use of alchemical signs reveals that
he used alchemical typology in the "Second Nun's Tale" and
the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" to illustrate that language
signifies not God Himself, but man's experience of God, or
man's transformation from the old man into the new.

Alchemy appeared in the Alexandrian Age (4th c. B.C. to
7th c. A.D.) as a system of philosophy, cryptic in expres-~
sion, that intended to develop an exact science of the re-
generation of the human soul.’ Contrary to the aims of
goldmakers, or false alchemists, who sought to create min-
eral gold, the object of the true alchemical endeavor was to
produce that substance or effect in which all opposites were
united. The alchemists named this substance the lapis

philosophorum or Philosopher's Stone, which would perfect

material reality by healing the disharmonies of the physical

world, and the conflict between the purely natural and spir-

7 John Read, Prelude to Chemistry (London: G. Bell &
Sons, Ltd., 1936), p. 2.
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itual man as well.8 The experimental attempts to create the
Philosopher's Stone and transmute base metals into gold were
carried out with the aim of adducing a material proof about
the striving of man and matter towards perfection. Thus,
the alchemical experiment was designed to represent a micro-
cosm of the universe. Gold was considered to be a perfect
metal since it was the only metal to resist fire, and its
fusibility made it appear the union of two contraries, fire
and water. In true alchemy, gold ultimately became a syn-
onym for the Philosopher's Stone and regarded as a perma-
nent, incorruptible, androgynous, spiritual and corporeal

compound, or the unity of opposites par excellence.

As alchemy evolved in the Middle Ages, it became a sub-
culture of the Church, and regarded by alchemists as the es-
sential complement to the Christian work of redemption.9
Jung explained:

Whereas the Christian belief is that man is freed
from sin by the redemptory act of Christ, the al-
chemist believed that Christ's work of redemption
was incomplete until the restitution of matter to
the likeness of original and incorrupt nature was

accomplished.lO

8 Carl Gustav Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis, trans. R.
¥, C. Hill, 3rd ed. (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University
Press, 1977), p. 474.

9 Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis, p. 254.




Just as the Church insisted upon the literal taking-up of
the physical body into heaven to reconcile the opposition
between physical and spiritual nature, so the alchemists
believed in the actual existence of the Philosopher's Stone.
By the fourteenth century, alchemists identified the Philo-
sopher's Stone with Christ and treated the Hermetic Mystery
as a kind of chemical reenactment of Christ's nativity and
passion. Thus, the goal of true alchemy was salvation, the
same theme that animates the journey of the Canterbury
pilgrims.

Critical interpretations of Chaucer's knowledge and use
of alchemical signs have primarily wavered between four
points of view. Most studies have attempted to assess Chau-
cer's understanding of alchemical processes, and/or attempt

to isolate his sources.ll Many early scholars even under-

10 Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis, p. 34.

11 Important studies include John L. Lowes, "The Dragon
and His Brother," Modern Language Notes, 28 (1913), 229;
Paul F. Baum, "The 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale'," Modern Language
Notes, 40 (1925), 152-54; Frederick Walker, "Geoffrey
Chaucer and Alchemy," Journal of Chemical Education, 9
(1932), 1378-85; Julius Ruska, "Chaucer Und Das Buch
Senior," Anglia, 61 (1937), 136-37; Edgar H. Duncan,
"Chaucer and 'Arnold of the Newe Toun,'" Modern Language
Notes, 57 (1942) 31-33; Hans J. Epstein, "The Identity of
Chaucer's Lollius," Modern Language Quarterly 3 (1942), 391-
400; Karl Young, "'The Secree of Secrees' of Chaucer's
Canon's Yeoman," Modern Language Notes, 58 (1943), 98-105;
Pauline Aiken, "Vincent of Beauvais and Chaucer's Knowledge
of Alchemy," Studies in Philology, 41 (1944), 371-89; Joseph
E. Grennen, "Chaucer's 'Secree of Secrees': An Alchemical
Topic," Philological Quarterly, 42 (1963), 562-66; and
Dorothee Finkelstein, "The Code of Chaucer's 'Secree of




stood the Canon's Yeoman's invective against alchemy as a
sign of Chaucer's actual disillusioning experience with this
science.l2 More recently, however, critics have concen-
trated on the dynamics of the tale itself, and have predomi-
nantly agreed that the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" reveals that

Chaucer viewed alchemy as a heretical practice.l3 On the

Secrees': Arabic Alchemical Terminology in the 'Canon's
Yeoman's Tale,'” Archiv Fuer Das Studium Die Neurenm Sprachen
Und Literaturen, 207 (1970), 260-76.

12 These critics follow Thomas Tyrwhitt's tradition
that a sudden resentment against alchemists motivated
Chaucer to write the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale." See Thomas
Tyrwhitt, The Canterbury Tales of Chaucer, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1798) II; Bernard Tenbrink, Chaucer:
Studien Zur Geschichte Seiner Entwicklung Und Zur
Chronologie Seiner Schriften (Munster: Russell, 1870);
Walter W. Skeat, The Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, 2nd
ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1900) III; John M. Manly,
Some New Light on Chaucer: Lectures Delivered at the Lowell
Institute (New York: H. Holt & Co., 1926); and Robert D.
French, A Chaucer Handbook (New York: F. S. Crofts & Co.,
1927) 2nd ed., 1947.

13 These critics assume that Chaucer made no
distinction between philosophical alchemy and its abuse by
charlatans, and argue that the opposition in the tale is
resolved by reading the last fifty-four lines ironically.
Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradition: A
Study in Style and Meaning (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1957), pp. 213-21; Joseph E.
Grennen, "Chaucer's Characterization of the Canon and His
Yeoman," Journal of the History of Ideas, 25 (1964), 279-84;
Joseph E. Grennen, "The Canon's Yeoman's Alchemical Mass,"
Studies in Philology, 62 (1965), 546-60; Trevor Whittock, A
Reading of the Canterbury Tales (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968), pp. 262-279; Edgar H. Duncan, "The
Literature of Alchemy and Chaucer's 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale':
Framework, Theme, and Characters," Speculum, 43 (1968), 633~
56; Charles H. Talbot, "The Elixer of Youth," Chaucer and
Middle English Studies in Honor of R. H. Robbins, B.
Rowland, ed. (New York: Allen & Unwin, 1974), pp. 31-42;
and Albert E. Hartung, "'Pars Secunda' and the Development




other hand, a number of critics have persuasively argued
that the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" condemns the abuse of al-
chemy rather than the science itself.l4 Although critics
continue to debate about Chaucer's true feelings about al-
chemy, most agree that the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale's" strik-
ing realism and wealth of detail suggest that Chaucer had an
extensive knowledge of alchemical lore. As early as 1477,
for example, Thomas Norton, an English alchemist, credited
Chaucer with introducing the word "Titanos" (CYT, 1. 1455)
into English:

Hir name [a stone] is magnesia, fewe people

hir knowe,

She is founde in hye places as well as in lowe

Plato knewe her propertie, and called hir by

hir nanme,

and Chauser rehearseth how Titanos is the same.

of the 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale,'" Chaucer Review, 12 (1977),
111-28.

14 Foster S. Damon, "Chaucer and Alchemy," Publications
of the Modern Language Association, 39 (1924), 782-88; Edgar
H. Duncan, "The Yeoman's Canon's Silver Citrinacion," Modern
Philology 37 (1939-40), 241-62; John Read, "A Chemist Looks
at Chaucer," Scientia, 80 (1946), 53-57; Bruce Rosenberg, "A
Swindling Alchemist, Antichrist," Centennial Review 6
(1962), 566-80; Bruce L. Grenberg, "The 'Canon's Yeoman's
Tale': Boethian Wisdom and the Alchemists," Chaucer Review,
1 (1966-67), 37-54; John Gardner, "The Canon's Yeoman's
Prologue and Tale: An Interpretation," Philological
Quarterly 46 (1967), 1-17; Donald K. Howard, The Idea of the
Canterbury Tales (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1976), pp. 292-98,
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In the Canon his tale, saynge what is thuse,

but quid ignotum per magis ignotius

that is to saye, what maie this be,

but unknowe by more unknowne named is she.l5
"Titanos" is a rare term signifying a calx or the residue
left over from the roasting of a metal or mineral. Every
subsequent alchemist who used this term cited either Chaucer
or Norton as his source.l6 According to Gareth Dunleavy,
extracts from the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" in Sloane MSS.
1098 and 1723 (c. 1550) and the mention of Chaucer among a
list of English alchemists including Roger Bacon, George
Ripley, and Thomas Norton in Francis Thynne's Another

discourse uppon the Philosophers Armes, MS. Ashmole 766, ff.

85 b, 86, reflect the sixteenth-century tradition that
Chaucer not only knew alchemical philosophy but also was an
adept.l7 Furthermore, the discovery of an item of Chaucer

pseudo-epigrapha, a handwritten Middle English riming poem

15 Thomas Norton, Ordinal of Alchemy, ed. John Reidy,
The Early English Text Society, “No. 272 (London, New York,
and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 38, 11.
1159-65.

16 Foster S. Damon, "Chaucer and Alchemy," Publications
of the Modern Language Association, 37 (1924), p. 787.

17 Gareth W. Dunleavy, "The Chaucer Ascription in
Trinity College, Dublin MS. D.2.8," Ambix, 13 (1965), p. 3.
These references are also listed in Caroline F, E. Spurgeon,
Five Hundred Years of Chaucer Criticism and Allusion 1357-
1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univerisity Press, 1925), pp. 90
and 113,
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from the sixteenth century entitled "The Verses [on the
Elixir] Galfridus Chauser his worke," testifies to the Eli-
zabethans' respect for Chaucer's alchemical knowledge.l8

The tradition of Chaucer as alchemist continued into
the seventeenth century when in 1652 Elias Ashmole, an
English antiquarian, published the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale"

in the Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum, containing "several

poetical pieces of our famous English Philosophers who have
written the Hermetique Mysteries in their owne Ancient Lan-
guage."19 Considering the tale's seemingly brutal attack on
the practice of alchemy, one might wonder why Ashmole and
his predecessors cited it as evidence that Chaucer himself
was an alchemist. Ashmole explained:

One reason why I selected out of Chaucer's

Canterbury Tales that of the "Chanon's Yeoman" was

to let the world see what notorious cheating there
has beene ever used under pretence of this true
(though Injur'd) Science; another is to shew that
Chaucer himselfe was a master therein.Z20

However, only eighteen years earlier, Lord Edward Coke had

18 Dunleavy, p. 2.

19 Elias Ashmole, ed., Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum
(Brooks at Angel in Cornhill: J. Grismond for Nath, 1652),
title page.

20 Ashmole, p. 467.
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praised the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" as a worthy illustration
of why Henry IV passed a statute in 1414 forbidding the
practice of alchemy,2l Paradoxically, as early as the
seventeenth century, the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" was used
both to show that Chaucer was a bitter opponent of the art
and an alchemist himself.

Historians of science have noted that it was not
unusual for alchemists or their sympathizers to assume as

noms de plume names of famous philosophers or writers to

advance the reputation of the Hermetic Art. Spurious
attributions include treatises assigned to Isis, Moses,
Cleopatra, Thomas Aquinas, and Pope John XXII.22 Since
early allusions and references to the "Canon's Yeoman's
Tale" indicate that the tradition of Chaucer as alchemist
was advanced by practitioners of the art, it may seem likely
that this tradition is unfounded, and that alchemists merely
used the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" to their own advantage.
Critics who purport that Chaucer viewed alchemy as a here-
tical practice tend to adopt this position, and imply theat

it is only through misdirected occult exegesis that anyone

21 Spurgeon, III, p. 66. For a discussion of Henry's
statute see Ronald Pearsall, The Alchemists (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson), pp. 65 and 73.

22 Sherwood F. Taylor, The Alchemists: Founders of
Modern Chemistry (New York: Henry Schuman, 1949), pp. 26-
28.
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credits Chaucer with having been an adept. In fact, Joseph
Grennen asserts that Chaucer's attitude toward alchemy is
not only skeptical but ironic--that for Chaucer, alchenmy is
"at best an amusing mimicry, at worst a profane parody of
the work of creation and redemption."23

Contrary to this tradition, critics who maintain that
the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" presents the abuse of alchemy
accept Ashmole's claim that the tale depicts alchemy as an
"Injur'd Science," and note that the Canon's Yeoman actually

constrasts the false alchemy of prima pars and pars secunda

with Arnald of Villanova's true or speculative alchemy
quoted in the tale's last fifty-four lines. Studies in the
history of science have established the existence of two
branches of alchemy from its earliest period: spiritual
alchemy, which existed as a mystical system by means of
which man was to be perfected, and exoteric alchemy, which
sought only to transmute base metals into gold.Z24 During

the 14th and 15th centuries, exoteric alchemy degenerated

23 Joseph E. Grennen, "The Canon's Yeoman's Alchemical
Mass," Studies in Philology 62 (1965), 546-47.

24 Particularly thorough studies include Arthur John
Hopkins, Alchemy: Child of Greek Philosophy (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1934); John Read, Prelude to
Chemistry (London: G. Bell and Sons, Ltd., 1936); Sherwood
F. Taylor, The Alchemists: Founders of Modern Chemistry
(New York: Henry Schuman, 1949); and Titus Burckhardt,
Alchemy: Science of the Cosmos, Science of the Soul, trans.
William Stoddart, (Baltlmore, Maryland: Pengu1n Books,
Inc., 1971).
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into false alchemy, or into goldmaking malpractices. Ulti-
mately this fraudulent behavior resulted in prohibitions,
such as Henry IV's, against the making of gold and silver.25
John Read pointed out:

It would be a mistake, however, to regard
Chaucer's 'canoun' and his fellow 'pseudoalche-
mists'as the only representatives of medieval al-
chemy. More credit attaches to the thought and
work of contemporaneous alchemists of the philo-
sophical and mystical types.26
Considering the Canon's Yeoman's apparent shift in diction
and tone at the end of his tale, it is historically accurate
to read his last fifty-four lines as contrasting Arnald of
Villanova's spiritual alchemy with the Canon's false alche-
my. Nevertheless, the virtually cryptic nature of alchemical
signs in general persists to confuse the issue, and to leave
critics unresolved about what Chaucer meant the end of the
tale to signify.
Although most critics interested in assessing Chaucer's
attitude toward alchemy have primarily restricted their in-
vestigation to the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," others have ex-

plored the relationship between the "Second Nun's Tale" and

25 Read, p. 22.

26 Read, p. 23.
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the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale."27 Just as critics of the
"Canon's Yeoman's Tale," scholars of Part VIII reach two
opposing conclusions about Chaucer's use of alchemical
signs: Grennen, Olmert, and Haskell insist that Chaucer
juxtaposed these tales to create a thematic opposition in
which alchemy is presented as a heresy and perversion of
Saint Cecilia's orthodox religious ideals; whereas Gardner
and Rosenberg explore how alchemy is a metaphor for
perfection in either tale~-the "Second Nun's Tale" treating
the theme of self-perfection common to both Christianity and
spiritual alchemy, the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" treating the
theme of dishonesty in false alchemy. 1In the former criti-
cal interpretations, all points of opposition between the
Second Nun's religious imagery and the Canon's Yeoman's
alchemical imagery are based solely upon the Canon's

Yeoman's prima pars and pars secunda. However, as Gardner

27 see Joseph E. Grennen, "Saint Cecilia's 'Chemical
Wedding': The Unity of the Canterbury 7ales, Fragment
VIII," Journal of English and Germanic Philolog¥ 65 (1966),
466-81; Michael K. Olmert, "The 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale'" An
Interpretation,”" Annuale Mediaevale, 8 (1967), 70-94;: Bruce
A. Rosenberg, "The Contrary Tales of the Second Nun and the
Canon's Yeoman," Chaucer Review 2 (1968), 278-91; Ann S.
Haskell, "The St. Giles Oath in the 'Canon's Yeoman's
Tale,'" Chaucer Review 7 (1973), 221-26; John Gardner, The
Poetry of Chaucer (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern
Illinois University Preses, 1977)., pp. 316-37; John Gardner,
"Signs, Symbols and Cancellations,” Signs and Symbols in
Chaucer's Poetry, eds. John P. Hermann and John J. Burke,
(Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1981); and Peter
Brown, "Is the 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale' Apocryphal?" English
Studies 64 (1983), 481-90,
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and Rosenberg have pointed out, the Canon's Yeoman's exposi-
tion of esoteric alchemical principles in lines 1427-81
implicitly establish the "Lapis--Christus" parallel in which
the Philosopher's Stone is Christ.28 Thus, the "Canon's
Yeoman's Tale" may symbolically end with the idea of sal-
vation, previously figured forth through the life of Saint
Cecilia, and thereby establish spiritual alchemy and Christ-
ianity as complementary rather than in opposition. As Chau-

cer noted in his Treatise on the Astrolabe, "diverse pathes

leden diverse folk the ryhte wey to Rome," (11. 43-44).
Considering the vast corpus of Chaucer criticism,

relatively little study has been devoted to either the

"Second Nun's Tale" or the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale." Yet,

since these tales virtually bring the Canterbury Tales to a

close, they deserve closer scrutiny than they have hereto-
fore received. For example, what role or roles do Saint
Cecilia, the Yeoman's canon and alchemy play in relation to

the larger thematic concerns of the Canterbury Tales as a

whole? Was Chaucer's Christianity influenced by Hermetic

philosophy? 1In Chaucer and the Medieval Sciences, Walter

28 From the beginning, esoteric alchemy was closely
bound up with religious beliefs held by Jews, Christians,
Gnostics and Neoplatonists. By the l4th century the
Christian element had predcminated to the point where the
Philosopher's Stone became synonymous with Christ. For a
discussion of this idea see Mircea Eliade, The Forge and the
Crucible, trans. Stephen Corrin, (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1962), pp. 156-57.
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Curry admitted that Chaucer's "reading in alchemical litera-
ture must have been wide," but contended, "whether he read
intelligently or was an initiate in the great secret must
remain a mystery."29 Needless to say, we can only speculate
about whether Chaucer himself ever practiced alchemy; how-
ever, it is possible to discover how he consciously used
alchemical signs by examining the very nature of these signs
themselves. In Chapter One, for example, we will review the
Western alchemical tradition to discern how the "Canon's
Yeoman's Tale" accurately reflects that two distinct
alchemies, one true and one false, existed in the Middle
Ages. Having located the differences between true alchemy
and false alchemy, we will next explore in Chapter Two how
Chaucer characterizes the Canon's Yeoman as a false alche-
mist by making him a caricature of the goldmaking charlatan
alchemists themselves warned about. Chapter Three will then
examine how Chaucer constructs the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale"
within a penitential framework to illustrate that moral
conversion requires linguistic regeneration, and that the
Yeoman's false understanding of alchemy has made him an
impenitent sinner who must discover the salvific meaning of
true alchemy. In Chapter Four we will see how the Yeoman

linguistically engages in the stages of alchemical trans-

29 Walter Clyde Curry, Chaucer and the Medieval
Sciences (New York: Oxford University Press, 1926), p. xxi.
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mutation to discover the salvific meaning of true alchemy,
and transform into a penitent sinner. Finally, in Chapter
Five we will see that a study of the "Second Nun's Tale" and
the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" in relation to fourteenth cen-
tury alchemical texts, especially Arnald of Villanova's

Rosarium Philosophorum, reveals that the two tales do not

oppose Christianity and alchemy, but rather typologically
figure forth how spiritual alchemy is analogous to Christi-
anity. Furthermore, Chaucer's use of alchemical signs in
the "Second Nun's Tale" implies that he modified the "Life

of Saint Cecilia" in Jacobus de Voragine's Legenda Aurea to

present the legend within a symbolic framework that im-
plicitly corresponds with the symbolism of alchemical trans-
mutation. Gardner and Rosenberg assumed that Chaucer merely
established thematic parallels between Christianity and al-
chemy. Upon closer analysis it becomes evident that in Part
VIII, Chaucer actually presented the theme of salvation in
the language of alchemy to illustrate how language com-
municates man's experience of God, rather than signifies God

Himself,
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Chapter One
Distinguishing the True From the False:

Alchemists and Pseudoalchemists in Western Alchemy

For Covetuous men that [philosopher's stone] findeth
never
Though they seek it once and ever.

--Pearce the Black Monke, Theatrum Chemicum

Britannicum p. 469.

Although the Canon's Yeoman speaks about alchemical
apparati and substances throughout his tale, he never once
mentions the science of alchemy by name. Instead he uses a
series of apostrophes, such as "that science,”" "that art,"
"that slidyng science," "elvysshe craft," "oure werkyng,"
"oure craft," "this cursed craft," "elvysshe nyce loore,"

' to signify his goldmaking activities. Be-

and "lusty game,’
cause in prima pars the Yeoman refers to the same metals,
chemical compounds, laboratory equipment, and procedures
common to alchemy, readers infer that his "slydyng science"

accurately represents fourteenth century alchemical prac-

tice. However, the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale" actuall re-
yp
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sents three different views of alchemy: the prologue and
prima pars depict alchemy as a futile scientific endeavor
pursued by uninformed men who believe in the possibility of

transmutation; pars secunda represents alchemy as a diabol-

ical trick with nc scientific purpose; and lines 1428-60 at
the end of the tale define alchemy in figurative terms which
elevate the science to a divine mystery. The Yeoman's ref-
erences to false alchemy, or goldmaking, in prima pars and

pars secunda, and to spiritual alchemy at the end of the

tale, raise questions about what Chaucer wanted his readers
to think about this science. For, critics have used Chau-
cer's alchemical references to argue both that he understood
goldmaking and spiritual alchemy as different facets of the
same fraudulent science, and that he distinguished between
them, presenting spiritual alchemy as the ideal to which all
alchemists should be striving.30 Resolving this paradox and
determining Chaucer's attitude toward alchemy remains the
most persistent and puzzling critical problem of the

' However, by tracing the origins

"Canon's Yeoman's Tale.'
and development of Western alchemy, we can see that, instead
of presenting an inconsistent or ironic view of alchemy, the

"Canon's Yeoman's Tale" accurately reflects how two distinct

alchemies, one true and one false, existed in the Middle

30 For a survey of these critics, see Chapter One,
footnotes 11 and 12, pp. 7-8.
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Ages. Furthermore, an examination of medieval alchemical
texts, church documents, legal briefs, and literature sug-
gests that Chaucer as well as his contemporaries only con-

demned false alchemy while accepting spiritual alchemy as a

legitimate philosophy compatible with Christianity.




22
The Origins and Development of Medieval Alchemy
In order to understand Chaucer's references to alchemy
throughout the "Canon's Yeoman's Tale," and to discover how
he differentiated between false alchemy and spiritual alche-
my, it is necessary to review the scientific principles upon
which alchemy was based. For, as Joseph Grennen observed,
Chaucer did not depend upon a single source for his infor-
mation about alchemy; instead, he used the whole alchemical
tradition.31 Although alchemical practice in China dates
buck to around the fifth century B. C., the Western alche-
mical tradition originated in the Alexandrian Age somewhat
around the first century A. D. and evolved into a "complex
and indefinite aggregation of chemistry, philosophy, reli-
gion, occultism, astrology, magic, mythology, and many other
constituents."32 By the beginning of the Christian era,
Egyptian metallurgists had virtually perfected the produc-
tion of imitation silver and gold through four primary pro-
cesses: alloying metals like copper and tin, treating the
surfaces of metals with "sulphur water" (calcium sulphide),
adding gold to a quantity of fused base metal, or dipping

metals in mordant salts.33 Alchemy arose when Alexandrian

31 Joseph Grennen, "Chaucer and the Commplaces of
Alchemy," Classica Medievale 26 (1965), 333.

32 john Read, Prelude to Chemistry (London: G. Bell
and Sons, Ltd., 1936), p. 277.

33 Arthur John Hopkins, Alchemy: Child of Greek
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philosophers began applying Greek philosophy, particularly
Aristotelian philosophy, to Egyptian metallurgy in an at-
tempt to explain the color changes or bronzing effects of
mordant salts. Once these color changes could be explained,
alchemists hoped to discover a means of bringing about é
true transmutation of base metal into gold. By accomplishing
this feat, they would then possess a material proof for
their theories about the striving of man and matter towards
perfection, For, underlying all aspects of alchemical
theory is Aristotle's belief, which he expressed in De
Caelo, that all things in nature are striving towards
perfection, The alchemists were particularly intrigued by
gold since, as the only metal at that time to resist fire,
it appeared to be an incorruptible, thus perfect, metal.

According to Aristotle, the universe consisted of four
basic properties, hot and moist with their contraries cold
and dry. In turn, these properties conjugated in pairs to
create the four elements, earth, fire, air, and water. De-

pending upon environmental factors, such as heat, and the

Philosophy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1934), pp.
47-50, Goldsmiths worked in Egypt as early as 3000 B.C.
However, the mere allcoying and superficial tinting of these
artisans must not be confused with alchemy since the
alchemists endeavored to accomplish a real transmutation of
base metal into gold. The earliest literature describing
metal coloring consists of the Papyrus Ebers (1550 B.C.) and
the Leyden Papyrus (1 or 2 A.D.) which both contain
collections of recipes for the preparation of metals and
alloys simulating gold and silver. See Read, pp. 7 & 39.
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"formal cause,"

which endowed the object with activity
through individualizing tendencies or seedlike potentiali-
ties, the four elements combined in different degrees to

form all material bodies. Apart, these elements existed as

primordial matter or prima materia. If any substance could

be reduced to primordial matter, its elemental composition
could be changed so as to give it the form of any other sub-
stance; thus, in theory, any substance could be changed by
imposing upon it a new form.34 A11 metals, though initially
composed of different degrees of the four elements, never-
theless shared the same seed-like potentiality to evolve
into gold by slowly baking within the earth. Using Aristo-
tle's theory of the four basic elements, the Egyptian alche-~
mists ultimately developed the theory of the superferment.
The superferment (usually a small quantity of specially
refined gold) was supposed to change all other metals into
gold by bringing into action and accelerating the seed-like
potentiality that moved metals to evolve into gold.

In addition to Aristotle's theory of perfection and
theory of the four elements, the early alchemists believed
in the Hermetic doctrine that, like man, all matter con-
tained spirit. Consequently, the Egyptian alchemists con-

ceived of the superferment as the spirit of metallicity in

34 F. Sherwood Taylor, The Alchemists: Founders of
Modern Chemistry, (New York: Henry Shuman, 1949), p. 9.
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which "yellowness," as a spiritual power, overcame the
"earthy" by literally "washing away" all the metal's sin or
corruption.35 This religious conception of regeneration as
it was applied to metals has caused historians of science
such as Pierre Berthelot to conclude that a "so-called
mystical element not only entered early into alchemical
literature, but brought it into being."36 Mircea Eliade
goes even further to assert that "without a shadow of a
doubt, the Alexandrian alchemists were from the very
beginning aware that in pursuing the perfection of metals,
they were pursuing their own perfection."37

By the third century A.D., alchemists had travelled
from Egypt to Byzantium to Greece, and had syncretized
Egyptian metallurgy and Greek philosophy with symbols simi-
liar to those of ancient mystery religions, which dealt with

the ritual suffering, death, and resurrection of a god .38

35 Hopkins, p. 121.

36 Arthur Edward Waite, The Secret Tradition in
Alchemy: Its Development and Records, (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1926), p. 66.

37 Mircea Eliade, The Forge and the Crucible, trans.
Stephen Corrin (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1962), p.
158.

38 Even from its early beginnings, alchemy was a
controversial science. For example, in 292 A.D., Diocletian
decreed that alchemists be expelled from Egypt and their
books burned. According to Suidas' tract entitled, "These
are the readings of John of Antioch from the 'Extracts of
Constantine Porphyrogentios,'" Diocletian expelled the
alchemists, "lest wealth should accrue to the Egyptians
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In fact, the oldest extant Graeco/Roman alchemical texts,

the Dialogue of Komarius and Kleopatra, Dialogue of

Kleopatra and the Philosophers, Chrysopoeia of Kleopatra,

Book of Ostanes, and Visions of Zosimos, identify alchemy as

a symbol for mystical regeneration.39 Accordingly, these
texts describe the transmutation of metals in terms of the
death and resurrection of a base metal like copper or lead,
which died and corrupted to blackness only to be raised from
its corruption as an incorruptible body of gold. Just as
the neophyte of a mystery religion expected to change his
mode of being or become immortal by participating in the
ritual death and resurrection of the god, the alchemist was
supposed to achieve spiritual ennoblement by participating
in the perfection of matter. As H. J. Sheppard explained,
"Alchemy is the art of liberating parts of the Cosmos from
temporal existence and achieving perfection, which for
metals is gold, and for man, longevity, then immortality,
and, finally, redemption."40

The redemption theme in Greek alchemy also attracted

a number of early Christian philosophers, such as Christian-

through this art and lest they emboldened by riches should
in the future revolt against the Romans." See Hopkins, pp. 8
and 246.

39 Sherwood F. Taylor, "The Origins of Greek Alchemy,"
Ambix 1 (1937), 43-44.

40 H, J. Sheppard, p. 36.
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ius, Sergius, Photius, Nicephoros, Cosmas, and Morienus, who
added Christian theology to alchemy's philosophical system,
which already consisted of natural philosophy, Hermetic
doctrine, and mystical teachings such as Gnosticism, Orphic
speculation, and Eleusinian mystery religion. These early
Greek Christian alchemists identified the end of alchemical
transmutation as concurrence with Christ, who, according to
Nicephoros, "leads all things from non-being into being."4l
In addition, Nicephoros affirmed that alchemy is a gift from
God and that the alchemist is an agent of Christ who should
allocate a tithe of his alchemical gold to the poor. The
Canon's Yeoman's explanation, "For unto Crist it [philoso-
pher's stone] is so lief and deere/ That he wol nat that it
discovered bee/ But where it liketh to his deitee (CYT 11.
1467-69) comes directly out of the Christian alchemical
tradition, originating with alchemists such as Nicephoros.

In fact, De compositione alchemie, attributed to Morienus

and translated by Robert of Chester in 1144, was the first
work on alchemy to reach Europe. Not only does this text
discuss alchemy in relation to Christian piety and asceti-
cism, but it also describes man himself as the true subject

of alchemy.42 As we shall see, Christianity ultimately be-

41 Waite, p. 84.

42 According to medieval tradition, Morienus was a
Roman Christian who travelled to Alexandria in hopes of
becoming the disciple of Adfar Alexandrinus, an Arabian
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came a key factor in the development of Western alchemy,
especially in the writings of Petrus Bonus and Arnold of
Villanova.

Greek alchemy, which significantly influenced medieval
alchemists, flourished from the second to the seventh cen-
tury.43 Throughout this period, alchemists began to use

more and more obscure expressions in their texts to keep

philosopher and adept. Morienus became Adfar's disciple
and, after Adfar's death, retired as a hermit outside
Jerusalem where Hermes Trismegistos, the alleged divine
source of alchemy, instructed him in the alchemical art.
Renowned as a great alchemist, Morienus was invited to the
court of the Arab King Khalid to instruct him in the
alchemical art. Seeking to convert King Khalid to
Christianity, Morienus became his teacher and De
compositione alchemie, also known as A Testament of Alchemy,
records his audience with the king. Lee Stavenhagen points
out that, to some extent, Stephanos of Alexandria, court
mathematician and alchemist, and Herakleios I, Byzantine
Emperor (610-641 A. D.) were the models for Morienus and
Khalid., In Christian legend, Herakleios restored the relic
of the True Cross to Jerusalem, and with Stephanos' aid, had
combined alchemy with Christianity. See Lee Stavenhagen,
trans.,A Testament of Alchemy, (Hanover, New Hampshire:
University Press of New England, 1974), p. 62. It is
interesting to note that passages from Morienus' testament
are also quoted in the works of the tenth century alchemist
Abu Abdallah Muhammad ibn Umail t-Tamimi (Senior Zadith
filius Hamuel), whom Chaucer quotes at the end of the
"Canon's Yeoman's Tale." Consequently, it is likely that
Chaucer was acquainted with Morienus, thus Christian
alchemy, through Senior's work.

43 Influential alchemists at this time include Pseudo-
Democritus (1 or 2 A. D.), Synesius (2 or 3 A. D.), Zosimos
(3 or 4 A. D.), Olympiodorous (5 or 6 A. D.), and Stephanos
(7 A. D.). The best collection of these alchemists' texts
remains, Pierre Eugene Marcellin Berthelot, Collection des
anciens alchimistes grecs, Texte et traduction, (Paris,
1888), 3.




29
their sacred art a secret from the uninitiated. As Morienus
explained in his Testament:

The ancients, however, did not refer to the
matters pertaining to this science by their proper
names, speaking instead, as we truly know, in
circumlocutions, in order to confute fools in
their evil intentions.
« « « « This they did by formulating their
convictions and true sayings always in parables,
so that only those of great wisdom and resource
would be able to uncover their true meaning.44
Expressing their experimental practices and mystical
concepts in similes and parables, most Greek alchemists uti-
lized poetic language rather than common prose. In fact,
eighth century alchemists such as Heliodorus, Theophrastus,
Hierotheos, and Archelaos actually wrote philosophic alche-
mical poems. For example, in "Archelaos Upon the Sacred
Art," Archelaos vividly preéents the transmutation of copper
into gold as an allegory in which the corrosion of copper
corresponds to the mortification of the flesh, the washing
away of oxides to the purifying action of repentant tears,
the heat of the furnace to the fires of Ghenna, and the gold

of transmutation to the spiritual man, "made godlike by the

44 Stavenhagen, p. 11 and 13.




30
light of holy deeds."45 1In addition, Archelaos likens
transmutation to the reconciliation of the soul, body, and
spirit:

And knowledge of its facts, a science which

In theory and practice finds its end,

By linking soul to body in one bond

Through perfect combination of the two

The "Sacred Art" makes both live as one,

When spirit comes a third to crown the whole.

(11. 15-20)46

These alchemists sought both to penetrate natural reality
and to unfold its mysteries symbolically or allegorically
through verbal signs.

Unfortunately, however, the metaphysical speculation
and poetic language used by most Greek alchemists and
subsequent alchemists has caused an overwhelming number of
scholars to dismiss alchemy as a useless pseudoscience,
hopelessly tangled in meaningless occult utterances. In
fact, most critics who assert that Chaucer must have been

skeptical of, if not completely opposed to, alchemy also

45 C. A. Browne, "Rhetorical and Religious Aspects of
Greek Alchemy, Part II," Ambix 3 (1948), p. 25. Brown's
article not only analyzes how Greek alchemy was used
thematically as an allegory of man's regeneration, but also
includes a translation of Archelaos' poem.

46 C, A. Browne, "Rhetorical and Religious Aspects of
Greek Alchemy Part II," Ambix 2 (1946), p. 131.
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assess it as nothing but a series of pretentious and
unscientific words and phrases. Yet, this point of view
suggests a modern bias shaped by Newton's Physics, which,
revolutionizing science in the process, exiled metaphysics
and mythological modes of thought from the laboratory. Ac-
cording to Brian Stock, however, in ancient and medieval
times "scientific thought and the language of science were
inseparable from mythical [thus metaphorical] modes of
explaining how the universe arose and functioned."47 Conse-
quently, scientific ideas often evolved through the frame-
work of myth. For example, throughout the Middle Ages,
astronomical discoveries were considered important insofar
as they could be applied to astrology, which had assumed
mythological dimensions. Interested in natural generation
and change, the alchemists created a mythology of metallur-
g8y, in which actual chemical changes brought about through
processes such as oxidation, distillation, and sublimation
were signified symbolically to express a more universal
process of death and regeneration. Believing that "the
outer universe [macrocosm] obeyed the same laws as those

operative in the microcosm [soul and body of man],"48 the

47 Brian Stock, Myth and Science in the Twelfth
Century: A Study of Bernard Silvester, (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1972), p. 3.

48 A. F. Titley, "The Macrocosm and the Microcosm in
Medieval Alchemy," Ambix 1 (1937), 68.
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alchemists simply projected onto matter the initiatory
function of suffering.49

Although alchemy assumed a particularly religious
vesture in its use of figurative expressions and allegorical
symbols of death and regeneration, and was considered by all
as a divine and sacred art, it is a mistake to consider
alchemy (whether Greek, Islamic or Medieval) as a religion
rather than as a science. The alchemists did not worship the
Philospher's Stone, nor believe in their art as a matter of
faith. Above all, the early alchemists recognized the
purification of base metal into gold as the perfect analogy
for the purification of the human soul, and sought to sub-

stantiate a philosophy of nature (physikos logos) which

would give them access to the "full meaning of the eternal
and saving message of revelation."30 The experimental and
symbolic aspects of alchemy must, therefore, be understood
as initially two aspects of one and the same tradition. Lee
Stavenhagen perfectly summarized the alchemists' position
when he explained, "For if science could not substantiate

man's claim on immortality, what use was it?">5l

49 Eliade, p. 151.

50 Titus Burckhardt, Alchemy: Science of the Cosmos,

Science of the Soul, trans. William Stoddart, (Baltimore,

Maryland: Penguin Books, Inc., 1971), p. 21,

51 Stavenhagen, p. 66.
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The transmutation of base metal into gold was never
originally intended to be an end in itself; rather, alchemy
was pursued as a means for the alchemist to achieve some
form of inner