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What young Newton hoped in alchemy

Tomoko Kono

The aim of this study is to show what Sir Isaac Newton hoped to discover
in alchemy in his youth. Since Keynes pointed out the fact that Newton
had been seriously devoted to alchemy, it has been a problem for researchers
to compromise Newton as a magician with Newton as a scientist. There
have been two main ways to interpret this problem. One is to reject “New-
ton as a magician,” thinking that his alchemical studies and experiments
were just rational chemical ones at the time alchemy still had its value as
chemistry, The other is to accept both “a scientist” and “a magician,”
thinking his attempt as a kind of rebellion or revision against mechanism.
It seems to me that the latter may be more correct, because Newton strictly
distinguished alchemy from chemistry even in his early days. For him,
“vulgar chemistry” only treats mechanical actions of “grosser particles,”
while “alchemy” treats vegetational actions performed by smaller particles
which constitute grosser ones. The reason which made him value the pos-
sibility of alchemy over chemistry was his belief in prisca sapientia, which
meant that the truth should be hidden in Scripture, Prophecies, and all the
ancient mystic descriptions. He also believed that everything is of one cath-
olic matter and could be transmuted to another by certain means, so that
he could easily accept the concept of transmutation in metals embodied in
alchemy. He wanted to disintegrate matters to their constitutional level to
make the transmutation possible, and paid a particular attention to “putre-
faction” because he regarded this as the process of disintegration, same
as the life cycle seen in the nature. This means that young Newton con-
sidered the material body’s disintegration into individual particles not as a
mechanical action but as a vital one. To him, everything in this world was
influenced by the active principle such as genaration, growth, and death.
Otherwise nothing can be distintegrated into individual particles nor can

become a mass body by cohesion. Young Newton thought alchemy as al-
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chemy, and tried to find “philosopher’s mercury” because “mercury” was
the very thing which has such a power to activate matters. At that time,
it was a natural thing to do because alchemy treated the universe as a liv-
ing thing.
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