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About the Book

Philip Theophrastus Aureolus Bombastus von Hohenheim – known to later ages as Paracelsus – stands on the borderline between medieval and modern; a name that is familiar but a man who has been hard to perceive or understand. Contemporary of Luther, enemy of established medicine, scourge of the universities (‘at all the German schools you cannot learn as much as at the Frankfurt Fair’), army surgeon and alchemist, myths about him – from his treating diseases from beyond the grave in mid-nineteenth century Salzburg to his Faustian bargain with the devil to regain his youth – have been far more lasting than his actual story. Even during his lifetime, he was rumoured to travel with a magical white horse and to store the elixir of life in the pommel of his sword.

But who was Paracelsus and what did he really believe and practice? Although Paracelsus has been seen as both a charlatan and as a founder of modern science, Philip Ball’s book reveals a more richly complex man – who used his eyes and ears to learn from nature how to heal, and who wrote influential books on medicine, surgery, alchemy and theology while living a drunken, combative, vagabond life. Above all, Ball reveals a man who was a product of his time – an age of great change in which the church was divided and the classics were rediscovered – and whose bringing together of the seemingly diverse disciplines of alchemy and biology signalled the beginning of the age of rationalism.
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Introduction

Fool’s Quest

A Faustian Legacy

Every thing must have a beginning, to speak in Sanchean phrase; and that beginning must be linked to something that went before.
 Mary Shelley, Introduction to Frankenstein (1831)

‘I am different,’ he wrote, ‘let this not upset you.’

But people did get upset by Paracelsus. He upset doctors and priests, he upset town authorities, Renaissance kings and princes, Lutherans, humanists, merchants, apothecaries and theologians. He upset his friends and his assistants. He upset generations of chemists and physicians who lived under the grotesque, distorted shadow that he cast. They are still getting over it.

This self-styled doctor of medicine and theology devised an ornate and eccentric philosophy of the universe and its mechanisms that few of his contemporaries in the sixteenth century could understand and that still fewer appreciated. The enigmas of Paracelsian philosophy are reflected in the man himself. He was protean, mercurial, a mass of contradictions. A humble braggart, a puerile sage, invincible loser, courageous coward, pious heretic, honest charlatan, fuelled by profound love and by spiteful hate, dining with princes and sleeping in the ditch, both personifying and challenging the madness of his world. In his History of Chemistry (1843), Ferdinand Hoefer gives us an astute portrait:

Picture to yourself a man who, in certain moments, gives evidence of a remarkable penetration, and in others raves in the most pitiable way possible; a man who, at one time, devoted to the progress of science, proclaims the absolute authority of experience, and thunders the most violent anathemas against the theories of the ancients; yet at another time, like a lunatic, seems to converse with demons and believe in their absolute power. Fasting in the morning, drunk in the evening, presenting exactly every idea in the order in which it came to his mind, such is Paracelsus.1

These contradictions are reflected in accounts of his life. As the eighteenth-century German writer Christoph Martin Wieland put it, ‘What all extraordinary persons encountered, to be stupidly praised and stupidly blamed, was also the lot of Paracelsus.’2

The sixteenth century has often been portrayed as a period of scientific as well as religious and political reformation. Traditionally, the scientific Luthers are Nicolaus Copernicus, who transformed astronomy, and Andreas Vesalius, who did the same for anatomy: between them they reinvented the outer and the inner worlds of humankind. Scientists today are comfortable with this story, because it connects the Renaissance with the world they know, in which the earth circulates around the sun and the body’s veins and organs are assigned to their proper places.

But there is another version of the story, and Paracelsus is at its centre. It is a stranger tale, for in the philosophy of Paracelsus science and rationalism do not compete with mysticism and superstition but blend with them, producing a vision of the world that now seems at the same time wonderful and bizarre. It was this vision, more than the reforms of Copernicus and Vesalius, that defied the stifling, wrong-headed certainties of the late Middle Ages, with their hidebound and dogmatic interpretations of classical ideas about the universe. It does not diminish the genius of either man to say that Copernicus was not representative of the Renaissance astronomers, nor Vesalius a physician of revolutionary unorthodoxy. If we wish to understand what the philosophers of that age really argued over, and to take the true temperature of the intellectual ferment during the era of Luther and the Counter-Reformation, we will do better to look at the life of Paracelsus. Here is a man who genuinely acts as a prism for his time – who separates out for us, as it were, the paradoxes, the terrors, the tensions that existed between natural philosophy, religion, humanism and politics.

This is a version of his story. Versions are all we can have, since the sparse trickle of facts has become clouded by legend, diverted by hearsay, calumny and hagiography, and muddied by the many contradictory testaments of the man himself. I will do my best to clear away the fog, but as soon as you move beyond the caricature, you find yourself forced to practise some alchemy of your own, blending strange ingredients in a crucible and not quite knowing what new form will emerge.

Paracelsus lived from 1493 to 1541: a fulcrum of Western history, the dawn of the modern age. This was a world where magic was real, where demons lurked in every dark corner, where God presided over all creation, and yet it was also a time when humankind was beginning to crack nature’s codes and map the geography of heaven and earth. Swiss by birth, Paracelsus roamed across all of Renaissance Europe, experiencing at first hand the wars and power struggles, the horrors and hardships, of that world. Given his argumentative nature, and since it is doubtful that he even knew how to handle the massive broadsword he grasps in many later portraits, it is a wonder that he kept his head on his shoulders throughout his travels.

He was christened Philip Theophrastus Bombast von Hohenheim; other names followed. In central Europe, an old fairy tale tells how Doktor Theophrastus communed with the devil and possessed the secret of eternal life. He was eventually killed, this doctor, poisoned by his enemies. He had a white horse, so they used to say in Transylvania, given to him by Satan, which could travel vast distances without tiring. Sometimes he is called Teofrastus, or Frastikus, or Frastus, which brings us to Faustus, the charlatan wanderer with whom Paracelsus’ name has been linked, who was said to have bartered his soul for forbidden knowledge.

Or else Paracelsus takes the nickname Alpenus – a man from the Alpine slopes – which becomes corrupted to Arpenus or Arpinas, from which it is a short step to Orpinas and then Orpheus, a central character in the great tradition of natural magic, who gained victory over death.

Legend marks his every step. The broadsword holds astonishing secrets – for does he not keep his most potent and uncanny of medicines, the mysterious laudanum, hidden in its pommel? Or better still, a wily demon, according to Samuel Butler in his satirical poem Hudibras (part 2; 1664):

Bombastus kept a devil’s bird

Shut in the pommel of his sword,

That taught him all the cunning pranks

Of past and future mountebanks.3
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Paracelsus, aged forty-seven, in an engraving by Augustin Hirschvogel.



He was not a part of the educated elite of sixteenth-century Europe, but circled all his life on its fringes. And he was proud of his humble origins:

I cannot boast of any rhetoric or subtleties; I speak in the language of my birth and my country, for I am from Einsiedeln, of Swiss nationality, and let no one find fault with me for my rough speech. My writings must not be judged by my language, but by my art and experience, which I offer the whole world, and which I hope will be useful to the whole world.4

His motto, in the archaic Swiss German that he used, reads ‘Eins andern knecht soll niemand seyn, der für sich bleyben kann alleyn’, and it means: ‘Let no man belong to another, who can belong to himself.’ Such a blend of pride, intransigence, boastfulness, independence and wounded dignity is the essence of Paracelsus. And here at least was one boast he lived up to – for in all his wide travels, during his many appointments, throughout his fierce battles and harsh disputes, always he was no one’s man but his own.

BETWEEN SCIENCE AND MAGIC

The traditional histories of science will tell you that Paracelsus helped to shape the course of chemistry and medicine at a time when both disciplines were changing from ancient to modern forms. There is, as we shall see, a case to be made for that claim, but I am not terribly interested in trying to carve out a place for him in the pantheon that takes us from Hippocrates to Crick and Watson, or from Empedocles to Linus Pauling, or Aristotle to Einstein, for there is little value in clothing him in the anachronistic garb of the proto-scientist. To find the man himself, we are forced to go out into the remote and unfamiliar Renaissance landscape to meet him. There we discover that, first and foremost, his philosophy was magical to its very core.

It is only rather recently that science has begun to make peace with its magical roots. Until a few decades ago, it was common for histories of science either to commence decorously with Copernicus’ heliocentric theory or to laud the rationalism of Aristotelian antiquity and then to leap across the Middle Ages as an age of ignorance and superstition. One could, with care and diligence, find occasional things to praise in the works of Avicenna, William of Ockham, Albertus Magnus and Roger Bacon; but these sparse gems had to be thoroughly dusted down and scraped clean of unsightly accretions before being inserted into the corners of a frame fashioned in a much later period. Yet modern science did not simply spring in fledgling form into the minds of Copernicus, William Harvey and their ilk. One could easily get the impression from historical accounts that the thinking of these men was qualitatively different from that of others who went before, so that science emerged like a miraculous tree growing in a medieval wasteland. Set against this context, Paracelsus is the scientific positivist’s worst nightmare. His work begins and ends in magic. Everything he writes is coloured by his religious beliefs, which create a purposeful universe full of secret signs and symbols. He claims to have made the Philosopher’s Stone, that most fantastical unicorn of early chemistry. He believes in nymphs and giants and ghosts, he tells us that men can live without food if they are planted in the soil, he interprets comets as portents, he wades in the numerological mire of the Cabbala, he claims to cure every disease. Was his not the world from which science eventually rescued us?

Well, yes, in a way. But that was never anyone’s mission. If Isaac Newton was a fool and a dupe to believe in alchemy, then we are all fools and dupes and always will be, trapped in the sticky web of our own time and place. If we want to really see where science came from, it is no good starting from today’s perspective. Today we have the luxury of being able to regard astrology and magic as forms of foolishness. There was very little luxury in the sixteenth century, when ideas like this were all that was on offer. Science resulted not from efforts to get rid of them, but from attempts to make sense of them.

Magic was undoubtedly bound up with medieval superstition, but it was also the precondition for science. Indeed, if the fifteenth century had a science at all, it was the ‘science’ of magic. John Maynard Keynes tried to imply as much with his striking description of Newton as ‘the last magician’, but in fact Newton was not the last in any genealogy of magic, nor the first link in its mutation into science. He shared with his contemporaries a world-view that was not a weird coexistence of magic and science, but an edifice in which all the bricks came from the same mould. Today we regard some of these as the foundations of science, and are tempted to discard the others as useless relics of another age. But if they were not there, the building would have collapsed. ‘The Renaissance magus’, says the historian Frances Yates, ‘is the immediate ancestor of the seventeenth-century scientist.’5

Thus science did not emerge as a rational flight from medieval superstition; after all, the medieval scholastics were second to none in their pedantic rationality. What was needed for modern science to take shape was a renunciation of their bookish a priorism, with its Aristotelian notion that all things can be deduced by logical, abstract argument from (ultimately arbitrary) first principles. Before the fertile logic of a genuinely scientific rationalism could assert itself, the sterile ground of classical dogma had to give way to a form of empiricism that accepted the reality of certain unknowns and inexplicables such as the operation of occult forces. In this sense, men like Paracelsus and his fellow iconoclast Cornelius Agrippa were sceptics: they were prepared, indeed determined, to question what had gone before, to find things out for themselves rather than take someone else’s word for it.

But the price they paid for that, ironically, was a greater credulity. If you renounce old certainties, you risk believing anything. Paracelsus and Agrippa had no systematic methodology to guide them towards newer, sounder knowledge, and so they had to take instruction wherever they could find it. Mostly, they succumbed to the humanist’s viewpoint: that mankind had once known great things, but had been corrupted in the era that separated legendary antiquity from their own day. And so their new philosophy was derived from the jumbled ambiguities of the ancient magical literature, reforged in the fire of experience.

If the ‘credulous sceptic’ seems too odd, too contradictory a figure to serve as the template for the first scientists, think of Francis Bacon, of Robert Boyle, of Isaac Newton, with their visions of secret societies, mystical adepts and arcane knowledge pregnant with power. Until we make our peace with this curious and infuriating figure, we will never appreciate how the scientific world was shaped.

Paracelsus’ magic was perhaps more eclectic than that of any other major thinker of the Renaissance. That is not always a virtue, nor a sign of open-mindedness, though undeniably it stems from a marked independence of mind. The fact is that he simply took what appealed to him and fitted it into his grand vision. It was sometimes a tight squeeze, and not all the parts matched, and it is scarcely surprising that ‘Paracelsianism’ came subsequently to mean so many different things.

Paracelsus was first of all a physician, and he regarded his own medical remedies as magical. But that was, in his view, the opposite of superstitious; the doctor systematically concentrated and manipulated the invisible, magical forces and ‘virtues’ of nature. And Paracelsus sought to embed this ‘new’ medicine within a comprehensive system of (devoutly Christian) natural philosophy, from which the doctor’s art emerged naturally. In this much at least, his aim was no different from that of contemporary science: it all has to fit together. We insist that the atoms that make up genes and viruses and cells are identical to those that make up mountains and oceans, and that they are governed by the same physical forces. The laws of physics apply to everything equally, to stars as well as flowers. Botany and astronomy are separate sciences, but if they are somehow fundamentally inconsistent then there is something wrong with our theories. The need for such an all-encompassing vision was not really felt in the classical past. Aristotle wrote very widely and was happy enough to draw analogies between disparate phenomena, but he was conspicuously silent on some topics (such as what we would now call chemistry) and gives little impression of the need for congruence and continuity. For encyclopaedists such as Pliny, ‘local’ explanations for things were often enough: phenomena are explained largely in terms of themselves, not in terms of other things. Where do the four humours, the bodily fluids that were thought to govern health, come from? Neither Galen nor Hippocrates, the two pre-eminent physicians of antiquity, tells us that; they assume that it is just how things are.

Paracelsus’ cosmology could never be truly scientific because it did not and could not exclude theology. Aristotle’s world was often tautologous (objects fell to earth because earth was the natural place for them to rest), but that of Paracelsus was more explicitly teleological: his world was designed, and the Designer had left His mark everywhere on it. All the same, this does not mean that Paracelsus was lacking in what would later be regarded as the ‘scientific spirit’. On the contrary, he firmly believed that things happen for a reason: that nature is mechanistic and follows rules, and that humankind could deduce and understand them. This is why he could never be wholly reconciled with Lutheranism, which held that God’s ways were forever inscrutable and that it was impious to try to trick Him into revealing them. A mechanistic view of nature can be traced back to the great rationalist scholars of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries: men like Thierry of Chartres, William of Conches and John of Salisbury, who argued that God did not run the world with His hand constantly on the levers but instead formulated rules and then let them unfold.

The central distinction between the mystical magus like Paracelsus and the academics at the universities was that, while the latter tended to believe that these rules had already been deduced by the ancients through the power of pure thought and logic, the magical adepts thought that they could be found only by studying nature – crudely speaking (and I shall be more precise later), by experiment. Some historians have located the origins of science in the rationalism of the Greeks and their attempts to specify ‘first principles’. But the spirit of empirical enquiry, without which science is impossible, began to flourish amid the natural magic of the Renaissance. The true magus, according to the Italian humanist Marsilio Ficino, is ‘a contemplator of heavenly and divine science, a studious observer and expositor of divine things’.6 The historian Wayne Shumaker makes a claim that, if extreme, nonetheless serves to remind us what many histories of science have neglected: ‘what the Renaissance called magic was a more nearly direct ancestor of true science than either of the dominant philosophies, Aristotelianism and Platonism.’7

That magic was an occult art leaves many scientists uncomfortable with its role in the history of their discipline. Today ‘occult’ is equated with superstition, irrationality, charlatanism. But much of contemporary science is itself occult in the Renaissance sense, insofar as it is ‘hidden’ from our senses – that, of course, being the literal meaning of the word. We explain phenomena in terms of atoms or molecules too small for us to see, or electromagnetic fields that are truly (for the most part) invisible, or other fields and forces (such as gravity) that we still struggle to understand. By Renaissance standards, these things are no less occult than the astrological ‘emanations’ of a star or the causative agency of demons. Just as the modern engineer manipulates the forces of electricity, gravity, hydraulic pressure and so forth, so the magus manipulated occult forces by means of natural magic.

As modern science emerged, it did not banish the concept of occult forces; rather, it accommodated and formalized those that seemed useful, such as magnetism and gravity, relegating others – ghosts, telepathy, telekinesis and so on – to a ragbag of outmoded notions that, in retaining the label ‘occult’, gradually rendered the word disreputable. But without this belief in the occult, science would have been stymied. Before Renaissance magic stimulated a new interest in the occult, the forces of nature were dismissed as beyond man’s capacity to understand. To Thomas Aquinas, magnetism is an ‘occult virtue which man is not capable of explaining’.8 This was a profoundly anti-scientific viewpoint, an admonition not to probe hubristically into the workings of the world. Isaac Newton could not have formulated his gravitational theory without a belief in occult forces – a belief surely sustained by his deep interest in magic. His rival Leibniz in fact accused him of invoking a ‘scholastic occult quality’,9 whereupon his defender Samuel Clarke countered, in a suggestion that few scientists now would question, ‘[is] a manifest quality to be called … occult because the immediate efficient cause of it (perhaps) is occult?’10 In other words, the scientific revolution was predicated on an abandonment of the Aristotelian idea that to be intelligible, a causative mechanism had to be ‘sensible’. Precisely the same arguments were reprised at the turn of the nineteenth century, when some eminent scientists, including Ernst Mach and Wilhelm Ostwald, opposed the notion of atoms on the grounds that no one had ever seen one, or could adduce direct evidence of their reality. We are inclined now to regard Mach and Ostwald as pedants on this point; but it would be more appropriate to say that they were merely expressing suspicion of the occult.

MIXED FEELINGS

On the whole, the science of the Renaissance and the early Enlightenment is not so distant a cosmos that we cannot distinguish its stars. No one disputes that Copernicus and Galileo changed the shape of the universe, or that Newton revealed how it hung together. In our developing understanding of the internal world of human anatomy and physiology, the reputations of Vesalius and Harvey are unassailable. Robert Boyle’s importance to chemistry is not begrudged for the sake of his fondness for a little (or more than a little) alchemy; William Gilbert’s work on magnetism is obviously of profound significance.

But when it comes to Paracelsus, things are different. It is not only that some have questioned his importance in the history of science; rather, they have attempted to erase him entirely. In his own time, rather few people were convinced by him. The world, by and large, shrugged and ignored him. Some laughed and mocked; some excoriated this short, ugly man, denouncing him as Satan’s disciple. But he would not go away.

We can recognize in the denunciations written during the century after his death a bile borne of battles still in progress: that Thomas Erastus in the late sixteenth century called him an ‘atheist pig’, and the Swiss physician Johann Georg Zimmermann a ‘jackass’ 200 years later, is typical of their times. But the contempt that drips from the remarks of several more recent commentators must make us suspect that Paracelsus has indeed upset and disturbed them. Take H. P. Bayon, speaking to the Royal Society of Medicine sixty years ago:

It cannot be said that the abusive rantings of Paracelsus contributed to the general progress of science and medicine that began in the sixteenth century, principally as to the outcome of the diffusion of accurate knowledge by means of printed books. For he was a rude, circuitous obscurantist, not a harbinger of light, knowledge and progress.

He was, Bayon concludes, ‘violently destructive, only rarely critically constructive and never original, if ever right’.11 And here is John Ferguson, professor of chemistry at Glasgow, in the fourteenth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica: ‘With Paracelsus’ lofty views of the scope of medicine it is impossible to reconcile his ignorance, his superstition, his erroneous observations.’12

Anyone who has read Paracelsus’ works will, if their vision has not been clouded by romanticized hagiographies, have some sympathy with these comments. His writings abound with preposterous vanity, they are often opaque if not downright incoherent, they are rambling and strange, they seem more closely allied to a world of fairy tales and superstition than science and reason. Reading them today, one cannot help but wonder from time to time: is this the work of a charlatan, perhaps even a madman? Here is a taste of the verbal thicket that the interpreter faces in a verbatim translation of his dense prose:

One has to be greatly astonished, since God redeemed man so highly and dearly by His death and bloodshed, lets him be born an unwise man, who cannot recognize, nor understand, His name, His death, His teaching, His signs, His works, His benefactions bestowed upon man, has been robbed of all reason [and] wisdom that is required therefore, moreover, since man is a picture of God, is to be and appear thus affected with a fool, simpleton, stupid, ignorant man, whereas man is the noblest creature above all, is to stand thus like as debased before all creatures, whereas also all creatures are exempt and have no fools among them, only man; however, the causes are many, need not be told here in the preface.13

It is not just that Paracelsus is verbose, undisciplined and ungrammatical. He confounds his stylistic eccentricities with linguistic ones, inventing new words for which he provides only the vaguest definitions, if he defines them at all. The historian of chemistry James Partington is probably not far wrong when he suggests that Paracelsus sometimes invented words just to sound impressive.14 Daniel Pickering Walker, a historian sympathetic to the significance of Renaissance magic, is yet more terse: ‘I doubt whether Paracelsus’ philosophical writings are in fact intelligible, that is, whether they contain any coherent patterns of thought.’15

Yet incoherence and linguistic incontinence don’t fully explain the antipathy that he arouses, nor why the slurs of his near contemporaries were so enthusiastically repeated in later times, as in this broadside from Zimmermann:

Further, he lived like a pig, looked like a coachman and took pleasure in the company of the loosest and lowest mob … During most of his notorious life, Paracelsus was drunk, and indeed, all his writings seem to have been written during intoxication.16

That these spittle-flecked accusations have been resuscitated and recycled throughout the ages reveals how profoundly infuriating, how embarrassing, Paracelsus has been to historians of science. He is, according to the historian Charles Webster, ‘unique among the major thinkers of the scientific revolution [in that] while others have become painlessly absorbed into the system of modern knowledge, Paracelsus retains his status as an iconoclast and outsider’.17 And yet the insults and defamation have consistently failed to bury him in obscurity and ignominy. Paracelsus simply cannot be dismissed as a credulous fool (at least, not all of the time). He embarrasses because he mocks the conviction, once deeply held by scientists and historians alike, that the history of ideas should be arranged into an orderly and unidirectional narrative. The personality imprinted on his writings is raw and urgent, and seemingly unconcerned about the conflicts and contradictions that they present. If we struggle with him, it is because we cannot but struggle with his times, when people asked different questions and wrestled with different dilemmas from today. The birth of the modern world, these struggles tell us, was neither easy nor painless, but rather it was turbulent, confused and violent.

ROMANTIC DELUSIONS

It is surely no coincidence that the more scientists excoriated Paracelsus, the more poets adored him. For Goethe and the Romantics, he was a noble hero. ‘Any man of mechanical talents’, wrote William Blake, ‘may from the writing of Paracelsus or Jacob Behmen [Boehme, the seventeenth-century German mystic], produce ten thousand volumes of equal value with Swedenborg’s.’18 It was in this climate that Robert Browning undertook his epic poem about Paracelsus’ life in 1834, superimposing his own agenda so that it became (somewhat absurdly) the tale of a soul’s journey into love. Paracelsus’ Romantic champions from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries made the most ridiculous claims for their hero, attributing to him insights into every aspect of modern science and medicine from ‘magic-bullet’ drugs to quantum physics.

It became de rigueur for Victorian Romantics to drop his name. In A. S. Byatt’s novel Possession the Victorian poet Randolph Henry Ash hopes that his young correspondent and future lover Christabel LaMotte is sufficiently conversant with the works of Paracelsus to know his account of the spirits called Melusinae that ‘abound in deserts, in forests, in ruins and tombs, in empty vaults, and by the shores of the sea’.19 Indeed, says Miss LaMotte, eager to prove her erudition to Ash, the passage is known to her. He was familiar also to Ivan Turgenev’s doctor Vassily Ivanovich in Fathers and Sons (1862): ‘Old Paracelsus spoke the sacred truth,’20 muses the elderly man as he wanders through his herbarium.

And the romantic allure of magic is surely at play in Jorge Luis Borges’s story ‘The Rose of Paracelsus’, a parable on faith. A young man named Johannes Grisebach appears at Paracelsus’ door, asking to be his disciple. But first Grisebach demands that Paracelsus prove his skill in the occult arts by conjuring back a rose that has been consumed in the fire. Grisebach casts the flower – a mystical symbol often associated with Paracelsus – into the hearth, but Paracelsus says he cannot do what Grisebach asks. Disappointed that his host is after all no magus, Grisebach leaves forlornly. Then Paracelsus, once alone, ‘whispered a single word. The rose appeared again.’21

The legend of Paracelsus is not always so romantically employed:

‘I would not go that way if I were you’, said Nearly Headless Nick, drifting disconcertingly through a wall just ahead of Harry as he walked down the passage. ‘Peeves is planning an amusing joke on the next person to pass the bust of Paracelsus halfway down the corridor.’

‘Does it involve Paracelsus falling on top of the person’s head?’ asked Harry.22

What do they make of him, this generation of children angling for the potent Paracelsus card in the Harry Potter game on their Gameboys, having learnt that he features in the roll call of Famous Witches and Wizards along with ‘Hengist of Woodcroft’, ‘Alberic Grunnion’, Circe, Merlin and Nicolas Flamel?

He has, in other words, become a fabulous creature in the true sense, a cipher for arcane and occult knowledge, for nineteenth-century romanticism, for iconoclasm and magic pure and simple. Yet this literary interest in Paracelsus has an illuminating past:

When I was thirteen we all went on a party of pleasure to the baths near Thonon; the inclemency of the weather obliged us to remain a day confined to the inn. In this house I chanced to find a volume of the works of Cornelius Agrippa … My father looked carelessly at the title page of my book and said, ‘Ah! Cornelius Agrippa! My dear Victor, do not waste your time upon this; it is sad trash …

But the cursory glance my father had taken of my volume by no means assured me that he was acquainted with its contents; and I continued to read with the greatest avidity. When I returned home my first care was to procure the whole works of this author, and afterwards of Paracelsus and Albertus Magnus. I read and studied the wild fancies of these writers with delight; they appeared to me treasures known to few besides myself.23

Thus began the career of Victor Frankenstein, who attempted unspeakable things in the name of science and knowledge, and in the end received his Faustian retribution. To the casual reader of Mary Shelley’s classic, these are but strange-sounding names from a dimly remembered era, a whispered promise of forbidden fruits. But Shelley knew better than that. Her own father, William Godwin, took a different view from Frankenstein senior: in 1834 he published The Lives of the Necromancers, with chapters on Paracelsus, Agrippa and Faustus, and his perception of Paracelsus was more subtle, if not exactly approving: ‘the union of a quack, a boastful and impudent pretender, with a considerable degree of natural sagacity and shrewdness’.24 Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote to Godwin in 1812, saying that he had ‘pored over all the reveries of Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus’.25 So it is not hard to guess at some of the discourse to which Mary alludes in her account of the wild revels in Switzerland that spawned her cautionary fable. ‘Many and long were the conversations between Lord Byron and Shelley’, she said, ‘to which I was a devout but nearly silent listener. During one of these, various philosophical doctrines were discussed … Night waned upon this talk, and even the witching hour had gone by before we retired to rest.’26 So when a ‘supremely frightful’ tale came unbidden into Mary’s head as she lay on her pillow, she would have understood clearly why it should have its origin in the lives of those uncanny figures from a legendary past, Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim and his fellow vagabond, Theophrastus Paracelsus Bombast von Hohenheim.
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Black Madonna

A Country Doctor

First there is the forest and inside the forest the clearing and inside the clearing the cabin and inside the cabin the mother and inside the mother the child and inside the child the mountain.

Paracelsus, physician, magician, alchemist, urge, demiurge, deus et omnia was born under the sign of the occult, ruled by Mars and driven by a mountain in his soul.

Jeanette Winterson, Gut Symmetries (1997)

Every year on 14 September, it is as if the small Swiss town of Einsiedeln, in the canton of Schwyz, returns to the time when Paracelsus was born there. The town square, dominated by the vast Benedictine abbey, is dark but for thousands of candles, flickering in glass pots from every wall and window sill. As the moon rises above the wooded hill that overlooks the scene, the evening is scented with the resinous tang of incense. From out of the abbey comes a solemn procession of pilgrims, each with a flame in hand, led by priests robed in white and monks in their dark habits. The only incongruous element is a brass band in chocolate-box uniforms, lending the scene a touch of fairground baroque. It is the end of summer, and the night air grows chill. Outside, beyond the town, darkness gathers.

The candle-carrying pilgrims who parade each year in Einsiedeln mark the annual celebration of the Miraculous Consecration. The first church and monastery were erected there in 948 by the wealthy Canon Eberhard of Strasbourg, but plans for their consecration by Bishop Conrad of Constanz were preempted. On the eve of the ceremony, the bishop was astonished to find the chapel filled with a choir of angels, while the service was conducted by Christ Himself, assisted by St Peter, St Gregory the Great and the Four Evangelists. Not trusting his own senses, and entreated by Eberhard and the Benedictine brothers to carry out the ceremony as had been planned, the bishop began the ritual the next day only to be halted by God’s voice telling him that the place was already consecrated. Hearing Conrad’s account, Pope Leo VIII forbade any subsequent attempt at consecration.

Einsiedeln was already a site of pilgrimage when the abbey was built. But there had been nothing there except wild forest when, in the ninth century, the Benedictine monk Meinrad arrived from Bollingen on Lake Zurich. In a clearing by the River Sihl, Meinrad established a hermitage, where he withdrew in 829 for a life of solitary contemplation. He took with him a Madonna and Child carved from hard black wood, a gift from Abbess Hildegarde of the convent on Lake Zurich. To house this statue Meinrad made a shrine, and the ‘Black Madonna’ became known as Our Lady of Einsiedeln. The original figurine was destroyed by a fire, but a fifteenth-century copy still stands in a gilded case in the entrance to the abbey.

As people began to seek out this ascetic hermit and ask for his blessing, the rumour spread that Meinrad had accumulated great wealth. One day brigands turned up at the lonely hut and cut down the monk who greeted them mildly with an offer of food. But they searched in vain for treasure. According to legend, two ravens, witnessing the murder, flew to Zurich to raise the alarm, so that the thieves were caught and burnt at the stake. Meinrad, martyred in 861, was subsequently canonized. Einsiedeln does not forget its founding legend, for the two black ravens are everywhere still today: on the town’s coat of arms, on the Black Madonna’s shrine, even on the logo for the local beer.

By the fifteenth century the town had grown around the monastery, with a hospital where sick pilgrims were treated. Some time in the 1480s Paracelsus’ father, a young medical graduate of the University of Tübingen named Wilhelm von Hohenheim, arrived in Einsiedeln and became physician for the town and hospital.

FALLEN FROM GRACE

Wilhelm may have wandered this way more or less aimlessly from southern Germany, without money and lacking even the formal qualification of a doctor, for he did not complete his postgraduate studies at Tübingen. Although his family name – von Hohenheim – implied nobility, his father Georg had been disgraced and became impoverished, and moreover Wilhelm was illegitimate and had been raised on his uncle’s farm in the village of Rieth in Württemberg.

Hohenheim Castle stood near Stuttgart in Swabia, and it was the seat (the name means ‘mountain home’) of Conrad Bombast, who died in 1299. Conrad was a soldier and a feudal tenant of the Count of Württemberg, with claim to the tithes of the villagers of Plieningen and Ober-Esslingen. But by the time Georg rode as a commander of the Teutonic Knights on a crusade to the Holy Land in 1468, the fortunes of the Bombasts were in decline. They had further yet to fall.

Bombast, an old Swabian name, has inevitably given rise to the idea that Paracelsus’ bluster and arrogance lie at the root of the word ‘bombastic’. One feels that ought to be so, but it is not. Baum means ‘tree’ in German (in the Swabian dialect it is rendered Bom), and Baumbast is the fibrous layer of a tree’s bark. But in the sixteenth century ‘bombast’ had also come to mean cotton padding, inappropriately derived from bombax, the medieval Latin name for the silkworm, and it is from this origin that the connotation of ‘puffed up’ derives. The family line of the Bombasts von Hohenheim ended in 1574, but there were still Bombasts in Württemberg in the nineteenth century.

The story of Ritter (knight) Georg Bombast von Hohenheim has something of a Paracelsian tenor, for he was a man toppled from his position of power by his own ungovernable impulses. He fathered Wilhelm in 1457 by an unnamed mistress – no great embarrassment for its time, although disadvantageous for Wilhelm – and Georg came to hold high rank with the Order of the Knights Hospitaller of St John of Jerusalem.

In 1489 Georg became embroiled in a bitter political argument in Stuttgart, and his fierce tongue caused him to be summoned before the High Court of Justice, which decreed that Georg’s estate (such as it was) was forfeit. Thereafter the disgraced von Hohenheims were a family of paltry means and little consequence. It may have been his father’s downfall that set Wilhelm on his travels south. Others say that his arrival in Einsiedeln was no happenstance, but that he was summoned there from Württemberg to take up his position as town physician in 1481.

A COUNTRY DOCTOR

There is a woodcut of Einsiedeln from 1577 which shows the abbey lodged on a hill beneath forests that climb up the mountainside. A cluster of houses is scattered further down the slopes, and the road winding up to the abbey from the valley floor is busy with pilgrims on foot and on horse. Down a ravine, steepened by artistic licence, tumbles the torrent of the Sihl, and the water is straddled at one point by the wooden Teüfelsbrücke, the Devil’s Bridge. Beside this bridge is a sturdy building, somewhat larger than the humble lodgings of the town, and this, one assumes, is the inn where a footsore Wilhelm rested after his long journey.

The inn, set in green hills about three miles from the town, was run by the family of Rudi Ochsner. It stood on ground owned by the abbey, to which the Ochsners were feudally bound. Behind the inn, cattle graze in gently undulating meadows – but the hierarchy of the picture is clear enough, with the abbey dominating the vista like a lord’s castle. The inn stood until the nineteenth century, when it was burnt down.
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Einsiedeln in the late sixteenth century.



Today there is another tavern in its place, an undistinguished brick building that proudly displays a plaque claiming that it is the birthplace of Theophrastus von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus. That claim is almost certainly false, but his real homestead was indeed somewhere in these meadows, now vanished and forgotten, and the Devil’s Bridge seems as good a place as any to begin his story.

At the beginning, however, there is little but legend, rumour and sheer speculation. You can tell this part of the tale any way you will, and many have done so. One version has it that the innkeeper’s daughter was named Els, a matron in the pilgrim hospital. Wilhelm made the inn his home as the local doctor, and in 1491 he married Els. But other sources suggest that Els was Rudi’s wife, not Wilhelm’s. Paracelsus’ mother has been variously identified as a member of the Grätzel family, who owned the house in which the Hohenheims lived, and as one of the Weseners of Einsiedeln. Whatever her name, Wilhelm’s wife may have been no matron at all but merely a bondswoman to the abbey: this is all that might be implied by the sole remaining description of her status as a ‘woman of the house of God’.

Nonetheless, the occasion of Wilhelm’s marriage is purportedly recorded in a portrait painted the same year, in which he holds a carnation as a sign of betrothal. Whether this picture does indeed represent Wilhelm von Hohenheim has been disputed; but it now supplies the basis for several commemorative portraits of Paracelsus’ father. Dressed soberly in black, he looks calmly out of a window at a rocky vista much like that visible from the inn at the Devil’s Bridge. In the top right-hand corner of the picture are the arms of the von Hohenheims: three azure globes on a bend argent. In the opposite corner is the heraldic head of an ox – possibly a reference to his bride’s family name.

If it is truly the father, this image seems that of a man with a temperament very different from his son’s: by all accounts a gentle, patient man, whose years of study gave him a good working knowledge of Latin, botany, medicine, alchemy and theology. Paracelsus worshipped Wilhelm, calling him his first teacher, ‘who has never forsaken me’.1 Never one to feel bound by obligation, his visits to his father at Villach in later life were presumably made more out of genuine love than filial duty.
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A portrait painted by Geoge Stäber in 1491 and generally assumed to depict Wilhelm von Hohenheim, Paracelsus’ father.



Wilhelm and his wife christened their son Theophrastus, although this was often prefixed by the name of his name-day saint: Philip. The Greek Christian name was an unusual choice for a German, and reveals Wilhelm’s love of classical learning. Tyrtamos of Eresos (c.372–288 BC), known as Theophrastus, was a pupil of Aristotle, and succeeded him as head of the Lyceum in Athens. He inherited Aristotle’s passion for natural history, but whereas his teacher had written mostly on the animal kingdom, Theophrastus compiled encyclopaedic treatises on plants and minerals. His book De lapida (On Stones), written around 300 BC, is a comprehensive study of minerals and represents perhaps the earliest known work on practical chemistry. Benefiting from knowledge that Theophrastus gathered through his interest in mining, the book is a forerunner of the great De re metallica (On Metallurgy) by the sixteenth-century German humanist Georgius Agricola. In retrospect, Wilhelm could hardly have chosen a better model for his son.

Who, really, was Wilhelm’s wife? The paucity of information has driven some biographers to absurd extremes of ingenuity and invention: Josef Strebel’s 1944 book attempts to suggest what she may have looked like by adding a head scarf to a portrait of Paracelsus himself. Paracelsus extols the virtues of his father, but about his mother he is silent. It has been inferred that she was a manic depressive; and certainly, Paracelsus wrote about mental illnesses with a sensitivity most uncharacteristic of his time. According to one legend, when Theophrastus was nine years old his mother walked onto the Devil’s Bridge and threw herself over the parapet into the Sihl. But all we really know is that by 1502 she was dead.

In Paracelsus’ time, very few children reached adulthood without experiencing death in the family. Parents expected to lose children to illness or mishap, often at birth, while the plague and other endemic fatal illnesses left countless children orphaned. Violence and murder were commonplace. But the suicide of a young boy’s mother, if it really happened, would even then have had a shattering impact on the child. It is risky to speculate about the psychological consequences; but if anyone is to be permitted to do so, it might be Carl Jung, who says of Paracelsus’ mother:

She died young, and she probably left behind a great deal of unsatisfied longing in her son – so much so that, as far as we know, no other woman was able to compete with that far distant mother-image, which for that reason was all the more formidable. The more remote and unreal the personal mother is, the more deeply will the son’s yearning for her clutch at his soul, awakening that primordial and eternal image of the mother for whose sake everything that embraces, protects, nourishes, and helps assumes maternal form … When Paracelsus says that the mother of the child is the planet and star, this is in the highest degree true of himself.2

Jung claims that Paracelsus found two substitute mothers in his life: the Church and Mother Nature. The agony of it was that these two were not always concordant, although Paracelsus laboured mightily to resolve the conflict.

As a child, Theophrastus von Hohenheim was small and frail. Despite his close relationship to his father, he recalled that ‘I grew up in great misery’3 because the poor wages of a country doctor made for a straitened existence. He suffered from rickets, a softening of the bones caused by a deficiency of vitamin D, often the result of a lack of eggs and milk in the diet. This disease produces skeletal deformities, including an enlargement of the upper head, and it has been proposed as the reason for the curious squarish profile of the balding pate evident in portraits of Paracelsus made near the end of his life. His skull was disinterred from his grave in Salzburg in the nineteenth century and inspected by an anatomist, who confirmed this diagnosis.

It was an indelicate upbringing, which Paracelsus celebrated defiantly later in his life:

By nature I am not subtly spun, nor is it the custom of my native land to accomplish anything by spinning silk. Nor are we raised on figs, nor on mead, nor on wheaten bread, but on cheese, milk, and oatcakes, which cannot give one a subtle disposition. Moreover, a man clings all his days to what he received in his youth; and my youth was coarse as compared to that of the subtle, pampered, and over-refined. For those who are raised in soft clothes and in women’s apartments and we who are brought up among the pine-cones have trouble in understanding one another well. To begin with, I thank God that I was born a German, and praise Him for having made me suffer poverty and hunger in my youth.4

This pride in simplicity, even coarseness, was perhaps characteristically German. (When Paracelsus thanks God for his German heritage, he obviously means this to be a label of culture rather than nationality. But when his reputation waxed in the late nineteenth century, the modern state of Germany was eager to claim him as one of its own – for after all, his was a noble family of Swabia, however low they had fallen. He is lionized there still today, where many streets and public places are named in his honour.) In 1590 the Italian painter Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo could be describing Paracelsus when he advises artists as to how the German race should be portrayed: with a ‘strutting stride, extravagant gesture, wild expression, clothing all anyhow, manner hard and stern’.5

Although that description owes much to the Renaissance propensity for nation stereotypes, it really was a rough life in the Germanic lands, especially in a rural backwoods like Einsiedeln. One story alleges that Paracelsus was emasculated as a child in an ‘operation’ performed by drunken soldiers lodging at the family inn. But several such legends claim he was a eunuch, no doubt supported by his apparent abstinence from sex or romance throughout his life and his advocacy of chastity. According to another tale, he lost his manhood in a childhood encounter with a wild boar. It has even been claimed that he was castrated by his own father. Yet hermits were often thought to be eunuchs, and Paracelsus was often regarded as the former on account of both his solitary nature and the fact that Einsiedeln itself means ‘hermitage’. H. P. Bayon, observing images of Paracelsus with a doctor’s eye, pronounces him ‘eunuchoid’ (that is, having reduced sexual characteristics). Added to the evidence of his square cranium, early baldness and (Bayon asserts) premature senility, he diagnoses congenital syphilis, meaning that Paracelsus contracted the disease at birth from his mother. This is improbable, not only because he never refers to such a personal affliction despite writing extensively on syphilis (and it was to become common enough in his time as to be not especially shameful), but also because the disease does not seem to have spread through Europe until the year after his birth.

MOVING ON

Although the Hohenheims were impoverished, Paracelsus recalled his family home as ‘quiet and peaceful’. What riches he experienced were in the meadows and fields. In those days in the Sihl valley and the pastures of the Etzel mountain you could find primula, gentian, daisy, ranunculus, camomile, borage, fennel, poppies, violets, belladonna, foxgloves, chicory, mint, thyme, St John’s wort, mallow, azalia, saxifrage, wild plum and many other useful plants. Wilhelm introduced to his son the medicinal virtues of this natural bounty, providing the initial stock of Paracelsus’ ever-expanding pharmacopoeia.

The cowbells that still clank in these meadows today may tempt us to imagine those times as idyllic. But in fact they were turbulent and uncertain, as the Swiss cantons struggled to establish their independence from the Holy Roman Emperor in Germany. In the late fifteenth century the confederacy formed by the cantons and city-states was still part of the Empire, but in 1499 it mounted an armed resistance against the Emperor Maximilian’s rule. This, the so-called Swabian War, pitted the Swiss against the southern German states, and the Hohenheims were suddenly enemy aliens. The war lasted only until the following year, when the allied cantons left the Empire; but the conflict is generally cited as Wilhelm’s reason for departing from Einsiedeln in 1502 and travelling east with his son (his wife, suicide or not, has vanished) to find a new home in Austria. They settled in Villach in Carinthia, where metals were made.
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The Metal Makers

Learning the Arts

Certainly, though it is but one of ten important and excellent methods of acquiring wealth in an honourable way, a careful and diligent man can attain this result in no easier way than by mining.

Georgius Agricola, De re metallica (1556)

‘The mountains of Carinthia are like a strong box which when opened with a key reveals great treasure,’1 Paracelsus observed. Men drew fabulous riches from that casket: lead, iron, tin, copper, silver, gold, mercury and many other precious materials of the earth.

Villach, nestling among these mountains, thrived on their bounty. By the sixteenth century a traveller drawing nigh to this refuge in the Drau valley on the road to Venice or Vienna, Bohemia or Hungary, would have found no mere mountain village but a prosperous town, the second largest in Carinthia, making the most of its position at the nexus of trade routes. Here at the foot of the mountains, metals from the nearby mines of Bleiberg, Patemion and Hüttenberg were refined and worked by bellows, pumps and grinding apparatus driven by fast-flowing rivers from the Alpine slopes. As mining began to boom in the late fifteenth century, there were fortunes to be made at Villach. And no one took better advantage of that than the mighty Fuggers of Augsburg, the wealthiest merchants in the Empire. They effectively owned not only the silver-smelting plant (Saigerhütten) in Villach but also the entire silver and copper industry in the Tyrol. At Villach there stood a castle they had built with the riches amassed from their trade in metals, called the Fuggerau.

Wilhelm von Hohenheim knew enough mineralogy to find employment as a teacher in the mining school (Bergschule) of the Fuggers at Hüttenberg. He and his son took lodgings in Villach in a house on the main street leading to the fourteenth-century church of St Jakob. The building is still there today at Hauptplatz 18, accessed via a small passage that leads into a quiet courtyard; but now it houses a bank, plying the Fuggers’ business.

Theophrastus was sent to the Benedictine monastery schools of St Paul’s at Klagenfurt and St Andrae in Lavanttal, in a valley near Villach, surrounded by the smelters and laboratories of the Fuggers. Here he was instructed in the usual scholastic disciplines: Latin, grammar, logic, rhetoric. Such schoolbook stuff was never to his taste, and it shows: one can hardly claim that his writings are models of logic, and he generally found more use for vernacular invective than classical rhetoric. Although his Latin was not as execrable as some detractors have suggested, it was undeniably rather coarse.

But at Lavanttal he found a teacher with interests closer to his heart, for Bishop Erhart (Eberhart Baumgärtner) was an alchemist who conducted work for the Fuggers. Here and in the mines and Fugger workshops around and about Villach where he served as an assistant, Theophrastus gained a thorough grounding in the lore of metals and their transformations.

THE SILVER EMPIRE

Mining is an ancient art, but not until the Renaissance did the production of metals begin to slip from the grasp of kings and emperors and come under the control of merchants and private investors. With that change, men of commerce began to find themselves acquiring unprecedented political power, as well as wealth beyond the dreams even of their rulers.

This influence runs like a mineral vein through the political and social strata of the age in which Paracelsus lived. Mining forged a link between speculative science and practical technology, and it encouraged the kind of close empirical study of nature and engagement with experimentation that distinguishes the work of the later seventeenth-century scientific pioneers like Francis Bacon, Robert Hooke and Robert Boyle. It was in the crucibles of artisans and industrialists attempting to separate and purify metals that alchemy was transmuted into chemistry.

Mining has become a metaphor for (as well as being an agent of) all that is now seen as deplorable in the Scientific Revolution. The pre-eminent treatise on metallurgy in the sixteenth century, Georgius Agricola’s De re metallica (1556), is crammed with fine woodcut illustrations of huge and complex industrial machinery designed to wrest nature’s bounty from her grasp. We see nature despoiled: trees felled, rivers diverted and polluted, the earth pitted and burrowed, all in the name of trade, commerce and profit. The message is that the natural world can be subjugated and exploited by the mechanical arts for humankind’s gain.
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By the early sixteenth century the machinery of mining had become awesome in its scale and complexity.
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Mining laid waste to the countryside all around.


But Agricola already anticipates such criticisms, and in his book’s introduction he mounts a staunch defence of mining. Doesn’t the lust for gold and silver lead men into vice and mendacity? Is the working of metals no proper employment for respectable people but rather a ‘degrading and dishonourable’ affair that was once the labour of slaves? Do miners not heap up riches by cunning and deception? Do their excavations not devastate the fields? Agricola rebutted these charges and argued that the immense utility of metals to man far outweighed any nuisance involved in extracting them. It is not the products of mines that cause war, he says, but the avarice of men. Precious metals make trade far easier than barter systems, because ‘a small amount of gold and silver is of as great value as things cumbrous and heavy’.2 Metals are valuable to the physician, ‘for they furnish liberally the ingredients for medicines’ – so that ‘if there were no other reasons why we should explore the depths of the earth, we should for the sake of medicine alone dig in the mines’.3 They yield colours for the artist, materials for the architect, and much more. ‘In short, to whom are the metals not of use?’4

Tacitus claimed that the gods had denied Germany gold and silver, ‘whether in mercy or in wrath I find it hard to say’.5 But he admitted that no one had looked for them very hard. During the Middle Ages the Germans found major deposits of silver, and they became masters in the art of mining it. Deposits were first found in the Harz mountains of northern Germany in the tenth century. In this wild and remote region, so the legend goes, a nobleman’s horse, tethered to a tree on a hill above the town of Goslar, kicked away soil to expose shining black minerals that proved to be rich in lead and silver. Soon the Harz was being plundered for its ores. In 1136 similar minerals were discovered close to Freiberg, in the hills that separate Saxony from Bohemia, triggering a ‘silver rush’ as frenzied as the later hunt for Klondike gold. The hardy miners of the Harz and Saxony, known as Bergleute (mountain people), became famed throughout Europe for their skills, and found employment as far afield as Serbia and Sardinia. The lingua franca of mining was German, and its imprint has left its mark in technical mining terminology even as far afield as Turkey.

The crucial innovation in silver mining was not made, however, until the mid fifteenth century. Silver deposits are rare; but miners knew that there was silver in the ores of Germany’s copper mines. The problem was to separate the two metals. The process by which this was done, known as liquidation, is first described in the municipal archives of the copper and brass foundry of Nuremberg, a major centre for metal refining, in 1453. Copper ore typically contains lead as well as silver. When the ore is smelted in a furnace, the silver dissolves preferentially in the lead as the metals cool. Because lead melts at a lower temperature than copper, it can be separated and drained off while the copper is still solid. This silver-rich lead can then be resolved into its components by an ancient process called cupellation: the mixture is melted in a crucible of bone ash and the lead drains into the ash.

Liquidation, which Germans called the Saigerprozess, stimulated a mining bonanza that benefited Saxony and Joachimsthal, where silver-rich ores were discovered in 1516, revitalized the previously moribund mining industry in Bohemia, and spread to the mining district around Schwaz in the Tyrol. The Fugger family, Wilhelm von Hohenheim’s employers, gained a hold on the Tyrolean silver mines almost by chance. Johann (or Hans) Fugger, a weaver, established a merchant business in textiles in Augsburg in 1367. At first he traded in cotton; as his business thrived, he moved into luxury fabrics such as silk, and then into spices imported through Venice. Johann died in 1408, leaving a modest fortune to his two sons, Andreas and Jakob. When Jakob made a loan to his father-in-law, a man named Basinger, he was offered in repayment a share in the silver-buying business that supplied Basinger’s mint at the town of Hall in the Tyrol. The deal made Jakob rich, and in 1469 his seven sons inherited this great wealth.

The eldest three were supposed to take over the business. But when one of them died, one of the younger sons, also named Jakob, was recalled from ecclesiastical training to help run the family trade. Jakob the Younger turned out to have an excellent head for commerce, and he expanded the business into metals and money-lending.

Among the clients for the Fuggers’ loans was Sigismund, Archduke of the Tyrol. In 1487 Jakob struck a deal with Sigismund much like that which his father agreed with Basinger, but on a larger scale. As security for late repayment of a loan, he was granted Sigismund’s share of the silver-mining interests at Schwaz – an agreement that was subsequently expanded to include all silver production in the Tyrol.

Jakob’s fortunes rose further when Sigismund passed on his title to his cousin Maximilian. In 1491 Maximilian borrowed more than 200,000 florins from the Fugger coffers to finance wars in the Habsburg territories; in return, Jakob gained control of all silver and copper mining in the Tyrol. And once Maximilian became Holy Roman Emperor two years later, his bills escalated alarmingly, for now he had to maintain a vast territory that stretched from Alsace to the Polish border, and from the North Sea to the Alps. Like an addicted gambler, he took to borrowing vast sums from the Fuggers, secured with his future share in the metals from the Habsburg mines. As Maximilian fell ever more heavily into debt, the Fuggers were able to expand their mining activities
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