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Cosmopoiesis as a Chymical Process: Jean d'Espagnet's Enchiridion
Physicae Restitutae and its Translation in Greek by Anastasios
Papavassilopoulos

Vangelis Koutalis
National Hellenic Research Foundation, Athens, Greece

An eigtheenth-century manuscript now kept in the National Library of Greece in Athens (no.
1331, ff. 1r-93v, see Sakellion 1892, 241) preserves a copy of an anonymous Latin treatise on
natural philosophy translated into Greek by Anastasios Papavassilopoulos of loannina (c.
1670-c. 1750). Its full title reads: Avwviuou Eyxeipibiov tii¢c Gvalnodonc @uotkfic
plooopiac, vl 1) GAndnc thc puoswc dpuovia dvantvooetat kad mAgiota thc dpyaiac
ocoliac auaptripata Sl kavovwy kal GAAwv Tiv@v Arobeifswv Aaunp ¢ pavepolvrat:
Ornep peteotpwydn ano ¢ Aatwviboc éni v EAAnviba SiaAektov omoudfj kai mévw tod
Aoywwtdrou kai cogwtatouv Avaotaociou nand BaoiddérouAou 1ol €€ Twavvivwy, v Th
KwomoAet TupvdBw th¢ Oettaliac StatpiBovroc katd 1O Ao’ £Toc owtriptov [=1701],
Mauuaktnpiwvog ¢ iotaugvou unvoc [=November 29]. Two other copies of the same Greek
translation have survived to our day: the one is part of the manuscript collection of the
Historical and Ethnological Society of Greece, now held in the National Historical Museaum
of Athens (no. 34, pp. 216-360, see Lampros 1909-1913, VI: 348), and the other can be found
among the Greek manuscripts preserved in the Library of the Romanian Academy in
Bucharest (no. 485, see Litzica 1909, 61-62 [no. 106]; Karas 1992-1994, II: 343-344). Neither
of these copies bears the exact date of its production, but according to the catalogue
descriptions both were scribed sometime in the 18th century.

The headings in two of the three manuscript copies of the work (cod. Atheniensis Bibl. Nat.
1331 and cod. Atheniensis Coll. Societ. Hist. & Ethnol. 34) attest that Papavassilopoulos’
translation was completed at the end of November 1701 in the small town of Tyrnavos
(Thessaly). At this period, its author worked as a teacher of philosophy and rhetorics at
Tyrnavos school, a post he held from the end of 1699, or early in 1700, until 1705 or 1706
(Chatzes 2002, 38-41). The Eyxeipibiov was not the only attempt he made to test his
translation skills. During his residence in the same town, Papavassilopoulos prepared yet
another translation of a work originally published in Latin. It was Francois Pomey’s
Candidatus rhetoricae, seu Aphtonii Progymnasmata in meliorem forman usumque redacta,
whose first edition was published in Lyon by Antoine Molin in 1659, Earlier,
Papavassilopoulos had been in the town of Serres, and from 1705 to 1723 he was in
loannina, where he worked, together with Georgios Sougdoures (1645/7-1725) at the school
of Emmanouel Gionma. Then, he passed from Kastoria, where he succeeded Methodios
Anthrakites (c. 1660-1748) as a teacher at the ecclesiastical school of Georgios Kyritses, and
his final stop was the town of Trikala, in which he stayed from 1728 to 1750 (Chatzes 2002,

! For the Latin editions of this book see de Backer and Sommervogel 1890-1900, VI: 981-983. The
surviving copies of Papavassilopoulos’ translation contain no explicit reference to the name of the
original author. Chatzes (2002, 75) was the first to notice that Acuyeiuovodoa pntopikr was actually
a translation.
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37-38, 41-48). He was both a priest and a teacher, and during his career, he composed also
works on rhetoric and logic. Given the current state of our knowledge, it seems that he was
the first to render Descartes’ credo “cogito ergo sum” into Greek (as £yw &vvow, Eyw €iui),
in his manuscript treatise on logic (see Petsios 1999, 55-56).

Despite the fact that several recent historical studies have delved into, or touched on in
passing, the content of the Eyyetpibiov (Chatzes 2002, 97-118; Petsios 2002, 220-230;
Vlahakis 2010, 130), neither the Latin original nor its author have been identified.
Papavassilopoulos himself did not mention the name of the author, and this was not a
deliberate omission. As a matter of fact, the book he translated had been published
anonymously. Its first edition was printed in Paris by the French bookseller Nicholas Buon, in
the Rue St. Jacques “sub signo D. Claudii & Hominis Sylvestris”z, in 1623, and its full title goes
as follows: Enchiridion Physicae Restitvtae. In quo verus Naturae concentus exponitur,
plurimique antiquae Philosophiae errores per canones & certas demonstrationes dilucidé
aperiuntur. It was bound together with a second treatise entitled Arcanum Hermeticae
Philosophiae Opus: in quo occulta Naturae & Artis circa lapidis Philosophorum materiam &
operandi modum canonicé & ordinaté fiunt manifesta. Utrumque opus eiusdem Authoris
anonymi. The motto at the bottom of the frontispiece (Spes mea est in Agno, or ‘my hope is
in the lamb’), as well as that in the title-page of the Arcanum (Penes nos unda Tagi, or ‘the
waters of the Tagus, in our power’), were presumably intended to function as imperfect
anagrams of the name of the author3, and they actually did so, since, in 1651, Jean Bachou,
in his introductory ‘Discours’ to the French translation of the Enchiridion, claimed that he
had solved the riddle: loannis d’Espagnet, this was the name of the author who was identical
with “Monsieur d’Espagnet Président au Parlement de Bourdeau” (Bachou 2007, 16).
Parliamentarian (president of the parliament of Bordeaux), state counsellor, and associate of
the witch-hunter jurist and demonologist Pierre de Lancre in the repressive campaign of
1609 against the women living in the province of Labourd (see Pearl 1999, 127-147; Duché-
Gavet 2012), Jean d’Espagnet (1564 - post 1638 ?)* was also a man of letters®. After his
retirement from public life, in 1616 or 1617, it seems that he devoted most of his time to the
study of natural philosophy and alchemy. Diderot, in his manuscript introduction to the
lectures on chemistry of Guillaume-Francois Rouelle, called him the “Cicero of chemistry”,
extolling thus his rhetorical artistry, and had him ranked among the few remaining adepts or
seekers after the philosopher’s stone, on the side of Morienus, George Ripley, and Nicolas
Flamel. Pierre Bayle, in his Dictionnaire historique et critique, described him as one of the
17" century savants®. He was an intimate friend of prominent literary figures such as Michel

2 ‘At the sign of St. Claude and of the Woodsman’. The first was the sign of the printing establishment
of Nicholas’ father, Gabriel Buon, whose shop was on the Rue du Mont-St-Hilaire. The second was
the sign of Regnault Chaudiéere, who was also a bookseller and father of Nicholas’ first wife, Blanche
(Renouard 1898, 53-54). Nicholas Buon was the printer of Barclay’s Argenis and of several books of
Grotius (see Reeves 1925).

* If we put these two anagrams together and pick out from each of them the letters forming the
name ‘Espagnet’, the remaining letters are forming the phrase “Deus omnia in nos” (God, everything
in us). See Raimon Arola 2008, 86; D. L. 1815, 317.

* On the possible date of Jean d’Espagnet’s death see Kahn 2001, 256; 2007a, 529-530 (n. 103).

> For d’Espagnet’s life see Kahn 2007b, xi-xii, where relevant bibliography is provided.

® Henry 1887, 53; Bayle 1715, II: 1117-1118. Didier Kahn (2001, 256; 2007a, 529) first brought to
public attention these two references to the name of d’Espagnet.
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de Montaigne and Marie de Gournay, who, from 1598 onwards, was pursuing her own
experimental path in alchemy, perhaps having been initiated by d’Espagnet, but eventually
sharing with him an experience of mutual encouragement and inspiration, as one might
guess taking into account her creative thought and her sense of independence (see Secret
1973; Devincenzo 2002; Heitsch 2010).

However forgotten he may be today, the author of the Enchiridion was not a minor
character in the historical evolution of Renaissance ‘chymistry’, and, even more broadly, in
that of post-scholastic natural philosophy. The book itself enjoyed wide circulation and
interest: within a period of just 50 years, it had passed through seven re-editions (1638 —
‘secunda editio emendata et aucta’’, 1642, 1647, 1650, 1653, 1657, 1673), of which the first
four were issued jointly with the Arcanum. Moreover, it had been included in the two
Genevan editions of Nathan d’Aubigné’s Bibliotheca Chemica Contracta (1653, and 1673).
John Everard, an amateur alchemist himself, had translated it into English, and Jean Bachout
into French. Both translations had been printed in the same year, 1651. And this was not the
end point of its trajectory.

The Christian Kabbalist polymath and religious poet Christian Knorr von Rosenroth
published, in 1680, under the pen name ‘Christian Peganius’ (or in German, ‘Rautner’), his
own translation into German (see Achermann 2008). At the dawn of the 18th century,
d’Espagnet’s book was anthologised in the second volume of J. J. Manget’s Bibliotheca
Chemica Curiosa (1702). Finally, in 1718, Johann Ludwig Hannemann, Professor of Medicine
at Kiel University, published his own Commentarius in Physicae Restitutae Enchiridion, which
was reprinted twice, in 1728 and in 1773.

Strictly speaking, the Enchiridion was not an alchemical treatise. It was a treatise which
utilised alchemy as the bedrock, the most epistemologically advantageous and ontologically
productive, experiential terrain, for the renovation of natural philosophy. In fact, it was one
of the chronologically first books challenging openly the scholastic natural philosophy as a
whole, and programmatically articulating an alternative to it. But what makes it even more
intriguing is the fact that the discourse deployed by its author is lodged in the border zone
between philosophy and theology. As far as the knowledge of nature is concerned, the
Scripture is to be considered of equal authority with the surviving texts of Aristotle or Plato.
The reason why the word of God carries so much weight in matters of natural philosophy is
that the knowledge of nature is the knowledge of God’ activity, who permeates the world,
animates the world as an evolving reality, lives in and by the world, setting off and
controlling the process of ‘naturing’, creating and sustaining nature as an evolving whole:
whoever fails to fathom God’s presence as ‘anima mundi’ is doomed to stay ignorant of the
laws of the universe (d’Espagnet 1623, 4).

The Enchiridion can be seen as a good example of the Late Renaissance genre for which
Daniel Georg Morhof in his post-humously published Polyhistoris continuatio (philosophicus
et practicus, 1708) coined the designation ‘Physica mosaica’, and in this regard it could be
read side by side with books such as Johann Sophron Kozak’ Physica mosaica (1637), or the

’ This edition added nothing to the text of the Enchiridion. It was ‘corrected’ insofar as it introduced
the errata changes listed at the end of the 1623 edition (e.g. the correction of the error in the
numeration of the paragraph 242 which caused a discrepancy between the total number of
paragraphs in the first edition and that of the second), and “augmented” insofar as it included two
additional short texts, a poem introductory to the Arcanum, and a closing epistle, signed with the
pseudonym ‘l. C. Chymierastes’ (see Kahn 2007b, xiii-xiv).
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Physicae ad lumen divinum reformatae synopsis (1633) of Johann Amos Comenius, who
actually, in the later stages of his philosophical development, consulted the book of
d’Espagnet and drew on its conceptual edifice (see Blair 2000; Cervenka 1970a, 1970b). And
indeed, Comenius and d’Espagnet were grouped by Morhof under the same entry (Morhof
1708, 167-173), together with many other Christian thinkers of various philosophical
allegiances (Aristotelians, Platonists, Cartesians, Kabbalists, Enthusiasts, Rosicrucians).
Whatever the merits of such a classification, the version of ‘restored physics’ expounded by
d’Espagnet is something more than a fascinating instantiation of a pious philosophical
mentality fixated on the concept of nature.

The interweaving of causal explanations of natural phenomena and speculative inferences
about the presence of God in the world becomes possible because, for d’Espagnet, the
knowledge of nature amounts to the knowledge of what-can-be, of the potentiality of
becoming, not to the knowledge of what-is, of the actuality of being. The empirical
knowledge of the properties of natural substances is developed into the theoretical
knowledge of material transformations, by means of a quest, not any longer for the
philosophers’ stone as an entity, but for the knowledge of the real possibilities in nature
(how something can be composed, how something can be decomposed), of cosmopoiesis as
a transmutational procedure. This is why philosophical atomism, in the Enchiridion, coexists
with theosophical considerations. The word ‘God’ points to the creative potential inherent in
nature: in d’Espagnet’s discourse, God is defined as an emanative cause, tending however,
more and more, to operate as an immanent one. Since the emphasis has shifted from being
to becoming, and from the mind of God to the activity of God, the thematisation of the
active principles in nature, the construction of the concept of ‘natural elements’, which seen
in historical perspective seems to chart a middle course between David Gorlaeus’ atomism
and van Helmont’s chemical philosophy (Lasswitz 1890, I: 235-239), intersects with the
thematisation of the latent life of God in nature, the conception of the soul as ‘anima
mundi’, and of man, the partaker of the cosmic soul, as ‘microcosm’, as a complex of real
possibilities (a conception which can be traced back to the theories of the soul as a
mediating element enunciated by Marsiglio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola’s Conclusiones
Nongentae). Alchemy can be posited in advance as an exeptionally prolific field of
knowledge, and can thus be singled out as an exemplar for the ‘restoration’ of natural
philosophy, because it involves the actualisation of real possibilities, through the active
participation of the alchemist in the process of cosmopoiesis: knowing in alchemy is not only
contemplating, representing the world-that-is, but also doing, emancipating the world-to-be.
The thumbnail sketch of some of d’Espagnet’s major tenets or background assumptions that
we have just scratched is nevertheless helpful if we are to answer the question of what
makes the story about the manuscript Greek translation of the Enchiridion interesting and
worthy of deeper examination. The publication of a treatise providing the outline of a
natural philosophy ‘reformed’ through the prisms of alchemy and theosophy was the
culmination of persistent efforts, public debates, vehement criticisms and severe
controversies the proximate origins of which could be dated to the last quarter of the 15th
century: from the Theologia platonica of Ficino (printed in 1482), the Conclusiones
Nongentae and the Heptaplus of Pico della Mirandola (1486 and 1489), to the Libri Il de
philosophia occulta of Cornelius Agrippa (1533), and the books of the Paracelsian chemical
philosophers Gerhard Dorn (Clavis totius philosophiae chymisticae, 1567; De naturae luce
physica, ex Genesi desumpta, 1583), Heinrich Khunrath (Amphitheatrum sapientae aeternae,
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1595; Von hylealischen, das ist, pri-materialischen catholischen oder algemeinen naturlichen
Chaos, der naturgemessen Alchymae und Alchymisten, 1597), and Oswald Croll (Basilica
chymica, 1608), not to mention the tracts of Jacob B6hme which, untill 1624, were available
only through widely circulating manuscript versions , there is a proliferation of written
sources interrelating the concept of nature with that of God, interpreting the narrative of
Genesis as an account not of the creation, but of the constant renewal of the cosmos, and
resignifying the theoretical knowledge of material transformations as pivoting on an open
jurisdiction over knowing, as a duty that can be fulfilled through the experimental labour
which transmutes actual human impuissance into real power, and as a right that pertains to
every human being, since every human being partakes in the Anima Mundi. Modernity, in
this context, corresponds to a universal restoration: it is a collective, both educational and
experimental, endeavour to re-establish, here, in this world, the affinity between God and
human beings, to actualise the creative cosmic potential which is latent in every human
being.

Hence a particular question may arise: how an Orthodox priest and scholar, such as
Papavassilopoulos, came to translate a text exemplifying this particular notion of modernity?
Was the Greek version of the Enchiridion a shooting star that momentarily crossed the
philosophical firmament in the Greek-speaking communities or was it somehow relevant to
philosophical debates which were, at that time and in that milieu, ongoing or still unsettled?
By translating the Enchiridion, Papavassilopoulos produced the first, as far as we can tell,
textbook of early modern, explicitly non-Aristotelian natural philosophy to appear before the
Greek-speaking literate audience. The very fact that as early as 1701 a book of this kind was
translated into Greek indicates that the process of appropriation of Western early modern
literature on physics and chemical philosophy by Greek-speaking scholars was not so much
delayed as it has been hitherto assumed to be. D’Espagnet’s book was popular and it was
possible for any Greek-speaking scholar passing from one of the major intellectual centers of
Europe to come across one of its copies, visiting either a personal or a public library.
Papavassilopoulos, in his youth, had travelled to Venice, and perhaps to Padua too, in order
to continue his studies at a higher level (Chatzes 2002, 34-35). But the answer to the
guestion asked above necessitates even deeper enquiry. We have to position
Papavassilopoulos’ translation in a nexus of possible relations between cultural
developments, as yet historiographically unconnected, if not entirely unexplored, in the
Greek-speaking communities during the 17th century and the first half of the 18th, which
implicate the possibility of a peculiarly modern, but for all that, not less meticulous,
interweaving between theology, philosophy, and science. This is a story still to be told, but
perhaps by exploring the hitherto untrodden territory of chemical philosophy or Mosaic
physics in the ‘East’ we will not merely address a gap in the existing literature. We might also
be able to re-examine several implicit or explicit assumptions in current historical
scholarship on the emergence of ‘chymistry’ itself in the ‘West’ .
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