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Abstract

This essay explores a set of seventy-five manuscripts that belonged to Philippe de
Béthune, now in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, containing encyclopedic
knowledge and writings on natural philosophy and alchemy (Ms. Fr. 2513-2589). The
themes reflected in these manuscripts give insight into Philippe de Béthune’s interests
and help situate Ms. Fr. 640 within them. Although some of these manuscripts touch
on similar themes to Ms. Fr. 640, and others treat observations about materials and
information related to artisanal techniques, none display the compilation of practical
recipes that characterizes Ms. Fr. 640.

Cite As

Muñoz, Sarah. “Natural Philosophy and Chemistry in Manuscripts of the Béthune
Collection.” In Secrets of Craft and Nature in Renaissance France. A Digital Critical
Edition and English Translation of BnF Ms. Fr. 640, edited by Making and Knowing
Project, Pamela H. Smith, Naomi Rosenkranz, Tianna Helena Uchacz, Tillmann Taape,
Clément Godbarge, Sophie Pitman, Jenny Boulboullé, Joel Klein, Donna Bilak, Marc
Smith, and Terry Catapano. New York: Making and Knowing Project, 2020.
https://edition640.makingandknowing.org/#/essays/ann_333_ie_19. DOI:
https://www.doi.org/10.7916/pqzj-gv61

In December 1662, when Hippolyte de Béthune offered to Louis XIV the collection
of books, paintings, and statues that he had assembled with his father Philippe over their
lives, it included about 2000 manuscripts.  Suzanne Solente first focused on classifying
these manuscripts thematically,  then Didier Kahn put forward a set of seventy-five
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manuscripts compiling encyclopedic knowledge and writings on natural philosophy and
alchemy (BnF Mss. Français 2513–2589), which are the subject of this essay.  However,
these manuscripts are not the only ones focusing on alchemy in the Béthune collection.
Other manuscripts (e.g., BnF Mss. Français 641 and Latin 7180) also exhibit an interest in
the transformation of materials and in gold, and are discussed by Colin Debuiche in his
essay in this Edition.

Philosophy, Literature, and the Art of Discourse

Among the manuscripts highlighted by Kahn, many deal with rhetoric, eloquence, discourse
and the French language.  Several are compilations of ancient writings on philosophy or
nature, such as Plato’s Dialogues or the texts of the mythical Hermes Trismegistus.  Other
manuscripts bring together ancient and modern writings on philosophy, sometimes mixed
with discourses on eloquence.  Some of these manuscripts also contain extracts on politics
and war, with reflections on morality and philosophical notes by ancient and modern
authors.

Some ancient and modern authors appear repeatedly in this collection of
manuscripts. One is Raymond Lull, a Christian Catalan philosopher of the thirteenth
century. Alongside several extracts on theology, his texts appearing in the collection are
Logique, Fruitz de l’arbre, L’Art admirable, Les Articles de la foy chrestienne, and Traicté
de la phisicque.  From the fourteenth century on, several texts dealing with alchemy were
published under his name although he rejected this science in his lifetime. Some of these
texts, then, are only attributed to him. Other authors who were contemporaries of Philippe
de Béthune are also well represented, including the English philosopher and scholar Francis
Bacon, some of whose writings appear in three compilations,  and the Brabant humanist
and theologian Justus Lipsius, excerpts by whom are found in two manuscripts.  Many
other seventeenth-century texts, including De la Logique, Regle d’argumenter belle et tres
facile, De la Science, Politique et economique, and various other excerpts, are authored by a
“de La Martelaye,” who appears to have been a French philosopher unknown to
historiography.

Alchemy

Several manuscripts contain texts on alchemy (or “chemistry,” since the two terms were
used interchangeably to refer to the same knowledge and practices).  More particularly,
Ms. Français 2528 demonstrates the Béthunes’ interest in this field: it contains a text entitled
Considérations de la chimie qui descouvre et fait veoir la verité qui est en ses opperations,
written by an “M. Dubois,” and two other texts on Chimie and Apologie de la chimie, both
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written by de La Tourete. In Ms. Français 2529, another figure, “M. Bossard,” who is said to
be from Poitiers, is named as the author of this text entitled De la Chymie.

In addition, parts of the collection show an interest in the Kabbalah, which was
often associated with alchemy.  Ms. Français 2530 contains, among excerpts from Lull,
Bacon, and writings on theology and medicine, a text entitled L’Œuvre cabalistic. Similarly,
Ms. Français 2533 contains writings on medicine and a text entitled De la Caballe. Ms.
Français 2540 contains extracts from Raymond Lull and others on theology and medicine,
as well as a text entitled Caballe, alongside another, written by Jean Pontan, dealing with La
Pierre philosophale. This author said that he had “travelled through several regions of the
Earth in order to [...] acquire some knowledge of the stone popularly known as the
Philosophers’ Stone.”  In it, he relates his experiences with and reflections on the
transformation of matter.

Some excerpts contained in the manuscripts focus on metals and ingredients used by
the author-practitioner of Ms. Fr. 640.  Thus, Ms. Français 2528 and Ms. Français 2553
deal with salt, a subject linked to chemical philosophy, in a section entitled Du Sel et de
l’esprit du monde (Of salt and the spirit of the world) by the poet Clovis Hesteau de
Nuysement, in the former, and another entitled Du Feu et du Sel (Of fire and salt) in the
latter. Ms. Français 2535 contains, for its part, Advis sur le salpestre (Advice on saltpeter).

Comparisons with Ms. Fr. 640

Ms. Fr. 640 contains very few entries relating to alchemy and no entries relating to the art of
discourse—two themes characterizing the Béthune manuscripts—but many manuscripts in
the collection, which treat these themes echo the interests of the author-practitioner. For
example, among writings dealing with eloquence and the art of discourse are recipes for
inscribing letters on paper or in stone, providing a connection between the theory of
discourse and applied writing. A folio in Ms. Français 2587 provides the means “to remove
letters from paper,” “to remove ink stains,” and “to put a letter in a stone.”  However, a
comparison shows little overlap between this recipe and that for “Removing stains” in Ms.
Fr. 640 (fol. 29v). The entry in Ms. Fr. 640 relates to stains on clothing and its main
ingredient is spirits, which do not appear in the recipes of Ms. Français 2587. Similarly, the
recipe for “Erasing a letter” (fol. 46v) recommends the use of sulfur oil, which also does not
appear in Ms. Français 2587. The recipes entitled “On stone, black letters” (fol. 46v) in Ms.
Fr. 640 and “To put a letter in a stone” in Ms. Français 2587 are also completely different.

Among the manuscripts dealing with metals and ingredients also mentioned by the
author-practitioner, Ms. Français 2535, which contains an Advis sur le salpestre, resonates
with the author-practitioner’s use of saltpeter.  Thus, both authors (whose handwriting is
different) point out, for example, that saltpeter is found along walls (fol. 14r).  However, in
the author-practitioner’s frequent use of saltpeter (fols. 37r, 39r, 48v, 70r, 81v, 92v, 100r–
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101r, 102r, 106r, 116v, 120r–120v, 123r–123v, 134v–135r, 136v, 154r), no further parallels
between Ms. Français 2535 and Ms. Fr. 640 can be found.

Other themes mentioned in Ms. Fr. 640 are found sporadically in this set of
manuscripts. For example, in the course of a discussion about the categories that make up
the natural world, Ms. Français 2516, gives general information about animals, but does not
treat the subject in any way close to that of the author-practitioner.  Often mixed with
excerpts on rhetoric, philosophy, and alchemy, texts on medicine and anatomy are also
found in several manuscripts.  In addition, three manuscripts deal in part with magic.  Ms.
Français 2542 contains Extraict d’un proces fait à un magicien de Moulins dated 1623,
while Ms. Français 2555 contains a text entitled De l’Appologie des grandsz personnages
tenuz pour magiciens. Although neither of these manuscripts contain sleight of hand tricks,
and thus do not compare with those in Ms. Fr. 640, the subjects are related and may have
been of interest to the Béthunes.

Ms. Français 2529: Comparison to Ms. Fr. 640

Ms. Français 2529 shows similarities with Ms. Fr. 640 in its themes and its practical
approach. This manuscript begins with notes on metals divided into two chapters entitled
“Grand œuvre” (“Great work”) and “Generation des metaux” (“Generation of metals”) (Fig.
1).  General information about the properties of metals is provided, but these folios do not
present recipes or observations that could link this manuscript to Ms. Fr. 640. After leaving
several folios blank, the author indicates his name, “M. Bossard,” and addresses, in a similar
handwriting to the preceding one (see Fig. 1), a text entitled “De la Chymie” (“On
chemistry”) by explaining “Sir, hereby I satisfy your description of me.”  In it, he presents
his reflections on alchemy and on what he calls “the great masterpiece of art,” explaining
that this knowledge is the result of personal experience: “it is in a few words the fruit of 20
years of study and mediocre practice that I offer you with as much good heart as I want to
be believed,” signing “your very humble and obedient servant, Bossard.”  It is not possible
to ascertain if the author is addressing Philippe or Hippolyte de Béthune.
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Fig. 1. Description of the alchemical “Great work” in
Ms. Fr. 2529, fol. 21r. Bibliothèque nationale de France.
Source: gallica.bnf.fr.

Further on, there is a short recipe which Bossard borrows from a certain “M. du
Rochat,” describing how to dye “sel nitre” by adding gold, lime, and coral, without
providing specific instructions.  Bossard then records a series of entries on mines, plants,
and animals.  While these excerpts are not intended to provide recipes or instructions,
instead presenting general knowledge, the author nevertheless shows interests similar to
those of the author-practitioner of Ms. Fr. 640. Similarly, several chapters entitled “Des
causes des maladies” (Causes of disease), “Preceptes de santé” (Precepts of health), and “De
la Santé du prince” (Of the health of the prince) deal with health and medicine.  Finally,
the theme of magic is also present, with an extract from Jean Bodin’s De la Demonomanie
de sorciers.

This manuscript also contains excerpts from texts such as Plato’s Timaeus,
Tertullian’s Mantle, and the works of Hermes Trismegistus. It thus deals with a large
number of themes, comprising the knowledge gathered over twenty years of study and
practice by a man who has perhaps carried out experiments. In this way, it represents
interests and experience similar to that of the author-practitioner, with the difference that
Bossard presents his knowledge in an orderly manner, classifying it by themes, whereas the
author-practitioner provides recipes in which all these fields of interest are interspersed.
Bossard also includes excerpts from scholarly texts, which Ms. Fr. 640 does not.

27

28

29

30



Conclusion

The themes covered in the set of manuscripts Français 2513-2589 are rather varied and
testify to the diversity of the Béthunes’ areas of interest. Among these manuscripts, several
include epistles and texts on various subjects related to history, politics, finance, morality,
and astrology,  and the art of discourse and alchemy are strongly represented.

In this entire ensemble, one manuscript in particular—Ms. Français 2529—testifies
to the observations and experiences of an author named Bossard which are comparable to
those of the author-practitioner. Although this manuscript (the handwriting of which is
different from that of Ms. Fr. 640) cannot be directly linked to Ms. Fr. 640, it nevertheless
presents the example of an author whose profile is comparable to that of the author-
practitioner. Thus, this manuscript, a part of which is addressed to “Monsieur,” could be an
instance of a work commissioned from an expert practitioner by a nobleman such as
Philippe or Hippolyte de Béthune.
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