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Gail Marlow Taylor, Ph.D.

By the Book: Alchemy and the Laboratory Manual from Al-Razi to Libavius, 920 - 1597

Today, when alchemy evokes wizards and crystal balls, it may seem odd to refer to a book
of procedures on transmutation of ordinary metals into gold as a practical laboratory manual free
of mysticism. Yet it was alchemy, the most ancient form of chemistry, which first brought the
book and the laboratory together. Over a thousand years ago, the Persian physician and alchemist
Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi (c. 865 - 923) ' wrote the earliest laboratory manual
to reach us in its entirety. He called it the Kitab al-Asrar or Book of Secrets. The most valuable
“secrets” in the Kitab al-Asrar are organized procedures and written specifications for
proportions, temperature, timing, and endpoints, the same strategies for achieving reproducibility
that laboratories use today.the This paper will demonstrate that there was a continuum of practical
laboratory manuals from al-Razi’s Kitab al-Asrar in 920 C. E. to Libavius’s Alchemia published
in 1597 C.E., which some historians refer to as the first chemistry textbook!

i Abii Raihan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Biriini, “Al-Biriini als Quelle fiir das Leben und die Schriften
al-Razis,” trans. and ed. Julius Ruska, Isis 5 (1923): 32.

i References to Alchemia as the first chemistry textbook include: Bruce T. Moran, Andreas Libavius
and the Transformation of Alchemy: Separating Chemical Cultures with Polemical Fire (Washington
Publishing Company: Sagamore Beach, MA, 2007), 34. J. R. Partington, A History of Chemistry vol. 2
(London: MacMillan & Co., 1961), 253. Owen Hannaway, The Chemists and the Word: The Didactic Origins
of Chemistry (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975), 81, 89.



