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Preface



Jan Bäcklund

The Art of Fire: Ceramics and Alchemy

I

Before arriving for the first time at Spode, I brought a copy of Cipriano Piccolpasso’s The 
Three Books of the Potter’s Art with me. This is a unique technical manual of ceramics written 
in 1548, which art history has never referred to, in the way it has referred to similar 
technical tracts on painting or sculpture. The original autographed manuscript is in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in London, and it has only received attention by historians of 
majolica production in Italy. 

Having no knowledge of, nor any special interest in majolica or the art of the potter, I had 
nevertheless stumbled across a couple of references to Piccolpasso’s work via an unexpected 
source, namely the pseudonymous French alchemist Fulcanelli, writing in the early twentieth 
century. For him, The Three Books was not only a tract on ceramics; it contained in its images 
the most profound of alchemical secrets. One of these references reads:

The Sibyl, questioned on what was a Philosopher, answered: ‘It is that which can make glass.’ 
Apply you[rself] to manufacture it according to our art, without taking account of the 
processes of glassmaking too much. The industry of the potter would be more instructive to 
you; see the boards of Piccolpassi, you will find of them one which represents a dove whose 
legs are attached to a stone. Don’t you have, according to the excellent opinion of Tollius, 
to seek and find the mastery in a volatile thing? But if you do not have any mud to retain 
it, how will you prevent it from evaporating, to dissipate itself without leaving the least 
residue? Thus make your mud, then your compound; seal carefully in [such a] manner that no 
spirit can be exhaled; heat the whole according to art until complete calcination. Give the 
pure portion of the powder obtained in your compound, that you will seal in the same mud.1

‘A dove whose legs are attached to a stone’. Being attracted by coincidences, you could, as a 
visitor at Spode’s before the exhibition, not avoid being pointed toward a dead pigeon lying 
on one of the floors. In the abandoned industrial complex of the Spode Factory, some care had 
been taken over the security and hygiene, for sake of the artists working on the upcoming 
exhibition at the premises. This included the removal of a huge number of dead pigeons. Yet 
one pigeon could not be cleaned away, I was told, because it was fixed in clay. Every visitor 
was thus made aware of its existence, and at the same time it functioned as a kind of eerie 
post-industrial emblem. Indeed, the motto in Piccolpasso’s emblem reads ‘importunum’, which 
means ‘unapproachable’, ‘uncomfortable’, ‘annoying’.

Figure 2. 
Pigeon fixed to clay, from Spode Factory, Stoke-on-Trent.
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Figure 1. 
 Cavalier Cipriano Piccolpasso, Li tre libri dell arte del vasaio. Nei quai si tratta non solo la practica ma 
brevemente tutti gli secreti di essa chosa, che per sino al di d’oggi è stata sempre tenuta ascosta. Manuscript 1548, 
Title page, Victoria & Albert Museum, London.



II

Alchemists invariably call themselves not only ‘philosophers’ and ‘scientists’, but, with 
reference to a certain trinity, consider themselves ‘artists’ as well, and the making of 
the stone consequently as ‘the great art’. Philosophy, Science and Art here become three 
intertwined and irreducible concepts for the alchemical quest. Today, as we all know, alchemy 
is considered neither a philosophy nor a science, and definitively not an art.

I don’t know if early modern ceramicists or potters called themselves philosophers or 
scientists, but they definitively called themselves artists. Claudius Popelin, a French 
nineteenth century enamel-painter, and the translator of Piccolopasso’s tract into French, 
subsumed glass-making, enamel-painting, and ceramics as les vieux arts du feu, ‘the old 
arts of the fire’. For Popelin, this art of the fire was inconceivable without philosophy and 
science. This is why Fulcanelli – who could have known of Piccolpasso only through Popelin 
– defines a philosopher as ‘that which can make glass’, without being too much concerned with 
glass-making as such, but more attentive to what it essentially shares with ceramics and 
enamel. For Fulcanelli, and for alchemists in general, ceramics is, in its essence - that is 
philosophically, scientifically, and artistically – identical with alchemy.

As we all know, Fulcanelli’s view is not shared by the art world. Apart from being unconcerned 
with essentialisms, the art world is almost totally unperturbed by ceramic artists, the 
history of ceramics and ceramic works. The works of Piccolpasso, Bernard Palissy – who wrote 
Art de la Terre – or Josiah Wedgwood’s Portland Vase, are of no consequence in the history of 
art as we know it today. Artists working after the late eighteenth century in ceramics are per 
definition excluded from this history, as they have their own history and their own museums, 
with The Victoria and Albert Museum being the most prominent. 

The Fountain, arguably the most important artwork today, is a ceramic work, but it has nothing 
to do with ceramics. Jeff Koons’ Puppy (Vase) from 1998 and Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party 
from 1979 both draw heavily on a discourse of ceramics, but in so doing, emphasises the 
unbridgeable gap between art and ceramics. It is actually the incompatibility of art and its 
material – ceramics – which produces the meaning of the works.

This is because art is not interested in ‘essence’, from which follows a disregard for 
materials, including pigments, metals and stones. The modern concept of art could be said to 
be fundamentally iconoclastic, in the sense that abstraction is a variant of iconoclasm, and 
in the sense that the iconic apathy of Pop Art is iconoclastic, not to speak of the different 
forms vandalism associated with Arte Povera, Fluxus, Futurism or Dada. When Ai Weiwei made his 
performance photography series Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn in 1995, he demonstrated that he had 
fully incorporated the Western concepts of ‘readymade’ and ‘iconoclasm’ into Chinese subject 
matter.

The modern system of the arts, since its inception during the second half of the eighteenth 
century, is exclusively visual and conceptual, and The Fountain, Puppy (Vase), and The Dinner 
Party are visual and conceptual works. The materials, of which they are made, are interesting 
only as long as they are visually and conceptually perceivable. Matter is relevant only as 
materiality:  matter as a philosophical concept. Tactility is relevant only as a haptic 
perception, touch mediated by vision and imagination.

It is my firm conviction that the gap between art and ceramics is not a concern of ceramics, 
but definitively of our concept of art. This is not the place to develop this idea, partly 
because it would be too lengthy, but mainly because it has already been done, and from a 
variety of approaches.2 The central point, however, concerns the impossibility of writing a 
coherent and meaningful history of art. This has become impossible, because what is lacking is 
a narrative upon which this history could be hinged, with all that it implies of protagonists 
and antagonists, crises and syntheses, causes and effects. For art history can no longer 
exclude its antagonists (ceramics inclusively). It can’t discriminate, and the notion of 

Figure 3
Ai Weiwei, Dropping of a Han-Dynasty Urn, photograph triptych, 1995.

III

In Imperial China, ceramics was never associated with the fine arts: i.e. the landscape 
painting and calligraphy of the scholar-artists,4 in the same way as Chinese fine art-sculpture 
– albeit provocative – could be said to be strictly limited to the carving of ink-stones.5 The 
advent of alchemy in China is curiously coincidental, not with ceramics in general, but with 
the development of porcelain wares during late Han (second to early third century A.D.), to 
the advent of true porcelain in early T’ang (seventh century), a compound of the two earthen 
substances known by their Chinese names kaolin and petuntse. The former is a white clay, 
forming the body of the vessel, the latter a hard feldspathic stone, constituting the glaze 
and giving it transparency.6 This development seems to be wholly indigenous, pushed on by the 
drug-hunting physicians of Taoism, ‘since the preparation of clays and glazes is a matter of 
chemistry; that is, in ancient times, of alchemy’.7 Another technological development, not 
known in China before the Han dynasty, was the art of glazing. In Chinese it is called liu-
li, a peculiar porcelain glaze, the forerunner of true porcelain, which started to appear on 
earthenware during late Han-times. This was a technological novelty, equally important for 
ceramicists as for alchemists. The science, philosophy, or art of alchemy was not indigenous 
to China, but connected with the western expansion and the newly-opened trade-routes across 
Central Asia inaugurated by Emperor Wu of Han.8 Liu-li, or the coloured glaze that these 
Chinese sources speak of, is probably of Persian origin. The oldest surviving technical 
recipes for the fabrication of glass and enamels are found in the Greek alchemical papyri, 
reminding us that ceramics – as alchemy – is a human endeavour, and seems to be perpetually 
transformed during the continuous reappearances at different times and places on  earth, while 
still retaining its core of substantial invariability.

When the qualities of Chinese porcelain became known 
in the West during early modern times, alchemy was 
at its peak in Europe. It is thus not a coincidence 
that  European porcelain was to be discovered by 
an alchemist. Furthermore, the concepts of alchemy 
were already at a predisposition to accommodate 
the processes of ceramic experimentation. First 
and foremost they share a focus on the elementary 
forces: earth, water, air, and fire, and most notably 
the concept of a mineralogical seed, variably 
named ‘quintessence’, ‘internal sun’, ‘seminal 
force’, ‘archeus’ or ‘logos spermatikos’, an aspect 
which is very prominent, albeit pragmatically, in 
Piccolpasso’s tract when discussing rain, dryness 
of earth, drafts of wind and the administration of 
fire, all governed by a quintessential power, in 
Chinese called qi(    ). We see this in alchemical 
illustrations concerning how to obtain matter, 
digging in the earth, as were they constructing 
a kiln, which at the same time is an inverted 
mountain, which,without hesitation, I dare to 
identify with ‘the Mountain of the Immortals’ of 
the Chinese alchemists (and landscape painters, 
of course). This is because the mountain figures so 
prominently in the imagery of European early modern 
alchemical tracts.

During the final years of the sixteenth century, 
Heinrich Khunrath issued this curious depiction of 
the ancient hermetic text Tabula Smaragdina, or The 
Emerald Table.mLocated in a Dutch ‘World Landscape’, 
depicting an encyclopaedic totality of earth, water, 
air, and fire, is a gigantic mountain, containing 
the hermetic verses. The text is located within a 
mountain-shaped kiln, with the fire bellowing out 
atop, as if the text was the formed mud inside 
the kiln, waiting to be produced as an emerald, 
corresponding to the Chinese coupling of the mineral 
jade with porcelain.
 

Figure 4.  
The alchemical ‘kiln’. Illumination from Aurora 
consurgens. Cod. Rhen. 172 (544), Zürich 
Zentralbibliothek.

causality doesn’t imply anything, all of which played a decisive role in the production of art 
historical narratives from Vasari and Winckelmann to Gombrich.

As this ‘traditional’ narrative is disintegrating, the art world has become much more inviting 
and generous towards different activities, which not so long ago would have been impossible 
within an art context. This is not because the art world has ‘changed its mind’, but rather 
it is out of necessity. As the avant-garde logic of readymade/iconoclasm3 has lost its steam 
during the last couple of decades, the very legitimacy of conceptual ‘art’ could be said to 
be endangered. Hence this renewed interest in adopting ‘disciplines’ with an inherent, yes, 
even ontological or essentialist ‘legitimacy’ into the discourse of art, but still without 
questioning our concept of art, including what it bears in terms of the visual, iconoclasm, 
disinterestedness, and the notion of ‘the ready-made’.
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IV

If it was impossible to be a man of science in the sixteenth century without some knowledge 
of alchemy, in the late eighteenth century, it became nothing but embarrassing to link any 
claim of science with an alchemical discourse.9 European porcelain was born during this period 
of disgrace for the art of alchemy. In 708, when Johann Friedrich Böttger, an apothecary 
and alchemical charlatan (an oxymoron from this time onwards), finally succeeded in producing 
a clay with similar qualities to its Chinese prototype, August the Strong was still not 
satisfied, and kept Böttger in custody to produce the Philosopher’s Stone for him. While 
European porcelain embarked upon its commercial adventure during the century of the ‘Porcelain 
Craze’, the humiliation of alchemy continued on the continent.

Figure 6
The Portland Vase. Josiah Wedgwood & Sons, Etruria, 1790.

Another humiliation may have reached its climax in 1782, when the English alchemist 
and impostor (another oxymoron) James Price, after performing a series of successful 
transmutations before the local gentry in Guildford, was asked by the Royal Society, of 
which he had become a member the year before, to repeat the experiments before their 
representatives. Price declined with reference to the costs of the experiment, and that he 
had no more of the transmutation powder. The Royal Society insisted, and Price had to comply. 
In the following year, the three members of the Society travelled to Guildford, and were 
welcomed by Price, who, instead of staging his demonstration, drank a flask of laurel water 
he had prepared. The three men immediately noticed a change in his appearance, but before 
they could do anything, Price was dead, poisoned by Prussian acid (or hydrogen cyanide).10 
The substance, now so well-known through Agatha Christie, had only been isolated by the 
Swedish chemist Carl Wilhelm Scheele only one year before. He, among others, was central 
in the industrialisation of the chemical knowledge of the time: A knowledge made possible 
through the scientific pursuits of the Royal Society, with the ideals taken from Robert Boyle’s 
Sceptical Chymist (1661), explicitly reversing alchemical hermeticism. Instead of a dependency 
on astral constellations and the spiritual maturity of the experimenter, Boyle insisted on 
the reproducibility of the experiment: that is that an experiment should be repeatable by 
anyone, anywhere, at anytime; on an unequivocal nomenclature of matter, as opposed to the ever 
proliferating and fantastical names given to one and the same matter by the alchemist, (or 
the many different matters designated by one and the same name); and on an open communication 
between peers, instead of initiation and secrecy.

Probably during the very same year as James Price performed his ‘transmutations’ and eventual 
suicide, Josiah Wedgwood, who to my knowledge could have no affinities with alchemical 
thinking, although being of an inquisitive and experimental mind, wrote in his laboratory 
notes:
 
‘Lime stone may be called a neutral salt in a state of cristallization consisting of: An 
alcaline, or calcarious earth. An acid, called fixed air, & water of [crystallisation]. In 
burning the lime stone the acid & water are dispelled & the alcaline earth only remains 
[sic].’11

Albeit not susceptible to any alchemical influences, this note nevertheless shows how 
intimately the language of Wedgwood’s experiments are linked to an alchemical discourse that 
insists on the elementary terminology of how air and water are dispelled from earth through fire. 

Yet Wedgwood was not interested in the alchemical properties of his wares. He was particularly 
interested in obtaining an artistic legitimacy to his wares, to induce into them a feeling, 
or a token, of an educated taste. Instead of invoking an alchemical authority, as had been 
done by Palissy or Piccolpassi, but which now would be highly masochistic, considering 
the discredit to alchemical discourse at this time, Wedgwood opted instead for an artistic 
legitimacy. Despite its commercial success, its extremely supportive stance towards involving 
artists in production, its choices of subject matters and agile sensitivity with regard to 
style and innovation, this project had already failed even before the introduction of Jasper 
Ware. I believe that this failure of ceramics towards art was conditioned by the already 
established disgrace of alchemy at the inception of the system of modern science. 

Two years after Wedgwood’s production of the Portland Vase, the German art historian and 
archaeologist Karl August Böttiger published an article on antique vases and their imitators 
in the influential German Journal des Luxus und der Moden. Though he acknowledges the 
innovations of Wedgwood,12 he dismisses Rococo tendencies in porcelain as kitsch, by quoting 
the judgement of Winckelmann from 1764: ‘Our so beloved porcelain vessels have still not been 
refined by genuine artistry. Most porcelain is fashioned into ridiculous dolls, resulting in 
the spread of a childish taste.’13 Parallel with the embarrassment and humiliation of the 
alchemical discourse from the point of view of the scientific community, a remarkably similar 
humiliation of ceramics from the perspective of the emerging ‘word of art’; an abasement of 
ceramics from the word of fine art which could be summarised with the alchemical ‘formula’ opus 
mulierum and ludus puerorum, that is: women’s work and children’s play.  

The high quality not only of Wedgwood, but Meissen, Sèvres, and Spode’s Bone China 
notwithstanding, Böttiger and Winckelmann’s judgement has proved to be the lasting judgement 
of the art world. Kaendler’s rococo figurines eventually pulled Wedgwood’s Portland Vase with 
them in the art critical elite’s condemnation of ceramics as such. This very same dismissal of 
ceramics en bloc is most recently repeated by Mario Perniola, writing 
in 1983:

‘in art journals the advertisements of the galleries are not to be distinguished from the 
texts that discuss the luxury goods they sell. Conversely, the best camouflaged journals of 
the advertising industry publish cultivated and unassailable texts, which precisely deliver 
a culturally heightened image of the consumer of commodity production, while the wares (for 
instance cars or ceramics) are seen in a marginal or accidental way. In this way you can 
perfectly well advertise for a faience bathroom in a philosophical journal [...].’14

This to ensure that the dialectic between ‘a philosophical journal and ‘a faience bathroom’ is 
not overseen by the casual reader.

14 15

Figure 5 (previous page)
 Tabula Smaragdina, “The smaragdine table”, the image metaphorically depicts a text as if it had fired in a kiln. 
From Heinrich Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum sapientiæ æternæ solius veræ christiano-kabalisticum, divino-magicum necnon 
physico-chymicum, tertriunum, catholicon. Excudebat Guilielmus Antonius, Hannover 1609.



V

Together with the heavy two-volume Scolar Press facsimile edition of Piccolpasso’s tract, I 
brought with me to the pillaged Spode Factory a cheap paperback edition of Bruce Chatwin’s 
novel Utz from 1988, in which some very acute art theoretical considerations are woven into 
the narrative, not the least in the elusiveness, fraudulence, and sexual ambivalence of its 
main character. 

These ‘exoteric’ art-theoretical issues become clear already in the beginning of the novel, 
when we are told how Utz criticises Winckelmann’s above-mentioned disdain for porcelain 
in an article, whereby he gives ‘a lively defence of the Rococo style in porcelain – an 
art of playful curves from an age when men adored women – against the slur of the pederast 
Winckelmann: ‘Porcelain is almost always made into idiotic puppets’.15

In a second article, called ‘The Private Collector’, he writes that an object in a museum case 
‘must suffer the de-natured existence of an animal in the zoo. In any museum the object dies – 
of suffocation and the public gaze – whereas private ownership confers on the owner the right 
and the need to touch. As a young child will reach out to handle the thing it names, so the 
passionate collector, his eye in harmony with his hand, restores to the object the life-giving 
touch of its maker.’16

The young child in Utz’s world is precisely juxtaposed to Böttiger’s and Winckelmann’s 
‘childish taste’ and Perniola’s ‘faience bathroom’, because it is pre-conceptual in its 
visio-tactual fascionosum. It is the very negation of the educated disinterested pleasure 
that the museum encourages, and this fascionosum cannot be satisfied within an exclusively 
visual context. It is tactile matter that carries with it a certain magnetic allure, which 
conceptualisation always seem to fail to get a proper grip on. Art theory sublimates this 
allure, or desire, with the concept of the ‘haptic’, a kind of tactile disinterestedness. 
This compromise is unacceptable from Utz’s position, and therefore he has to reject that art 
is a public matter altogether in much the same sense as alchemy had rejected that its science 
was a public matter or an ‘open conversation’. Instead, for Utz, art rests on a private and 
possessive intimacy, by no means enlightening, and certainly not raising any ethical or moral 
standards, rather the opposite: double-dealing, deceitful, jealous, and secretive, not at all 
unlike most of the alchemical authors I know of.

This life-giving touch is mentioned a couple of times in the novel, first when we hear about 
the young Kaspar Utz receiving his first Meissen piece: ‘Kaspar pivoted the figurine in the 

flickering candlelight and ran his pudgy fingers, lovingly, over the glaze and brilliant 
enamels.’ Much later, the same scene is repeated with the narrator observing how a figurine, 
pivoting in Utz’s hands in the flickering candlelight, indeed seems to be alive.

I find it especially intriguing that Chatwin describes the physical touching of the porcelain 
figurines, which takes place in candlelight, as if the rejuvenating touch would be impossible 
in direct light. In alchemy, we also find numerous references to transformative processes that 
can only take place in indirect or diffracted light. Fulcanelli likens a secret alchemical 
substance with ‘nostoc’, a greenish dew or fungi-like cryptogam,17 first identified and named by 
Paracelsus. The nostoc is rarely seen, as it grows on stones during the night and disappears 
when the sun rises. It also has been called poetical names as ‘Celestial fundament, Moon-
Spit, Earth-Butter, Dew-Grease, Vegetable Vitriol, Flos Coeli, and the like. The greenish 
colour here invoked, nevertheless points at an immature stage of a vegetative, growing, but 
still mineral substance, reminding us of the Chinese notion of liu-li as a distant mountainous 
stone of a green colour,18 or, if we turn to the West, the green emerald hidden in Khunrath’s 
cryptic kiln of the Emerald Tablet. In a similar vein, Piccolpasso, in a curious passage, 
urges the potter always to fire the kiln under a waxing moon, else the flames will lack 
brightness.19

The definition of ceramics in general, and porcelain in particular, is, as you all know, not 
an easy or uncontroversial issue. After the chemist Roald Hoffmann dismissed some general 
definitions of ceramics as ‘inorganic, refractory, porous, brittle and insulating’,20 he set 
forth the more straightforward definition: ‘transformation by heat, if not fire, remains the 
defining essence of ceramics’,21 corresponding precisely to the title of Claudius Popelin’s 
short historical work, Les vieux arts du feu, the arts of the fire, which consist of alchemy, 
enamel, glass, and ceramics.

Due to Utz’s conspicuous references to Adam, Golem, Kabbalah, alchemy, or Christ giving life 
to clay birds, the narrator insists on the question as to whether or not Utz actually believes 
that his porcelain figures are alive – that is, in a non-metaphorical sense. On one occasion, 
Utz answers: ‘I am and I am not. [...]They are alive and they are dead. But if they were 
alive, they would also have to die. Is it not?’22 I very much like this ambivalence, as if Utz 
were pointing to another concept of life, distinct from our notion of ‘mortal life’.

I believe he was. On another occasion, the answer is somewhat different. After Utz had 
recounted for the narrator that during the inflation of 1923, the Dresden banks  had issued 
emergency money of red and white Böttger porcelain, he continues to explain that most 
porcelain experts had interpreted Böttger’s discovery as the utilitarian by-product of 
alchemy – like Paracelsus’s mercurial cure for syphilis. Utz did not agree, the narrator 
continues:

‘He felt it was foolish to attribute to former ages the materialist concerns of this
one. Alchemy, except among its more banal practitioners, was never a technique for multiplying 
wealth ad infinitum. It was a mystical exercise. The search for gold and the search for 
porcelain had been facets of an identical quest: to find the substance of immortality.’23

That is, we can conclude: ‘Ceramics, except among its more banal practitioners, was never a 
technique for multiplying wealth ad infinitum’; that is, it was not a production of money as in 
the case of the prosperous European factories during the time of the porcelain craze. ‘It was 
a mystical exercise […] to find the substance of immortality.’

‘The substance of immortality’? For me it is obvious that it is this defining fire, this 
‘secret’ or ‘hidden’ fire that Chatwin alludes to, is equally essential for the perception 
of porcelain as the manufacturing of porcelain. Yet in this instance, ‘perception’ is  the 
wrong term. The substance is not at all ‘perceptible’. Any life-giving substance of ceramics 
is hidden inside, either in the womb of the kiln or in the matter itself. This matter affords 
the sensation of touch to the beholder. The touch itself makes imperceptible, blocking vision 
and light. When it comes to the ‘life-giving touch;’ it has to be protected from direct light, 
enlightenment, publicity, and direct visual exposure, as with nostoc or any other lunar 
activity.

I don’t know if Roald Hoffmann has read Utz, but his final remark in his short essay makes some 
very similar points: 

And yet, and yet, even as I imagine Böttger keeping careful laboratory notes of his formulae 
and protocols, I wonder if it could have been done without the underlying alchemical 
imperative. One could make stoneware and glass, and use them in everyday life. But anyone who 
has held a fine Song or Koryo vessel in one’s hands, rotated it, followed the fine crackle, I 
think feels that porcelain is something more. It is sublime. To aspire to transform mere clay 
into that refined essence that catches light and begs to be held as no other ceramic does – 
that vision takes more than laboratory skill.24

He could not have ‘held a fine Song or Koryo vessel’ in his ‘hands, rotated it, followed the 
fine crackle’, in an adequately illuminated museum of fine art. Nor could it be reproduced in 
any ‘Journal of Tactile Sensation.’ It implies that he has personal, lunar, access to the 
piece.

Figure 7
Salomon Trismosin. Splendor Solis. MS. (1582). London: British Library, MS Harley 3469, ff. 31v and 32v.
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