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which distinguished the medicine of Paracelsus (skilled as 
he was in that); rather, it was the novel conception that each 
disease represented a specific entity, or better, a specific 
disordering process spread by a specific form of "seed"
this centuries before the development of the germ theory of 
infectious disease. Obvious as this may seem now, in its day 
this was a most subversive doctrine, challenging the authority 
of Aristotelian medicine which declared all disease to be 
simply an "imbalance" of the mythical four bodily "humors." 
Prevailing treatment therefore sought simply to drain off the 
presumed excess humors (by bleeding or induced vomiting), 
or to supply the deficient ones (by the appropriate compound
ing of herbal and other medicines-generally useless). Para
celsus and his theories were suppressed in their time, but a 
century later, bore fruit in the founding of modem chemistry 
by Jean-Baptiste Van Helmont, who with his students, pro
duced and named the first known gases (as distinct from the 
Aristotelian "element" called "air"); proved digestion to be a 
chemical process (not the Aristotelian "cooking"), dependent 
on substances now known as enzymes or catalysts (then 
called "ferments"); initiated a program of experimental phys
ics and chemistry first outlined by Nicolaus of Cusa; and 
established the first university chemistry laboratory. 

However, just as Hayum calls the astrolabe an "astrologi
cal" rather than an "astronomical" device, so Paracelsus has 
been termed a "magician" or "alchemist" rather than a chem
ist and physician. Therefore, when Gruenewald incorporates 
"alchemical" representations into his painting, as Hayum 
demonstrates, we can reasonably conclude that his intentions 
are not magical at all, but strictly scientific-which she does 
not recognize (or recognizing, does not allow). 

In fact, Paracelsus himself spent two years at Colmar, a 
mere 15 years after Gruenewald's work had been completed, 
and otherwise frequented much the same Rhineland circuit. 
Like Gruenewald, he was skilled in industrial technologies 
(otherwise referred to by Hayum as "alchemy, that occult 
branch of science dealing in material transformations"), pro
cesses under intensive study and development at that time by 
Leonardo in Italy, and by the metallurgical establishments of 
Germany. Therefore, it is most intriguing, that the "alchemi
cal" symbols in the Isenheim altarpiece occur in the middle 
of the three sequential forms of the painting. Whereas the 
herbal medicines are shown in the first, outer-portrayal (the 
meeting of Saints Anthony and Paul, and St. Anthony's 
Temptation), the "alchemy"-the processes of material 
transformation at the cutting edge of science and technolo
gy-are shown within the sequence from Annunciation 
through Incarnation to Resurrection (which are also the pan
els with the most incandescent colors). In other words, we 
can see these panels as the unity of those processes which 
transform both man and the universe from lower to higher 
levels, both in man's ability to transform nature, and in the 
transformation of man himself through Christ. That, indeed, 
is the vital legacy of Christian Humanism. 
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