Alchemy immortality and longevity culture

Alchemy is a deceptively old practice. Having its first major compilation of knowledge in 200 AD and 600 AD in the form of the corpus hermeticum and the tabula smaragdina (emerald tablet) (al, 2007) but actually gained more traction in the renaissance period (al, 2007) which saw a rise in alchemical texts and general practice of alchemy. This then became the form of alchemy that we see today in the modern era. the alchemist George Ripley who complied the “Ripley corpus” which shows the method that creates the philosophers stone (rampling, 2013). The philosopher’s stone is one of the three objectives of alchemy, which are to create the philosopher’s stone, achieve immortality and turn other materials into gold. Although the philosophers stone is meant to be able to grant the latter objectives the eternal life that the philosophers stone grants is what is being focused on. All throughout ages people want to live, which is quite an obvious statement as survival is in the DNA of any animal and survival through evolution has been generally accepted as fact in the modern day(Darwin, 2023). There has been a noted obsession with death within the modern and even prehistoric era. For example. The epic of Gilgamesh, which is in one longest surviving story that humanity has been able find is a story that is about immortality in the latter half of the epic (george, 2001) where Gilgamesh strikes out to find immortality but ultimately fails. Or the concept of stoicism in the era of the Greeks, where the idea of death must remain a constant in ones mind and thus it will save you from grieving death as you have already accepted it(Menzies and Whittle, 2022). This leads into the “longevity culture” of the modern day which is the modern desire to extend life or prevent aging into an elderly person (or at least age visibly). However, this topic is merely meant to point out the running  theme that death, and by extension the prolonging or permanency of life this does not actually determine the effectiveness of any of these methods to prolong life or these philosophies and how that method of thinking affects people within the context of a relationship with death and aging .The principles of alchemy and the desire to extend one’s life span has endured through ancient times to the present and is apparent in the longevity vulture of the modern day.



The philosopher’s stone is one of the core goals of alchemical study.it is referred by many epithets but most notably it is known as the bird of Hermes, the alchemist’s stone or the Elixir (Timmermann, 2013) and would be safe to say that it is the most well-known aspect of alchemy. The philosopher’s stone does not grant eternal life itself but allows one to access the knowledge required to grant yourself eternal youth which is a long-held desire within stories and real life alike. The actual process to create the elixir is a long and complicated procedure that boils down into three main steps. Stage one starts with a blackened piece of earth infused with various elements and then turns white which is a process known as albedo and is then converted into a red substance which is known as rubedo. These three objects together represent the philosophers stone and eternal youth(Timmermann, 2013). It is vitally important to remember that the idea of alchemy is scientific in nature but is also deeply intrenched within the concepts of religion and mysticism, this is important to note because it shows that the alchemists that would work for the philosophers stone or a secret to transmuting materials to gold held belief in the eventuality of their eternal life, or the fact that someone who uses their practice will find the secret to the bird of Hermes and create the philosophers stone. There can be parallels drawn between that and modern-day chemistry and other medical sciences and attempt to find ways to extend life or stave off aging as much as possible.

second, there are major examples of people desperately trying to stave off aging and the looming threat of mortality. But due to the society that we inhabit these methods cost quite a but of money. The best example of this exact problem is Bryan Johnson, who spends a collective 4 million usd in order to de age his body all the way down from 45 to 18 years old(Zilber, 2023) these methods include, letting every single decision about is body run through a team of doctors known as project blueprint. This project begins with an ultrasound that looks at the heart lungs and the rest of Bryan Johnson body and the taking of about 111 pills every day to meet his exact nutrient intake. The health plan even monitors nighttime erections during his sleep schedule. Despite the extremely restrictive lifestyle this man lives according to Bryan Johnson he has never been happier and even calls other people “mad” for not wanting to live like how he has been living(Zilber, 2023). The effort Bryan Johnson puts into extending his life is impressive but the goal that Bryan Johnson has, which is his refusal to die anytime soon. It is worth mentioning that Bryan Johnson is looking to include a woman on this project in order to work out what to expand the range of his research(Zilber, 2023). A similar guile can be seen within the context of alchemic research as the strive for the philosophers’ stone is an incredibly time consuming and expensive task much like the task Bryan Johnson has undergone in the war against his own mortality.

A blue zone is an area that, due to the outside factors such as quality of food, environment, lack of pollution and emotional wellbeing are areas that have extended the life spans of the people that live there. the length of life is not exponential but there is a significant increases of people that live to ninety or one hundred within these areas(Buettner and Skemp, 2016). Although many reasons exist to want to extend ones life span and live over one hundred years old and that has been marketed to people under names such as the “blue zone life style”(Blue Zones – Live Better, Longer, no date) or simply informing people how to live longer in their everyday life style. However, this does not consider the area that a potential reader lives in and assumes that they live in similar conditions like the people that live within the confines of a blue zone. Places such as Ikaria (Greece), Okinawa (Japan) and Nicoya (Costa Rica)(Blue Zones – Live Better, Longer, no date). Marketing life to people is a cornerstone of longevity culture within the modern day and can be argued as a form of fear mongering which is meant to “scare people into purchasing the lifestyle that is trying to be sold to the consumer. Lifestyles such as the “blue zone” lifestyle or even the alchemical life style and although most of these life styles do have health benefits and (mostly) will allow one person to live longer more often than not it does not meet the promises that the articles and texts say that they are capable of doing.
Immortality and the prevention of death in general is seen throughout human history. But the relationship that different philosophies have with death is worth looking at is it presents the cultural ideals and taboos that might result in action taken when preventing death, negative or positive. A particularly notable idea of death is the belief in “memento mori” which translates to “remember to die.” The movement begins in the Middle Ages and was more of an artistic tradition that would show skulls in the “danse macabre” which shows skulls, skeletons, and corpses in every stage of rotting and decay. The artistic tradition then would switch into a much more therapeutic idea as it allows people to come to terms with death but “remembering to die” and the concept that death is inevitable and fighting it only brings more pain(Noonan, Little and Kerridge, 2013). This can be seen in the modern day with concepts such as death cafes which are locations that have the express utility of being a place that talking about death is allowed and in fact encouraged(Welcome to Death Cafe, no date).Artists in the modern day also cover the concept of death and memento mori. An artist like Damian Hurst, who, as an artist always had an interest in death and mortality, but the most famous piece of art is the piece known as “the love of god” which is a platinum skull that consists of over one thousand diamonds. This very expensive art piece Is meant to be an extension of the concept of memento mori and is a celebration of death.(Damien Hirst’s ‘For the Love of God’, no date). There is an interesting link to wealth and a commentary on capitalistic ideals. The idea that death is as valuable as over one thousand diamonds  has an interesting link to the philosophers stone as it can give eternal life and turn any alloy into gold (the alchemists most valuable material represented by the sun) (rampling, 2013). Also, as This shows that humanity has been grasping a relationship with death for hundreds of years and people are trying to come to terms and accept death instead of trying to prevent aging or stop death, although it is worth noting that aside from some select individuals’ people rarely want to die at all to begin with.
As previously mentioned, it is common for a type of fear mongering to be used to sell these products or lifestyles that are supposed to extend life or just stop the idea of aging all together. The science of ant aging is backed up quite heavily with modern academic literature and other such studies on the topic of dermatology. Although dermatology is a medical science that is primarily focused on the skin a majority of people see dermatology as way to escape the concept of growing old or in their eyes “less beautiful” (Calasanti et al., 2018). In a study about the views on anti-aging dermatology it was shown that there is a direct relation with ideas of beauty and the ability to stop aging or prevent the visible affects of aging such as wrinkles and sagging skin(Calasanti et al., 2018). The human body’s natural effects of anti-aging have been studied and seen as a teacher for dermatologists to then further expand on to the benefit of people who fear the concept of aging. Further expanding on this consistent fear of death that is seen throughout human history there is a more specific fear of aging that is seen in the modern day due to the general increases of life expectancy, at least within the western world. This fear does translate quite well into the concept of living forever unlocking the secret of eternal youth and seems to be, on some level, the goal of this side of dermatology and subside peoples fear of aging and by extension death.

There are other modern methods that is used in order to extend life spans via the increase in quality of life and better nutritional intake. There are examples of diet culture that has been previously mentioned such as Bryan Johnson diet that is monitored relentlessly by the doctors working on project blueprint(Zilber, 2023). Although that is an extreme example there are examples of articles where it instructs you to eat as someone in a blue zone eats in order to give yourself the a portion of the quality of life that living in such areas are able to give to someone(Pes et al., 2022). However there are many diet that have a held belief that these diets will help you live a better life and by extension life a longer life(Caprara, 2018). These diets are helpful, and many academic articles do show evidence that points towards the idea of a longer and healthier life. But there are many diets that focus on the aesthetics of a person’s body and not the overall health of the individual. Regrettably, this has led to white a toxic diet culture that actually is much more harmful to an individual than helpful and in some cases even kills the individual. Anorexia is a common symptom in people like this especially younger women, but it can absolutely be seen in men and woman of all ages(Banks, 1992). Although this seems to contradict the idea that people have wanted to live forever its important to understand that the idea of living forever is not something everyone wants or even thinks about. A common idea of people with a desire to live forever is the focus on the future and the inevitability of a person’s own demise. While there are many people that are not as focused on the future or do not scare for specific personal reasons or simply never crosses the mind of these individuals and they simply go on with their life.
As previously mentioned, there are many stories that are about the quest for immortality or some form of agelessness. This can be presented as states such as divinity or be explicitly referenced as immortality but there are many storied that reference the ability to permanently stave off death as it is a common goal in literature both old and new, an example that was stated before is the epic of Gilgamesh here the titular protagonist of the story goes on a journey to find immortality but ultimately ends u failing and decides to rule his kingdom the best he can (george, 2001). Although that story is only a one of Gilgamesh’s stories within his epic it is still a major story about the character. There are other stories from a later period that also talks about the quest for immortality such as the story of Heracles which chronicles the twelve labours that Heracles went through in order to ascend to his place on mount Olympus with the rest of the gods(The Labours of Heracles, a literary and artistic examination - ProQuest,1976). Of course the quest for immortality is shown in many ancient classics such as the twelve labours and the epic of Gilgamesh it is important to remember that these stories are important to the cultures held beliefs at the time much in the same way that alchemy was a held belief in by (relatively) large groups of people and that the philosophers stone would grant immortality.
In conclusion the evidence of humans wanting to extend the life span of an individual live forever. The evidence consists of ancient tales such as the epic of Gilgamesh and the twelve labours of Heracles. Which chronicle the efforts that it would take to get such a reward or even if you should be able to have it in the first place. And shows that this has been in the minds of authors and culture for generations. Secondly there is the belief in alchemy and the scientific religion it became. The quest for the philosopher’s stone and immortality being directly compared to and valued o the same level of riches beyond imagination as the philosopher’s tone had the ability to transform any object into gold. Of course there has been a shift in modern stories from being tales about a cultures myths or folklore heroes and has now become a place where fiction is rampant and admitted to be fiction and not actually about any religion in particular. However this held belief in immortality or more specifically the concept of agelessness is what longevity culture hinges on. The idea that there are ways to stave off aging with things such as anti-aging creams or other chemicals can entice a large amount of people. Compounded with the idea that age and beauty cannot mix will also greatly push the urge to buy these products even further. However, it is disingenuous to say that all modern efforts to stop aging and stave off death and old age are a cash grab. As blue zones, and blue zone life styles, exist in order to help a larger amount of people live to 100 the idea of extending someone’s life span showing that the idea of immortality has not gone away as it is the ideal of what blue zones provide, a place without death(Blue Zones – Live Better, Longer, no date). Of course there are still extremes such as Brian Johnson who has taken the idea of diet culture and a healthy life style to an extreme that has not been seen before with project blueprint which might be the best modern example of the agonizing efforts someone can take in order to prevent death in the near or far future. Bryan Johnsons efforts ay be the closest modern example to the concept of the philosopher’s stone and alchemies efforts for immortality. The principles of alchemy and the desire to extend one’s life span has endured through ancient times to the present and is apparent in the longevity vulture of the modern day. After a review of the evidence and research presented it is clear that the concept of immortality has been present within the minds of humans for a very long time and it has penetrated our literature, science, and lifestyles. However, it would be untrue to say that it has stayed the same as in the modern era it seems to have shifted from a fight against death to a fight against aging and entropy. While in more ancient or medieval times it was a quest for immortality and the stopping of any form of death. But like any belief it is not held by every single member of the human race but is clearly presented in a large portion of the human population throughout history.
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