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Netherlands has now almost changed beyond recognition. Within a decade, the 
discipline has been largely recast. And that is surely no small feat. 
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Snalders' History of Chemistry in the Netherlands is written to commemorate the 
establishment in 1893 of the Dutch Chemical Society. It is published under the 
auspices of the Society and advertised to its members. Certainly Dutch chemists 
form the main group for which the book is intended. Certainly it will be also 
interesting for the small Dutch speaking community of professional historians of 
science. Whether Snelders' work will satisfy the chemists can only be answered 
by themselves. 

Snelders' task is not an easy one. Chemistry before Lavoisier is not easily 
accessible to the chemists of today. Their knowledge of modern chemistry is 
more a barrier than an entrance to the past. And chemistry in the Netherlands 
cannot be understood detached from chemistry elsewhere, neither now nor in 
the past. The few great chemists of the Netherlands will attract more interest 
than the many skilled colleagues that left thousands of published papers and 
books only known to the specialised historian. Writing about the great Dutch 
chemists can better be undertaken in the framework of a general history of 
chemistry. A local history must give some attention to the 'second rank' contri
butions. These conflicting requirements can only be met by the creative imagina
tion of the writer. Whether Snelders has succeeded in this will be answered after 
discussing his work. 

The book starts with a historiography of chemistry in the Netherlands. Snelders 
demonstrates that active interest in the history of chemistry was already manifest 
among Dutch chemists from the eighteenth century onwards. Professional 
historians of chemistry are however a recent species and the interest of these 



172 Reviews 

professionals has generally not been directed towards the development of 
chemistry in the Netherlands. In fact Snelders is the only science historian with a 
longstanding interest in the history of Dutch chemistry, and is consequently 
predisposed to write this book and condemned to carry out his task without an 
existing professional tradition in the subject. He chooses, not unexpectedly, a 
chronological order, with emphasis on the aspects to which he has already 
contributed with original research. 

The story commences in the second chapter, on alchemy in the Netherlands. 
Although the existence of "esoteric alchemy" is mentioned (p. 27), 'alchemy' in 
this chapter is taken as the attempt to make gold from the base metals and to 
prepare a drug acting as an elbcer of life and a panacea. Snelders' story lists 
alchemical books published in the Netherlands, mainly during the seventeenth 
century, and offers biographical details about Dutch alchemists of the same 
period. 

One of these, the 'bergmeester' (mining engineer) Goossen van Vreeswyk, 
receives special attention. His search for the philosopher's stone, which resulted 
in the recognition of the uselessness and vanity of this pursuit, is followed. The 
story of two 'successful' transmutations concludes this chapter. Especially the last 
one, that of the famous Becher, makes a thrilling story. His project, the isolation 
of gold from sand, tried out under governmental supervision and found profita
ble, was never implemented on an industrial scale. Although Becher claimed 
that the gold extracted from the sand would be regenerated by the sun, it is 
questionable whether the project can be considered a transmutation. It can be 
compared with Haber's project to isolate gold from seawater as tried out during 
the 1920s under the auspices of the German government. 

What is missing from this chapter is the sixteenth and seventeenth century 
context of practical alchemy, the 'philosophical chemistry' of the Renaissance, as 
treated so well by Alan Debus.' The cultural background of Renaissance 
chemistry might offer a better perspective to the actions of Dutch chemists, and 
allow escape from an anecdotal treatment. 

A proper treatment of 'philosophical chemistry' would equally have revealed 
the artificiality of the distinction between chemistry and alchemy that is used by 
Snelders to separate this chapter from the next (on "Chemistry in the seven
teenth century: iatrochemistry and chemical technology"); as a result, two 
successive chapters somewhat incongruously treat one and the same period. 

Snelders discusses the rebirth of philosophical atomism and the mechanistic 
interpretation of chemical processes as the main innovations of the seventeenth 
century. Then he describes the development of iatrochemistry, i.e. the explana-
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