
ALCHORISMA: Arthur Gouillart reading list  

1. Alchemical worldview as a proto-cybernetic 

thinking 
On the first feedback loop control system, invented by lesser_known and “non-savant” alchemist 
Cornelis Drebbel. The alchemical oven, the Athanor, embodied a lot ofelements of  the alchemical 
worldview and prefigures cybernetic conceptions of systems and control. But it is informed by a 
much more animistic conception of nature! Something to consider, beyond the parallels of hermetic 
encrypting of recipes and modern programmation.  

http://nautil.us/issue/20/creativity/the-vulgar-mechanic-and-his-magical-oven-rp 

Excerpt: 

“By the time Cornelis Drebbel built an oven with a simple thermostat, one of the first 

manmade feedback mechanisms in history, in the 1620s, he was regarded in Europe as a 
magisterial, if not mad, inventor.[...] One modern scholar says Shakespeare used Drebbel as 
a model for Prospero, his noble sorcerer, who rules the mysterious island in The 
Tempest.[…] 

That’s remarkable about Drebbel today, other than the fact the bewitching Dutch genius is so 
little known, is how much he has to teach us about the birth and progress of science. He built 
his oven at a time when a “vital” worldview, in which inanimate objects contain living energy, 
forged a prelude to the mechanical age.[…] 

“Drebbel’s circulating oven,” as historians of science now call it, included an early 
thermometer with a heat scale. It regulated itself with a feedback-control device that is a 
progenitor of the ubiquitous systems that regulate the air we breathe in homes, offices, 
trains, planes, and automobiles. His oven is one of the earliest devices that gave human 
control away to a machine and thus can be seen as a forerunner of the smart machine, the 
self-deciding automaton, the thinking robot…Drebbel’s achievement was astonishing: 
Informed by a piece of ancient plumbing, he invented an iconic first feedback device. His 
thermostat provided a seminal example for feedback-control devices of the 18th century, 
when inventors came up with all manner of float valves, pressure regulators, and centrifugal 
governors to manage steam engines. Today, feedback loops and automatic control are 
greatly amplified by the recursive power of digital logic and computers.[…] 

Bert Hall, a retired historian of technology at the University of Toronto, compares Drebbel to 
Issac Newton. “Alchemical types of the period like Newton—the great magus—want 
everything to make sense; they want absolutes,” Hall says. “There can’t be anything 
extraneous. That’s one of the differences between pre-modern and modern thinking.” “As 
Above, So Below,” summarizes the alchemical belief that everything in the macrocosm of the 
universe is related to everything in the microcosm of humanity. This was the philosophy that 
guided Drebbel as he forged his furnace. […] 

It’s an ironic tale because Drebbel’s oven also embodies a vitalist spiritual philosophy. He 
was a master craftsman, but strictly mechanical inventions weren’t his goal. Drebbel always 
claimed to have drawn his wisdom from nature, declaring that he never read Latin or the 
classical authors, or enriched his writing with ancient wisdom. He regarded inventions like 
his oven as public demonstrations of the elemental forces of nature—earth, water, air, 
fire.[…] 

http://nautil.us/issue/20/creativity/the-vulgar-mechanic-and-his-magical-oven-rp


 

2. Myth-fiction as an algorithm making itself real 
This is an excerpt explaining the concept of Hyperstition. The term was coined by Nick Land 

(sulphurous figure, his recent works being properly Neo-reactionary), Mark Fisher and Anna 

Greenspan in the Cybernetic Culture Research Institute in the University of Warwick. It is somehow a  

mashup term between Hyper, Hype and Superstition. Hyperstition are fictions that penetrate culture 

and make themselves real and “Just because it’s not ‘real’ now, doesn’t mean it won’t be real at 

some point in the future. And once it’s real, in a sense, it’s always been” (CCRU.net). Gibson’s 

concept of the Cyberspace could be a simple example, first coined in his SF book “Neuromancer”, it 

has been embraced by the Silicon valley, being a dream of a large number of engineers working 

towards its realization with VR and AR. There is quite an extravagant cultural theory on how these 

fictions are practically infiltrating culture through feedback systems, but the Open Call’s example of 

the Whanghanui river being legally give a person’s status could be seen through that lens. Myth-

fiction as algorithm making itself real to help non-human people. 

Original CCRU text: http://xenopraxis.net/readings/ccru_lemuriantimewar.pdf 

William Burrows original text that inspired them, specifically focusing of the figure of the Lemurs of 

Madagascar being considered ghosts: http://www.williamflew.com/omni103a.html 

Excerpt of “Accelerationism, Hyperstition and Myth-Science” by the great Simon O’Sullivan. A clear 

introduction on hyperstition in the context of capitalistic narrative of Accelerationism that Land 

ended up embracing later in his career 

https://www.academia.edu/19888801/Accelerationism_Hyperstition_and_Myth-Science  

http://xenopraxis.net/readings/ccru_lemuriantimewar.pdf
http://www.williamflew.com/omni103a.html
https://www.academia.edu/19888801/Accelerationism_Hyperstition_and_Myth-Science


  

  



 

 

 

3. Towards a Non-secular Anthropocene 
A very inspiring journal published by the Aarhus University Research group on the Anthropocene 

(AURA).  http://anthropocene.au.dk/fileadmin/Anthropocene/MORE_THAN_HUMAN_vol.3.pdf 

Excerpts from the introduction: 

“The third volume of the More-than-Human working paper series published by AURA – explore the 

uncanny valleys of the Anthropocene. They do so by asking whether we can align the rising 

strangeness of the nonhumans that the natural sciences study with the study of uncanny morethan-

humans worlds – of ghosts, gods, spirits, specters, and other magical beings – that anthropologists 

conventionally study. “More-than-human” points, after all, both to the realm of the natural and to 

that of the supernatural.  Might their meeting be understood through the lens of the unnatural, the 

uncanny? […] 

Climate change is the perhaps most evident example of a humancaused but also uncannily run-away 

process.  Consider, for instance, the uncanny rift between familiar experiences of weather and the 

statistics of climate. The hemispheric scale of the heat meant that it began, eerily, to point to more 

than itself.  In early July, a group of leading climate scientists hypothesized that positive feedback 

loops between changing climate, ocean currents, and other Earth systems could cause cascading 

effects that would catapult Earth into a “hothouse” state well before current predictions.[…] 

Natural events have increasingly become “unnatural” by default, uncannily monstrous rather than 

homey and seemingly maternal (Stengers 2015). Take, the 2011 tsunami and nuclear power disaster 

in Japan, a disaster both natural and thoroughly unnatural (Bestor 2013). As a result, “nature” takes 

on the uncanny characteristics of those forms of the supernatural that never had a proper place of 

their own in the modern West: spirits, monsters, ghosts (Bubandt and van Beek 2011).[…] 

The indestructibility of tardigrades, beings also known as “water bears”, has made them prime 

candidates for optomechanical experiments that seek to establish where the mind-bending laws of 

quantum mechanics end and the physical laws of “classical reality” begin. Dutch scientists plan to 

place a tardigrade on a millimeter-size silicon nitride membrane.  Using a laser beam, the 

researchers hope to bring the membrane into an oscillation pattern that is so fast that it, and the 

tardigrade on it, will be pushed into a quantum superposition – a condition of being where the 

tardigrade would be nowhere and everywhere on the oscillation curve at the same time (Folger 

2018). The tardigrade in a quantum superposition would cease to “be there” in any classical physical 

or common-sensical way.  It would be the first biological entity to be scientifically induced into a 

ghostly state of pure potentiality. The possibility of a scientifically produced ghost-tardigrade begs 

the question: what are we, in turn, to make of the reality of magic in the face of such technology?[…] 

There is, so it seems to us, an absence of sustained, empirical exploration of the ephemeral, 

spiritual, magical qualities of the nonhuman agency that has come to take center stage in the 

Anthropocene. “ 

Hope you enjoy ☺ 

http://anthropocene.au.dk/fileadmin/Anthropocene/MORE_THAN_HUMAN_vol.3.pdf

