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On the dark night our lone alchemist was having no luck with his latest 

experiments to find the philosopher’s stone. Like many before him he had been 

investigating the golden stream, urine, and he was heating the residues from this 

which he had boiled down to a dry solid. He stoked his small furnace with more 

charcoal and pumped the bellows until his retort glowed red hot. Suddenly 

something strange began to happen. Glowing fumes filled the vessel and from the 

end of the retort dripped a shining liquid that burst into flames. Its pungent, garlic-

like smell filled his chamber. When he caught the liquid in a glass vessel and 

stoppered it he saw that it solidified but continued to gleam with an eerie pale-

green light and waves of flame seemed to lick its surface. Fascinated, he watched it 

more closely, expecting this curious cold fire to go out, but it continued to shine 

undiminished for hour after hour. Here was magic indeed. Here was phosphorus. 

 

13th element: The Sordid Tale of Murder, Fire, and Phosphorus by John Emsley 
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