	
  
Brimming with details of life in Italy during the plague of 1348, this well-researched story
incorporates historical information about medieval alchemy, midwifery, and the conflict
between science and superstition, providing a rich context and arresting contrast for Santina's
thoroughly modern attitudes. This medieval love story and its memorable heroine are likely to
resonate with contemporary teens.
—Kirkus Reviews
Author Mary Osborne’s adept portrayal of a spirited and intelligent young girl growing up in
Italy during the Middle Ages is an alluring tale that provides an intriguing blend of history,
romance, and adventure. Alchemy's Daughter is a story with timeless appeal…
—Literary Classics International Book Awards & Reviews
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A medieval tale of midwifery and magic
Santina Pietra is seventeen and in medieval
San Gimignano, daughters of merchants are
expected to marry. But Santina cares only
for Calandrino, a brilliant young scholar who
is preoccupied with his ancient alchemical
texts. Soon Santina meets Trotula, the
village midwife, who might or might not be a
strega, a witch. Trotula challenges her to
forget Calandrino and become the woman
she is meant to be. Some say she is a victim
of the midwife’s spell, but Santina is
determined to follow in Trotula’s footsteps
even as calamities strike.
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A Conversation with Mary A. Osborne
Q: You’re a registered nurse and single mother. How did you come to write two
historical novels?
A: I’ve been writing short stories since I was a student at Knox College. The idea for
both Alchemy’s Daughter and my first novel, Nonna’s Book of Mysteries, came together
during a springtime trip to Italy back in 2001. I visited Florence and took a daytrip to the
walled village of Certaldo, which was home to the medieval author, Giovanni Boccaccio.
When I returned to Chicago, I started reading Boccaccio’s Decameron, which is a
collection of stories set during the time of Europe’s Great Plague, and I went to work on
my own medieval tale. In between working as a nurse and being a single mom, it took
me over a decade to write both books.
Q: Why did you choose to write historical fiction rather than a contemporary, possibly
more relevant story for today’s readers?
A: The 14th century was a time when science had not yet explained away all the
mysteries of life. There was still magic in the world. Today we rely a great deal on
science for answers. While science is useful, I think there is still so much science has
yet to explain. In some ways, we are as lost in the great mystery now as we were then.
I think the medieval period is a reminder of the changing nature of what we often
consider to be irrefutable fact.
Q: Your book takes place near the time of Europe’s Great Plague of 1348. While the
plague is no longer prevalent, are there comparisons to be drawn with diseases of the
21st century?
A: Amid the current fears surrounding “superbugs” and the Ebola virus, the plague of
1348 offers an interesting historical perspective on the treatment of infectious disease.
Working before the age of antibiotics, medieval midwives relied on herbal medicine and
the wisdom passed from generation to generation of women. In cases when antibiotics
stop working, it might be worth looking at ancient healing traditions and alternative
medicine. I also think it’s important to protect biodiversity, as we never know which
plant might hold the secret to a cure.
Q: In Alchemy’s Daughter, Santina wants to be a midwife. In your book Santina’s
mentor, Trotula, is very skilled, and you suggest that medieval midwives even knew how
to perform Caesareans. This is an operation that seems ahead of the time period. In
your research, did you find any evidence for midwives performing Caesarean
deliveries?
(more)
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A: I was actually surprised in my research to discover stories of Caesarean deliveries
taking place two thousand years ago in India and China. Also, there is an illustration of
the procedure in the epic poem by the famous Persian poet, Firdawsi, from the 10th
century. Historical records indicate that in the Middle Ages, midwives were allowed to
perform the procedure right after a woman had died or was very near death, in order to
save the baby. The first written record we have of a mother and baby surviving a
Caesarean section comes from Switzerland in 1500 when a farmer performed the
operation on his wife, and she survived.
Q: In today’s world, women can be anything they want to be. They are doctors, lawyers,
politicians, and executives. American fathers do not force their daughters into arranged
marriages, as Santina’s father tries to do. How do the obstacles that Santina faces
relate to young women of today?
A: Today’s young women do have more freedom, and they are well educated. But the
struggle for equality is not over, especially outside the U.S. Violence against women
continues at high rates. One out of three women in the world has been beaten or
abused. In the States, there is still domestic violence, but the battle between the sexes
has evolved into a negotiation between the sexes.
Q: What do you think is the greatest obstacle facing young women today?
A: The glitter of the material world. It’s easy to be seduced by the media and popular
culture into thinking that we need to look a certain way, compete for spots in the best
colleges, find high paying jobs, and accumulate material wealth. Becoming quiet,
listening to your inner voice, and striking out in an original and authentic way requires
courage and commitment.
Q: In Alchemy’s Daughter Santina is given a book of alchemy, which she uses as a
source of guidance as she pursues her ambition. What is alchemy, and how does the
subject relate to the novel?
A: Alchemy is the medieval science of turning lead into gold. It’s early chemistry, and
medieval Europeans were very familiar with the subject, although authorities frowned
upon the practice at various times in history. Alchemy is also a metaphor for
transforming oneself. Carl Jung, the famous psychiatrist, wrote about this in his book
entitled Psychology and Alchemy. I became fascinated with the topic, and I began to
see how this ancient wisdom offers clues as to how to go about changing your life and
arriving at “individuation,” as Jung called it. Individuation is the process of becoming a
whole and complete person. Medieval Europeans didn’t read Jung, of course, but they
did viewed alchemy in terms of their faith experience, and they saw alchemy as a secret
language that spoke of purification and the transformation of the soul. This was of great
interest to the medieval mind.
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More Acclaim for Mary A. Osborne’s Alchemy’s Daughter
Ancient texts, family intrigue, and the perils of the plague flow through Alchemy’s
Daughter. In this coming-of-age novel set in the Middle Ages, young adult readers will
identify with Santina’s struggles as she learns about choices and their consequences.
—Sr. M. Paul McCaughey, O.P., Superintendent of Archdiocese of Chicago
Catholic Schools
In Alchemy’s Daughter Osborne has woven a richly textured tapestry of medieval Italy
with its mysterious meld of piety, bloodshed and gnostic power, and she has also
created characters that one comes to know intimately and care for deeply. Osborne’s
Santina Pietra is a woman of strength, vulnerability and wisdom whose overarching
desire to heal transcends historical forces and class strictures. As spirituality, as
esoteria and as history, Alchemy’s Daughter is a well crafted, engrossing and ultimately
moving story.
—Joseph M. Malham, author of John Ford: Poet in the Desert and By Fire into
Light: Four Catholic Martyrs of the Nazi Camps
Mary Osborne’s Alchemy’s Daughter is first a simple love story and foremost a nuanced
sociological probe. Osborne transports readers, along with her chief character, Santina,
to a remote, ancient landscape whose burdens and biases remind us eerily of the here
and now. Hard science and faith and witchcraft all inform the beliefs of those who hold
sway over Santina’s fate, and ultimately we root for a cocktail of enlightenment, luck and
love to give her a life she deserves
—Don Evans, author of Good Money After Bad and Executive Director of the
Chicago Literary Hall of Fame
Mary A. Osborne’s Alchemy’s Daughter is filled with deeply-researched history, the
mysterious world of alchemy, and an in-depth portrayal of midwifery in its early stages.
—Lois Hoitenga Roelofs, Ph.D., author of Caring Lessons, Professor Emerita of
Nursing at Trinity Christian College.
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