
The Apothecary 
It would be easier to explain what an apothecary wasn’t throughout the ages, the 

breadth of their jobs in medieval times making them essential regardless of their 

titles or training. An apothecary was mostly known as a medical professional who 

formulated and dispensed materia medica—apothecary shops sold ingredients and 

prepared medicines for other medical practitioners and patients, and we would 

today call them a pharmacist. The apothecaries’ investigation of herbal and 

chemical ingredients was a precursor to the modern sciences of chemistry and 

pharmacology1. The apothecary also offered a range of services now performed by 

specialty practitioners, such as surgeons and obstetricians. Apothecaries also, at 

times, were believed to provide poisons for intentionally committing crimes, as well 

as magical charms and fortunes, and some performed full-on witchcraft rituals and 

other scams.  

The Beginnings 

The term derives from Ancient Greek, apothḗkē, which means “repository or 

storehouse”2. The profession has been around for thousands of years, and healing 

with medicinal plants is as old as mankind itself. There is evidence that 

Neanderthals used pain-killers and antibiotics to self-medicate3 as early as 49,000 

years ago. One of the earliest records of the practice of the apothecary comes from 

2400 BCE in ancient Babylon, where clay tablets were written with medical texts 

recording symptoms, the prescriptions, and the directions for compounding 

mixtures4. The Ebers Papyrus from ancient Egypt, written around 1500 BCE, 

contain a collection of more than 700 different drugs and over 800 prescriptions, or 

ancient recipes for the apothecaries of the time5. Pharmacy in ancient Egypt was 

conducted by two or more echelons: gatherers and preparers of drugs, and "chiefs 

of fabrication," or head pharmacists. They are thought to have worked in the 

"House of Life."6 

Theophrastus (about 300 B.C.) was a natural scientist, also called “father of 

botany” who covered most aspects of botany: descriptions of plants, classification, 

plant distribution, propagation, germination, and cultivation7. Mithridates VI, King 

of Pontus (about 100 B.C.), though he battled Rome for a lifetime, found time to 

make not only the art of poisoning, but also the art of preventing and counteracting 

 
1 Awofeso, Niyi. Organizational Capacity Building in Health Systems, Routledge, 2012. Page 47. 
2 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/apothecary 
3 https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-39205530 
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poisoning, subjects of intensive study. Unhesitatingly, he used himself as well as his 

prisoners as "guinea pigs" on which to test poisons and antidotes.8 

Pedanios Dioscorides (first century A.D.), was a significant contributor to the art 

and science of the apothecary. In order to study materia medica, Dioscorides 

accompanied the Roman armies throughout the known world9. He recorded what he 

observed and designed excellent rules for collection of drugs, their storage and use. 

His texts were considered basic science as late as the sixteenth century. Galen 

(130–200 A.D.) practiced and taught both pharmacy and medicine in Rome; his 

principles of preparing and compounding medicines ruled in the Western world for 

1,500 years; and his name still is associated with that class of pharmaceuticals 

compounded by mechanical means—galenicals10. He was the originator of the 

formula for a cold cream11, essentially similar to that known today. Many 

procedures Galen originated have their counterparts in today's modern labs. 

The Chinese “Shénnóng Běn Cǎo Jīng” is a compendium of medicinal plants that 

was written about 200 CE and is attributed to the Emperor Shen Nung (or 

Shennong), who is credited as the founder of Chinese herbal medicine12. The book, 

which documented 365 treatments, had a focus on roots and grass, as well as 

minerals and animals. 

Cosmas and Damian were third century Arabian-born twin brothers who embraced 

Christianity. Damian, the apothecary, and Cosmas, the physician offered the solace 

of religion as well as the benefit of their knowledge to the sick who visited them. 

Their twin careers were cut short in the year 303 by martyrdom13. For centuries 

their tomb in the Syrian city of Cyprus was a shrine. Churches were built in their 

honor in Rome and other cities. After canonization, they became the patron saints 

of Pharmacy and Medicine, and many miracles were attributed to them. 

The Arabs separated the arts of apothecary and physician, establishing in Bagdad 

late in the eighth century the first privately owned drug stores. The appearance of 

the first apothecary in history was in Baghdad in 754 during the Abbasid Caliphate, 

or Islamic Golden Age; it was managed by the scientist Jabir Ibn Hayyan, the 

founder of chemistry science (721–815)1415. The Muslims preserved much of the 

Greco-Roman wisdom and added to it, developing recipes for syrups, confections, 

conserves, distilled waters and alcoholic liquids. The Arabian apothecary shops were 

regularly inspected by a syndic (Muhtasib) who checked to see if they adulterated 

drugs. Pharmacists had to pass examinations to become licensed professionals and 
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were pledged to follow the physician’s prescriptions. Restrictive measures were 

legally placed upon doctors, preventing them from owning or holding stock in a 

pharmacy16. 

In Arabic, the person who traded in sandalwood or chandan was called sandanani 

and later sandalani or saydalani. By the same token, the apothecary (al-'attar) in 

Arabic was called ad-dari, for the ships carrying musk, aromatics, and spices from 

India and the Orient landed in Darien port. The Arab apothecaries ('attarin), who 

sold perfumes and aromatics did not use sandal as often as the Indians. Therefore, 

they applied the title Sandalani (which, according to al-Biruni, is the most 

appropriate Arabic rendering of the title) to the highly qualified pharmacist as a 

dealer of drugs and rare aromatic simples and compounded remedies17.  

Among the brilliant contributors to the sciences of pharmacy and medicine during 

the Arabian era was the Persian, Ibn Sina (about 980–1037 A.D.), called Avicenna 

by the Western world. Pharmacist, poet, physician, philosopher and diplomat, 

Avicenna was an intellectual giant, a favorite of Persian rulers. Book 2 (the Materia 

Medica) of his Canon alphabetically lists about 800 "simple" medical substances 

that were used at the time. 18His pharmaceutical teachings were accepted as 

authority in the West until the 17th century; and still heavily influence the east. 

In European countries exposed to Arabian influence, public pharmacies began to 

appear in the 7th century. In 1180, the Guild of Pepperers was first established19. 

The Santa Maria Novella Pharmacy is probably the oldest, still-operating pharmacy 

in the world, and certainly the oldest in Italy20. It was established in 1221, when 

the Dominican monks from the adjacent Basilica of Santa Maria Novella grew herbs 

to make balms, salves, and medicines for their infirmary. In 1612, the apothecary 

opened its doors to the public. Today the pharmacy still uses the traditional 

preparation methods, and still carries products using the original recipes of the 

monks. Especially of note is the Aceto dei Sette Ladri, or “Seven Thieves Vinegar.” 

These smelling salts got their unusual name from a band of seven men who robbed 

corpses during the plague. They were said to have doused themselves in the strong 

vinegar to protect themselves from the plague (bad smells, or “miasma,” were 

believed to be the cause of illness.)   
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An apothecary in a southern French collection of medical treatises (SBB Lat. qu. 198), 1132 

 



It was about 1240 that, in Sicily and southern Italy, pharmacy was separated from 

medicine. Frederick II of Hohenstaufen, who was Emperor of Germany as well as 

King of Sicily, presented subject pharmacists with the first European edict 

completely separating their responsibilities from those of medicine, and prescribing 

regulations for their professional practice. A “Mistery” or Guild of Apothecaries was 

created in London in 1380, electing their own leaders21.  

 

 

An apothecary’s shop, Circa instans (British Library Sloane 1977, fol. 49v), c. 1300-1310 

By the end of the 14th century, Geoffrey Chaucer (1342–1400) wrote about the 

English apothecary in The Canterbury Tales, specifically “The Nun's Priest’s Tale” as 

Pertelote speaks to Chauntecleer (lines 181–184): 

... and for ye shal nat tarie, 

Though in this toun is noon apothecarie, 

I shal myself to herbes techen yow, 

That shul been for youre hele and for youre prow.22 

The idea of a pharmacopoeia with official status, to be followed by all apothecaries, 

originated in Florence. The Nuovo Receptario23, originally written in Italian, was 

published and became the legal standard for the city-state in 1498. It was the 
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23 Urdang, George. “Pharmacopoeias as Witnesses of World History.” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied 
Sciences, Volume 1, Issue 1, January 1946, Pages 46–70 



result of collaboration of the Guild of Apothecaries and the Medical Society—one of 

the earliest manifestations of constructive interprofessional relations.  

Trade in drugs and spices was lucrative in the Middle Ages. In the British Isles, it 

was monopolized by the Guild of Grocers, which had jurisdiction over the 

apothecaries24. Henry the Eighth (1509–1547) gave the Royal College of Physicians 

of London the power to inspect apothecaries’ products and to destroy defective 

stocks25. After years of effort, the apothecaries found allies among court physicians. 

King James I, upon persuasion by the philosopher-politician, Francis Bacon, granted 

a charter in 1617 which formed a separate company known as the “Master, 

Wardens and Society of the Art and Mystery of the Apothecaries of the City of 

London” over vigorous protests of the grocers26. According to their charter, men 

from the apothecaries’ guild had the right to “go and enter into any Shop . . . 

House or . . . Cellar . . . of any Persons whatsoever, using or exercising the Art or 

Mystery of Apothecaries, or any part thereof, within the city of London . . . or within 

Seven Miles of the same city” to decide if the medicines made were acceptable. 

Operating the Apothecary 

While apothecaries likely started out in the homes of the practitioners, eventually 

the apothecaries sold drugs from a fixed shopfront, catering to other medical 

practitioners, such as surgeons, but also to lay customers walking in from the 

street. The apothecary’s daily tasks—distinct from those of a barber-surgeon or 

physician offering diagnosis and treatment—were focused on retail. This paper will 

focus on the concept of the Apothecary as an established retail venue as opposed to 

a home herbal therapist. In each of these illustrations, it is clear the apothecary’s 

shop was a business first, designed to attract customers. There are decorated 

containers, a counter, and an established separation between the front room and 

the workspace, which lay beyond a second door. This backroom will be where the 

true “magic” of the apothecary is established, and would be where the more 

interesting ingredients and items would be stored.  

In the miniature apothecary provided, one will see this set-up, where the front 

room is designed as a place of wares and consultation, but the back room is more 

of an apothecary’s preparation and working quarters. 
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Illustration of a pharmacy in the Italian Tacuinum sanitatis, 14th century. 

 

 

Theriac, Tacuinum Sanitatis (BNF Latin 9333, fol. 51v), 15th century 



 

Scene of an Open-Air Pharmacy c. 1440. Illuminated Manuscript Illustration from Canon of Medicine by Avicenna. Biblioteca 

Universitaria, Bologna. 



French Apothecary, 15th century. http://www2.culture.gouv.fr/Wave/savimage/enlumine/irht5/IRHT_084686-p.jpg 

The People 

One would hope the head of the apothecary had training through an apprenticeship 

or the like. Before the guilds had control, it was possible for some apothecaries to 

simply say they were trained and take on patients like anyone else. Nostradamus 

worked as an apothecary for a time before attempting to return to school to 

become a doctor of medicine; he was expelled when his past profession was 

discovered, since an apothecary is a manual trade forbidden by university 

statutes27.  

It is believed that an apothecary’s apprenticeship training included working in 

“physic” or medicinal gardens and learning techniques necessary to prepare 

medicines, including fermentation and distillation. The Physic Garden was 

specifically developed for doctors and apothecaries to collect and process plants as 

medicine and they either had their own gardens or shared monastic or university-

owned gardens with others.28 They had to be skillful at extracting essences from 

natural products and compounding them into medicines.  

Apprentice apothecaries in later years also had to learn Latin to follow the 

Pharmacopoea Londinensis (1617). Under the edict of King James I, no one was 

 
27 Medler, John. Quatrain, Rocket Books, LLC, 2011, page 90. 
28 JAMA: The Journal of the American Medical Association, Volume 65, 1915. Page 170 



allowed to concoct any medicine or sell any substance if it did not appear in the 

Pharmacopoeia Londinensis.29 At the end of their training, apprentices 

demonstrated their competence to the Company of Apothecaries. If they did not 

pass the final oral exam, they could not become journeymen. Guild records from 

around 1620 show that any apprentice found not competent could be “dismissed 

until he can give better proof of his sufficiencie to exercise the Arte of an 

Apothecarie.”30 

While researching court documents related to 17th-century apothecaries, Judith S. 

Woolf found evidence of an encouraging subset of early pharmacists—women31. 

Throughout medieval times, apothecaries were typically family-run, and wives or 

other women of the family also worked alongside their husbands in the shops, 

learning the trade themselves. Widows of apothecaries, such as Susan Lyon32, were 

given an opportunity to enter the pharmacy world by taking over their husbands’ 

businesses.  

The Tools 

Containers 

Every apothecary seen thus far has been inundated by containers and this one 

should be no exception. An albarello (pl. albarelli) is typically a cylindrical jar with a 

constricted base and a short, wide neck. The glazing technique and the shape of the 

albarello were imports from the Middle-East, and this is also likely where their 

name came from (Al-barani and al barril, used as early as the 10th century for both 

domestic containers of various shapes and cylindrical vessels with a concave profile 

intended for the storage of medicine).33 

Mary Magdalene is often depicted with a small apothecary jar; according to 

Magdalene.org. This jar is meant to remind the viewer of Mary Magdalene's role as 

the woman who went to the tomb to anoint Jesus after the Sabbath, only to find 

him resurrected. To the extent that Mary Magdalene was believed to have been the 

woman who performed the anointing before the crucifixion, the jar was related to 

that scene as well. 

The orciuolo was a large oval jar, often with two handles, and was used most often 

for the storage of liquids. 

The recipe for the white glaze was often based on lead and tin. Important note for 

modern users: Lead is toxic and harmful to the environment. 

 
29 https://history.rcplondon.ac.uk/blog/weapon-dressed-book-pharmacopoeia-londinensis 
30 https://www.sciencehistory.org/distillations/womens-business-17th-century-female-pharmacists 
31 https://www.sciencehistory.org/distillations/womens-business-17th-century-female-pharmacists 
32 https://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/london-physicians/1550-1640/lyon-susan 
33 https://atelierable.nl/about-the-albarello/ 



All of the following pictures were gathered from 

http://www.larsdatter.com/apothecaries.htm 

 

This apothecary jar is a 10th century albarello from central Asia, the Samanid 

period. It is one of the earliest known medicine jars still surviving. The piece is 

earthenware with underglaze slip-painted decoration. The Arabic inscription reads: 

"Modesty [comes] from faith, and faith [comes] from Paradise," attributed to the 

Prophet Muhammad.  

 

This covered albarello, is from the second half of the 13th–14th century. This 

covered jar exhibits a rare glaze type referred to as lajvardina, from the 

Persian word lajvard, or lapis. The design is of small squares of gold leaf 

carefully arranged into intricate patterns with delicate red and white 



overpainting. Production of this type of glazed ware is limited to the Ilkhanid 

period in Iran. The luxurious nature of this example suggests it was destined 

for wealthy patrons. 

 

This is a 14th century tin-glazed Maiolica found in 

Spain. Maiolica is tin-glazed pottery decorated in 

colors on a white background. The Muslim 

occupation of Spain brought the arts and skills of 

the Islamic world to Europe and led to the flowering 

of ceramics throughout the continent. This vessel 

was made in Paterna, near the Christian port of 

Valencia. Its design and decoration, featuring a 

band of pseudo-Kufic (fake Arabic) letters, suggests 

a strong Muslim influence. The subtle blend of the 

Islamic and Spanish known as Hispano-Moresque. 

 

 

 

Albarello with Two Rabbits, 1300s Spain, Paterna, 

14th century tin-glazed earthenware (majolica). 

Its decoration is dominated by the crest of the 

Luna family, Lords of Paterna, under which two 

rabbits are shown nibbling on a grapevine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

14th Century. This is one of a group of albarellos found in a chalk-lined cesspit on an 

archaeological site on Fenchurch Street. These jars were made in Syria and 

probably traded through Italy. They are made of 'fritware' (a type of fine, white 

pottery). They would have been purchased in London for their contents — medicinal 

herbs and spices — rather than for their appearance. 

In the 15th century, Spanish and Italian potters became famous for their tin-glazed 

products, including the albarello. However, both the glazing technique and the 

shape of the albarello were imports from the Middle-East. 

Fritware, also known as stone-paste, is a type of pottery in which frit is added to 

clay to reduce its fusion temperature. The mixture may include quartz or other 

siliceous material. An organic compound such as gum or glue may be added for 

binding. The resulting mixture can be fired at a lower temperature than clay alone. 

A glaze is then applied on the surface to harden the object. 

 



 

1500 to 1550, Syran fritware, underglaze decoration and transparent glaze 

 

This tin-glazed two-handled drug container 

with a bulbous body and short neck 

belongs to a group of wares known as 

"oakleaf jars" because of their decoration. 

This particular one was made in 1431. On 

each handle is a crutch, painted in green 

and manganese. This was the badge of the 

Hospital of Santa Maria Nuova in Florence. 

In the early Middle Ages hospitals were 

simple hospices set up outside cities to 

offer food and lodging to pilgrims and 

travelers. The Santa Maria Nuova hospital, 

by the mid-1300s the largest in Florence, 

was the first hospital in that city dedicated primarily to caring for the sick. 



 

This large, two-handled drug jar has an exceptionally rare shape. It was probably 

from the Workshop of Piero di Mazzeo, Italy about 1420–1440. It was produced for 

the pharmacy of the Sienese hospital of Santa Maria della Scala, whose emblem—a 

three-runged ladder (scala a pioli) surmounted by a cross—appears on both sides. 

This emblem refers to the hospital's location in front of the steps (scale) of the 

city's cathedral. The surface is decorated with harpies, stylized oak leaves and 

berries. The decoration is painted in a very thick, cobalt-blue impasto, often called 

relief blue because it was applied so thickly it seems to stand out from the vessel's 

surface. The leafy shapes are outlined in, and scattered with, touches of 

manganese purple. 

This albarello was made in Montelupo, Italy mid-

15th century; The small handle is an unusual 

addition; it may have been used to suspend the 

piece for storage or possibly to tie together a 

group of similar drug jars on a shelf.  

The decoration on this drug jar, including 

Chinese scrolling patterns, Islamic knotwork and 

hatched fields, and Kufic script, shows an 

interesting mixture of Near and Far Eastern 

influences. Kufic calligraphy, an angular form of 

the Arabic alphabet, was well known in Italy and 

this Kufic script decoration, although fancified 

and illegible, added an exotic decorative element 

to the design, which Italian consumers would 

have appreciated without being able to read. 



 

Other containers include wooden ones. This turned poplar wooden canister was 

found in the surgeon’s chest of the Mary Rose, along with ten others which still had 

their original contents in various stages of degradation. This particular canister 

contained a grey powder, which you can still see lining the interior. Examination of 

this powder shows it was originally beeswax and poppy oil. This was used to treat 

inflammations of various parts of the body and could also be used as a painkiller. 

 

 

Glass bottles have been around forever and used for medicine, so I thought to 

include some. The picture is from http://glass-museum.com/the-transition-from-

ancient-to-early-medieval-glass.html 

 

http://glass-museum.com/the-transition-from-ancient-to-early-medieval-glass.html
http://glass-museum.com/the-transition-from-ancient-to-early-medieval-glass.html


Measurements 

Scales had been established in human society since 2400 BCE. A number of recipes 

show that exact weights of ingredients are necessary for any apothecary therefore, 

they must have had standard units. It divides a pound into 12 ounces, an ounce 

into 8 drachms, and a drachm into 3 scruples of 20 grains or “barley” each. These 

measurements are based off of the Roman weight system, as found in Wikipedia34.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The basic apothecaries' system consists of the units pound, ounce and scruple from 

the classical Roman weight system, together with the originally Greek drachm and 
a new subdivision of the scruple into either 20 ("barley") or 24 ("wheat") grains 
(Latin: grana).  

In some countries, other units of the original system remained in use; for example, 
in Spain, the obolo and siliqua. In some cases, the apothecaries' civil pound 

consisted of 16 ounces. Siliqua is Latin for the seed of the carob tree. This exact 
form of the system was used in the United Kingdom. The apothecaries' system of 
measures is a similar system of volume units based on the fluid ounce. For a long 

time, medical recipes were written in Latin, often using special symbols to denote 
weights and measures. 

Recipe Equipment 

A large number of recipes seen so far require a lot of cooking; therefore, it stands 
to reason that the back room should have an oven. In researching the various types 

of cooking apparatus, a miniatures magazine shows the work of a gentleman who 
actually research various types of ovens and hoods from several time periods, and 

showed how he built them for miniature kitchens. Given the parameters of the 
project, I felt it prudent to follow one of his designs, modifying it to what I felt a 
street shop in a city could accommodate.  

 
34 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apothecaries%27_system. Whilst I understand Wiki is not the best source, I felt 
that their compilation was a better summary of the information than piecemealing the specific parts. 

Roman weights 

Libra Uncia Drachma Scrupulum Obolus Siliqua Chalcus 

1 pound 12 ounces 96 drachms 288 scruples 576 oboli 1,728 siliquas 4,608 chalci 

 1 ounce  8 drachms 24 scruples 48 oboli 144 siliquas 384 chalci 

  1 drachm  3 scruples 6 oboli 18 siliquas 48 chalci 

   1 scruple  2 oboli 6 siliquas 16 chalci 

327 g 27.3 g 3.41 g 1.14 g 568 mg 189 mg 71 mg 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apothecaries%27_system


 

 

It is assumed that good apothecaries could not only create infusions, but distill 

using alcohols. The distillation equipment would require a number of pieces of 

glassware and glass tubing. Stephen Moorhouse wrote an excellent dissertation on 

medieval distillation apparatuses, and his work can be found here: 

http://m.alchemypottery.com/articles/Medieval%20Distilling-

Apparatus%20of%20Glass.pdf 

Another discussion of distillation shows that Italy was the most likely place where 

distillation was common amongst a larger number of apothecaries: 

https://www.grappa.com/eng/grappa_dettaglio.php/titolo=the_middle_ages/idpagi

na=18/idnews=1/idsezione=2. Given the difficulty of finding glassware at this time, 

we will assume that my apothecary keeps their distillation equipment in a different 

part of the building.  

Ingredients 

Medieval apothecaries were the equivalent of our modern pharmacists, providing a 

myriad of various cures, most of which were prepared in-house. Early in the Middle 

Ages, an apothecary would have cultivated all the plants and herbs needed for 

medicine, and would have been limited to the region or to what could be bought 

when a trader came through the area. Later, when supplies became more 

organized, the apothecaries could find ways to obtain more obscure ingredients, 

with individuals growing plants provided to the apothecaries or through deals made 

with certain shipping companies that supplied ingredients from afar.  

Apothecaries were often spicers or pepperers as well, paying wholesale for goods 

traveling from afar. Ancient Greeks imported Eastern spices (pepper, cassia, 

cinnamon, and ginger) to the Mediterranean area; they also consumed many herbs 

produced in neighboring countries.35 In the Early part of the middle ages (before 

the Crusades), Asian spices in Europe were costly and mainly used by the wealthy. 

A pound of saffron cost the same as a horse; a pound of ginger, as much as a 

sheep; 2 pounds of mace as much as a cow. A German price table of 1393 lists a 

pound of nutmeg as worth 7 fat oxen.36 Because their work involved weighing out 

small amounts of herbs and spices for use in medicine, or for direct sale to 

customers, their trade was regulated by the Grocers’ Guild37 in England. 

In addition to food and drugs, apothecaries also sold inks and pigments to the 

stationers, beauty products and perfumes, and substances used in fumigation and 

pest control. The apothecary was usually a trusted member of the community, but 

at times, apothecaries were accused of practicing magic or witchcraft and many 

 
35 https://www.mccormickscienceinstitute.com/resources/history-of-spices 
36 https://www.mccormickscienceinstitute.com/resources/history-of-spices 
37 https://www.apothecaries.org/history/origins/ 



sold good luck charms and novelties such as serpent-stones—what we know to be 

ammonite fossils. 

One fifteenth century school book gives a list of collective nouns, including “a 

poison of treaclers” (i.e. apothecaries who sold medicinal treacle).38 A “Poison” may 

have been an apt term. In 1374, a merchant is recorded as having purchased white 

vinegar from a friend (Perra Terassa) and specifically asking for arsenic to “take 

care of a rat problem”39. Arnau really wished to use it to murder his wife, Antonia 

as he suspected his wife had tried to poison him at an earlier date. Legally, 

apothecaries were only supposed to sell poisons such as arsenic to medical 

professionals—and there were steep fines otherwise—this did not dissuade all 

professionals from offering a little assistance when needed.  

A recipe reads: 

For to make a drink that men call dwale to make a man sleep while men carve him: 

Take three spoonfuls of the gall of a barrow swyne 

and for a woman of a gylte, three 

spoonfuls of hemlock juice, three spoonfuls of 

ye wild neep, three spoonfuls of letuce, 

three spoonfuls of pape, three spoonfuls 

of henbane, and three spoonfuls of eysyl 

and mix them all together and boil 

them a little and put them in a glass vessel 

well stopped and put thereof three spoonfuls into 

a potel of good wine and mix it well 

together. When it is needed, let 

him that shall be carved sit against a 

good fire and make him to drink 

thereof until he fall asleep and then may 

right you safely carve him, and when 

you have done the cure and would have him 

to awaken, take vinegar and salt and 

wash well his temples and his cheekbones 

and he shall awake from rest.40 

 

The recipes for the wines, syrups, cordials and medicines were passed down 

through the generations from master to apprentice. They were closely guarded 

secrets too, since the most successful apothecary would have the most customers. 
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Some of the most popular medicines were prepared in advance, ready for sale, just 

as in a modern-day pharmacy. Other cures were prepared as and when needed.  

Types of Preparations 

Because apothecaries saw different people with various illnesses each day, most 

had a good knowledge of the human body and herbal remedies. Many recipes 

included herbs, minerals, and pieces of animals (meats, fats, skins) that were 

ingested, made into paste for external use, or used as aromatherapy.  

Infusions and decoctions are simple methods of extracting the active constituents of 

herbs into hot water—infusions by pouring freshly boiled water onto herbs and 

decoctions by simmering denser herbal materials.  

If you continue to simmer a decoction over low heat until it has boiled down to 

about ½ or even ¼ of its original volume, you have made an herbal concentrate. 

Herbal concentrates are then used to make syrups.41 

There are a couple of methods for making herbal tinctures, which require alcohol. 

For the first method, pour one ounce of dried, powdered herb and one pint of 80 to 

100 proof alcohol into a glass jar, cap tightly and shake. For the second method, 

combine two cups of fresh herb and a pint of alcohol, blend until the herb is 

completely pulped, and then pour into a glass jar. Cap tightly. For both methods, 

place the jar in a cool, darkened area. Shake mixture vigorously twice daily for two 

weeks. At the end of that period, strain the mix through a clean muslin cloth, 

squeeze the excess liquid from the cloth, and discard the leftover herbal mass. 

Keep the tincture in a tightly-covered jar—preferably amber-colored—in a cool 

place. A tincture will keep for several years if properly stored. 

Taddeo Alderotti (@1205–1295) was one of the first alchemists to note the capacity 

of alcohol to absorb the flavors of fruits, herbs, and spices steep in it, and published 

several recipes.42 By the mid-13th century, alcohol distillates were being used as 

medicine, and by the 14th century, both aqua ardens and aque vitae were not only 

vital to medicine but had been applied to techniques for the general preserving of 

organic substances.  

Aqua vitae (Latin for “water of life”) or aqua vita is an archaic name for a 

concentrated aqueous solution of ethanol. The term was in wide use during the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, although its origin is likely much earlier. This 

Latin term appears in a wide array of dialectical forms throughout all lands and 

people conquered by ancient Rome. Generally, the term is a generic name for all 

types of distillates, and eventually came to refer specifically to distillates of 

alcoholic beverages (liquors). Aqua vitae was typically prepared by distilling wine; it 
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was sometimes called “spirits of wine” in English texts, a name for brandy that had 

been repeatedly distilled.43 

Cordials are one of the earliest forms of distilled beverages, and it was believed the 

curative properties of certain herbs could be captured in the spirits. Most cordials 

were of European origin, first produced in Italian apothecaries during the 

Renaissance where the art of distilling was refined during the 15th and 16th 

centuries. One of the earliest that has been identified in-period is Benedictine, an 

herbal cordial developed in 1510 by the monk Dom Bernardo Vincelli. It is from this 

origin that cordials are frequently referred to in French as Liqueurs d'ltalie, it is also 

from this that we have liqueurs.44  

From the Renaissance onwards, cordials were usually based on alcohol in which 

certain herbs, spices, or other ingredients were allowed to steep. The first cordials 

arrived in England in the late 15th century and were called distilled cordial waters. 

These were strictly used as medicines.  

Bitters have been used throughout history to stimulate the digestive system. This 

began the tradition of steeping bitter-tasting roots, leaves, and berries in alcohol 

and serving the mixture before or after a meal. These tasty bitters may be enjoyed 

as an aperitif, a digestif, and may calm the occasional upset stomach45. 

A caudle or caudel is a British thickened and sweetened alcoholic hot drink, 

somewhat like eggnog46. It was popular in the Middle Ages for its supposed 

medicinal properties. The earliest surviving recipe, from 1300–1325, is simply a list 

of ingredients: wine, wheat starch, raisins, and sugar to "abate the strength of the 

wine"47.  

Another recipe from the late 14th century has more details: mix breadcrumbs, 

wine, sugar or honey, and saffron, bring to a boil, then thicken with egg yolks, and 

sprinkle with salt, sugar, and ginger. A 15th-century English cookbook states ale or 

wine is heated and thickened with egg yolks and/or ground almonds, then 

optionally spiced with sugar, honey, saffron, and/or ginger (one recipe specifically 

says "no salt"). William Carew Hazlitt provides a number of recipes for caudles and 

possets in his book, Old Cookery Books and Ancient Cuisine. 

Some of the ingredients are similar to natural remedies used today, including 

catnip, chamomile, fennel, mint, garlic, and witch hazel. Many other ingredients 

used in the past such as urine, fecal matter, earwax, human fat, and saliva, are no 

longer used and are generally considered ineffective or unsanitary. Trial and error 
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were the main source or finding successful remedies, as little was known about the 

chemistry of why certain treatments worked.  

The Raeapteek (English: Town Hall Pharmacy; German: Ratsapotheke) was built in 

the center of Tallinn city, Estonia, and records show that in the medieval period, 

patients could come to the apothecary and receive mummy juice (powder made of 

oversea mummies mixed with liquid), burnt hedgehog powder, burnt bees, bat 

powder, snakeskin potion and unicorn horn powder for treatments. Also available 

were earthworms, swallow’s nests and various herbs and spirits, distilled at the 

spot.48 

Food was also sold such as candies, cookies, preserves and marzipan and jellied 

peel. Spicy cookies called “morsells” were a specialty. One could even find a glass 

of Klaret (a locally sugared and spiced Rhine-wine wine). Later the pharmacy 

acquired the privilege to import around 400 liters of French cognac tax-free on an 

annual basis. 

The pharmacy also sold paper, ink, sealing-wax, dyes, gunpowder, pellets, spices, 

candles and torches. When tobacco was brought to Europe and eventually to 

Estonia, the pharmacy was the first to sell it.49 

Nicholas de Tyngewyke, the royal family’s physician, gives a list of the drugs he 

was using:50 

Distilled oil of turpentine 

Hiera picra 

Human blood 

Aromatic flowers (for baths) 

Carminative electuaries 

Numerous plasters and ointments 

Oil of wheat, ash, and bay 

Water of the roses of Damascus 

Wine of pomegranates 

Pearl- and coral-based medicines 

What ingredients were famed for their uses, poisonous nature, or eccentricity? 

Aegyptiacum: Composed of verdigris, vinegar, and honey, this boiled-down 

ungeant was used for eating away rotting flesh and cleaning ulcers.  

One of the ingredients in a wound-cleansing plaster made by Henry VIII of 

England's Surgeon Thomas Gale in his Handbook, Certaine Workes of Chirurgerie. 

A mundicative  

Aegyptiacum Unguent 2 ounces 
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Alum 1 ounce 

Frankincense 1/2 ounce 

Myrrh 1 dram 

Red Wine 2 pounds 

Boil Together.51 

 

Alchermes: from the Arabic al-qirmiz, lit. 'cochineal', from Persian: kirmist, lit. 

'bloody, red, cochineal, carmine'. Alkermes was a modification of an 8th-century 

potion confectio alchermes. The tonic included raw silk, apple juice, ground pearls, 

musk, ambergris, gold leaf, rose water, cinnamon, sugar and honey. In pre-modern 

medicine, it was ranked among the best cardiacs52, and was frequently used for the 

palpitation of the heart, or syncope, sometimes for smallpox and measles and a 

general restorative. 

From Culpeper's Herbal: 

Confectio Alkermes 

College: Take of the juice of Apples, Damask Rose-water, of each a pound and an half, in 

which infuse for twenty-four hours, raw Silk four ounces, strain it strongly, and add Syrup of 

the berries of Cherms brought over to us, two pounds, Sugar one pound, boil it to the 

thickness of Honey; then removing it from the fire whilst it is warm, add Ambergris cut 

small, half an ounce, which being well mingled, put in these things following in powder, 

Cinnamon, Wood of Aloes, of each six drams, Pearls prepared, two drams, Leaf-Gold a 

dram, Musk a scruple, make it up according to art." 

Alchermes later became known as a type of Italian liqueur (especially in Tuscany, 

Emilia-Romagna and Sicily) prepared by infusing neutral spirits with sugar, 

cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg and vanilla, and other herbs and flavoring agents. Its 

most striking characteristic is its scarlet color, obtained by the addition of Kermes, 

a small, scale insect from which the drink derives its name. 

Anodyne balsam: Made of castile soap, camphor, saffron, and spirit of wine, and 

digested in a sand heat. It was labelled by Sir Stuart Threipland in his medicine 

chest as ‘Bal Anodyn’ as a preparation of soft soap, opium powder, camphor, oil of 

rosemary and rectified spirits.53 Anodyne Balsam was applied externally to relieve 

pain. It was recommended not only for easing extreme pain, but for assisting in 

discharging the peccant matter that occurred with the pain. 

Axungia: A kind of animal fat, usually from around the kidneys of geese or pigs.54 

It differs from lard, which is firm, and suet or adeps, which is dry. The Ancient 

Romans distinguished fat into pinguedo or axungia, and adeps or servum. 

Physicians once made use of the axungia of the goose, the dog, the viper, and 

some others, especially that of humans, considered of “extraordinary service in the 
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drawing and ripening of tumors, etc.” “Axung Hominis” has been written on 

apothecary jars. 

Antimony oxychloride: Known since the 15th century, has been known by a 

plethora of alchemical names. Since the compound functions as both an emetic and 

a laxative, it was originally used as a purgative. Once called mercurius vitæ 

(“mercury of life”), powder of algaroth, algarel, or Pulvis angelicus.55 

Basilicon/Basilicum: Unguentum basilicon, or basilicon ointment, was also known 

as “sovereign ointment.” The ointment had a few different recipes, but generally 

consisted of yellow wax, refined fat, resin, and olive oil. The ointment was used as 

a vulnerary ointment to remove corrupted blood from wounds, and as an 

emollient.56 

Bezoars: Clinicians explain that bezoars are defined as any foreign body or 

substance in the gastrointestinal tract that cannot be digested in the normal 

fashion, which subsequently may develop into hard masses, concretions, or other 

matted substances. Importantly, bezoars can occasionally lead to secondary 

intestinal obstructions.57 In earlier times, these items were known for their 

medicinal and magical powers. Bezoars had value because they were believed to 

have the power of a universal antidote against any poison. Tradition held that a 

drinking glass which contained a bezoar would neutralize any poison poured into it. 

The word “bezoar” comes from the Persian pād-zahr (پادزهر), which literally means 

“antidote.”58 

The Andalusian physician Ibn Zuhr (d. 1161), known in the West as Avenzoar, 

made the earliest description of bezoar stones as medicinal items59. Extensive 

reference to bezoars also appears in the Picatrix, which may have originated 

earlier.60 

In 1567, French surgeon Ambroise Paré described an experiment to test the 

properties of the bezoar stone. At the time, the bezoar stone was deemed able to 

cure the effects of any poison, but Paré believed this was impossible. It happened 

that a cook at King's court was caught stealing fine silver cutlery and was 

sentenced to death by hanging. The cook agreed to be poisoned instead. Ambroise 

Paré then used the bezoar stone to no great avail, as the cook died in agony seven 

hours after taking poison. Paré had proved that the bezoar stone could not cure all 

poisons, contrary to popular belief at the time.61 
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Blood, Human: Procured as fresh as possible, while it was still thought to contain 

the vitality of the body. This requirement made it challenging to acquire. The 16th 

century German-Swiss physician Paracelsus believed blood was good for drinking, 

and one of his followers even suggested taking blood from a living body. While that 

doesn’t seem to have been common practice, the poor, who couldn’t always afford 

the processed compounds sold in apothecaries, could gain the benefits of cannibal 

medicine by standing by at executions, paying a small amount for a cup of the still-

warm blood of the condemned. “The executioner was considered a big healer in 

Germanic countries,” says Sugg. “He was a social leper with almost magical 

powers.”62 At one early sixteenth-century execution in Germany, a vagrant grabbed 

the beheaded body "before it had fallen, and drank the blood from him”.63 A 

painting of King Charles I 1649 execution shows people mopping up his blood with 

handkerchiefs. This was used to treat the “king's evil”—a complaint more usually 

cured by the touch of living monarchs64. 

Cadmia: Called “tutty”, this is an oxide of zinc collected on the sides of furnaces 

where copper or brass was smelted, and zinc sublimed. The term is also applied to 

an ore of cobalt. For the cadmium produced in furnaces, there were five identified 

kinds: the first called botrytis, as being in the form of a bunch of grapes; the 

second, ostracitis, as resembling a sea shell; the third, placitis, for resembling a 

crust; the fourth, capnitis; and the fifth, calamitis, which hung around certain iron 

rods that were used to stir material in the furnace; being shaken off, the cadmium 

resembled the figure of a quill, called in the Latin, calamus. The cadmia 

botrytis was found in the middle of the furnace; the ostrytis at the bottom; the 

placitis at the top; and the capnitis at the mouth of the furnace. In pre-modern 

medicine, cadmium was used as a desiccative and detersive, in moist stinking 

ulcers, causing the area to become healed by the formation of scar tissue. The 

botrytis and placitis were also used for diseases of the eyes. 

Clyssus: The five principles, reassembled into one body, by long digestion, make a 

clyssus. So, clyssus of antimony is produced by distillation from antimony, nitre, 

and sulfur mixed together. There is also clyssus of vitriol, which is a spirit drawn by 

distillation from vitriol dissolved in vinegar; this was used by pre-modern physicians 

in treating various diseases, and to extract the tinctures of several vegetables. 

Clyssus is used among some authors for a kind of sapa, or extract, made with eight 

parts of the juice of a plant, and one of sugar, seethed together into the 

consistency of honey.65 

Collyrium: In eye care, collyrium is an antique term for a lotion or liquid wash 

used as a cleanser for the eyes, particularly in diseases of the eye66. The same 

name was also given to unguents used for the same purpose, such as unguent of 
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tutty. Lastly, the name was given, though improperly, to some liquid medicines 

used against venereal diseases. Pre-modern medicine distinguished two kinds of 

collyriums: the one liquid, the other dry. Liquid collyriums were composed of 

ophthalmic powders, or waters, such as rose-water, plantain-water, that of fennel, 

eyebright, etc., in which was dissolved tutty, white vitriol, or some other proper 

powder. Dry collyriums were pastilles of Rhasis, sugar-candy, iris, tutty prepared 

and blown into the eye with a little pipe. The 2nd century Mishnah mentions 

collyrium. The Sunan Abu Dawood reports, "Prophet Muhammad said: 'Among the 

best types of collyrium is antimony (ithmid) for it clears the vision and makes the 

hair sprout.'”67 Maimonides of the 12th century Egypt also mentions the use of this 

eye salve68. 

Confection of hyacinth: The Confection of Hyacinths was an electuary, or paste, 

made from red zircon that was used as a stomachic to improve appetite and 

digestion, and an anthelmintic to kill intestinal worms.69 It consisted of nearly triple 

the number of drugs; of which the precious stone red zircon, called hyacinth, was 

the base. The other chief ingredients were red coral, bole armoniac, terra sigillata, 

myrrh, the santals, burnt hartshorn, camphor, sapphire, emerald, topaz, uranium, 

and most of the ingredients of the confection of alkermes. It had nearly the same 

virtues with that of alkermes; but frequently used as an astringent.   

Cucupha: A cucupha or cucufa was a cap or covering for the head, with cephalic 

spices quilted in it, worn for certain nervous distempers, particularly those affecting 

the head.70 

Diachylon: a plaster that is made of litharge and either olive oil or olive oil and 

lard and hence consists essentially of lead oleate and small amounts of glycerin and 

oleic acid and that is used for excoriated surfaces and wounds and as an 

adhesive.71 A kind of medicament made of the juices of several plants, but became 

the name for lead-plaster, emplastrum plumbi—a plaster made of lead oxide boiled 

together with olive oil and water72. It is applied to sheets of linen, and works as an 

adhesive plaster when heated. 

Historically, several different types of diachylons existed. White, or simple, 

diacyhlon is compounded of common oil, litharge of gold (litharge mixed with red 

lead), and adhesives drawn from the root of the Althaea, the seeds of flax and 

fenugreek. The diachylon called direatum has for its basis the common white 
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diachylon, but with every pound of which is mixed an ounce of powder of Iris; this 

plaster digests and ripens with more force than the simple diachylon.73 

There is also the great diachylon, or diachylon magnum, composed of litharge of 

gold, oils of iris, chamomile, and aneth, turpentine, pine resin, yellow wax, and 

adhesives derived from flax, fenugreek, with new figs, raisins of Damascus, 

icthyocolla, juices of iris, squill, and hyssop. This diachylon was said to soften hard 

swellings called scirrhus, and dissipate tumors. The diachylon gummatum is the 

great diachylon with the addition of gum ammoniac, galbanum, and sagapenum, 

dissolved with wine, and boiled to a consistency of honey. This plaster was believed 

the most power of all for digesting, ripening, and resolving.74 

Diarrhodon: From the Greek meaning “compound of roses”, a name given to 

diverse compositions, in which red roses are an ingredient. Diarrhodon abbatis is a 

cordial powder, denominated from the Abbot who invented it. It consists of red 

roses, red and citron santals, lignum aloes, cinnamon, rhapontic, spikenard, ivory, 

harts-horn, saffron, mastic, pearls, ambergris, musk, etc. It was used to strengthen 

the heart, stomach, and liver, and to assist in digestion, and prevent vomiting.75 

Philip Barrough, author of the first textbook on medicine published in English, in 

1590, gives this description and recipe for diarrhodon abbatis: 

"Electarium Diarrhodon Abbatis mitigateth the heate of the stomacke and midrife, and yet 

notwithstanding furthereth their concoction, aswageth paine, and dissipateth wind. 

"R. Rosarum rubrarum oz. 1 1/2. Santali albi & rubri, ana dr. 2 1/2. Tragacanthe, Gummi 

Arabici, Eboris vsti, ana scr. ii. Mastiches, Spicae nardi, Cardamomi, succi Glycyrrhizae, 

Croci, Xyloales, Caryophyllorum, Galliae Muschatae, Anisi, Foeniculi, sem. Ocymi, Acinorum 

Berberis, sem. Scariolae, Portulacae & papaueris albi, quatuor sem. frigido. maiorum, 

Rheubarbari electi, Cinamomi, ana scr. i. Margaritarum, ossis e corde cerui, ana scr. 1/2. 

Caphurae gr. viii. Moschi, gr. iiii. Make thereof tablets with eight times so much sugar 

dissolved in Rosewater."76 

There is also trochisci diarrhodon, composed of red roses, scrapings of ivory, 

santals, liquorice, mastic, saffron, camphor, and rosewater. They were used to 

fortify the heart, stomach, and liver, and to stop dissenteries, and other fluxes of 

the belly. Pillulae diarrhodon are composed of aloes, trochisci diarrhodon, 

wormwood leaves, mastic, and rock salt. They were used to purge, then fortify the 

stomach, promote digestion, and prevent bad breath. 

A recipe for the intoxicating liquor known as "damnable hum" contains diarrhodon: 

"Take Species de Gemmis, Aromaticum Rosatum, Diarrhodon Abbatis, Lætificans Galeni, of 

each four drams, Loaf-sugar beaten to powder half a pound, small Aqua Vitæ three Pints, 
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strong Angelica water one pint; mix all these together, and when you have drunk it to the 

Dregs, you may fill it up again with the same quantity of water. The same powders will 

serve twice, and after twice using it, it must be made new again.”77 

Diascordium: Also called diascord, this preparation is a kind of electuary, or 

opiate, first described by Fracastorius, and denominated from the dried leaves of 

scordium. Other ingredients are red roses, bole, storax, cinnamon, cassia lignea 

(coarse bark of Cinnamomum cassia), dittany, tormentil roots, bistort, gentian, 

galbanum, amber, terra sigillata, opium, long pepper, ginger, mel rosatum, and 

malmsey. It was used against malignant fevers, the plague, worms, colic, to 

promote sleep, and resist putrefaction.78 

In 1654, Nicholas Culpeper wrote in his London Dispensatorie about the mixture: 

"It is a well composed Electuary, a something appropriate to the nature of women, 

for it Provokes the Terms, hastens their Labor, helps their usual sickness at the 

time of their Lying-in, I know nothing better.”79 

Diasebesten: Persian sag-pestān literally “dog's teats”, is a soft, purgative 

electuary containing sebesten, the plum-like fruit of the tree Cordia myxa. The 

other ingredients are prunes, tamarinds, juices of iris, anguria, and mercurialis, 

penide, simple diaprunum (made of damask prunes), violet seed, the four cold 

seeds (melon, gourd, purslane, and quince), and diagrydium. It was said to be good 

in intermittent and continued fevers, appease thirst, promote sleep, and expel 

morbid humours through urine80. 

Diasenna: A soft, purgative electuary containing the plant senna. The other 

ingredients are sugar candy, cinnamon, lapis lazuli, silk, cloves, galanga minor, 

black pepper, nardus indicus, seed of the basilica, leaves of cloves, cardamomum, 

saffron, ginger, zedoary, rosemary flowers, long pepper, lapis armenius, and honey. 

Diasenna was said to ease and comfort the melancholic, and splenetic.81 

Diatragacanth: These were certain powders that contain the natural gum 

tragacanth as its basis. Powder of cold diatragacanth is composed of tragacanth 

and arabic, liquorice gums, starch, white poppy seed, and cucurbit seeds. It was 

said to be good thicken, and soften the too sharp, and subtile serous humours 

occurring in the chest, to assuage coughs, and promote spitting.82 

Powder of hot diatragacanth is composed of gum tragacanth, cinnamon, hyssop, 

almonds, linseed, and fenugreek, liquorice, juice of liquorice, and ginger. It was 

said to be good against asthmas, to promote expectoration, strengthen the 

stomach, and assist in digestion. 
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Human Fat: (German: Menschenfett, Latin: Axungia hominis) was mentioned in 

European pharmacopoeias since the 16th century as an important component of 

quality ointments and other pharmaceuticals in Europe. In old recipes, human 

adipose tissue was mentioned as Pinguedo hominis, or Axungia hominis (abbrev. 

Axung. hominis), besides other animal fats from bears (Axung. ursi), vipers 

(Axung. viperarum), beavers (Axung. castoris), cats (Axung. Cati sylvestris) and 

others. In traditional medicine in Europe, human fat was believed to have a healing 

magic significance until the 19th century.  

In 1603, at one of longest sieges in military history, where the Spanish had 

surrounded Protestant Ostend, one eyewitness report of this struggle tells of how 

“the surgeons of the town went thither ... and brought away sacks full of man's 

grease which they had drawn out of the bodies' of Spanish attackers, shot down 

just minutes before”83. Many executioners recovered the fat called "Armsünderfett" 

or "Armsünderschmalz" (German for fat or grease from poor executed sinners) 

from the bodies of their executants and sold it.84 The German medicinal Johann 

Agricola (1496–1570) described the recovery of human fat and its applications. 

Human fat was used in the manufacture of various ointments for bone pain, 

toothache, and gout. It was also considered a panacea, especially for diseases 

associated with cachexia (e.g. tuberculosis). Human fat was also thought to have a 

pain-relieving effect on rheumatism and arthritis.85 

Opium: Aside from the evils attributed to this drug from certain poppies, it was a 

popular medicine throughout the medieval period. Paracelsus von Hohenheim, a 

16th-century Swiss-German alchemist, experimented with various opium 

concoctions, and recommended opium for reducing pain. One of his preparations, a 

pill which he extolled as his "archanum" or "laudanum", may have contained opium. 

Paracelsus' laudanum was strikingly different from the standard laudanum of the 

17th century and beyond, containing crushed pearls, musk, amber, and other 

substances86. One researcher documented that "Laudanum, as listed in the London 

Pharmacopoeia (1618), was a pill made from opium, saffron, castor, ambergris, 

musk and nutmeg".87 

Opodeldoc: a medical plaster or liniment invented, or at least named, by the 

German Renaissance physician Paracelsus in the 1500s.88 

Mummia: Although becoming associated with the actual dead bodies found in 

Egyptian tombs by raiders, the original source of mummia was much more sincere: 

natural bitumen obtained from the Dead Sea and elsewhere. During the Middle 

Ages mummy was obtained from embalmed human bodies—in Egypt—which were 
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believed to have been prepared with bitumen.89 The association with bitumen 

became lost and mummies became valuable: The supplies of mummy sold to 

apothecaries in Europe were first obtained from genuine Egyptian mummies, but 

when it became difficult to procure these, spurious substitutes were made from 

recently dead bodies which were medicated by the purveyors. Desiccated bodies 

from North Africa, and Guanche mummies from the Canary Islands, were also 

exported to Europe and sold to the apothecaries.90 

Animalia: The lizard had a reputation as a sudorific and antisyphilitic, and dried 

toads and the cast-off skins of snakes and adders were used as a diuretic for 

dropsy. One recipe read: “Take a living viper. Remove his head, tail, and viscera, 

excepting his heart and liver, cut into little pieces, and mix it with the blood, and 

add well water twelve ounces in a closed vessel, boil for two hours and strain, and a 

broth will be made.” 

A remedy for hydrophobia (rabies) consisted of the liver of a mad dog or wolf 

washed in wine and dried in the stove. Rhino horn cured epilepsy; goat’s blood and 

eel liver, dysentery. The oil of frogs’ spawn was good for chilblains, the jaw of a 

pike and the spine of a lamprey powdered used for leucorrhea. 

Skull: Taken in powdered form to cure head ailments. King Charles II of England 

sipped “The King’s Drops,” his personal tincture from a recipe he bought and skulls 

he personally worked on in his laboratory91.  

Usnea: Even the toupee of moss that grew over a buried skull, called Usnea, 

became a prized additive, its powder believed to cure nosebleeds and possibly 

epilepsy.92 They were, in addition, the main ingredient of Unguentum armariun, a 

liniment used in a curious medical practice: the magnetic cure of wounds.93 

The Recipes 

A collection of medical recipes from the fifteenth century [now MS136 at the 

Literary Society of London] has remedies which make use of herbs that really could 

have performed the cure as intended: 

For the Migraine take half a dishful of barley, one handful each of betony, vervain and other 

herbs that are good for the head; and when they be well boiled together, take them up and 

wrap them in a cloth and lay them to the sick head and it shall be whole – I proved.94 

These concoctions are for gout: 
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Take badger’s grease and swine’s grease and hare’s grease and cat’s grease, dog’s grease 

and capon’s grease and suet of a deer and sheep’s tallow, of each equally much and melt 

them in a pan. Then take the juice of herb-robert, morell, mallow and comfrey and daisy 

and rue, plantain and maidenhair, knapweed and dragance, of each equally much juice, and 

fry them in the pan with the aforesaid greases, and keep it well, for the best ointment for 

gout is this.95 Or: 

Take an owl and pluck it clean, and open it clean and salt it. Put it in a new pot and cover it 

with a stone and put it in an oven and let it stand till it be burnt. And then stamp [pound] it 

with boar’s grease and anoint the gout therewith.96 

The following are all taken from Culpeper’s Complete Herbal, 1995 Wordsworth 

Editions ltd.: A copy of “A physicall directory, or, A translation of the London 

dispensatory made by the College of Physicians in London” ... by Nich. Culpeper, 

Gent. 1649. The The Royal College of Physicians of London was founded in 1518, 

and their 'Pharmacopeia Londinensis' was published by the Royal College of 

Physicians in 1618. 

Spiritus et Aqua Absinthis minus Composita 

Take the leaves of dryed Wormwood two pounds, Annis seeds, half a pound: steep them in 

six gallons of small wine twenty-four hours, then distill them in an alembick, adding to 

every pound of distilled water two ounces of the best Sugar. Let the two first pound you 

draw out be called Spirit of Wormwood, those that follow Wormwood Water the lesser 

composition. 

After the same manner (only omitting the Annis seeds) is distilled spirit and water of 

Angelica, both Herb and Root, Bawm, Mints, Sage, &c, the Flowers of Rosemary, Clary, 

Clove-gillflowers, &c. the seeds of Caraway, &c. Juniper-berries, Orange Pills, Lemons, 

Citrons, &c. Cinnamon, Nutmegs, &c. 

-Hath the same virtues Wormwood hath, only fitter to be used by such whose 

bodies are chilled by age. 

Spiritus et Aqua Absynthii magis composita 

Take of common and Roman Wormwood, of each a pound; Sage, Mints, Bawm, of each two 

handfuls; the Roots of Galanga, Ginger, Calamus, Aromanticus, Elecampane, of each three 

drachms; Liquorice, an ounce, Raisins of the Sun stoned, three ounces, Annis seeds, and 

sweet Fennel seeds, of each drachms; Cinnamon, Cloves, Nutmegs, of each two drachms; 

Cardamoms, Cubebs, of each one drachm: let the things be cut that are to be cut, and the 

things be bruised that are to be bruised, all of them infused in twenty four pints of Spanish 

wine, for twenty-four hour, then, distilled in an Alembick, adding two ounces of white sugar 

to every pint of distilled water. Let the first pint be called Spirit of Wormwood the greater 

composition. 

-Heats the stomach, strengthens it and the lungs, helps digestion in ancient people. 
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Aqua Bezoartica 

Take of the leaves of Celandine, roots and all, three handfuls and a half, Rue two handfuls, 

Scordium four handfuls, Dittany of Crete, Carduus, of each one handful and a half, Zedoary 

and Angelica roots, of each three drams, Citrons and Lemon pills, of each six drams, Clove-

gilliflowers one ounce and a half, Red Rose, Centaury the less, of each two drams, 

Cinnamon Cloves, of each three drams, Venice Treacle three ounces, Mithridates one ounce 

and a half, Camphire, two scruples, Troches of Vipers two ounces, Mace two drams, Wood 

of Aloes half an ounce, Citron seeds six drams, let the, be cut and infused in spirits of Wine, 

and Malaga Wine, of each three pound and a half, Vinegar of Clove-Gilliflowers, Juice of 

Lemons, of each one pound, and distilled in a glass still in Balneo Mariæ, after it is half 

distilled off, the residue may be strained through a linen cloth, and be reduced to the 

thickness of Honey, and called the Bezoartic extract.  

-strengthens the heart, arteries, and vital spirits; withstands melancholy and 

consumptions, and makes a merry, blithe, chearful creature. 

Vinum Absynthitis 

Take a handful of dried wormwood, for every gallon of Wine, stop it in a vessel close, and so 

let it remain in steep: so is prepared wine of Rosemary flowers, and Eyebright. 

-Helps cold stomachs, breaks wind, kills worms, helps the green sickness. 

Acetum Rosarum 

Take of red Rose buds, gathered in a dry time, the whites cut off, dried in the shade three 

or our days, one pound, Vinegar eight sexteries, set them in the sun forty days, then strain 

out the Roses, and repeat the infusion with fresh ones. After the same manner is made 

Vinegar or Elder flowers, Rosemary flowers, and Clove-gilliflowers. 

-They carry the same virtues with the flowers whereof they are made, but may be 

better for cold bodies. 

Decoctum Epythimi 

Take of Myrobalans, Chebs, and Inds, of each half an ounce, Stœchas, Raisins of the sun 

stoned, Epithimum, Senna, of each one ounce, Fumitory half an ounce, Maudlin five drams, 

Polipodium six drams, Turbith half an ounce, Whey made with Goat’s Milk, or Heifer’s milk 

four pounds, let them all boil to two pounds, the Epithimum excepted, which boil but a 

second or two, then take from the fire and add Black Hellebore, one dram and a half, 

Agerick half a dram, Sal. Gem. One dram and a half, steep for ten hours, then press 

strongly out.  

-It purges melancholy and also choler, it resists madness. 

Syrupus Acetosus compositus 

Take of the roots of Smallage, Fennel, Endive, or each three ounces, the seeds of Annis, 

Smallage, Fennel, of each one ounce, of Endive half an ounce, clear Water six pounds, boil it 

gently in an earthen vessel till half the water be consumed, then strain and clarify it, and 

with three pounds of Sugar, and a pound and a half of white Wine Vinegar, boil it into a 

Syrup. 



-a gallant Syrup for such whose bodies are stuffed either with flegm, or tough 

humours, for it opens obstructions 

The Apothecary in Minutiae 

I chose 1:1 scale, which is 1 inch to 1 foot. 

I started by making Albarellos, then other items, from Sculpey. This included the 

shelf system, which will be painted to look like wood, the countertop, and the 

cooking area and hood.  

For the cooking area, I used previous pictures of apothecary illustrations as well as 

pictures from a miniatures magazine that came out in the 1980s, called “Nutshell 

News”. Someone they reported on had done a study on medieval ovens and 

showed a number of designs in ½-inch scale. I chose one from the 1500s that was 

labeled “popular”. 

Everything was painted and the plants and weird things were added as I found 

them.  

 

I give you: A Miniature of a City Apothecary, 1500s. 

Photographs will be available by the 28th. 

   


