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Abstract: ‘Serpent stones’ have been credited with medical efficacy since antiquity. Likely hav

ing their root in ancient traditions from India, accounts are now wi'despread agros‘svmuc;} fztik:—
world. Serpent stones are known by many names and descriptions of their appearance and m:d' :l
uses are diverse; however, they commonly have a legendary association with serpents and are 5 t
frequently considered efficacious in the alexipharmic treatment of snakebite. This work ezgf}
and details five broad categories of serpent stone: a round white stone (thought to be ezrtracted
from the head of a dragon), a smooth lens-shaped black stone (purported to be taken f}om the
head of a snake, but artificially manufactured of burnt bone or homn), ammonites (the fossilized
shells of extinct cephalopods), glass or vitreous paste in the form of rings or beads. and serper;tinjte.

Serpent stones have been used in lapidary medicine
since ancient times. Descriptions of their appear-
ance and medical uses appear with surprising fre-
quency in Medieval and Early Modemn literature;
accounts are known from Europe, India, the Far
East, Africa and the Americas. Serpent stones have
a high level of nomenclatural diversity and have
been termed adderstones, clach na thrach, milpreve,
lapis ophites, lapis serpentinus, lapis serpentis,
pierres de cobra, piedra negra, the poison attracting
stone, the Belgian Black Stone and the Black Stone,
among others. Accounts contain significant varia-
tion with regard to the appearance, generation,
means of harvesting, identity and therapeutic virtues
of serpent stones. English palacoanthropologist
Kenneth Oakley (1911-81), writing on the use of
fossils as charms, addressed this plethora of conflict-
ing identifications, stating ‘Many quite different
objects passed for adderstones, particularly fossils
and stones whose markings suggested an intertwin-
ing of snakes’ (Oakley 1978, pp. 234-235); to this
We can add stones which were thought to have
béen generated by snakes. Using these broad initial
criteria, a survey of the literature on serpent stones
enables categorization into five main types of
stone. The first of these categories, for the moment,
defies definite scientific identification but the other
fOUF_ are verifiable geological or artificial anthropo-
genic items, The accounts consulted do not demon-
Strate that authors were aware of different types:
MOst were under the impression that the stone they
commentated upon was the only variety of serpent
Stone. A few were aware of two types of stone,
gnd Gaius Plinius Secundus (Pliny the Elder, AD
23-79) in his compendious work, Historia Natu-
ralis (Natural History), referenced four of the five
types in disparate sections within its pages. although
altempts at comparison were not made. These cate-
gories are broad and some accounts do not fit
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comfortably into one or the other, but they do pro-
vide a starting point for classification using key
characteristics and hence a starting point for further
investigation into this rich area of study.

Early references from the East

The earliest reference to serpent stones identified
so far is in the Assyrian medical texts from Ashurba-
nipal’s library at Nineveh. These clay tablets, wnt-
ten in cuneiform and dating to around the seventh
century BC, give tantalizingly brief information:
the stone itself is not described but 1s listed among
20 other stones credited with being effective against
the supernatural afffiction of ‘hand of ghost” when
tied to the painful area (Scurlock 2006, No. 176).
‘Hand of ghost’ was shorthand for seizure by the
hand of a ghost, either a departed relative or an
unquiet spirit, then thought to be the cause of a
range of physical ailments (Scurlock 2006, p. 10).
Early Indian serpent stones were gemstones that
were said to form naturally within the head or neck
of a serpent. The Indian collection of fables The
Panchatantra, thought originally to be composed
around 200 BC although many stories themselves
may have predated this (Ryder 1925, p. 4), mentions
that ‘gems proceed from the hood of snakes’ (Ryder
1925, p. 38). This work being a niti-shastra, or
textbook for a wise life (Ryder 1925, p. 5), seeks
through this example to encourage the reader, in
modern parlance. ‘not to judge a book by its cover’.
The Garuda Purana, which may date to as early
as ¢. AD 400 (Stietencron ef al. 1992, p. 871, Item
5003), specifies that pearls are produced i", several
animals, including snakes; the serpent pearl is called
Nagmani. The stones are described as round in
shape with a ‘dazzling effulgence’; the possessor
of the serpent stone is said to ‘meet with a rare
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Type 1: dragonstones

Ancient Greek sources describe further the per-
ceived nature and uses of serpent Stones, and form
o Jecacy which is inherited and itself expanded
upar; i medieval European works. Early Greek
accounts describe two types of serpent Sstones
which became confused with each other: the drag-
onstone and the snakestone. Both the dragon and
the snake were said to have a naturally occurring
stone concealed within their cranium. To examine
the first category of serpent stones we must

consider dragons.
Recent scholarship suggests a Palaeolithic Afri-

can origin for the concept of dragons which was
then transmitted to the Far East, reaching Australia
and the Americas before the Mediterranean area.
and thereafter Indo-European areas (D’Huy 2013,
p. 199, fig. 3; 2014-15, p. 125). However. in
D"Huy’s works and in Python: A Study of Delphic
m}'rh‘ and its Origins by Fontenrose (1'974), which
provides an in-depth study of the dragon motif in
ancient times, a dragonstone is not recorded as a

key featu‘re In defining a dragon. Based upon the
early Indian accounts above, I am of the opinion

;I?gt >Tpent stone lore has its origins in ancient tra-
itions of Asia, particularly India.

Dr_agon lore of China and J apan seems to have

the Indian Buddhist co
A | ncept
Naga (de Visser 1913. preface), a serpentine dgitgf

The Na '
s aTJ ){\f;iﬂs r?afkeln'dlan mythology and folklore is nof
In general, but the cobra raised to the

--.the Nagq in hic animal form
nake (Vogel 1926, p. 27).

. sely allj .
according to Voge| Y allied to the Ingdjan Naga’

Ptolemaeus Chennus, a grammari,
(dates unknown, but active SOmet;
98—138), added the dragonston, tolrne dUI‘ing A I;
of the ring of Gyges. Neyw Hisrmthe fa .
lost but a summary of the congep
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ny itsfgl
S, 1ncluding

of Photius I of Constantinople (c. AD
codex 190. Referencing Herodotyg® |
BC) account of the rise of Gyges ir; T;(*;C 434-425
Ptolomaeus adds that the Queenp of v d‘? H IStorieg
of King Candaules, possessed g draggnslta‘ the wif,
enabled her to see Gyges, even thou 111@ Which
been rendered invisible by 3 magic S

of [Candaules].. .had double pupilsnzﬁa‘tq}li Wife
‘ “H Wag

extremely sharpsi.ghted, being the POSSessor of
dragon-stone. This is how she came to *stee 8 the
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as he passed through the door’ (Shel 1989, p. 3
In combination, the dragonstone and Gyge{-p' ‘ 7."
invisibility ring embodied the combined ~m2’1ﬂq%1¢:
power to make things visible or imfisible*tl:hdl
power of an archetypical tyrant (Shel] 1989, p: 27;

However, Greek writings frequently treated*thé
dragonstone as a real physical object and identi.
fied it by the name draconitis or dracontias. Pliny
drawing on the late third or early fourth-centuf'y
BC Greek author Sotacus, commented on the
dragonstone:

The ‘draconitis’, otherwise known as the ‘dracontias’.
the ‘snake stone’, is obtained from the brains of snakes.
but unless the head is cut off from a live snake, the sub-

stance fails to turn into a gem, owing to the spite of the
creature as it perceives that it is doomed. Consequently

the beast’s head is lopped off while it is asleep.
Sotacus, who writes that he saw such a gem in (he
possession of a king, states that those who go In search
of it ride in two-horsed chariots, and that when theyi see
the snake they scatter sleeping-drugs and so put it ©
sleep before they cut off its head. According [© !11[;“
the stone is colourless and transparent and Cann(}['?lufui
sequently be polished or submitted to any other ski

' 57,
process (Pliny book 37, cap 57; Bostock & Riley 13
p. 447).

Devoid of rhetorical nuances, Pliny, whose Cr*e dt?v
lity was described as ‘great in the ex[remiviii
his biographers (Bostock & Riley 1855, P: i
reported many fantastical stories Of Conteg:;lptacus’
folklore as fact. It is a great pity t,hat ting (0
work is lost, as it would have been mtereZnstonf
learn whether or not he approached the drag
as a rhetorical device. .
Following Pliny, Greek sophist
stratus (c. 172—250) added to the tale 0 Ighi]ostrﬂw’i
stone in his Life of Apollonius of Tyan< he capture o!
located dragons in India and descrl dthe
the stone thus:

These dragons . .. are conquered by
manner following; they spread
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their holes. embroidered with golden letters, which

heing charmed, bring on a sleep, that at last subdues
those €Yes, which would be otherwise invincible.

Other spells, consisting of many words, extracted
from their occult philosophy, are used, by which the
dragon is SO fascinated, that he puts his head out of
his hole and falls asleep over the letters. Whilst he
cemains in this situation the Indians rush upon him
with pole-axes, and after cutting off his head, strip it
of all its precious stones. The stones found in the
heads of these mountain dragons, are said to have a
transparent lustre, which emit a variety of colours,
and possess that kind of virtue attributed to the ring
of Gyges. But it often happens that these dragons
ceize the Indian in spite of his pole-axe and carry
him off into his den ... (Philostratus cap 8, Berwick

1809, p. 133).

The forcible extraction of the stone from its
supposed host has an extensive tradition; it was
believed that stones were held within the crania of
toads and fish and the stomach or gizzards of various
birds (Duffin 2007a, b, 2010, 2012, 2013a, b). The
1eed to lure the animal to sleep to win the stone,
and thereby take it while it was still ‘living’, was
arer and reserved for animals thought to be poi-
sonous such as the toad. If the stone was not taken
from a ‘living’ dragon, then the attempt would be
. vain and the stone would not appear. Johannes
de Cuba. in his 1491 work Hortus Saniatis (Garden
of Health), included a rare and striking illustration
of an attempt to capture a dragonstone (Fig. 1).

Following Philostratus, references 1O the
dragonstone are found in the Collectanea rerum
mirabilium (Collection of Curiosities) of Latin
erammarian Gaius Julius Solinus (third century
AD) and the Etymologiae (Etymologies) of Isidore
of Seville (c. 560—636). Like Philostratus, both
accounts stress that the stone must be taken from
the brain of the dragon and that it has a ‘translucent’
or ‘natural’ whiteness (Solinus cap 42. Golding
1587: Isidore book 16, cap 15, 7, Bamey 2006,
p. 326): note the similarity to the description in
tl_le Indian Garuda Purana. This is also a Key crite-
rion for distinguishing between dragonstones
(Type 1 serpent stones in this work) and snakestones
(Type 2); the dragonstone is usually referred to as
a white or transluscent gem, whereas the snakestone
1S usually black.

Searches for extant specimens of dragonstones,
or those labelled as such, in collections have
resulted in only one example: the famous Lucerne
Dragonstone (Fig. 2). Reportedly discovered by a
farmer named Stampfli in 1420 in a clot of blood
after he awoke from a faint, brought on by the sur-
prise of being proximate to & crash-landing dragon
(Fig. 3). The stone was sold to surgeon Martin
Schriber in 1509 and used to perform miraculous
healings. It is now housed in the Natur-Museum
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Fig. 1. Draconitis (de Cuba 1491).
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Fig. 2. The Lucerne Dragonstone. Copyright:
Natur-Museum Luzem, Switzerland.

Figure 3 and in Figure 4. At one time thought to be a
meteorite. recent investigations have concluded that
the stone is probably made completely of clay

(http://www.naturmuseum.ch
sA=erdw&action=drac). SLady,
This example, while clearly pe;
a dragonstone, was not harvesteq ing Consige,
described by Pliny and Phi]OStratuSn t Manye,
be considered a white or translm:em‘ g
subjects of these accounts. Thig exege ;
while helpful as broad criteria, these ﬁ‘InP]lﬁes that
tions or types of serpent stones are not e,calegm‘im
initions. The lack of a white or tranSluf:‘“Ch-a]l def.
of a dragonstone makes positive identiﬁzm.example
scientific composition impossible, a]thoﬁtlon. Of the
ory pearls as described in Indian textsgh‘bm e
quartz (Belcher 1948, pp. 244-245) ang or - '
(a white or translucent substance natural] atp ash.ccr
in the joints of bamboo; Kunz 1891 Pp zggm:m
could be possibilities, as might U“CUt.dia —287)
Many of these suggestions are contra~indic;?e(?%h'.
the Indian Brihat Samhita, which shows thy 1h}
authors of early Indian literature were aw:;re 0?
oyster-pearls and tabasheer (bamboo-pearls) as dis.
tinct from serpent pearls; however, the Briha: Smﬁ-
hita also describes serpent pearls as black. It is
possible, of course, that confusion arose in the trans-
mission of the legends to the west. None of the Euro-
pean authors claims to have seen or captured a
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dragonstone themselves so they are less likely to be
able to identify the objects. It 18 also possible that
this stone might be fictitious. ‘

Medicinal uses for dragonstones arc not given
by ancient authors. Philostratus account implied
that the stone may make the bearer invisible, bY
¥ikening its virtue to that of the ring of GygeS-‘SO}-
inus and Isidore of Seville, drawing Of Pliny $
Historia Naturalis, suggested 1S primary value
was in ostentatious display. In the European
lion it was Albertus Magnus
and 1206, died 1280), writing ¢

of Secrets, who recorded the p

application of the dragonstone,

| poisons, and he that bearet!
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against poison Was

against
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1967, p- 36)- This etficacy __
regpeatefi by Konrad von Megenburg (1309—72]2 in
his 1350 work Das Buch der Natur (TheCBoo_HE{
Nature) (Pfeiffer 1 29) and.by a;;l‘lmr
[ eonardus 1n his | lapidum (Mir
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Type 2 snakestones

Alongside the dragonstone & nd likely from the same

root — tales of serpentine creatures with stones
within their skulls — Europe saw the dC\'cllopmcnt
of the snakestone tradition. In his Historia Natu-
walis. Pliny reports two instances of small stones
within the heads of snakes; in one the stone is said
to aid teething in infants when attached to the
neck, presumably as an amulet (Bostock & Riley
1856. book 29, cap 21, p. 396 & book 30, cap 47,
pp. 466-467). Occasionally texts advised that the
<tone must be taken from a ‘living’ snake in the
same way as the dragonstone, although many
authors gloss over the details; surely, however, it
would have been easier to kill the snake first and

then qurch for the stone. This mapp,

is 5tr1k1.ngl)' portrayed in the Ch,"cf Of capyyy,
(China rlluslrar;ed) by Athanasiug Kiﬂ(;] Ulustrg,,
80) (Fig. 5) ‘Wthh shows a man prep’l: €r (160,
cobras, possibly surprising them by le‘ N 10 atyg

behind a tree, with a sword in hig hasglng out fro;,
Eleventh-century Persian author Al :

al-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad ﬂ_Bimni (Aby

known as Alberonius, 973-1048) e i_runi‘
native description of how to obtain thc‘ es

Ell\n
an alter.
Stone:
when the §10ne has formed in the neck of the
forehead is pressed between two iron rods Tﬂlnukg s
i ’ ; S. Ih
begms to ha\_.e tremors and its skin, havine hf Snake
wnl) aknife, is squeezed until the stone man;f S
(Said 1989, p. 179).

anifests ifge|f

More fantastically the fourth-century Greek wor
known as Kyranides advises that the stone c‘:ml”\-
obtained from Ydros, a water-snake which u:: I:k-
found swimming atop ponds. The snake .\imul:l

Fig.s, ¢
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be hung Up py its tail gnd suffumigated with laure]
«moke; specified wording should be used to exhort
‘thC snake in the name of God to surrender the stone,
and the snake promised a safe release if it complies
(LAnOﬂ- 1685, pp. 151-152). The 1175 translation

rovided by Gpr@rd of Cremona (c. 1114-1187)
includes permission for the captor to split the
snake’s head to take the stone by force if the snake
should refuse (Evans 1922, p. 19).

Kyranides credits the stone with absorbent prop-
erties, alleging that it can absorb two pints of water
cach day (Anon 1685, p. 152). The ailments treated
with the snakestone were based on humorism. Being
absorbent, the stone was considered useful for com-
plaints caused by an excess of phlegm, the humor
considered wet and cold. Kyranides therefore advo-
cates the use of the stone in the treatment of dropsy
(swelling of soft tissues), in defluxion (a downward
flowing of fluids) and of rheum (excess water).

Serpent stones of ophidian origin also featured

in the works of Islamic alchemists who were influ-
enced by Greek thought and civilization following
the conquest of Alexander the Great as well as by
Indian, Christian and Jewish sources. Their works
evidence a different perceived medical applica-
tion of the snakestone. Rhazes’ (Muhammad ibn
Zakariya Razi, 854-925) book Shukuk ‘ala alunu-
sor (Doubts about Galen) discredited the theory of
humorism. Ninth-century Iraqi alchemist Ibn-Wah-
shiyya (Abu Bakr Ahmed Ibn ‘Ali ibn Qays al-Wah-
shiyah) in his Book on Poisons notes that snake
beads (kharaza) can be found in the necks of vipers
Wwho have lived for hundreds of years (Kuehn 2011,
Pp. 180-181). Their primary use was as amulets,
tied about the upper left arm or around the middle
of the body to ward away snakes and their anger
(Kuehn 2011, pp. 180-181), presumably on the
principle of sympathetic magic. Al-Biruni, in his
Kitab al-Jawahir (Book of Jewels) also credits the
Snakestone with amuletic power against snakebite
(Said 1989, pp. 178—179) and expands upon Ibn
Wahshiyya’s suggestion that it is also a useful
ireatment for a victim of snakebite. He advises
that the stone should be rubbed and the resultant
slough given in milk to the victim to drink (Said
1989, p. 179).

Thereafter references to snakestones of this
'YPe appear infrequently in European manuscripts
untl the seventeenth century, when references (o
Snakestones exceed those of dragonstones. This
May have been a consequence of the Renaissance
*Ince this new generation of Buropean explorers,
Particularly when travelling east from Europe to

"ia and other Asian countries, would often

“lCounter snakes and may have believed the tales
of snakestones, whereas searches for dragons tended
' prove fruitless! Martha Baldwin (1995, p- 396,
M 3) suggested that in 1652 the return to Rome of
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;\/hcha{ Boym (c. 1612-59), Polish Jesuit Mission-

ry to Chma, may have played a key role in
re-mtrpducmg the European world to snakestones.
Boyrp S bqok Flora sinensis (Chinese Flora) was
published in Vienna in 1656, and his text regarding
the snakestone saw heavy plagiarism by subsequent
authors. As quoted by Kircher, Boym wrote of the
snakestone;

In {ndia and the kingdom of Quamsi, a stone can
be found in the heads of the type of serpents which
[h(? Portuguese call Cobras de Cabelo, which means
hairy serpents. This stone can be used as an antidote
fo.r the serpent’s bite, and without this one would die
within twenty-four hours. This round stone (usually
lentil-shaped) has a white middle and blue or brown
edges. When placed on the wound, it adheres by itself,
draws the poison, and falls off when full of the poison.
When placed in milk, it will gradually return to its
natural state. This stone, not found everywhere, will
adhere if the wound has not been completely drained.
If it falls away, the natives congratulate the sick person
that the danger of death has been overcome (Van Tuyl

1987, p. 73).

Quamsi is roughly equivalent to the modern-
day Chinese province Guangxi, located in the far
south of the country. Although the snakestone was
known in this kingdom according to Boym, it
appears it was not necessarily common medicinal
treatment throughout China. When Flemish Jesuit
missionary Father Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-88)
was present at the Beijing-based Court of the
Emperor Kangxi in the 1680s he wrote a treatise on
snakestones, thought to be in response to Kangxi's
request for information regarding ‘Western medi-
cine’ (Hanson 2007, p. 2). Hanson notes that snake-
stones were not recorded in either Ming or early
Qing materia medica (Hanson 2007, p. 2), suggest-
ing these stones were not widely known or used
throughout China.

Contemporaneously with Boym, Europgan trav-
ellers to India and the East were also returning with
tales of serpent stones. The earliest of these is that
of Frenchman Jean de Thévenot ( 1633-67) V\fho
in 1666 encountered the snakestones at the ;ndlan
town of Diu in the west of the country (Thévenot
2008, p. 100). In addition to wrim‘en accounts, snake-
stone specimens also began to cn'cu!afe in Europe.
Grand Duke Ferdinando II De Medici of Tuscany
was sent snakestones by Boym personfxlly before
1658 (Baldwin 1995, p. 396, n. _3)_: Kircher pos-
sessed some before 1662 (Baldwin 1995, p. ;&97,
n. 6): and the Royal Society of London had recglved
a specimen sent from Philiberto Vernatti, an
employee of the Dutch East India (;ompggg' in
Java Major (modern-day Indonesia) in 1 or

Anon 1665, p. 102).
166'l§h(e snakestones themselves are frequently

described as oval and lentil-shaped, thicker in the
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of snakes, as recorded by surh;r [slamic authors.
The stones were used to treat patients ‘whcn a sna}\"ef
bite had occurred: the stoné was applied to the bltc
and adhered to the wound, ostensibly extracting
the poison. When either finished or sated, the
stone would drop from the wound of its own accord
and should then be steeped in milk where it would
hubble and turn the milk green, thought to be evi-
dence of the poison being expelled from the stone.
The stone was then dried ready for re-use. It could
be used on the same patient until it no longer
adhered to the wound. indicating that the poison
had been fully extracted.

Since the mid-1600s the effectiveness of the
snakestone in this manner of treatment has incited
debate among scientists. Most famously, Jesuit
scholar Athanasius Kircher (1602—80) claimed his
expeniments vindicated the snakestone as an effec-
tive remedy for snakebite, but Italian physician

around
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nier qaid it was I
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bra (cobra stone
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Francesco Redi (1626-97) vociferoys
Kircher’s findings (Baldwin 1995). [:li
ments were subsequently undertakep
French apothecary and member of the‘F
demie des Sciences Moyse Charag (1
1669 and by Italian Physicist Felj
(1730-1805) in 1781. These eXperimengs ; tang
the use of pigeons which were bitter, by NVolyeq
snakes and then treated with the snakégtl—’(u\onnm
Charas and Fontana concluded the SIOHC.Q one. B,
fectual. Fontana pointedly describeq l(
pigeons,_ guinea pigs and rabbits dieq With (1
stone still adhering to the wound (Fongy, o
. a 1795

pp. 77-92) and he therefore considered g, )
ments ‘not only did not prove the stone e
against the bite of the viper, but gave the clil\sml
evidence of the contrary, of its being total]y inch”N
cious’ (Fontana 1795, p. 87). i

Nonetheless, tales of the miraculous cyges and
lives saved through the use of the stone conl.inllz\tj
to arrive and circulate in Early Modern Europe
and popular opinion proved difficult to change. Fnr‘
ther experiments were undertaken in the 18005 by
English scientist Michael Faraday (1791-18¢7
and British doctor, amateur chemist and Fellow
of the Royal Society, John Davy (1790-1868) in
1820. These experimenters sought to analyse the
stones themselves and concluded they were com-
posed predominantly of calcined bone or hartshorn
(Tennent 1859, pp. 199-200; Davy 1820, p. 318).
Davy unreservedly denounced them as ‘worse than
useless’ (Davy 1820, p. 320) and stated that the
‘sooner such a belief is exploded the better’ (Davy
1820, p. 322).
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Fig. 7. ‘Pedra de Cobra’ from the Royal Pharmaceutical Society Museum. Reproduced by kind permission of

Dr C. J. Duffin.

Distinguishing the material composition of the
snakestones had, in fact, been of interest to the
more sceptical of the European travellers to the
east, who had themselves identified the stones as
artificial creations of bone, sometimes mixed with
earth or charred roots. Nonetheless, snakestones
retained a persistent and tenacious hold on popu-
lar opinion and tales of effectiveness continued to
circulate, probably to a greater extent than the pub-
lished results of the experiments. Further experi-
ments were undertaken and reported in the British
Medical Journal in 1895 and 1904. In 1905 one
English author, following a winter visit with her
son in Ceylon, wrote of the snakestone: ‘twice I
have seen its efficacy proved. I only wish that doc-
tors would not be too proud to study the subject’
(Steuart 1905, p. 245).

It has been documented that snakestones have
be‘f_n used in Peru, Brazil, Nigeria, East Africa and
I?.d‘a In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
T\¥11e analyses of the snakestone and/or surveys
Of regional medicine in which the snakestone has
been used have been published between 1996
and ‘2()14, all but one of which have implied or
explicitly concluded that the snakestone is medi-
cally ineffective.

Type 3: ammonites

;\,f'f'j'“d stone within a dragon or s_nake‘s skull 1\
: erred to in early British and Irish sources as
t\(ul) as the seventh century, although references

'thin the UK are sparse until the fifteenth century.

In Great Britain ‘serpent stones’ are more readily
identified as ammonites (Fig. 8). Within England,
ammonite folklore is predominantly centred around
two specific areas: Whitby in Yorkshire and Keyn-
sham near Bristol. Both areas were reputed to be
the scenes of miracles performed by female Celtic
Christian saints who rid the area of troublesome ser-
pents by turning them into stone.

In Whitby the saint was seventh-century
abbess St Hilda, whose name was given to the
locally abundant genus Hildoceras, a zonal fossil
of the Jurassic (Lias). In the 1610 expanded edition
of his Britannia, English antiquarian William Cam-
den (1551-1623) writes of the ammonites found in
Whitby:

Here are found certain stones fashioned like serpents
folded and wrapped around as in a wreathe ... A man
would think verily that they had beene sometime ser-
pents, which, a coat or crust of stone had now covered
all over. But people to credulous ascribe this to the pra-
iers of saint Hilda, as if shee had thus transformed and
changed them (Camden 1610, p. 718).

Some ammonites from Whitby — occasionally Hi?-
doceras. but more commonly Dacylioceras speci-
mens — now sport the addition of a carved head.
intended to add credence to the tale of St Hilda’s
miracle (Fig. 9). This practice was particular]y' prev-
alent in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In
1784 it was alleged that a paper titled A Description
of Whitby Abbey, monumental Instructions, &c. was
being sold in Whitby. This paper .detalled a poem,
purpBrtedly composed by St Hilda, which had



Fig. 8. Ammonites. Snakestones also cal
courtesy of the University of Bordeaux,

been carved into one of the pillars of the abbey,
denouncing the snakes with the carved head thus:

When Whitby town with snakes was fill’d
1'to my God Pray’d, and them kill’d;

And for commemoration sake,

Upon the scar, YOu may them take,

All turn’d 4 stone, with
As they from me did ma
But as for heads, nope ¢
Unless they’ve artificia)

the same shape,
ke escape;
an be seen,

been (Groge 1784, p. 162),
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Fig. 9. Dactylioceras commune with the addition of a carved snakes head. Likely sourced from the Alum Shale
Member, Whitby Mudstone Formation in Whitby, Yorkshire. Copyright: Horniman Museum and Gardens.

three coiled snakes — or ammonites sporting snake’s
heads — in memory of St Hilda’s miracle (Fig. 10),
as does the college at Oxford that bears her name,
and also a copper token dated 1667 (Lovett 1905,
p. 334).

The other principal source of ammonite ‘serpent
stone’ lore, Keynsham, credits fifth-century Welsh
princess St Keyna with the miracle of snake petrifi-
cation. It has been suggested that Keyna resided in
Cornwall and the ammonite legend attributed to

F.]g‘ 10. Whitby Town Council coat of arms, used by
Ind permission,

Keynsham on the basis of the similarity of the
place name to the name of the saint (Kracher
2012, p. 61). However, the earliest source regarding
St Keyna, John of Tynemouth’s Nova Legenda
Anglie composed in the fourteenth century and
likely based upon a longer eleventh-century version
(Orme 2000, p. 162), does not name the area in
which Keyna performed her snake petrification mir-
acle. The Keynsham area is rich in Lower Liassic
(Hettangian to Sinemurian, lowermost Jurassic)
ammonites including Arietites bucklandi, Caeni-
stes and Coroniceras; the absence of ammonites
throughout Cornwall would seem to suggest that
Keynsham has a stronger claim to the legend. How-
ever, it may be that the better-known legend of
St Hilda of Whitby and the association of the
Whitby ammonites with snake petrification is that
which suggests that ammonites are the groof of
petrified snakes, thereby skewing the upchsclosed
location in favour of the ammonite-bearing Keyn-
sham. Since the earliest extant work referencing
the fossil ammonites of both Whitby and qunsh.am
in association with the legend of snake petrification
is Camden’s Britannia, further comment can only
be speculation. It has been suggested that these leg-
ends themselves are the result qf Early Modern
romanticization of Britain’s Celtic past (Kracher
. 62). :

> lis Fi)n 6W)hitby, Keynsham is proud of its serpent
stone legend and its heritage; some buildings Wll:?lg
the town include ammonites in their masonry whic

can still be seen to this day. Modern art installations
taking the form of ammonites have been erected on
several occasions, most recently a 1.8 m sculpture at
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Orpheus includes 4 description of the ophites
which is suggestive of an ammonite:

Rlack. hard and weighty, a portentous ball.
Around the stone, in many a mazy bend,
In wrinkles deep the furrowed lines extend.

It credits the stone with the power (O itself speak
oul prophec}‘ {Kng 1860. pp. 456—457).

In a rare account of medicinal use in The Western
Islands of Scotland, Martin Martin reported that
ammonites were called ‘cramp-stones’ because
they were used for curing cramp in cows; the
afflicted area was washed in water in which the
mmonite had been steeped for several hours (Mar-
tin 1703, pp. 133-134).

In 1702 Dr H. Behrens (1662-1712) reported
that ammonites were used in Germany as a magic
remedy for healing cows afflicted by witches:

a fossile shaped like 2 Ram’s Hom. . .call’d Drake-
stone by the Inhabitants because (they say) ‘tis a
charm against. and cures, Witchcraft and the
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Saligrams have many functions and are belic\:ed
to have various effects which, although not medicy]
in nature, include ensuring success in all earthly
endeavours and effecting purification of sins when
water in which the saligram has been soaked is
drunk by the dying, thus ensuring transcendence
and nirvana (Taylor 2012, pp. 41-42).

It has been reported that nineteenth-century Ice-
landic peasants used ammonites in bags filled with
flour as amulets (Kunz 1915, p. 198). The Blackteet
Indians of North America would keep them 1n a
sacred bundle along with other marine fossils. all
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coated with red pigment ‘for luck, healing and other
p()WCTS, (Mayor 2005, p. 228). Mayor describes and
‘ncludes a figure of a medicine pouch owned by
Charlie Crow Eagle, a Blackfeet of Canada, dated
% around 1880, which includes an Acanthosca-
phites ammonite (Mayor 2005, pp. 228-229)
Ammonites also featured in the medicine bundles
of the Hopi Indians of Tusayan, south of the
Grand Canyon, who called the ammonites koqi-
coko, and also of the Crow Indians, whose medicine
men occasionally wore ammonites as medicinal
amulets. One example, held in the Peabody Museum
of Natural History in New Haven, was worn by
the famous Sioux chief Gall who helped defeat
Custer at the battle of Little Bighorn (Mayor 2005,
pp. 268-270). Further details about the specific
functions and application of these medicine pouches
and amulets seem to either be jealously guarded
or to have passed out of memory (Mayor 2005,
p. 137, 156, 169).

Type 4: snake ‘beads’

Pliny referred to a third type of serpent stone in his
compendious Historia Naturalis: the Gallic snake-
stone or ovum anguinum. He described this as an
egg the size of an apple with a cartilaginous shell
surrounded by cupules similar to the suckers of an
octopus. However, he also recounted that ‘number-
less snakes become artificially entwined together
and form rings around their bodies with the viscous
slime which exudes from their mouths, and with the
foam secreted by them’ (Bostock & Riley 1856,
pp. 288-290), a generation process that seems at
odds with the ‘egg-like’ example that Pliny claimed
to have seen.

Swiss botanist and naturalist Conrad Gessner
(151§—65) and Belgian mineralogist Anselmus
qutlus de Boodt (c. 1550-1632) believed that
Pl_mY’s description — presumably that of the egg
with the cartilaginous shell — was of a fossil cida-
roid echinoid (Gessner 1565, pp. 6 & 168; De
Boodt 1647, pp. 347-349). The capture of the
€gg, depicted as an echinoid, is vividly portrayed in
Figure 12, purportedly a woodcut from 1497. How-
ever, I have investigated the identification of the
Ovum anguinum as an echinoid within the context
of the folklore of Great Britain which, it has been
argued, has a shared Celtic cultural heritage with
the inhabitants of Gaul. In doing so, I have found
NOt one reference to a fossil echinoid both being
dentified as a serpent stone and used medicinally
or for the uses ascribed to it by Pliny, namely ‘ensur-
INg success in lawsuits and a favourable reception
With princes’ (Bostock & Riley 1856, pp. 228-
290), Additionally, in Kenneth McNamara’s exten-
SIve survey of echinoid folklore in England, no

175

e
=

ﬂ
i =3

Fig. 12. Capture of the ovum anguinum, woodcut from
1497. After Bassett (1982).

evidence is presented that demonstrates that, subse-
quent to Pliny, echinoids were 1dentified as serpent
stones and used medicinally, or in the manner
described by Pliny (McNamara 2007, 2011).
Instead, serpent stone accounts, found mostly in
Scotland, Wales and Comwall, find their serpent
stones more suggestive of ‘rings formed around
snakes bodies’ from this same passage by Pliny.
These serpent stones are usually glass beads, but
have also included holed stones and spindle whorls
(Figs 13 and 14). Accounts addressing the genera-
tion of these serpent stone beads tend to describe
the formation in the following ways: by snakes
repeatedly passing through a shed skin; snakes
blowing a stone formed from their spittle into the
air or down the body of one of their number; or
snakes working it into shape by their teeth. These
accounts are most numerous from the early seven-
teenth to the nineteenth century, which coincides
with the Early Modern romanticization of British
Druidic heritage. This led to the glass bead serpent
stones being called Druid’s Beads, Druid’s Eggs
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Fig. 13. Beads found in bunal tumuli, held l'f}fﬁthe
Museum of Scottish Antiquaries (Wilson 1851).
Courtesy of the National Library of Scotland.

or Druid’s Glass. Several accounts however, partic-
ularly those from Scotland and Wales. often omit
any reference to Druids: this raises the possibility
(but certainly does not prove) that the folklore of
the serpent stones might have their origin in oral
tradition predating the Early Modern period. Instead
of Druid-related names, in these accounts serpent
stones have alternative and region-specific appella-
tions: 1n Scotland they are called adderstones or in
Gaelic clach-na thratch; the Cornish name is mil-
prev, which is the term for both the unique congre-
gation of the snakes and the resultant bead; and in

Welsh they have been termed glain ..
naddroed or maen magl. Glain p, g défj Slai,
a

‘adder’s stoﬁne“ wh‘er_eas glain neidy. €4
‘snake stone ; ‘maen 1s stone and <y, o ICate
‘knot” or a ‘web in the eye’ (Pughe | é‘% 'S Cithe,
320). This malady is the developmep .. P 31§
brane which spreads from the corpey Ofgf Mepy,.
coat the cornea and pupil; the afflicted perthe eye g
sitive to light and the eye looks red T;Ums Sep.
described as ‘thin and white, somesi.. =~ Veb i

lneti]’nes v
and more fleshy, rough, obscure ang Pﬁinfulth(lé
AT0)-

ker et al. 1766, “Unguis Pannus®). Treatm
sisted of washing the eye in water In WE?"-
stone had been steeped (Brown & MCNei]lc
p. 188). '
The medicinal uses of the serpent stope bead .
the subject of another paper in this Volume {p{i{ o'
this volume, in press) but can be Summm'iZéd'ﬁ];”}
the treatment of eye diseases; to relieye the painrt;
childbirth; employed against childhood diseaseﬂi
including whooping cough; and against malm.*i;-;
Working on the principle of similia similiby; fumn:
tur (like cures like) they were used in the treatment
of snakebite and as an amulet to prevent the same
These stones were used to treat livestock, particy.
larly cattle, in the event of snakebite, elf-shot and
other afflictions. These stones were also thought to
be ‘lucky’ and have magical powers to protect the

owner against witchcratft.
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Type S: serpentinite

The fifth and final type of serpent stone is ophites,
usually called serpentinite. This 1s a mineral com-
plex formed by serpentinization, a metamorphic
process altering peridotites of the upper mantle
that have since been obducted on 0 continental
crust. Ultramafic minerals including olivine and
augite are oxidized and hydrolysed to form serpen-
tinite; the colours and patterns in the rock have
been considered reminiscent of snakeskin (Fig. 1)
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Fig. 15. Ophites. Royal Pharmaceutical Society Museum.

The fourth-century poem ‘Lithica’ gives the
advice that powdered serpentine spread on a dragon-
bite or snakebite, will provide relief:

... Let him who

by the dragon’s fang hath bled.

On the dire wound

Serpentine powdered spread,

And in the stone his sure

reliance place,

For wounds inflicted by the reptile race.
(‘Lithica’, King 1865, lines 336—338, p. 384).

Pliny credits ophites as a cure for headache and
for snakebite when worn as an amulet (Bostock &
Riley 1857, p. 327). He also notes that the ‘white
ophites’ (possibly a sericite-rich serpentinite) has
been recommended as an amulet for lethargy and
phrenitis (Bostock & Riley 1857, p. 328), an inflam-
mation of the brain causing fever and delirium.
A particularly interesting locale to highlight
In respect of the medicinal use of serpentine is
Zoblitz in the province of Saxony, Germany. This
town was a major producer of serpentine and was
home to a serpentine-turners guild. According to
Sundin (2010, p. 1): ‘Written sources referring to
the serpentine craft are known from the fifteenth
century, and the earliest known dated object is
from 1590, The people of Zoblitz hung serpentine
around the necks of children since it was believed
It had healing powers; powdered serpentine was
d_l'llnk to assist in diseases of the stomach and intes-
tines, and it was thought that the healing effect was
greater when drunk from vessels of serpentine (Sey-
farth 1913, p. 260). While the Zoblitz serpentine
Was not used exclusively for medical treatment or
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Reproduced by kind permission of Dr C. J. Duffin.

fashioning of vessels with the sole purpose of aiding
recovery of health, in 1750, a year before the Zoblitz
serpentine-turners guild reached its peak (Sundin
2010, p. 1), Magister Steinbach of Zoblitz declared
that the stone was effective against gout, tearing,
venom, consumption and pains in the lungs and
liver. Additionally, it was thought to ward poison-
ous creatures away from the area (Seyfarth 1913,
p. 261). Although the guild declined thereafter,
belief in the healing powers of the serpentine
seemed to remain; quack doctors peddled the
stone until the end of the nineteenth century and
the Christian Pastor Hering of Zoblitz was suffi-
ciently convinced of its efficacy to praise it as a
‘probable’ preventative against cholera in 1831
(Seyfarth 1913, p. 260).

Belief in the medical efficacy of serpentine to
neutralize poison spread throughout Europe during
the Middle Ages. It is likely this stemmed from
the theory of similia similibus curantur (like cures
like) on account of the snake-like markings on the
stone. The Lapidary of Thomas Nicols, dated 1652,
summarizes that serpentine would ‘secure the per-
son wearing it, from stingings of serpents’ as well
as from ‘phretics, and lethargies, and from plagues,
pox, and poysonings, and the like’, including break-
ing down bladder stones and mitigating pain (Nicols
1652, p. 222).

The belief in serpentine protecting against
snakebite in particular has persisted until more mod-
ern times; it was reported that nineteenth-century
Ttalian peasants still believed serpentine would pro-
vide protection from snakebite and also draw out the
poison from a bite (Kunz 1938, p. 108). Even t.o.day,
serpentine is considered by some New Age spiritual
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erpent stones have been pre-

n unidentifiable round white

stone believed to have been taken from thﬁ'head
of a dragon. The second, 2 smooth lenticular
black stone was thought to be taken from the head
of a snake, but was actually manufacturcfd of burnt
bone or horn. Third are fossilized ammonites, fpuﬁh
are glass beads and fifth are ophites and serpentinite.
Ser;;em stones in their various forms were known
in ancient times and have a strong Medieval and
Early Modern history. Type 1 stones, dragonstones,
seemed primarily prized for ostentatious display
until they began to be credited with power against
poison from 1250. Type 3 serpent stones, ammon-
ites, were typically considered to have religious or
magical significance and were infrequently put to
medical uses. Type 4 serpent stones, glass beads,
were employed for a variety of ailments in the UK
which included snakebite. whereas the principal
use of types 2 and 5 was as a prophylactic against
snakebite and also as a snakebite treatment,
althougl_l they were also used in the treatment of
other ailments. Although medicinal employment
of serpent stones declined from the nineteenth cen-
tury, serpent stones are still used in some parts of the
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CYSAT, J.L. 1661. Beschreibung dess beriihmbten
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