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Abstract: Ctesias (fifth. century BC) ~ecounted contemporary Persian beliefs of white Indian 
. als which had a white horn, black m the centre and flaming red at the pointed t' . . 

anim R . f d b I . al d d' tp, proJecting 
f their forehead. em orce y c ass1c an me 1eval writers travellers bt'blic I rom . . • , a warrant and 

de in narwhal tusk, the umcorn became firmly established in European mythology In I tra . . h 1 . d . . creas ng 
Pularity as an aleXJpharm1c, prop y acttc an counter-poison through the fifteenth to seve tee th 

po d d d 'di · fl · · n n centuries Jed to rising eman an rapt y m atmg pnces .. Debate raged as to which was the 'true 
unicorn' (Unicomum ~erum), na~hal tusks ?r m?mmoth ivory (Unicornu Fossile); shavings and 
powders of both ~ere mcorporated mt? a bew1ldenng array of n:'edi.ci~al mixtures while fraudulent 
alternatives flooding the markets reqmred the employment of discnrrunatory tests. Further alterna
tives with supposedly si~la_r propert~es inclu~ed the (probably smectite) clays of Te"a Sigillata 
Strigo11iensis or Terra Silesiaca .(Unic~mu. Mmerale?, and an alchemical preparation (Unicomu 
Solare). The supposed therapeutic application and wide range of delivery systems of all types of 
unicorn horn medicines are reviewed in detail for the first time. Particularly popular as an antidote 
in plague medicines, the use of alicorn (unicorn horn) simples declined to extinction with the 
increasingly empirical approach to pharmacy of the mid-eighteenth century. 

Although several publications have touched on 
the medicinal use of unicorn horn (Robertson 1926; 
Humphreys 1951; Boullet 1959; Miller 1960; 
Savare 1972; Fotheringham 2000; Jackson 2004; 
Gerritsen 2007; Fischer & Fischer 2011), there has 
so far been no deeper consideration of its therapeutic 
application during early modem times. The objec
tive of the present paper is to consider the range of 
applic.ations and means of delivery of the various 
matenals promoted as unicorn horn in the history 
of pharmacy. 

The unicorn and its horn often referred to as 
an alicom, have an iconic 'association with the 
ap.ot.hecarial tradition. English apothecaries were 
ongmal!y associated in the same guild with the Gro
~~\ a~d Pepp~rers. Then, in 1617, James I of 
b tan established the Society of Apothecaries 
iJgs ~al Charter. An application for armorial bear
later i;\~ubsequently made to the Heraldic College 
Camden (~

5
same year (Dickinson 1929). William 

and topo 51-1623), the Elizabethan chronicler 
King of t~her, was ~en in post as Clarenceux 
responsibl s, the semor of two Kings of Anns 
records Ce for armorial matters and heraldic 
Prised ~w amd~n devised a coat of arms that com
Within wh1 ~nicom supporters flanking a shield 
stood astn; Apollo, 'the inventor of physique•, 
ease. 1'h e a prostrate dragon representing dis-
(F· e crest · ' tg, 1) It . . · Is an image of a rhinoceros 

. IS Int ' 
eresting to note that a short spiral 

horn has been drawn between the shoulder blades 
of the rhinoceros, following an earlier image by 
Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528; Fig. 2). The rhinoc
eros made its first appearance since antiquity in 
Europe in 1515. It was a gift for King Manuel I of 
Lisbon, from the Gujarat Sultan Muzafar II and 
landed after a rapid 120-day journey on 20 May 
1515. Having been examined by scholars, the ani
mal was then kept in the royal menagerie. A letter 
of unknown authorship was sent from Lisbon to 
Nuremberg at around the same time, enclosing a 
sketch by an unknown artist Oilier - :WOO was 
acquainted with the Portuguese commumty of the 
trading post ('factory') at ~twerp - ~w the letter. 
Without ever seeing the ~ bimself.= 
executed two pen and ink dra\Vlll&', from the,Clam 
of which a woodcut was then poouc:cd , • 
1986). Since the born of the Indian~~ 

spiral cimr::Ds tben-i--not accord with the . ~~a 
as belonging to the ~~ Dtira' hGm cml,oiillld 
short additional antenorly ~ f 1ht. animal. 
in the tissues of the ~ 0 

-~ 
between the ~ders. 'Ibis.::.,: w. ~ 
gated throUgh mnwnerable ~ 
derivative imageS (Cole l9S3~ ~--

The origins of Wli~ ~ ..... ~~fll~t: 
out and mscussed by D~ ~ 
ant 1930;. :e-2011m1, ~uftlcoit-•--• 2009; Gerritsen .,. ~ 
corn legends aro ~ 
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Fig. 1. Coat of Anns of the Worshipful Society of 
Apothecaries (granted 1617). Note the two unicorn 
supponers and the rhinoceros crest, with a spiral horn 
placed between the shoulders. Reproduced by kind 
permission of the Wellcome Library London. 

cultures (e.g. Ettinghausen 1950; Fernand 
with certain elements held in common. Aez 1999), 

" h ... 1 case h been made 1or t e m1tta roots to be found . as 
Indian legend of the hermit Gazelle Bo in the 

. h rn as corded in the epic saga, t e Mahabharata re. 
origins probably date from the eighth or n· ' ;hose 
tury BCE ~rocking_ton ~998; Gotfredse~n\

9
~en. 

Found in vanants wntten m San krit, Pali T'b 9). 
and Chinese, it is al o related to the Ba'b : e~an 
epic (Gotfred en 1999, p. 12). Y on1an 

The earliest European allusion to the u . 
is by the Greek physician, Cte ias (fl. fifth c nicorn 
BCE). Biographical details for this authoentury 

· r are 
sketchy and heavily dependent on entrie · h 

B . d. . in t e 
tenth-century yzantme 1cttonary known a h 

C 'd . h . s t e Souda. Born at Ill os m w at 1 now SW Tu k 
Ctesias probably trained as one of the a cle;a~y, 
Arriving in Persia as a prisoner of war, he beca s. 
physician to Artaxerxes II Mnemon (jl. 404-3~; 
~CE) fr?m 404 ~o 398 B.CE. Here, he compiled 
mformation for his later Htsto,y of Persia and His
tory of India (lndica), which he wrote on his return 
to Cnidos. The latter v.olurne: now lost, but partially 
recon tructed from sruppet mcorporated into other 
writings, contains the fir t Western description of 
the unicorn, complete with contemporary medical 
applications: 

There are wild asses in India the size of horses and even 
bigger. They have a white body, crimson head, and 
deep blue eyes. They have a horn in the middle of 
their brow one and a half cubits in length. The bottom 
part of the horn for as much as two palms towards the 
brow is bright white. The tip of the horn is sharp and 

Fig. 2. Image of a rhinoceros ~ 
permission of the W 11 • based upon Albrecht DU ' . . d 

e come Library, London. rer s lithograph, from Topsell (1658). Reproduced by kin 
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· son in colour while the rest in the middle is black. 
~~;y say that whoever . d~nks from th~ horn (which 
h y fashion into cups) 1s immune to seizures and the 
~ ~y sickness [epilepsy] and suffers no effects from 

0
.son whether they drink wine, water, or anything 

~~
1
e fr~rn the cup either before or after ingesting the 

drug (Nichols 2008, p. 115). 

h llld be noted that, in the same work, Ctesias is It S O . . 

I responsible for rntroducmg such fabulous crea-
a so ( · I . h 

as the Cynocephalus mountain peop e wit tu res . 
d 's heads), the nver worm (a 3 m long nocturnal 
~ . (h . 

I nter of cattle) and the manucore uman-eatrng 
:~eature with a lion's body and a human head 
armed with three rows of tee~)., . 

Seemingly reliant on Ctesias account, Phny the 
Elder (23-79) introduces the Monoceros _in his His
t ria Natura/is (viii, 31; Bostock & Riley 1855, 0 

281) as a very fierce Indian animal possessing 
p. h ·1 the head of a stag, the feet of an elephant, t e tai 
of a boar and the body of a horse. It has a sing!e, 
tong black horn projecting from the centre of its 
forehead and makes a deep bellowing cry. Pliny 
has a separate entry for the Rhinoceros (Pliny,_ viii, 
29; Bostock & Riley 1855, p. 278), although Isidore 
(c. 560-636) indicates that they are the same beast 
(Etymologiarum, 12, 2: 12-13; Throop 2005, unpa
ginated). The Roman author Claudius Aelianus (c. 
175 to c. 235) also refers to the unicorn (De Natura 
Animalium, 3, 41; 4, 52; Aelian 1958), reiterating 
therapeutic information from Ctesias. 

Medieval references 

In the bestiaries, beautifully produced illuminated 
manuscripts, mostly produced in Britain and 
France during the tenth to twelfth centuries, some 
sources suggest that the unicorn and the Monoceros 
are identical animals, while others deal with them as 
separate entities. The bestiaries were used as Latin, 
Norman and Anglo- orman vernacular teaching 
tools, presenting various elements of natural history 
in terms of Christian allegory. Various themes from 
classical references to the unicorn were u ed to ig
nify Jesu Christ; the wild and untameable nature of 
the animal typified the inability of Hell to hold 
Christ, while the single horn ignified the unity of 
Chr ist with God the Father, for example. An entry 
for the unicorn also occur in the Physiologus, a ec
ond or third century Greek work produced in Alex
andria and translated into Latin around 400, and a 
forerunner of the works of the bestiary tradition 
(Curley 1979). The e works relied heavily on bibli
cal verses from the Old Testament translated into the 
Greek of the Septuagint. In this way the . ssyrian 
word remu (Hebrew re 'em) wa' rendered mto the 
Greek 1110110,eros. This, in turn, was later translated 
as u11icomis when the eptuagint formed the ba ' i 

of later Latin translations by St Jerome (c. 347-
420) and others. In this way, the unicorn became 
firmly embedded in the Christian tradition, laying 
the groundwork for the medieval concept of the ani
mal. This association between the unicorn and the 
church was reinforced in other ways; British proces
sional staffs or candle-holders made from finely 
carved narwhal tusks are known from the second 
quarter of the twelfth century, for example (V & 
A A.79-1936 - Duffin 2015; National Museums 
Liverpool (World Museum) 1995.42). In addition 
to validating the concept of the existence of the 
unicorn, this association also added gravitas and cre
dence to emerging notions of the potential medicinal 
use of unicorn horn. 

A Syriac version of the Physiologus appears 
to give the earliest account of the virgin-capture 
story of the unicorn, picked up by Isidore in his 
influential Etymologiarum, and then propagated 
through subsequent medieval tales and imagery 
(Shepard 1930, pp. 47 ff.). Syncretized into Chris
tian allegory, the image of the fierce unicorn being 
accessible to hunters only while it was calmed in 
the lap of a maiden became a staple of bestiaries, 
tapestries (such as the famous series at Cluny) and 
even Early Modem illustrations in such sources 
as the Hortus Sanitatis (de Cuba 1491; Fig. 3). 
A Greek version of the Physiologus seemingly 

Fig. 3. Unicorn with its head in the lap of a maiden. 
Hortus Sa11itatis, De Animalibus Cap. clv (de Cuba 
1491). Countway Medical Library, ew York. 
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. . s of a second component o 

Provides the ongtn. f I !1'ng poisoned waters 
. d - that O 1ea . r 

unicorn lcgen ot a pearing 111 Western it-
(Shepard I 930, P· 60). . P th century (Shepard 

.1 I early sixteen d 
erature untt t 1e . this mythjcal threa 

60 282) in essence . 
1930, pp. . . 'able to drink at a stream w?1ch, 
sees the animal un d' to djfferent vanants 
for various reasons acc?r 111~ They therefore wait 
f the tale has been po1sone . th . 

o , . . t the water as e um
upon the unicorn. Stepp111g 111 o d' , g from its 
com stoop to drink, the horn pro~ 111 i on 
forehead clips into the stream, rendenng the p~ bl 
hannless and miling the now fre h water avai. a . e 
for the patient animals. Trus is the source of b.ehef m 
the aJexjpharmic properties o~ the horn, and is stun
ningly depicted, for example, m the famous engrav
ing by the French goldsnuth, Jean ~uv~t (1485 to 
after 1562). sometime known as the Umcorn Ma -
ter' (Eisler 1979. p. 309). . 

Born at Bermersheim, SW of Mamz, Germany, 
Hildegard von Bingen ( 1098-1179; Fig. 4) was 
the tenth child of a noble family (Flanagan 1998). 
Effectively tithed to the church at age 8, Hildegard 
was first enclosed to the cell of a Benedictine ancho
ress at the Disibodenberg Monastery, and then, in 

Fig. 4. 'Hildegard r . . 

R
from the Wiesbaden ~~;~:gBt~ell_ight from Heaven' 

eproduced by kind . . 10 10 I recto. 
Library, London. perl!l.lss1on of the Wellcome 

I 136, appointed Head of what had by now 
to become a Convent. Establi hing a expandect 
overlooking the Rhine at Rupertsberg new convent 
Hildegard continued her remarkably d~ounct l tso, 
· k h d · · erse Ch · tian wor ; e erve a a v1 10nary m . l1s-
. . t artt' t . . ' Ystic he I lmgu1st, poe , s , mus1c1an compo ' a er 

. ' ser b' ' 
pher, theologian and preacher. Physica ('M' .1~gra. 
is the earliest and more famous of her t edic1ne' ) 
works (Riethe 1997; Throop 1998). H wo ll1edicat 
the unicorn is intere ting in that it contai~r : nt~ for 
of well-e tablished lore derived from cl .1111xture 

. as ical 
other medieval ource together with no 

I 
anct 

vations regarrung the medical application; ~f ~bser
ent parts of the beast. The purity of the . iffe~
empha ized by its exclu ive diet of 'clea~nii

1
nal 1,s 

d · 'd f h . P ants an 1t avoI ance o ot er ammals and hum k' ' 
. h ti . f b an 1nct wit 1e except10n o no le adole cent girl h ' 

. kn b ' I w om 1t ows to e ~ent e and weet' (Throop 1998 
p. 210). Indeed, It could be killed only by ht 

1 
' 

lei . h' l . 111 ers snea ng up on it w 1 e It was ru tracted by th 
pure young females. The unicorn supposedly m ede 

I . E a e 
annua excurs10ns to den (' tl1e land that ha th 
water of paradise'; Throop 1998, p. 210) in orde~ 
to feed on the unique plant from which it derived 
its various powers. The healing powers of the vari
ous parts of its body are given as follow (Throop 
1998, p. 210): 

Pulverize the liver of a unicorn and put this powder in 
fat prepared from the yolk of an egg, making an oint
ment. There is no leprosy, of any kind, that will not 
be cured if you often anoint it with this ointment, unless 
death is present for the one who has it, or God does not 
wish to cure it. The liver of this animal has good heat 
and cleanliness in it, and the fat in the egg yolks is 
the most precious thing in an egg and is just like an 
unguent. Leprosy very often is from black bile, and 
from overabundant black blood. From unicorn skin, 
make a belt. Gird yourself with it against yo~r skin, 
and no strong disease or fever will hann your 111s1des. 
Also make shoes from its skin and wear them. You 
will ;!ways have healthy feet, legs, and loins. No dis
ease will harm you in these places. 

A probable later addition supplements this informa
tion with (Throop 1998, p. 211): 

A person who fears being killed by poison shoul.d put 
unicorn hoof under the dish where his food is, h 

0
~ 

under the cup containing his drink. If they 3
~\ ~n 

and there is poison in them, it will make them 0h
1 

111 h · · 'JI make t e t e1r vessel; if they are cold, it wi . oison 
smoke, and he will be able to tell there is P 
in them. 

Ph ~ nowb~ 
armaceutical applications of the horn 81 enl 

~or their omission by Hildegard. Her only cornrn 
IS that 

I h 1 . as glass, so 
t as beneath its horn something as c eai . f Jook-

~hat, in it, a person can look at his own face, as 
1 

Juable 
mg in a mirror. Nevertheless, it is not very vn 
(Throop 1998, p. 211 ). 
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Identity crisis 

The search for the unicorn of antiquity stimulated 
much debate, drawing suggestion upon suggestion 
and claim upon counterclaim, all, or at least mostly 
all argued honestly from the classical descriptions 
of 'the beast and contemporary zoological observa
tions. The details of the discussion are beyond the 
scope of the present paper, but it should be noted 
that a plethora of species were put forward as candi
date unicorns, including the rhinoceros, the oryx, the 
Indian ox, the Indian horse, the bison, the Tibetan 
antelope and the rather more familiar construct of a 
white horse with a horn protruding from its forehead 
(e.g. Shepard 1930, pp. 34, 213 ff. ; Lavers 2009). 
Even the latter, well-established icon was open to 
interpretation; the French druggist Pierre Pomet 
(1658- 99) presented five different reconstructions 
of the animal based upon the identities and descri p
tions provided by several sources (Pomet 1694, Part 
2, Book l , p. 9; 1737, pl. 70; Fig. 5). 

The various extant terrestrial tetrapods associ
ated with the identity of the unicorn were somewhat 
eclipsed by the discovery of the narwhal (Monodon 

JJ~,.~. 

~onoc~ros Linnaeus, 1758), a toothed whale found 
m Arctic seas (but exclusively referred to as a fish 
until the late eighteenth century; e.g. Pomet J 712, 
p. 233). The male (and occasionally also female) 
narwhal has a _si?gle 'tusk', which is an elongated, 
left-handed (s1mstral) spirally coiled left canine 
which erupts through the tissues of the upper jaw. 
The canine grows forward continuously through 
li fe and may attain lengths of over 3 m. Long 
believed to function in inter-male rivalry, it is 
actually a sophisticated sense organ (Nweeia et al. 
2014). 

By the twelfth century, the trade in narwhal tusks 
between northern fishermen and Europeans was cer
tainly established, and the tusks themselves, rare as 
they were, fetched astronomical prices - as much as 
10 times their weight in gold - driven largely by 
their burgeoning association with the unicorn, and 
their perceived alexipharmic and wider therapeutic 
properties. The growing appreciation of the unicorn 
as a 'fish' was reflected in the Hortus Sanitatis 
(de Cuba 1491, De Piscibus, Cap. !xii) where the 
'Monoceron ' was depicted, albeit as a winged tetra
pod, together with the rnonkfish inhabiting the water 

. p (1737 pl 70· author's collection). 
Fig. 5. Five different reconstrnctions of mucoms from omet • · ' 
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Fig. 6. 'Monoceron' and the Monkfish, Hortus 
Saniraris, De Piscibus Cap. !xii (de Cuba 1491). 
Countway Medical Library, New York. 

(Fig. 6). One of the earliest cientific citations of the 
narwhal was made by Olaus Magnus ( 1490-1557). 
Fascinated by all aspects of the northern European 
and arctic regions, Magnu began working on a 
map in 1527, eventually publishing the Carta 
Marina in 1535 (Haft 2003). He included image 
of creatures believed to inhabit the cold northern 
waters, one of which sports the spiral tu k of the nar
whal. In his definitive commentary on the map, 
Magnus remarks: 

F' 7 ig. . Imaginary portrait ' 
Magnus's 1535 map Car of the. Hornvall', redrawn from 
Gessner (1670, p. 125) (r a M~nna, and published in 

author s collection). 

Fig. 8. Portrait of Ole Wom1 (1588-1654) 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Welkorne 
Library, London. 

The Unicom is a Sea-Beast having in his Fore-head a 
very oreat Hom wherewith he can penetrate and 
destro; the ship, in his way, and drown multitudes of 
men. But divine goodnesse hath provided for the safet) 
of Marriners herein; for though he be a ve~ fierce 
Creature, yet is he very slow, that such as fear his com· 
ing may fly from him (Magnus 1555, p. 743; I 65S. 
p. 228). 

. b C ad Ge sner Oiaus Maonus's image was used Y onr fl 
to illustra~e the 'Hom vall ' in his Fischbuch, rst 

. . . . rou later 
pubhshed m 1563, but reissued m num.e Pro-
edition (Ge sner 1563, 1670, p. 125; Fig .. ~~rsity, 
fessor of Chemistry at Copenhagen Uni ted 
Ole Worm (1588- 1654; Fig. 8) was la~e~ pr~~~s of 
with a narwhal kull by Chancellor Ch.nstian e:~~red 
Kragerup (1581- 1639). The speci~e~ed in the 
Worm's collection and was duly constd\ 655 PP· 
catalogue which he produced (Worn: d de;crip-
282 ff.; Fig. 9). Probably the most detaile aar-
. h Caspar lions appeared a few years later w en fessor 

tholin the Elder (1585- 1629; ~ig. ~ 0), Pr~Jished 
of Medicine at Copenhagen Umversity, pu daneis 
his De unicornu ejusque affinibus et succe 
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Fig. 9. Skull of the narwhal (Monodon monoceros) 
from Wor111 (1655). Reproduced by kind permission of 
the Well come Library, London. 

(Bartholin 1628). Caspar sired an entire dynasty 
of unicorn enthusiasts, his son Thomas Bartholin 
(Professor of Anatomy at Copenhagen University; 
~616-80; Fig. 11) publishing possibly the most 
influential early modern work on the animal (Bar
tholin 1645; see also Bartholin 1654), for which 
his grandson Caspar Bartholin the Younger 
(1655-1738; Fig. 12; Professor of Philosophy at 
Copenhagen) published an enlarged second edition 
(Bartholin 1678). 

Considering the dates of the earliest descriptions 
of narwhal teeth, specimens identified as unicorn 
horns have a surprisingly ancient pedigree. It has 
been suggested that two specimens were sent in 
1095 by Conrad, Bishop of Utrecht, to his brother 
Wolf1·am of Bettingen, who served as Abbot at the 

217 

Fig. 10. Portrait of Caspar Bartholin the Elder (1585-
1629). Reprodt1ced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

111utt " rvuftu ~ .ft'" ,ml;u.. • 
)!.eGne ~tttu 

f. t 1•tril II ,{&n no-"''"~ 
tr~'i4 «"4 • 

Fig. 11. Portrait of Thomas Bartholin (1616- 80). 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome 
Library, London. 
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Fig. ll. Poruait of Caspar Bartholin the Younger 
(1655-1738). Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Libfal). London. 

Benedictine Abbey at Prum in Lorraine from 1077 
to 1103 _(Einhorn 1988, p. 343). The gifts are 
recor_ded rn the Chronicon Sancti Hubeni Andagi
nens1s (~hronicle of the Benedictine abbey of St 
~ubert'. situated at Andage in the Ardennes) proba
L y wntten by the Abbey's cantor and scholaster 

ambertus Junior, around the year 1100 (D. k ' 
2010). The use of the , 1er ens 
describe these gifts (Mi te7 cornua eburnea' to 
suggests that they wer!ne 881 , p. ~ 428), however, 
elephant tusks) rather :tually ohphants (carved 
Salem 2004 for a gene I an narwhal teeth (see 

A ra account of oli h ) rather more confid . p ants . 
ascribed to the unico h ent _ identification can be 

· m om cited by th D . . pnest Thomas of Cant' , e omm1can 
tensis; 1201 - 72) whilei~pre (Thomas Cantimpra
ophy and Theology at i..: wa_s Professor of Philos
allegorical work on th uvam. In the notes to hi s 
· e conduct and d · · nors and subjects told b ut1es of supe-

of bee (B ' Y reference t . . 
s onum universale de ? commun1t1es 

apibus), Thomas 

mentions the presence of a 7 foot Ion u . 
horn at a church in Bruges (Thomas Canf nicorn 
sis 1627, p. 86). unpraten. 

Possibly the mo t celebrated exam I l . . I . p e of 
medieval ecc esiasttca umcom horn is that w . a 
formed part of the treasure of Saint Denis C h hich 
in Paris. The horn was supposedly given to ~hedraJ 
magne (Charle the Great; died 814) by 'A arle-

p . ' b aron King of er ta , a out the year 807 (Felibie • 
1706; Conway 1915). Charlemagne's grandsonn 
Charles the Bald (823 - 877), gave a pecim • 

d · en to the cathedral an 1t wa hung above the Mat t' 
. h . f A u 1naJ altar dunng t e time o . bbot Suger (c. I 081 _ 

1151), who was re pon 1ble for the rebuilding d 
enlargement of the Abbey in 11 35. Gerolamo t . 
dano (1501-76) studied the specimen quite clos: 
when he visited the cathedral, and it wa also se/ 
by the famous diari t and traveller, John Evely~ 
(1620-1706) (Shepar~ 1930, p. 106; ee also Top
sell 1658, p. 554). It 1s unclear whether or not this 
is the same horn that wa kept in a dark vault with 
one end resting in a bowl of water; Johnston 
(1657, p. 238) state that ' thi water i given to 
drink to those that go under the hollow arch; and 
so soon a they have drunk they uddenly fall into 
a great sweat'. The pecimen i no longer available, 
being a casualty of the looting associated with the 
Revolution in 1793 (Shepard 1930, p. 106). 

As trade with northern fi hermen blossomed, 
narwhal tusks increasingly became sought after by 
merchants, apothecaries, the church, royalty and 
nobility for a variety of purposes - their supposed 
therapeutic properties, as status symbols and 
representatives of exotica for curiosity cabinets. An 
interesting contemporary perspective is given by 
Johnston (1 678, p. 19), but otherwise see Shepa~d 
(1930), Beer (1977), Gotfredsen (1999) and Gernt
sen (2011) for further details. 

Unicorn horn goblets and epreuves 

Healing cups fashioned from unicorn horn ~~re 
mentioned in classical times by Ctesias and Ae 1(an 

· Ph· 1 tratus c. (see above). The Greek sophist 1 os. sses-
170 / 172 to 247 / 250) writes about 'wil~ a with 
.. . which have a horn in their fore~e~ :inking 
which they fight like bulls, and not badly ·. Jy from 
cups made from these horns (almost certain 
the rhinoceros) (Eell s 1923, p. 64): . 

ewdl d . ks from on f have such virtue that the man who. nn feel pain i 
for one whole day neither fa ll J!l , nor I fi re nor 
wounded, nor be burned by pa~sing thro:

1
~ 

1

110
l ;wal· 

even be affected by poisons which he co cups are 
low at any other time without harm. T_hesemaY IJLllll 

reserved for the Icing, and only the king saw this 
these animals. Apollonius writes that ;e,hat when 
beast and admired its appearance, an . about the 
Damis asked him if he believed that stoi Y 
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horn cups, he said: 'I will believe it when I find that the 
Ici ng who rules thi~.country never dies ' (Life of Apollo
nius of Tyana III, 11). 

The supposed antitoxic and alexipharmic qualities 
of the horn were exploited by pouring wine or 
other beverages directly into goblets carved from 
the horn itself. Rhinoceros horn cups are known 
from the collections of various noblemen and 
Renaissance collectors, and are well represented in 
modem museum collections (Fig. 13; Chapman 
1999; Gschwend 2000; Mordhorst 2003). This is 
probably the horn to which Johnston refers when 
he writes: 

The ancient Indian Kings, who first arrived at the 
knowledge of this home, made cups of it for them
selves, that drinking out of them, they might fence 
themselves against poyson, drun.kennesse, cramp, fall
ing sicknesse, and other malignant diseases (Johnston 
1678, p. 20). 

Goblets carved from short lengths of narwhal inci
sors are currently known on the basis of around 20 
specimens (Schonberger 1935, 1951) but, on the 
evidence of various inventories and artistic repre
sentations, were obviously highly sought after as 
probae or epreuves (testing agents to detect the 
presence of poisons and neutralize them) from the 
fourteenth century onwards, reaching the height of 
their popularity during the seventeenth century 
(e.g. Laborde 1849, p. 109; 1852, pp. 362 ff.; 

Fig. 13. A say cups made of silver and rhinocero, 
ham, 1551 - 1600; the horn was aid to change colour 
and sweat if poison wa placed in it. Reproduced by 
kind permission of the Wellcome Library, London. 
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Novoa 2~12). A_ u.nicom horn goblet is, for exam le 
featured in .a _miniature by Loyset Liedet (c. 14iO~ 
79); the mtmature (dated 1470) shows V d 
Luce ki asque e 

,ne ,m~ ng a presentation of a book to Charles 
le Temeraire (Ch.arles the Bold; 1433_ ?7). A uni
corn horn goblet is standing on the credenza behind 
and between the two title characters (Quinte-Curce, 
fifteenth century ms, Folio 1). A further, so far as I 
am aw~re, unrecorded depiction of a unicorn horn 
goblet 1s to be found in the Tapestry Collection 
of the Metropolita~ C~apterh~use (Museo de Tapi
ces de la Seo), which 1s associated with the Cathe
dral of Zaragoza, Spain. The tapestry is entitled 
'Esher and Ahasuerus' and presents an image 
related to the Old Testament Book of Esther. Fash
ioned in the southern Netherlands around 1490, the 
tapestry was one of three executed in wool and silk 
which were presented to the cathedral by Arch
bishop Don Alonso de Aragon (14 79-1520) in 
1520 (Delmarcel 1999). The unicorn born goblet 
and a bezoar are located at the centre top of the tap
estry (Fig. 14). 

Unfortunately, no examples have survived of 
the special healing pots which consisted of a bowl, 
usually made of gold, to which a fragment of uni
corn born was attached by means of a gold chain. 
The chain insured against accidental loss of the 
horn fragment. which was dipped into the bowl in 
order to test the food for poison, in much the 
same way as similar bowls with bezoar stone attach
ments (Barroso 2013, Fig. 13). Bowls of this type 
are known from the inventorie of Charles the 
Bold (1433-77) and Louis, the Duke of Savoy 
(1413-65) - 'avec une chesnette. ou pend une 
rouelle de lycorne· (Gay 1928, p. 77: Schonberger 
1935, p. 218). 

Goblets were not the only kind of unicorn horn 
epreuve; it i reported that Tomas de Torquemada 
(1420-9 ). the Spanish Dominican friar and first 
Grand Inqui itor. in fear for his life, habitually 
kept a ample of unicorn born on bis table in order 
to detect and neutralize poi on (Merat & de Lens 
1832. p. -M ). Al o. the physician John Swan 
(date unknown. but died 1671) wrote: 

Thi home hath man) sovereign virrues, insomuch that 
beino put on a table furnished with many junkets and 
banq"'ueting dishes, it will quickly descrie wheth~r 
there be any poyson or venime among them, for if 
there be the home is pre ently covered with a kind of 
sweat or dew (Swan 1635, p. 235). 

imilarly. Edward Topsell (1658, p. 555) comments 

that 

the horn of this Beast being put upon the Table of 
Kings. and set amongst their junkets and bank~ts 
doth bewray the venom if there be an.y such therem, 
by a certain sweat which cometh over tt. 

• 
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. . , ft-h nd half of a tapestry Fig.14. 'Feast of Ahasuerus and downfall of Queen Vashti (Astm) . Image of the l~ a t of l521) and now 
(height 4.19Im) in wool and silk (c. 1490) gifted by Archbishop D. Alonso de Aragon (!nv~n ~i the Cathedral of 
in the collection of the Metropolitan Chapterhouse (Museo de Tapices de la Seo), associate w,. n the far Jeft of 
Zaragoza, Spain. Two 'unicorn horn' goblets are depicted and framed by white recta~gles; one 1~ 0 right of the table 
the banq_u~ting ~ble, while the other is located on the stepped stand of tabl~w_are ~ehmd and to 

0

; segments of 
and part1c1pants m the feast. Both goblets are lidded and have the charactenstJc spiral ornament 
narwhal tusk. Digital image courtesy of the Getty's Open Content Program. 

The inven~ories ?f the Dukes of Burgundy record in 
1391 a unicorn epre~ve whi~h was mounted in gold 
and a~tached by cham ~nd nng; in 1405 a specimen 
of um_corn ~om to put Into a pot of wine; in 1416 a 
touching piece (tousche) which held a piece of 

bJeman's . . st the no . n unicorn horn for touchrng again . g of un1cor 
· ·, (water JU meat; and in 1467 an a1gu1ere 

6
) . 

horn set in gold) (Wright 1857, P· 2 _d· al-f<iisgan 
' Mahmu · rn In a very early account, of un1c0 

(dates unknown; Dankoff 1975) wrote 
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horn (Turk.i h - catuq) in his study (c. I 075) of the 
fo lk-beliefs of the Turks (Drwan Lugan al-Turk, m, 
J 64, 9-12), stati ng that it is: 

The horn of a deep-sea fish, which is imported from 
China. Some say, it is the root of a tree, from which 
knife-handles are made. By it poison is tested, when 
it is in food. The broth or whatever it may be is stirred 
with it in a wooden bowl, and the food boils without 
fire; or this horn is placed on a bowl, and it sweats with
out steam (Sprengling 1939, p. 297). 

Prophylactic gems 

A wide variety of jewels were believed to act pro
phylactically by preventing the wearer from catch
ing certain, often specific, diseases (Blaen 2016). 
Amber, for example was believed to protect against 
various diseases of the head and throat, plague, 
cramp, soreness of the eyes and various elements 
of witchcraft (Duffi n 2013c), while emeralds were 
carried against epi lepsy. Bezoar stones, rich in 
calcium and p hosphate like the various materials 
proposed as unicorn horn, were mounted as cabo
chons in rings and were encased in fine gold filigree 
to be worn as pendants in order to counteract the 
effects of poisons (Duffin 2013a). Fragments ofuni
corn horn were also worn because of their supposed 
antitoxic qualities, although few actual specimens 
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survive to this day (Clifford Smith 1914; Victoria 
& Albert Museum 1925; Duffin 20l5) Th 1 . e nven-
tory of Graf Eberhards Ill von WUrttemberg (died 
1417) records the presence of four gold rings with 
toadstones and 'ainhum' in the collection (Molitor 
2008, p. 323). Laurent Catelan (1567-1642), a Cat
alan apothecary in Montpellier, states that unicorn 
h?m was ~ometimes employed amuletically by 
~Jt~er carrymg a fragment in the mouth or tying it 
rn nbbon so that it rested against the chest, the effect 
being ' merveilleux & utile' (Catelan 1624, p. 22). 

The Danny Jewel (Fig. 15) is named from Danny 
Park, an Elizabethan estate in Sussex, England. The 
jewel itself consists of a semi-circular, boat-like 
half-section of a narwhal's tusk, set in an enamelled 
gold mount and suspended from a ring by three gold 
chains. The top, straight, cut edge of the tusk is 
secured in a shallow band with a central circular 
boss at the front. The enamel covering over the gold 
is of champleve type, a technique which involved 
filling troughs carved into the mount with vitreous 
enamel, followed by firing, cooling and polishing. 
The enamel decoration on the upper part of the 
mount consists of scrolls of arabesque foliage on a 
black ground, while the front band and its central 
boss are ornamented with an interlacing strapwork 
pattern of blue and white with a central foliage 
motif. The band covering the cut surface of the 
tusk arches over the top half of the boss. bearing a 

. d rV ·A M97-1917 ,CTheVictoria&Albert 
Fig. 15. The Danny Jewel, un Elizabethan umcom hfomth pe~ an: ~d Albe. rt Museum London. 

k. d ". 1 0 e 1ctona an ' Museum, London. Reproduced 1') · in penmss101 
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F~g. 16. Portrait of Otto von Guericke (1602-86). 
Line engraving by C. Galle, 1649, after A. von Hulle. 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome 
Library, London. 

(1875-1946; Fig. 21), the Au trian palaeontologi t 
~ho effectively founded the discipline of palaeo
b1ology (Rieppel 2013a, b), wrote hi ground
breaking work on the folklore of fo il (Abel 
1939), he gave close con ideration to the recon truc
tions given by Leibniz and Valentini, ince the fo il 
material from Quedlinberg wa , by then, lo t. Abel 
conclt1ded that the bone u ed a the ba i of the 
reconstruction mu t have come fron1 at lea t t\VO 
different tax a. The kull belonged to a \Voolly rhi
noceros (probably Coelodo,ita a11tiq1titatis), \\ hile 
the teeth, capula and vertebrae (in !tiding the circu
lar trt1cture at the ba e of the reco11 .. trt1cted .. pine -
an atla , or fir t cer,,ical vertebra) all can1e fron1 a 
ma1nmoth (Ma11111ii1th11 .. p1·i,11i,~e11i1-f~~). Th 1·e on-
trt1cted horn 1na)' be tl1 tt1 k of a jt1\ enile n1aI11-

111otl1, or perhap , even a diffe1·ent fo .. ii eleph,mt 
gent1 , perhap Palaeolo.,·odo,1. 

B,1t1111,tn11' Ca,,e in the De, onia11 lin1estone at 
Riibel,1nd near Elb111gerode \\ ,1s rich 1n ca\ e bear 
( Ur .. r;z1 .r;pelaet1s), ca,1e h) ,1en,1 ( c,·oci1ta c1·oc·z-1ta 
·~J>elaea) 11nd ,1 oci,1ted bo11e depo its ,, hich ,vere 
exter1. i,1el)' 111ined in the earl) e,·e11tee11th centtlr) 
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a. P.rr-c.~JJiZIIII, • .._..,.. il'!.1i:i1,·111t 

Fig. 17. Portrait of Gottfried Wilhelm \ on Leibniz 
( 1646-171 6). Reproduced by kmd permission of the 
W ellcome Library. London. 

w 

for medicinal material (Kempe 2006). Johann Dan
iel Horst ( 1616- 5). one of a familial dynasty of 
medical doctor and Court Phy 1cian to the Land-

• 

grave of He ~ .. en-Darm tadt. ,·i ited the cave while 
he wa a gue t at Ca~ tle Scharzfel . citing the 
bone \\'hich he a\\ both there and at the relatively 
nearb)· Einhomhohle ( 1.5 km NW of Scharzfeld) as 
being imilar to tho e of bear". lion and human . By 
1703. Behren reported that local pea ant , working 
the a, e floor depo ' it for •f o'" ile unicorn' to sell to 
apothecarie and druggi t . had almo t exhausted 
,, ork.able ~cock ' 1n the cav·em (Behrens 1703, 
176-4. p. 332). He further indicate that ·the white t 
a11d 1nello,,1e t' i" reckoned the be t and esteemed as 
·a 111ed.icine of extraordinary efficacy' as an absor
bent. t\ tringent and --udo1ific, and u ed topically to 
·~er, e in pustular) eruption and ero ion about 
the pudendum and ft1ndament in children. and in 
t;)e \\'ater, (Behren 176--4-, p. 334). 

It \\ a .. record like the e that establi hed the idea 
of fo, sil t1nicom imple or Unicornu Fossile. Fossil 
i,·or)' recognized a Unicornu Fossile was, for 
example. relatively \Veil known from Moravia 
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~22 tral 
. h is attached the cen 

gold floral rosette to w~;ins . used to suspen~ th~ 
~ember of the three ~hai~s attach to a pair o 
cwcl: the other t~o d of the top mount. The 

ton-face . one at either e~ower. convex border. of 
band which enclose the sette bearing the rem~1~s 
the tu k has a central ~\ pearl may have ong1-
of a gold ring from whtc a 
nally been suspended. Jewel is marked by 

The back of the Danny b bly made for the 
t h marks pro a d d numerous era c . . wder to be uspen e 

production of_ protect,1ve Pt\ely the jewel might 
. dnnks A tema t . d' 

in vanous . t ctive amulet, affor mg a 
b worn a a pro e I have een . t poison or the p ague. 

protective prophylactic aga~n t it ~ould have been 
Its hape al o sugge ts t a f. 
dipped into liquids in order to clean e them o(D1mr;~ 
. . ch as some type of bezoar were u ntle. mu 

2013a.b). . , nts 
In an echo of Hildegard von Bmgen s comme ' 

Williams (I 660. pp. J -2) states that 

The Hoof of the Unicorn is better than his ~om, ~nd 
bem2. worn about a man in any place, no mfec?on 
can have power on him: yet the Hom is ~ery ?retlous 
also. and bemg so worn. it cureth the Falling sickness. 

I have found no further references to unicorn hoof, 
wh.tch mav be conflated by William with Elk' 
Clav. (U11gula alcis or Magna Bestia - the 'Great 
Beast'), an item commonly u ed at the time both 
amuleticall) and taken internally against epilepsy. 
Schroder (1659. p. 2). for example, writes: 

The hoof[ofthe Elk] is famous for its specificall vertue 
against the falling sicknesse, both by preventing and 
also curing it, and that as well inwardly taken, as out
\1.ardl)' used: Inwardly is given its powder, and the 
preparauons subjoyned. Outwardly a piece of it is 
mclosed m a Ring, and is worn on the fourth finger, 
so that it look towards the palm of the hand. In like 
manner it 1s I. held in the hand; 2. is applyed to the 
pulse; 3. is p~t mto the left ear; 4. is hanged about 
the neck that tt touch the skin. 

Anthomette de Saveuses (dates unknown), a nun at 
a convent m Dunkirk, was a regular correspondent 
o'.Honor Grenville (c. 1493/5-1566), daughter of 
S1r Thomas Grenville (died 1513), and later as 
~o:;iantagenet, Viscountess Lisle, second wife 

Edo ur Plantaganet, an illegitimate son of King 
ward rv 0442 83) d h I 

Elizabeth of York (1466~150;tto~~er to Queen 
on 31 August 1537 h'J h · ntmg to Honor 
Staple Inn in Cal .' w I e s e was residing at the 

a1s on account of h h b appomtment as Lord D er us and ' s 
the town Anth · ~puty, a royal official for • 01nette said 

I had former) y a fine . • 
hom, which had beep1~e of the point of a unicorn's 

h' h n given me b w ic I was very careful o y a great lady, of 
I lent it to a sick pe n account of iL\ properties 
wa Id rson and on k' . . s to that it had be • as ing for it again 
given to me lo be set :~d~~len. _This little piece was 

' ere is no goldsmith here. 

I beg you to have it done for me (G . 
p. 226). a1rdner 189], 

In addition, 6-48 grain do es (app . 
360 mg to 2.8 g) of unicorn horn po rodxunately 

d d . w er \V apparently suspen e tn amulets worn b ere 
. fi . . a OU[ th neck, or et into a nger n ng tn order to ff e 
. (M ' & a orct p sonal pro~ec~1~n erat de Len 1832, p. 

44 
er 

wa also Jud1c1ous to have a utilitarian jewel· 8), lt 
ardes (I 580, fo lio 138) tate that, · Mon 

ll is good to have a peece of a right Unicorne 
I f s 1orne 111 a small cheyne o golde, that it may bee swilled 

ually the water that shalbee dranke. It would d contin. 
. ~"~ for not onely 1t taketh away the suspition of tlie . · . ,enom 

but doeth put to the dnnke a marvellous cordial) · ' ,enue. 
Such was the value of unicorn horn, in monetaf} 
prophylactic and therapeutic tenn , that unico~ 
horn jewel became family heirloom . Sir Nathantel 
Bacon (1546?- 1622), half-brother to ir Francis 
Bacon (1561- l 626) and a politician who worked 
in county government, bequeathed Lo his three 
daughters in hi will (Bacon 1614 in Lemon & 
Green 1 72, p. 54 1) 

the jewel of unicorn' horn, according their mother's 
direction. that each one may challenge the use thereof 
when need require, and my wife may haYe the use 
thereof when she needs. but my daughter [Anne] 
Townshend i to have the custody thereof for life. 

True, false and fossil horns 

In 1663 while being worked for lime, a quarry in the 
gypsum' karst (Kempe 1996) near Quedlinberg. a 
town just north of the Harz mountains in north 
central Germany, yielded bone which .look~d at 
though they belonged to a single terre trial amma · 

. . . d M or of Magdeburg. The phys1c1st, inventor an ay 
Otto von Guericke (1602 - 86; Fig. 16), was prefien~ 

d ntioned the n at the time of the discovery an me. f uums. 
in his pioneering work on the ~hys1cs O vac I SS). 
Experimenta Nova (von Guen cke 167\ p.abbess 
The bones were excavated and taken to t ~ottfried 
of the town, and also reported. ~~ 17), the 
Wilhelm von Leibniz (164.6-:- 171\ 

1
~i losopher. 

famous German m athematician an P. 1 in his 
· f the an1rna & He included a reconst'.uc~10n ° 

64
; Cohen 

Protogea (Fig. 18; Leibniz 1749, P
8
· . f r the rela

Wakefield 2008 p 101 ; Ariew 199 '. 
0 

e Krafft , . L ' bn1z se 
tions between von Guericke ?nd ~~ 

19
), clenrlY 

201 3). Another reconstruction (Ft~· . was pro 
related to the image published by ~et.bni'~s1- 1729; 
vided by Michael Bernhard Valenun~ c., (Valen 

. ed . . at G,essen I ·ti Fig. 20), Professor of M tcme . . . dicated 11i 
tini 1704- 14, p. 48 1). Valentmi tn !(etch sent 

d on on a s 1d the reconstruction was base up . nomcr HI 

to him by Johann Maycrn , an asu oQtiediin bcrg
1 · ' ) at Aile town chamberl ai n ('Cameran o o t1,cnio 

(Valentini 1704- 14, p. 483). When 
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Fig. 18. Reconstruction of the Quedlinberg unicorn, 
from Leibniz (1749, p. 64). Reproduced by kind 
permission of the Wellcome Library, London. 
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(Gregorova 2006J, being described b\' th 
physician and alchemist, Johann Ferdinan~ Gennan 
von Todtenfeld (1645- 1724) <Hertodt 166 liertodt 
and also Thomas. John Pesina of Ce h 9· p. 30J, 
Tomas. PeS_ina z Cechorodu; 1629-S~).

0
:0d Oan 

Catholic pncst who served as titular Bi<;h Czech 
derevo (now in Serbia) from 1674 onw:f of Sme
sionate student of the h1storigraphy of ~-

1
A P~,-

• A L M · (P · 1 ora ,,1 his 1Y1 ar.s oravca es1na 677 - see p SS) . a, 
d · I k M , · . · is a funamenta wor on 1 ora, tan provincial h'. 
Pesina quotes Oswald Croll ' s De sig iiatLli·i . tsto~,. 

k fl bl. h d . s L11te1111\· rerum, a wor rst pu 1s e 1n Latin in l 6Qg · 
then in Gennan translation in J 623. r,1 it C and 
(l 563-1609), a champion of paraccl, iani"m · 

1 
r
1
°11 

. d p c f M d" . . a c 1e mist an ro1 cssor o e 1c1nc \v}10 spent Iii~ final 
years under the patronage of Rudol1)l1 Jl at Pra., 
' ·1 d ti h f · gue, reconc1 e 1c. t e~ry o \tgnatu1·c5 to rnedicuJ 
goals. Tl1c treatise a1mcd at teach111g J)l1) ~ictan~ to 

read the book of natu1·e ,v1 tl1 i1111c1· C) c · (~Iorttrl 

1998, p. 326). C1·0Il ( 1609, p. 4) rcn1arkcd 011 tlic dis
covery of fossil bo11cs and tcctl1 at tl1c base of a 
rocky c]iff a sl1ort di t~111cc fro111 Bn10. Tl1c bo11c, 
of this l1uge 1111kno,\rr1 an11nal (Af a ,<J,11it11di11i.~ A11i11,a/

i11111 /11cog11i to 111111) urcly dated fro111 lhc ti111c of 
the Deluge (Kirchmaier 1660. Cap. I " cc. 3). 1111ilar 

discoveries i11 Swi tzerland \\'ere su1111nanzcd b, 
• 

Scheuchzer ( 1707, p. 188) (Fig. 22) and Jol1ann 
Lorenz Bau cl1 (alL o Jol1ann L~1ure11tius Bau,ch. 
1605- 65; Schott 2008; Fig. 23 ), St adt/J/1,·sic11s of 
Schweinfurt i11 Bavaria and fou11der of tl1e Acade-
11iia Natu,·ae C1,1"ioso1-u111, \Vho collected record\ of 
fossil bones fro111 n1any to,v11 and cities. c pcc1all)' 
in Ge1·rnany (Bausch 1666, p. I 89 ff. ). Tt1e Parisian 
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permission of the Well he. Quedlinberg unicorn . 
come Library, London. ' from Valentini (1704-14, p. 481). Reproduced by kind 
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Fig. 20. Portrait of Michael Bernhard Valentini 
( 1657- 1729). Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

Fig. 21. Photographic portrait of Othenio Abel 
(1875-1946), by kind permission of Dr Klaus 
Taschwer. 

Fig. 22. Portrait of Johann Jacob Scheuchzer 
(1672- 1733). Reproduced by kind permission of the 
WeUcome Library, London. 

apothecary, physician and Professor of Chemistry 
at the Jardin du Roi, Etienne-Fran9ois Geoffroy 
(1672-1731 ), even included the wide diversity of 
Eocene fossil mammal remains yielded by the gyp
sum deposits quarried in Lutetian limestones at 
Montmartre, then a hill outside the city limits of 
Paris. The fossil fauna was later described by the 
likes of Robert de Paul de Lamanon (1752-87) 
and Georges Cuvier (1769- 1832) (Lamanon 1782; 
Cuvier 1798 in Rudwick 1997, p. 35 ff.). 

These records prompted a flurry of relatively 
short dissertations and disquisitions towards the 
end of the seventeenth century, mostly made by 
medical candidates at various German and Dutch 
universities (e.g. Berens 1667; Yater 1679; Beyer 
1680; Anonymous 1696, 1794; Stalpart van der 
Wiel 1727). The main foci of most of these enquiries 
are generally the possible identity of the unicorn as 
described in classical texts, interpretations of the 
unicorn in Christian imagery and allegory through 
biblical exegesis, and summaries of the fossil mate
rial, usually with only occasional passing reference 
to any perceived therapeutic properties. There was 
also discussion as to whether the fossil bones from 
Tonna, a town near Gotha in Thuringia, belonged 
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Fig. 23. Portrait of Johann Laurentius_ B~usch 
(1605-65). Reproduced by kind penruss10n oftbe 
Wellcome Library. London. 

to an elephant or not (Anonymous 1696; Tentzel 
1697). The material began to be referred to as 
'Gegrabenen Einhorn· ('dug' or 'excavated uni
corn'), and 'Gegrabenen Helffenbein' ('dug 
ivory') (e.g. Hertodt 1669, p. 51). Certainly, Johann 
Jacob Scheuchzer (1672-1733), Senior Town Phy
sician of Ziirich at the time of his death, noted that 
many types of fossil bone seemed to be represented 
under this titular umbrella (Scheuchzer 1707), a 
comment which typified the conclusions of many of 
the aforementioned authors of dissertations about 
~nicorns. Daniel Sennert (1572-1637; Fig. 24 ), pro
lific author, alchemist and Professor of Medicine at 
Wittenberg University, stated, for example, that 

such [fossil] horns are found, and not only horns but 
othe~ bones which have the name of being good for 
healing wounds and broken bones, and for curing sor
es . . . These horns experience has taught • . . us, possess 
great power, especially m curing epilepsy, malignant 
fevers, . plague, bowel complaints in children and 
other diseases. From this cirumstance th 
mo J Id · , ey are com-

. n Y s~ as umcom s born (Sennert 1651 403· 
Kirchma1er 1660, Cap. r, Sect. 3; 1661 C • p. . , 
3; 1736, p. 24; Goidsmid 1886, p. 54). ' ap I , Sect. 

The discoveries also prom ted 
what constituted the 'true' ~ ah debate as to 

unicorn om or U . num Verum. For Germ mcor-
view is that mammoth :n ~utho~, the retrospective 
were supposedly identi~:ds an Uot~er fossi l bones 

as mcornum Verum 

Fig. 24. Portrait of Daniel Sennert (1572-1637). 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome 
Library, London. 

and narwhal tusks were downgraded to the status 
of Unicomum Falsum (Abel 1919, p. 142; Wendt 
1970 p. 35· Gruber 1980, p. 240; Rosendahl et al. 
2005'. p. 204; Brauckmann & Groning 201.1· 
p. 64). Christoph Vielheuer (dates u~ow_n; H~~ 
1969) an apothecary in Landeshut, Silesia_ (n 

' k t explain that Kamienna Gora, Poland), was een o . 
tr. al animal, as the Unicornum Verum was a terres 1 . he 

distinct from Unicornu Marinum, the narwha.\;. g 
illustrated the first volume of his work ?~s~n a:es 
exotic materials used in the drug trade ~it im piral 
of both unicorn candidates, each sporting ~ s ti·on 

F. 25) The s1tua horn (Vielheuer 1676, p. 195; ig. · hl ·s by 
. . aut ors as summanzed by twentieth-century d uires 

no means straightforward, however, an reqtlows. 
. t space a more careful analysis than curren . . as to the 

!her~ were clearly differences of oprnior1736, col. 
1dent1ty of Unicornum Verum: Hubners f . eiwrn-
2212) and Emstingium (1770, P·. 1459), ~nicon1ll 
pie, both identify Unicornu Mannum a~ . ( t 698, 
Verum (see also Wayt 1737, p. 979). K°c:}

1
~corntin1 

suppl.), however, lists rhino horn, nt ep'irate 
ti ree s ' Marinum and Unicornum Verum as 1 Johann 

simples in his li st of diaphoretic drugs. cl pub
Heinrich Zedler (1706-51 ), a bookseJler 31

~
111

pre
lisher in Lepizig produced an enormous ces 0 ver 

' 68 oJum · hensive encyclopaedia running to v 

1 
I 
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(a) (b) 

Fig. 25. Title page of Vielheuer (1676) and his images of true and false unicorn (p. 195). Unicomu Verum refers to 
true unicorn horn obtained from a terrestrial quadruped, and Unicomu 1\1/arinum is the marine or false unicorn horn 
obtained from the narwhal. Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome Library. London. 

a 22-year period from 1732 to 1754 (Bltihm 1962): it 
was entitled the Grosses vollstiindiges Universal
Lexicon aller Wissenschafften und Kunste (Great 
Complete Encyclopedia of All Science and Art ). 
In one section on Bezoar tones alone, Zedler add 
to the confusion by using all the following term 
as if they each mean something different: Unicomu 
Verum, Unicornu Veri Marini, Unicornu Mineralis, 
Unicornu Animalis, Unicornu Solaris, Unicomu 
Fossilis , Unicornu Fossilis Albissimus and 
Unicornu Marinus (Zedler 1732-54, vol. 3. col 
1666- 82). From el ewhere in the en yclopaedia it 
i clear that he con idered Unicom11 Marinwn to 
be Unicornu Verum, and U11icorm1 Nlinerale and 
Unicornu Fossilis both to repre nt fo ·1 material 
(Dens Elephanti Petrefact11 , but ee belo, ; Zedler 
1732-54, vol. 7 ol. 576; vol. ol. -60; ol. ~9. 
col. 1636). Whate er the po ition, it i ertainly 
true that, in term of material ulture, gla ap the
cary jars labelled U11icomu Fo ile and Unic~m11 
Verwn ur ive in ontinenral mus um olle tion 
(Gr gorova 2006, p. 9 ; Fig. 26). . . 

The piral oiling of th horn, bes1d ' b mg 
so chara te1isti of th narwhal rusk. ,~·a al ~ 
de ribed for eratite lapi , mother fo' 11 andi
date for th uni 0111 horn (M r ati l 7 l 7, P· 323; 
Fig. 27). n elm Boetiu de Bo dt (1550-1632; 

Fig. 28). Court Phy ician and one of the founders of 
mineralogy. attempted a clas ification of minerals 
in hi Gemmamm et l.Lzpidum Historia (Hi tory of 

Fig. 26. Gia s apothecary jar for stori~g .Uni~omu Fossile. 
By kind pennission of Museu da Farrnac1a, Lisbon. 
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Fig. 27. Cerarites /apis from Mercati (1717, p. 323). 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome 
Library, London. 

Fig. 29. Sir Thoma 
engr~v~g by R. w:i!~~;ne (] 605-82). Line 
pernuss1on of the Well 86. ~eproduced by kind 

come Library, London. 
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Fig. 28. Portrait of Anselm Boetius de Boodt 
(1550-1632). Reproduced by kind pem1i sion of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

Gems and Stones; de Boodt 1609, 1636, 1644, 1647; 
Duffin 2013d). De Boodt found that a wide variety 
of petrified materials was included under Ceratites. 
In the assessment of Sir Thomas Browne (Fig. 29) 
(1672, Lib. 3, Cap. 23, p. 183): 

Although there be many Unicorns, and consequently 
many Horns, yet many there are which bear that 
name, and currantly pass among us, which are no 
Homs at all. Such are those fragments and pieces_ of 
lo.pis Ceratites, commonly termed Cornu fossile, 
whereof Bmtius had no less then twenty several sorts 
presented him for Unicorns Horn. Hereof in subterra
neous cavities and under the earth there are many to 
be found in s;veral parts of Germany; which are bu~ 
the lapidescencies and petrifactive mutations of hard 
bodies; sometimes of Horn, of teeth, of bones, an 
branches of trees whereof there are some so imlpt~rs
" ' . d nd qua I ie iectly converted, as to retame the o or a 

I 
nd 

of their originals: as he relateth of pieces of As 1 agst 
Walnut. Again, in most if not all which pass ~?10

; ver 
us, and are extolled for precious Horns, we 1

1
5c t 

1
·5 H ns· t ,a ' not an affection common unto other or ' decoc-

they mollifie not with fire, they soften not upon jJag
tion or infusion nor will they afford a jelly, or 11d1~cg 'we 
· ' · t ithstan 111 
mous concretion in either; which no w d J-{arts-
may effect in Goats horns, Sheeps, Cows an of the 
horn, in the Horn of the Rhinoceros, the ho(able or 
Pristis or Sword-fish. Nor do they becon~e ~

1 
n that 

easily powderable by Philosophical calcinrtl~n·d rift 
is, from the vapor or steam of water, but sp it ' 
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contrary to other horns. Briefly, many of those com
monly received, and whereof there be so many frag
ments preserved in England, are not only no Horn, 
but a substance harder then a bone, that is, parts of 
the tooth of a Morse or Sea-horse; in the midst of the 
solider part containing a curdled grain, which is not 
to be found in lvory. This in Northern Regions is of fre
quent use for hafts of knives or hilts of swords, and 
being burnt becomes a good remedy for fluxes: but 
Antido tally used, and exposed for Unicorns Horn, it 
is an insufferable delusion; and with more veniable 
deceit, it might have beene practised in Harts-horn. 

Far from being accepted as proof that these speci
mens could not belong to the unicorn, the list of 
properties was embraced as typifying Unicomu 
Fossilis! 

Andrea Cesalpino (1519-1603; Fig. 30), Direc
tor of the botanical garden at Pisa, was the first to 
uggest that Lapis arabicus, as described by Peda

nius Dioscorides (c. AD 40-90) in his famous fore
runner of the pharmacopoeia, De Materia Medica, 
constituted an early description of the fossil ivory 
subsequently ascribed to the unicorn (Cesalpino 
1596, p. 14 1). The full text of Dioscorides' short 
entry for Lapis arabicus is as follows (Lib. V, 
cap. 131; Beck 2011, p. 398): 'The stone called Ara
bian resembles flawless ivory. This stone dried up 
haemorrhoids when applied ground up, and after it 
i burned it becomes dentifrice ' . 

Subsequent authors incorporated Lapis arabicus 
into the li st of synonyms for Unicomu Fossile, and 
Dioscorides' entry is presumed to be the original 
source for later indications that it was used in the 
treatment of haemorrhoid (see below for further 
details). 

Another name used in reference to Unicomu 
Fossile was Spodium Eboris (e.g. Geoffroy 1757, 
1736, p. 375; he also uses the term Ebur Ustum). In 
older texts, spodium usually referred to bone char
coal, although in alchemical literature it often refer 
to any material which has been calcined to produce 
an oxide. Numerous other text eem to apply spo
dium eboris to calcined ivory from extant pecie · 

The final ynonym for Unicomu Fossile i Lith
omarga Alba. Lithomarga (literally · tone marl'), .a 
name which wa applied to a wide range of maten
als, often weathering product found in c~vice and 
cavities. Colour seem to have been an important 
distinction in this ca e. 

Schroder (1698, p. 355; Fig. 31) re ognized two 
sorts of fo si l unicorn - true and fal e. The latter 
con isted of tructure exactly like animal b~ne 
which he believed had been naturally_ calcined 
within the earth through the action of h?t and 
h . . u · 111 Fossile he um1d e ·halat10n . True mcon ' 

f ' ts re emblance explained wa so named be au e o 1 

' . Th effectively, true 
to narwhal tu k and ivory. u ' . d f ssil 
fossil unicorn embraced Comua Lapis an ° 

Fig. 30. Porrrait of Andrea Cesalpino (1519-1603), 
Italian physician, philosopher and botanist. Line 
engraving by Giuseppe Zocchi (1765) after 
F. Allegrini. Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Library. London. 
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elephant remain , while fal e ~os ii unicorn was 
any other fos ii vertebrate matenal. . 

Woolly mammoth (M. primigenius) remains are, 
of course, famously found in the Russian perma
fro t· iberian mammoth ivory began to reach 
Euro~e from the eleventh century onwards, largely 
traded through China. Pfizenmayer (1939, p. 4) 
records the Manchu version of Yakut folklore, p~ob
ably brought back by Chinese me~ch~t from Sibe
ria, which tell ofFen-Schii (the diggt~g mole of the 
north), Yn- chti (hidden mou e), Schu-Mu (Moth~r 
of mice), Ice Rat or Mountain- tream Rat. Part of his 
account read a follow : 

Far in the north, in the land of the Russians, the~e rats, as 

large a elephants, live ind0e. grout~::t~:: ~:stu:f 
Jioht touches them, they ie unme . · . 

': . 1 . ·ce cold and very efficacious rn fevers. thi aruma 1s 1 - , 

. description of the carcasses 
The accompanying I f frozen mammoths 
makes it clear that exam~ es o (1660-

b . n considered. Su Hans Sloane 
are e1 g th first European scientist to study 
1753) was e 
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Fig. 31. Portrait of Johann Schroder (1600-64). Line 
engraving by S. Furck. Reproduced by kind permission 
of the Wellcome Library, London. 

mammoth remains from Siberia (see also Tatischow 
1729). oting them to be fossil elephants, he also 
refers to the folklore history of the species: 

Fig, 32 U · 

The Russians believe them to be the T 
An. al 1· · eeth anct of an 1m 1vmg under Ground 1 Bon 

, arge h es one of those above Ground. They use .t . r t an any 
Lieu, and for the same Purposes with

1 
t~: Phy~ick in 

Hom. (Sloane 1727, p. 457) lln1corn's 

Part of Sloane's fossil collection, includin 
moth tooth from the Pleistocene of Sib ? a _inallJ. 
available in the Natural History Museuen\is still 
(Sendino 2016, p. 14, fig . 4). rn, 0ndon 

Sir John Hill commented that Unicornu F . 
was 'no other than a terrene or deba ct ossi/e 
which he recognized as diagenetic minerasl e Spar' 
. f . s occupy mg the pore space o fossi l bones but al f .-

. ' so oss11 wood and other matenals, thereby account· 
. f " . ing for the wide range o 1oss1ls to which the nam h 

been applied (Hill 1751, p. 260). Hill goes e as 
. 'd f h f on to give an i ea o t e range o morphologies diff-

f f .1. . , erent 
degrees o oss1 1zat1on, geographical di tributi 

. f 1 . on and properties o t 1e matenal. 

Medicinal use of fossil unicorn horn 

The link between fossil ivory and Unicomu Fossi/e 
is strengthened by the urvival of actual specimen , 
duly labelled, in historical collections. A fairly large 
fragment of mammoth tusk labelled Unicomu 
Fossile is present in the collections of the aturhi -
torisches Museum in Karlsruhe, for example (Gre
gorova 2006, p. 94). The specimen was apparently 
donated in 1760 by the apothecary to Princess Car
oline Louise of Bavaria. Figure 32 shows a weath
ered mammoth tusk 'unicorn horn ' fragment in the 
historical collections of the Pharmazie-Historisches 
Museum of Basel University. 

Edward Topsell (1658, p . 556) records the 
experience of landowner, Joannes Frikasz, whose 

. mcomu Fossile Ph 
, armacy Museum of th U . h 

e niversity of Basel, Switzerland. Author's photograp · 
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workmen struck bones 'found under the earth (not 
deeper then a foot)' while digging the foundations 
for a house 2 miles from Krakow. A complete skel
eton was found and, suspecting its import, Frikasz 
assiduously collected all the chips of fossil ivory 
he could find . T opsell states that: 

The strength of this horn a penny weight thereof being 
put in Wine or water of Borage, healeth old Fevers, as 
also tertian or quartern Agues [types of malaria] of 
three years continuance, and cureth many diseases in 
mens bodies, as asswaging the pain of the belly, and 
making of those to vomit, who can by no means ease 
their stomachs. 

Caspar Bartholjn the Elder, in his summary paper of 
1628, gathers toge ther notices about fossil horns 
from earlier authors (Bartholin 1628, cap. X), 
recording citations of specimens from Italy, Thurin
gia, Switzerland, Saxony, Silesia, Misnia (Meissen) 
and Moravia. He notes that the application of the 
horn is recommended in any cases of poisoning, 
including bites from venomous animals. It is also 
good against all types of fever, but particularly 
those that are malignant. If administered, it strength
ens the effects of other medicines with similar prop
erties , such as Lemnian Earth. Doses of a drachm 
(3.89 g) to a scruple (1.296 g) could be administered 
in any appropriate liquid vehicle; if no fever was 
present, it could even be taken in wine. The alexi
pharmic properties of this medicinal simple also 
led to strengthening of the heart. Bartholin makes 
the point that not all fossil horns are equally effica
cious; their power depends on factors such as their 
overall morphology and origins. He suggests that 
the specimens which can easily be reduced to a pow
der and stick firmly to the tongue are likely to be the 
most effective. In addition to the general alexiphar
mic properties of fossil unicorn horn, he indicates 
that it can be used to treat, either as a powder or in 
the form of small pills, syncope (temporary loss of 
consciousness), heartburn ('cardiac passion'), palpi
tations of the heart (cordis tremorem). epilep Y 
(particularly in children), worms, gonorrhoea, leu
corrhea and bleeding (' fluxes' from the no e, thorax, 
hae morrhoids and wounds). When dropped into the 
eyes as a powder di per ed in milk it could al ~ hol~ 
back tears, and by virtue of it drying propert1es. it 
was u eful in the cicatrization (healing) of open 
sores and ulcer , as well a burn . 

Some authoritie recommend a , traightforward 
preparation of unicorn horn powder. The Prague 
Dispensatori11111 ( nonymous 1739. p. 259). for 

· · d . g an other-example, advises levigating (i.e. gnn in_ . . 

wi e insoluble substan e to a fine powder) Umcon'.u 
Fossile and then mixing it with borage water in 

order to obtain a ordinl medicine. , h 
Bausch ( 1666) made a p~rticular ·tud?' ot tn~ 

therapenti benefits of U111comu Fossi/e, a 

231 

many ~f his points concur with those made by 
Barthohn and others. He notes that the powdered 
horn :1as ~specially good for its drying, astringent 
a~d c1catnzrng properties, as well as in cases of 
d1arrho~a, gonorrheoa, leucorrhea, bleeding, hae
morrh01ds, wounds, ' bursting out of the chest' 
(' thor~ce erumpentem') and drying lachrymal 
secretions when applied as a powder in milk 
(Ba~sch 1666, p. 195). He also adds that it is good 
aga1~st all fevers, as an antidote against plague 
and m the treatment of epilepsy, syncope, cardiac 
passion (heartburn) and heart tremors (Bausch 
1666, p. 196 ff.). It would also correct looseness 
of the bowels, strengthen the liver and deal with 
worms. Applied topically, it was believed to ease 
chafing and be effective in cases of burns. Parr 
(1809, p. 686) also adds that fossil unicorn horn 
was used on the continent to treat ' tettery eruptions 
of children ', possibly referring to dermatitis. 

The Genevan physician and medical com
piler, Jean-Jacques Manget (1652-1742; Fig. 33), 
gathered together a huge amount of information 
concerning materia medica from the writings of 
his medical colleagues and forerunners. He empha
sizes that Comua Fossile (Fossil horns) possessed 
astringent and drying properties, firmly stuck to 
the tongue and were good against all malignant 

Fig. 33. Jean-Jacques Manger (1652-:1742). Line 
. b'' J G Se1·11er after B. Guilhbaud. enoravm•' , · · 

Re~rodu;ed by kind pemtission of the Wellcome 
Library. London. 
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- ~ /' os'. Mangel 1703, 
diseases ('omnes m~rbi~;~atl:!~e fdssils as bel.ong
Lib. XI. p. 57). Hfe c }: less costly tones (Lap1du111 
ing to the cla o so . 

Mol/iorum). . . (e g de Boodt 1647, 
In many other pubhcat1on 96· .L6mery 1721, col. 
427-42 ; Lovell 1661, P· ' .1 . 'Unicome-PP· u · · 111 Foss, e OJ 

1200; 1760, p. 800), ,11co11 tringent and fo1tifier of 
stone' was esteemed asd~ :or stopping fluxes of the 
the heart, and c01mnen el blood loss owing to 

. tern oonorr 1oea, h 
digest1ve sy · o h 'd Mixed with ot er 

d d haemorr 01 · 
nose blee s an . ally to cicatrize ulcers . . · wa used topic . 
mgred1ents .'t d ·nto eye drops (collynes) 
and. when l~~~~r~:e ~ ' out weeping eyes ( de 
supposedly9 p 633-634). It i often cited as a use
Meuve 16 · PP· II (e g 

t cor d1' arrhoea and sma pox . . ful tream1en 1
' (1728 

11 170? p 176). while Hoffmann , Et1nu er -· · I k 
160) lists it (together with ivory, red cora , roe 

~~' tal. cinnabar and drago~, blo?d, amongst 
th in!rredients) in a preparation designed to treat o er v 

convulsion . . 
Johann Heinrich Cohausen (I 665-1750; Fig. 

34) was a phy ician and author. probably b.est ~own 
for his medical atires. He was also a senous ratro
chemist and provides what seems to be a case 
history of the u e of Unicomu Fossile in the treat
ment of epilepsy (Cohausen 1757, p. 192). He 
administered the fossil ivory with Tincture of 
Peony flowers in a drink of beer, and reinforced 
the dosage the following day with the added ingre
dient of Cranium Humanwn (skull of a man who, 
preferably, had met with a violent death); the con
vulsions supposedly never reappeared. Indeed, the 
Polish Jesuit, teacher of diverse subjects and Rector 
of Ostrog (a monastery now in Montenegro), 
Gabriel Rzaczynski (1664-1737), commented that 
it was difficult to find a better or more successful 
simple in the treatment of epilepsy (also worms 
and heart conditions: Rzaczynski 1721, p. 8). 
. Several recipes specifically utilizing fossil 
ivory are recorded by Hertodt (1669, pp. 54-56) 
and .B~usch (1~66. pp. 198-199). For the plague 
and diseases with malignity' (morbis cum maligni
tate) Hertodt recommended a drachm of U . 
F ·r · . mcornu 

ossi !· mixed with diaphoretic antimony (antimony 
ill ox1d~ - Sb203), mineral bezoar, Contrayerva 
roo.t, arumal bezoar and Magistery of Pearls to 
which was further added Confectio Alkerme' ( 
complex electuary mixture containing the 'Ke s a 
Berry' - the scale . rmes 
ofb msect Kermes vermilio), tincture 

ezoar, scorzonera root, tormenti I th h. 
elecampane (/nu/,a hel . b . , er 12ome of 
juniper and citron ~r~m), emes of herb Paris, 
that fossil unicorn psho~ld h~y al~o reco~mended 
Sigillata challc and . e mixed with Terra 

' antimon tri · together with white tr Y oxide, bound 
(from Water Germand ~gacanth, scordium water 
worked into beads A ~.) and scorzonera and then 

. ose of one to two drach 
ms 

fjoli.ann f7feinridi Coli.aufen 

9eb, 26. 'lllara 1665, 9ejf. 1:J. !Juli 1750 

Fig. 34. Portrait of Johann Heinrich Co~au.seo 
(1665-17 50). Reproduced by kind perrruss1on of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

was given to patients suffering from malignant dis
eases and smallpox. Bausch (1666, p. 198) calls 
this preparation Globulorum Bezoardicorum. In a 
third receipt provided by Hertodt, deer horn, burnt 
ivory ?crab's eyes pearl, red coral, white amber 

' · ' · a mor-and Maltese earth are pulverized together m d 
tar before adding spirits of citron and raspbe.rry and 
the kneading it all into a paste. This was drie~da~· 
then, just before use, sulphur and gold wer~ a eter' 

·ven m wa a dose of a scruple to a drachm was gt n 
. I also reco1 -of deer antler tips or scorzonera. t was . d t the 

mended to be mixed with milk and apphe 0flow 
surface of the eyes in order to prevent the 

of tears. . . . ned from 
Bezoar stones gastric concret10ns obtai oat 

. . ' · 1 h bezoar g ' a vanety of antmals but especia! Y t e d seven-
were extremely popular in late s1xt~e?th an Demand 
teenth century alexipharrnic medicines. . 

1 
of 

'dl . . J t1'ng a bu1 rap1 y outstnpped supply, st1mu.a . b ftutes 
creativity in the production of art1fic1al su s ;ched 
whose therapeutic properties supposedly ma xtent 

lesser e those of the bezoar stone to a greater or J tivelY 
(Duffin 20 JOa, b). These creations, .colde~ezoar 
referred to as Bezoardica, often contain~ d with 
stone as one of their consti Luents, combme 
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other geological, zoological and herbal ingredients, 
each of which was usually accredited independently 
with antitoxic properties; Unicomu Fossili featured 
in several of these preparations (as do other unicorn 
horn varieties - see below). Bezoardicum Extrac
tum Sola.re (Solar Extract of Bezoar), ascribed to 
Adrianus von Mynsicht (Fig. 35), incorporates Uni
cornu Mineralis, Unicornus Solaris (see below) and 
Unicornu Animalis, together with a bewildering 
array of roots, gums, resins, horn, oils, geological 
materials (Terra Sigillata and cinnabar) and com
plex preparations (e.g. Mithridatium and Androma
chus' Theriac; Zedler 1732-54, vol. 3, col. 1668). 
Bezoardicus lapis (bezoar stone), ascribed to Johann 
Zwelfer (1618-68), contained, in addition to Uni
cornu Fossile, bezoar stone, Contrayerva root, dia
phoretic antimony, rue leaves and gum tragacanth 
as a binding agent (Zedler 1732-54, vol. 3, col. 
1676). The comparatively straightforward Bezoar
dicus Pulvis Albus (white bezoar powder) consisted 
merely of powdered Terra Sigillata and Unicomu 
Fossilis (Zedler 1732-54, vol. 3, col. 1676), while 
golden bezoar powder (Bezoardicus Pulvis Aureus) 
combined white fossil unicorn with occidental 
bezoar and was prescribed in cases of plague and 
other infectious diseases (Zedler 1732-54, vol. 3 
col. 1677). A further series of recipes for various 

Fig. 35. Portrnit of Adrinnus von l nsicht (1603:-3 ). 
Line engraving by D. Dirickson. Reproduced by krnd 
permission of the\ ellcome Library. London. 

forms of ~ ezoardi~ powd~rs (Bezaardicus Pulvis) 
for unspecified alex1pharmic use are given by Zedler 
(1732-54, vol. 3 cols 1680, 1682) and Jiingken 
(1732, pp. 817-819; at least four receipts). 
. Zwelfer ( 1668,. p. l_ 15) w~s seemingly leaving 

h~le to chance. with his cordial and alexipharmic 
mixture of fossil unicorn horn, narwhal tusk, three 
types of bezoar (including the synthetic golden 
bezoar, see below), coral, pearls and various herbal 
ingredients. 

Philip Fraundorffer specified the use of Uni
cornu Fossili in several of his medicinal recipes. 
The Magisterium Anodynum (a painkiller), for 
example, also employs, amongst others, Oculi 
Cancrorum, Terra Lemnia, rock crystal, Bezoar 
Jovialis, Regulus of Antimony (pure antimony), 
opium and gold leaf (Fraundorffer 1741, p. 94). 
He also includes fossil unicorn in his recipe for 
Orvietanum (Fraundorffer 1741, p. 104). Orvietan 
was designed towards the end of the sixteenth 
century exclusively as a counter-poison which, 
together with Mithridatium and Theriac, enjoyed 
great popularity. Unlike the latter two, however, 
Orvietan had its root in the sales of itinerant vendors 
or 'charlatans ', who kept their formulae secret (see 
Catellani & Console 2004, 2005 for a detailed his
tory; Fig. 36). The compound made its way into 
mainstream medical publication towards the end 
of the seventeenth century; many different versions 
of the recipe existed. but this is the only one I have 
come across which includes Unicomu Fossile as a 
component. Fraundorffer also includes Unicomu 
Fossile in several powders - his version of Pulvis 
Bewardicus and Pulvis Epicerasticus. which con
tains further geological ingredients (haematite, 
Armenian Bole. Malte e eanh and rock crystal; 
Fraundorffer 1741, pp. 122, 126). 

A late a the first two decade of the eighteenth 
century. Unicomu Fossilis was still being used in 
treatment for plague. Ulbrich (1793) gives details 
of a receipt for the ·Bezoardic weating ~owder' 
(Be:oardisches Schweifipulver) u ed dunng the 
l 71 -19 outbreak of plague in Kron tadt, a town 
on Kotlin Hand in the administrative district of St 
Petersburg. Ru. ia. The recipe called for a po~nd 
ea h of Unicomu Verum, deer antler, Armeruan 
Bole. crab\ eye (astacid ga trolith ), half a pound 
each of· hwefelblut' (literally, ulphur blood; per
haps red ulphur, a mixture of ulphur and mercury) 
and ,altpetre (pota ium nitrate - KN03), plus .four 
'lath' of camphor. The powder was to be taken either 
in vinegar or hot beer (Kubacska 1928, p. 43; Abel 
1939, p. 131; Gruber 19.80, p. 2_40). . 

Liberating thee ential quaht~ of an herbal, ~1-

mal or mineral imple by a variety of alchemical 
mean was one of the legacies o~ ~aracelsus, and 
many sub equent 'chymical ' p~ys1c1an~ prepared a 
variety of liquids in this way, mis figunng amongst 
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Fig. 36. A quack selling orvietan to a crowd in a village square. 'Le marchand d'orvietan de campagne', nineteenth 
century. Reproduced by kind permission of the Well come Library, London. 

them. Rather surprisingly. I have been able to trace 
only a few accounts of the use of unicorn horn oil. 
David de Planis Campy (1589 to c. 1644) was a 
French phy ician, surgeon and alchemist to King 
Louis XIII. He commended an 'Antidote pestilen
tiel' which contained 'Huile de Licorne minerale' 
by which he probably meant fossil unicorn rathe; 
than Terra Strigensis. as part of his 'Bouquet of 
the finest chemical flowers' (Bouquet compose des 
plus b~lles fieurs chimiques: Campy 1646, p. 547). 
The IIllXture was meant to be prepared in the form 
of~ electu~. and the other ingredients, some of 
which remai~ obscure, testified to his reputation 
as_ an alcherrust: extract of juniper grains, carline 
thistle r~t extract, scordium leaves, Contrayerva 
~oot, sta~ s ,horn, sublimated sulphur ('Fleurs de 
oulphre ), Bezoar caralin'' animal bezoar, tinc

tures of s.unflower and saffron, essence of anis white 
sugar, or! of angelica root and 'L d' 

' , Th arme e Cerf p'.eparee · e latter, also known as La . C 
v1nae, Kenne or Sta 's T cnmae er-

~;;,i~;~e;ortt s:nitat~~de ~eu~:~~~(~~~!e{ 
· . g. 7). Stags were believed to 

tiles tn order to renew th . eat rep-
they searched for water d~ir~~ength. After feeding 
merged until all the snak iv m and remained sub
Once purification w e venom had been removed. 
b 1· as complete th 
e 1eved to sweat hazelnut-J'k , e s.tag was 

fled, trapping their med· . ii e drops. which Iithi-
1cma properties within. It 

is not entirely clear what geological components 
were used as stag's tears. The mixture also included 
Chrysobezoar, or golden bezoar, which was a com
plex alchemical preparation, fashioned into pills, 
and whose main ingredients were gold and 'mercurii 
martialis' (Thom 1693, p. 530). 

As with all valuable medicines, the possibility 
of frauds and fakes was always a concern. T?e 
Kingston-on-Hull physician and opponent of Wil
liam Harvey's theory of the circulation of the 
blood, James Primrose (died 1659), observed that: 

Elephants teeth and Whale-bones, and Sea-Horse 
' h' h are teeth, and common homes burnt, and those w ic ' f 

digged out of the earth, which we have spoken ° • 
and other counterfeit and arti ficiall homes, are com-

. H (Primrose monly sold for the true Urncornes om. 
1651, p. 369) 

Other authorities list artificially straightened el:
phant tusks and walrus teeth various clays, .t e 
bones of dogs and pigs lime~tone and stalactites 

' (see as commonly found substitutes for the horn A 
Shepard 1930 p. 116· Bartholin 1628, cap ?) .. fy 

' ' d ven wide range of tests was therefore invoke . to d 
h pie' teste t e true nature of the horn . 'Common peo . b b-

fossil unicorn by immersing it in cold water; if u d 
bl · displace es rose from the specimen as the a1r was d as 
by water penetrating the porosity, it was esteer~e ns 
being both genuine and of superior quality (Be 1re 
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salt manufacturer Johann Tholde (c. 1565-1624) 
made_ several o? ervations in his famous Triumphal 
Chariot of Anttmony (Valentine 1660): 

Fig. 37. Kenne or stag's tears from the Hortus 
Sanitatis (de Cuba 1491 ; Book V, Cap. 69). Countway 
Medical Library, New York. 

1764, p. 334). In a similar vein, Topsell (1658, 
p. 554) remarks that a Parisian horn 'would boil in 
the wine', but was not confident of the test since 
'other horns being burnt' gave the same result. He 
adds that 

there are some wicked persons which do make a mingle 
mangle thereof, as I saw among the Venetians (being as 
I hear say, compounded with lime and sope) or perad
venture with earth and some tone: (which things are 
wont to make bubbles arise) and afterwards ell it for 
the Unicorns horn. 

The Portuguese Jewish phy ician Joao Rodrigue de 
Castelo Branco (Amato Lusitano or Amatu Lu ita
nus; 1511- 68) also argued vociferou ly again t 
the effectiveness of this te t, however, a the an1e 
result could be obtained by immer ing any bone in 
water (Primrose 1651, p . 369). Frederick Hoffman 
(1660-1742), medical counsellor to King Frederick 
of Prussia and teacher of medicine at Halle Uni
ver ity, recommended that do e of fo il unicorn 
were tried upon dogs before gi ing them to human 
subjects in a bid to avoid poi oning by any mineral 
contaminant (Behren 1764, p. 335; Hoffman 
1681). Jame Primro e also recommended te ting 
powdered horn on poi oned dog or chickens (Prim
ro e 1651, p. 369). 

Basil Valentine, uppo edly a fifteenth century 
Benedictine alchemi t, but more likely the German 

If a little piece of Silver hollowed be m d . . 
1 f 

' , a e swim m 
a vesse ull of water (wherein put so . 
place the said Horn thereunto and let thme p01sobn) 

b · • ere not e 
any odily ?r c?rporal touch, and yet shall see it to 
repel the said piece far from it, which will fly upon 
~h~ Water, even ~s a Duck farseeing the Fowler; But 
if It be placed, viz. the Horn nigh to a piece of pure 
u~adulterated Bread, swimming upon the Water, it 
will presently attract the Bread unto itself, without any 
corporal touch, and the Bread will follow the Hom 
ro~d about, according as you move it, which is most 
rruraculously wonderful in nature (Valentine 1660 
pp. 45-46). ' 

He also suggested placing a spider inside a circle 
drawn with 'the true and inadulterate Unicorns 
horn' ·. Since the (poisonous) spider 'flies from 
what is contrary to hinl' , it would never be able to 
leave the circle (Valentine 1660, p. 45). John John
ston (1678, p. 20) records how: 

A jew of Venice, made a circle on a table with that 
horn, and cast then a scorpion, and a Spider within it, 
who had not the power to passe that circle: after that 
they being pluckt by it a hand high, whether by the 
shadow of it, or the virtue flowing from it, they were 
both kill'd, within the space of an hour. 

Edward Topsell (1658, p. 557) caution great care 
when buying unicorn from apothecaries, writing: 

But both the same colour, as also the substance being 
put too much, and eaten, if it be easily crummed, and 
not tuft as other horns, doth signifie the same not to 
be good or perfect, but counterfeited and corrupted: 
as perhap the horn of some other beast burnt in the 
fire, ome certain sweet odors being thereunto added, 
and also imbrued in ome delicious or aromatic per
fume; peradvenrayre also Bay by this means, first 
burned, and afterward quenched or put out with certain 
weet smelling liquors. 

One of the mo t exhaustive experiments performed 
on unicorn horn in order to test its alexipharmic 
potential was performed by Ole Worm and his two 
friend , Dr Fincke and Scheel, in the house of 
an apothecary (Wolden berg) on 3 October 1636 
(Worn1 1655, p. 2 7). Poison wa administered to 
two pecimen each of dove and kittens. Powdered 
unicorn horn wa then given to one member of each 
pecies, the other acting as a control. One of the cats 
urvived for everal hours, rendering the results 

rather inconclusive. Similar experiments were con
ducted on pigeons (Linocier 1584, p. 717). A writer 
quoted by Fuller (1662, p. 195) makes the_ incisive 
comment: ' I believe few mountebanks will be so 
daring as to poison themselves on the security of 

such an alexipharmacon' ! 
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d J 
G Wood (1870. p. 539) quote Top

Reveren · · 

II (16~ . p. 55 ) as follow : 
se - . , horn to know whether 

For e~perience ~f the_u~1co; a burning coal. and upon 
it be nght or not. pu_tds1llk up and if o be that it be true, 
the silk the aforesa1 1om. 
the silk will not be a whit consumed. 

Hill (1751. p. 261) (Fig. 3 )_ ummarizes ~he thera-
peutic u e of Unicomu Foss1/e a follow . . . 

It i esteemed a powerful udori~c, AJex1phamuc. 
and A tringenL They give it in malignant Fevers, and 
in Diarrhoeas. Dy enterie . the Fluor.Albus, and Hae
morrha!!eS of all Kinds. lt i al o with many _a cele
brated i1edicine in Epileptic Ca es. The Dose is from 
a Scruple to a Dram. Some prefer th~ meduallry Part of 
the natural concretion [i.e. the calc~te-~ll~d p~lp ~av
ities]. and others the cortical: but th1 D1sunc~on 1s of 
the less Consequence. becau e impregnated Sucks and 
Bones are what are principally used, and the e are 
throuebout alike. There are Stories of Mischeif being 
done tl\ some of the Masses of this Fossil, from their 
baying.been impregnated with asenical and other poi
sonous Effluvia while in the Earth, and the Apothecar
ies are generalh careful enough to try a Part of a large 
Mass o; Dog .before they venture tO give it to their 
Patients. 

Fig. 38. Portrait of Sir John Hill (1714 7 
Reproduced by k.i d · . - 5). 
Library, London. n penruss1on of the Wellcome 

Mineral unicorn 

A medicinal earth wa discovered around 
by Johann Schulz (153 1-1604· also k l550 

' now11 • 
Montanu or Johanne Scultetu Trimontanus) as 
son of a barber-surgeon from St.1.iga. Schul ' t~e 

. 1 MD f B 1 · 2 quali-fied wit 1 an rom o ogna Uruversity (l 
and went on to become Physician-in-Ordin 

557) 
Emperor Rudolf II at Prague. Whilst practisi ary to 
· · · ti Str' f S'l · ng tned-1cme m 1e 1ga area o 1 e 1a now part of 

S h 
' West-

ern Poland, c ulz came across the medicinal earth 
on the weathered surface of local basalt fl ki . . d an ng 
what 1s now appreciate as the copper-prod . 
Polish Zech tein Basin. Contemporary u~ing 

. nunes 
worked for gold and sliver exposed the eaith · . 
tially as thin deposits between 2 and 5 mm titt 
although thicker deposit were later discovered (~ill 
1751, p. 198). Georg Anton Volkmann (1664-
1721) later described how, when dropped into a 
glass of wine'. the. earth sounded 'with a clang or 
small crackle Just hke when glass or a window-pane 
was cracked' (Volkmann 1720, p. 277 quoted in 
Dannenfeldt 1984, p. 177). This action uggests 
the explosive uptake of water into the crystal lattice 
of clay minerals belonging to tl1e smectite group, 
such as bentonite and montmorillonite. The clay 
was worked, fashioned into troches, authenticated 
by stamps and referred to as Terra Sigillara Strigo· 
niensis. Often called Terra Silesiaca, the clay tablets 
were heavily marketed (e.g. Berthold 1583), and the 
greasy feel of the raw material gave rise to another 
synonym - Axungia Lunae. A close similarity was 
noted between the properties of the earth and medic
inal unicorn's horn, resulting in the Terra Silesiaca 
also going by the name of Unicornu Minerale -
mineral unicorn. The cures claimed for the earth 
were manifold - it was one of a host of cure-all 
'wonder drugs ' popular in early modem Germany 
(Rankin 2009); an English version of the advertising 
literature (Berthold 1587) indicated its efficacy i~ all 
cases of poisoning, as well as being effective against 
plague, it 'comforteth the heart' and 'refresheth the 
brayne', as well as curing headaches, quinsy, gene
ral pain, ocular conditions, 'inflammation of the 
brayne and stones', staunched haemorrhages, cure~ 
dysentery and diarrhoea burns and scalds, healed 

' 'I I n gangrene and was used topically against tc 1 a 
Skabs', sores and ulcers (see also Sennert 165_!, 
pp. 372-373). It was seemingly still being sold 

10 

Britain under a wide range of synonyms as late t)s 
the 1750s. Emanuel Mendes da Costa (1717- 9

12
'. 

a friend and rival of Sir John Hill (Rousseau !0 ' 
. . · rtues 

Duffin m press) indicates that its therapeutic vt I t ' . . d t 1a 
were supposedly identical to those of silve, , an d' 1 . . t cor Hl 
it was on sale in the shops as an astnngen , 
and sudorific (da Costa 1757, p. 3). . b blY 

The alicorn-containing cordial which pro a he 
· d f was t enJoye the greatest contemporary ame 
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Fig. 39. Portrait of Sir Walter Raleigh, author of 'The 
Great Cordial ' . Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

Great Cord ial of Sir Walter Raleigh (c. 1552-1618; 
Fig. 39), the famous Elizabethan courtier and 
explorer. In addition to Unicomu Mineralis, 
Raleigh's confection included a wide range of flow
ers, roots, herbs and woods, together with bezoar 
stone, magi terie of pearl and coral and a number 
of geological ingredients. Nicolas le Febure 
(1615-69), appointed Profes or of Chemi try to 
C harles IT in 1660, was commi sioned by the King 
to write an account of Raleigh' Great Cordial (Le 
Febure 1664). Le Febure de cribes Unicornu Miner
ale or White Load-stone as 

the Concretion or Petrifaction of a fluid milky ub
stance which contains in it elf the congealing and 
lapidifying ferment. which lide and in inuate it 
self in the Cavities of the Womb of the Earth (Le 
Febure 1664, p. 61). 

Unicomu Minerale wa al o included in Fraun
dorffer' s (1741, pp. 37- 3 , 169) alex.ipharmic 
Bezoarticum viperinum. Thi combined powdered 
viper with Terra igillma Melitensis ( ealed earth 
from Malta) and Oculi Cancorwn. . 

A etie of experiment. wa completed 111 

the pre ence of Prince William IV Lnn_d¥rave of 
He e (1532-92), plu, a retinue of ~hy ' tcian, and 
apothecaries, in 15 l. In on trial, eight dog_ ' ere 

h . 1 th . , dose of ubhrnated c osen· four were given e ,u ' . 
' . hi 'd HgCI ) Acomtum mercury (mercun c on e, . . 2 ' ,, 

1
• nt 

(monk hood or 'The Queen of Poisons ' a Pa 

con~ning the potent neurotoxin, aconitine), 
Nertum oleander (which contains a number of 
toxic cardiac glycosides including oleandrin) and 
Apocynum (dogbane), respectively. Another four 
were given similar doses, but mitigated with Terra 
Silesiaca; all four survived. In another instance a 
prisoner (Wendel Thumblart), condemned to de~th 
for carrying out multiple robberies, volunteered to 
act as a guinea-pig. He was given a lethal dose of 
mercury sublimate mixed with Conserve of Roses, 
and then immediately drank a drachm of Terra Sile
siaca suspended in old wine. After much suffering, 
'the poore wretch was delivered, and being restored 
to his health was committed to his parents' (Bert
hold 1587, p. 35). 

The German alchemist, Adrianus von Mynsicht 
(Adrian von Mynsicht; 1603-38), introduces a dif
ferent material, this time an alchemical preparation 
or 'chymicaJ medicine' , which he calls Unicomu 
Minerale and says is a 'healthy and celestial com
fortt' (von Mynsicht 1682, p. 1). Its starting materi
als are either Green Vitriol (ferrous sulphate) or 
Vitriol of Venus (copper sulphate), which is heated 
it until it yields a reddish oil. The remaining liquid in 
the ves el is then poured on ' an appropriate Men
struum' and cooled to allow crystals to form. The 
crystals and the oil are both then used in a complex 
alchemical process to produce 'an Universal Medi
cine and uch a Treasure that is able to cure all 
Di e'ases, by what name oever they are called, in 
all and every Creature· (von Myn icht 1682. p. 4). 
It i interesting to note, in this context, that copper 
ulphate i known to have antimicrobial properties, 

and that copper, which has a long hi tory of pharma
ceutical u e (Dollwet & Soren on 2001), has potent 
biocidal propertie , and i phy iologically active; 
copper and copper compound are effective antibac
terial. antifungal and anti,iral agents (Borkow & 
Gabbay 2005. _009), and enhance the processes of 
wound healing (Borkow _01-n. 

olar unicorn (Unicomu Solare) 

everal authors introduce the idea of solar unicorn. 
Lentiliu (1 712, p. 109) explain that it i a cheaper 
alternative to the more expensive unicorn horn, .an~ 
L a ynonvm for Pulvis Be:oardicus Im~enal!s 

(. ·a1 bezoar powder) and Mw1na Solans. This 1mpen f . . f 
preparation on i t of a mixture o mag1sten~s o 
both pearl , and coral. Iagi teries were obtained 
by pre ipitating metal from acid olutions. V~n 

lyn icht (16 2) explain that the coral or pear~ ~s 
di, :o,lved in vinegar to which is the_n _adde~ spir_it 
of vitriol ( ulphuric acid). The prec1p1tate, m this 
ca ·e calcium ulphate, i then allowed _to~ slowly 
. th · h d Schroder ( 1718, p. 560) md1cates that m e a e. . h 
it i a much more complex preparat:10n, owever. 
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. ,,on M,,nsicl1t ( 1682. P· 6). 
111 anotl1er recipe.. ·.ble alcl1e1nical la11-

. h , 1e~r}1at 1nacce Sl . f 
t1s1ng t e .. o11 I . the ·01i oi11al Mineral o 
guage of the day· ex11 ru~s . e e- and distilled in 

Go
ld. hould be broken 111to p1ec I t ' l . , ·1 it ,jeld 'a s,veet ce es ta 

a ·spag)rrtck Ve sel untl ) . ctified eigl1t or ni11e 
\,,ater' ,,,11icl1 l1o~ld tl1e,11 ~e I e . he best AJ·abick 
tin1e to e11hance its pm1t). ~l1e11 t A ·t' i reduced 
Gold. with Anti111ony acco1:d111g to . I . 'Solru· 
to a powder and inixed \\'Ith the hq~1d or I d 
men auun1' prepared earlier, henneticallyr ~ea e 
in a olass container and l1eated ~ the so 1. s are 
•ciio .~ed' ·a tl1e En1bf)'O i 11oun l1ed by tn the ~es . . l ,,ed 
M;t11er· s ,vo111b .. Tl1e mixture ts t 1e11 remo ' 
dried and the ,,TI1ole process i·epeated 'till tl1e ~old 
i. changed into a reddish pow~er' ·, Von ~~sicht 
call it ·t11e ltlgl1e t, most precious preparation -: 
'trulv that golden Fleece' - a11d i11dicates that 1t 
n1ai~tain I1~alth and trength. cUiing epilepsy, apo
plex,·. elephru1tiasi . morphe~,, mela11cl1oly, 1nad
nes ~ quartan agues (malaria), ciatica, gout, 
drop ie . jaundice. pox, joint pain. asthma, pl1thisis 
(tuberculosi ). pleurisy. 'Itcl1 and Scurff, cancers, 
Noli 111e ta11ge1·e ('touch me not' - a cancerous 
ulcer. usuall,· of the face), otl1erwise incurable dis-

• 

ea es. pestilence and carbuncles. It was said also to 
aid pain-free labour during difficult births, and for 
menopausal ~·omen it supposedly 'keeps them fresh, 
lusn· and fair, and sometimes causes their Terms 

• 

[ menstrual periods] to come again, so tl1at they are 
made capable of Child-bearing'! All of these mar
\Tellous effects it brought about b)' acting as a 
po\\1erful d.iaphoretic (inducing strong perspiration), 
a corollary· of it consuming 'the lethal humors', and 
reno,·ating 'the \1ef) marrow in the Bones'. 

Unicorn horn simples 

! y ~e ~nd of the fifteenth century' unicorn horn was 
eginrung to appear as an entr)' in medical texts 

such as th~ H?rtus Sai1iratis (de Cuba 1491); ii 
h~d supporting Jt the authorit)' of classical and n1edi
:~a1 wnters. a wealth of derivative folklore, biblical 
ic~t h~d acceptance b)' the church (as an allegor-

eac mg tool, and a ritual ob. . . 
den 1989) N t ,· h . ~ect, e.g. van Vl1er-

. o \\ tt standing the sub d 
concerning true and fals . sequent ebate 
. e unicorn horn act I 
~mens were increasingly readil , . ' ua spec-
ious voyages and travels ) a:'a1lable, and var-
tales and sightings of the be of discovery brought 
(see Shepard 1930) It . ast to Westen1 Europe 
· · ts no wond th . 
t?gl), through the sixteenth and er at, increas-
nes, unicorn horn mad . seventeenth centu
pharmacopoeia and b e its. way into national 
\Vide ranoe of med' . elcame incorporated into a 

0 1c1na prep 1. The genera] th . ara ions. 
h erapeut1c pro . 
orn were, in the word pe~es of unicorr1 

(1616-54; Fig. 40) the f s of Nicolas Culpeper 
, an1ous English herbalist 

' 

. ~ • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
I ' 

Fig. 40. Portrait of Nicolas Culpeper (1616-54). 
Reproduced by kind pennission of the Wellcome 
Library, London. 

that it 'resists poison and the pestilence, provokes 
urine, restores lost strength, brings f 01·th botl1 
birth and after-birth' (1653, p . 31). In cases of post
partum retention of the placenta, tl1e Italian pl1ysi
cian Leonard Phioravant (1518-88) 1·ecommends 
that 'sneezing must be provoked, if it come not vol
untaiily, putting Ginger or some other shat-p tiling up 
into the nostrils'! His advice in case such ste1·nuta
tory intervention proves unfruitful , is to give tl1e 
patient a scruple of powdered unicorn ho1·n in white 
wi11e (Phioravant 1659, p. 11). Jean de Renou (also 
known as Renodeus, 1568-1620), Physician to tl1e 
Medical Faculty of Paris and a succession of F1·encl1 

kings, explained that 

It is much commended against poison, ,1nd to exl~il~
rate and roborate the Noble pa1·ts· and tl1erefore il 

18 

· ' · d 'tl1 given to the pestilent and sucl1 as are 111fecte wi 
contagious and ven~nate diseases. (Renotl 1

6571 

p. 456) 

Johnston (1678, p. 20) noted it was recom111ende_d 
against 'the bite of a 1nad dog, and otl1e1· 1niscl1e

1 
.. 

vous beasts', which was reinforced by Top ~II 
(l658, P· 558), who com111e11ded it agai11st 'tl1e bif
• ..... 011-
tngs of ravenous Dogs and tl1e strokes or poys I so · ' · sf t ,c ine stings of othe1· crei1tw·es: and .. ,agatJl 
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belly or maw wonns'. In an interesting addition to 
tl1e list of therapeutic qualitie upposedly exerted 
by the ho111, S~ielmann (1783, I, p. 215) Ii ts it as 
an antispasmodic. Numerous other publications, too 
many to mention, of this period express similar 
opinions. . . . 

In a therapeutic extension of the poison-testing 
and neutralizing qualities attributed to chips of uni
corn horn immersed in drinks (see above), Topsell 
( 1658, p. 55 8) indicates that: 

rich men do usually cast little pieces of this horn in 
their drinking cups, either for the preventing or curing 
of some certain disease. There are also some which 
inclose it in gold or silver, and so cast it in their 
drink, as though the force thereof could remain many 
years, notwithstanding the continual soaking in Wine. 

Infusions 

In some cases, the therapeutic virtt1es of the unicorn 
ho1n could be exploited by drinking water in which 
the horn had been steeped (Catelan 1624, p. 23). 
Diomedes Amico (1599, Cap. XLD, for example, 
1·ecommended that an infusion of unicorn horn be 
given i11 cases of plague; the Dutch physician Levi
nus Lemnius (1505-68) wrote that 'the Unicom 
horn put into wine or water dispels the poyson' 
(Lemnius 1658, p. 96). In 1605, Jean Heroard 
(1551-1628), pioneer of the veterinary care of 
horses and physician to the young Louis XIII, advo
cated in his meticulou ly maintained journal 'une 
bonne nourrice et l ' eau de licome nourrie du lait 
de la vierge' (Fischer & Fi cher 2011, p. 270). 

One London quack produced a heet adverti ing 
'A Most Excellent Drink made with a true Unicom~ 
Horn ' (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Wood 534 (3b)). 
The list of disea e which it claimed to cure i 
• • 
1m press1 ve -

Scurvy, Old Ulcers, Dropsie, Running Gout, Con un1p
tion , Distillations, Cough • Palpitation of tl1e Heart. 
Fainting Fits, Convul ion . King' Evil, Ricket ' in 
Children, Melancl1oly or Sadne . The Green ickne , 
Obstrl1ctions, And all Di temper proceeding fro111 a 
Cold Cal1se. 

It clain1 to pre e1,,e · igoUI·, Youth and Con1p le · -
ion to Old Age'. An i111age at tl1e top left co111er of tl1e 
tract l1ow a piral ho111 tandi11g ,,,ith its tip in a 
bowl of ,,,ate1·. It eem tl1at ,vater ,, a p ttrt:d 

tru·ot1gl1 tl1 cored hon1, tl1 1·eb)' obtrtini11g it" the11t
pet1tic virtue ,,,hich •i of .. u ' h fo1· i1s to 1-esi .. t i11ju1·)' 

f1·0111 an un ou11d Bedf llo,,,,, ru1d ·ct tl1 ,,·011<.i 1·

t'ull)' 01·robo1·ate a11d \u·e' ( hcpard 19 .. ,0. pl. ~ ·1). 
Tops 11 ( L 65 , p. 55 ) 1-ec 1·d~ the exrt111pl' t1t· 

,\ 111,\11 

,, ortll) to b~ l)elie, ed. tl1 ,t l1i,, 1i11g t'i\ten t'\ p is~)~tti 
cl1er11, llt1d percei, i11g l1is l)t'll~ tt1 , ,, ~11. l1e- ~·t1re.~i 111111-

self b) tl1e tll t\ lT()\\ ot' tl1is l1or11 h~i11g drt111k 1,1 \\ 11,e-. 111 

\'el')' sl1l)rt spnl·e. 

Powders 

Kellwaye (1593, p. 18) recommends 'an excellent 
good ,poud~r ~o expell ~e plague and prouoketh 
sweat cons1st1ng of a variety of roots (gentian, but
terbur, betony, tormentil, dittander or peppercress, 
zedoary), wood (red sandalwood), lemon rind, 
pearl, animal ingredients (ivory, stag's heart bone, 
red coral) and geological components (Armenian 
bole, Terra Sigillata, amber, gold and silver leaf, 
and 'the five pretious stones' - probably ruby, sap
phire, emerald, jacinth and garnet - see components 
of the Gem Electuary; Duffin 2013e). The powder 
was administered as a suspension in sorrel water, 
scabious water or Carduus Benedictae water. The 
English plague doctor Nathanael Hodges (1629-
88) was not impressed by claims a to the efficacy 
of unicorn horn, however, writing: 

The Powder also of an Unicom· s Hom, so much cried 
up for an Antidote. never answered any good Expecta
tions, although I had se\. eral Dozes of it given me by a 
Merchant, on purpo e to try its Virtues: But that which 
would cure Pidgeons. Fowls, Cats and Dogs. from 
Arsenical Poisons, as the worthy Gentleman assured 
me that did, had yet no Efficac)' against the pestilential 
Virulence. (Hodges 1720. p. 167) 

An alternative is provided by Wyll)1arn Warde in his 
(1562) tran lation of the highl1 popular book of 
ecrets by Ale sio Piemonte e (al o kno\vn a Alex

iu Pedemontanus: probably a p eudonym of Giro
lamo Ru celli, 1500-66), first publi hed in 1555. 
a reflection of the author· con urning intere t in 
alchemy and the foundation of an entire genre of 
texts belonging to the cientific re,·olution (Eamon 
1994). Here. unicorn ho1n \Vas combined with gem-
tone ( a pp hire. h)·acinth. "maragdu . pearl ), 

Annenian bole. seed of oxali and "\\'eet ba il. lig
num aloe . "anders. doronike root, cinnamon and 
affro11. r Iu "k \Vas an optional ingredient according 

to pe1· 'onal ta te. The n1i ture produced provided ·a 
.. o,,eraigne pouder aga)ll ' t the ,·en) me of the plague 
for r_ cl1e n1e11 and tor pr~;nce--· (\\ rarde 1562. p . ..J.8; 
--ee al"o \\1.J. 16::. p. 17 and ".\non)mou 1665. 
p. t 6 for clo ' t'l) --inular recipe ). 

tlurd p \\ der ·to expell Plague' consi .. ted of 
,rarious roots ~ge11tiun. bitt:.Ul). to11nentil, dittru1der. 
zedoar\' ), red sand Th, pearls. cirron rind. red coral. 
sti\g's heart b 11e. ·fragn1enrs of the fi,·e preciou .. 
~t 71 ~s', a111ber ... md gold tmd sil,·er leaf. After ren
dt:1ing e~1cl1 i11gredient separ-Jtel) into a fine po,,·der. 
tl1 "'\' ,, ere the11 cot11bined i11 --cabious or Ca1·ciz111,r; 

Bt'1~t?tfi<.'t11._ ,,·t1ter. to ,,,hich ,,·a ' then added S)'TUp of 
le111011s tu1d. 1111 "niun bl1le (Anon)~n1ous l 652, p. 26 ). 

e, t'ntl p 1,, ders tu-e co111111ende~ b~ de "leu,:e 
( 1 o~"9), t\d\ isor and Dl"letor-in-01\ii.11~~ to L~ms 
Xl\ 1

• The P11/1·is <'(>11t1·<1 c1b<,1·t11111 (pt)\\ der t1gru11st 
~\Ol)t·tion) on1bined pearls, i, Of). ,, hite a111ber, red 
Ct)f4\l, Le11111i~1.11 et11·th, 111astic. red\\ Ol1d of Sa11Tt1l1,111 
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. ts of to11ne11til, mace, oil of 
sp., ke1111es i~sects. roo mixed with six gold leaves. 
cloves and u~1con1 l1om 'd t su·engthen the child 

aration ,vas sa1 o 1· 
The prep b d prevent p1·e-tenn de ivery, 
while in the \\'O~n .an the additional benefits of 

well as con1 emng t 
as . . t 'frailties' of the sto1nacl1, dysen ery' 
actJ.ng agruns . e Meuve 

rese~fe·d by the a11ony1nous author of tl1e ,,ery pop-
~lar Tl1.e Ladies Cabir1et E11la1·ged ~n.d Op~~ed 

1654 P 250) To inake A 1ned1c1ne (Anonymous · · · , 
+- a tiroman in travel to n1akes lier have Throw.es 
ior "' t' dunng (' to increase muscular contrac ions 1

1·~l-dbirth) coral amber pearl, peony seeds, saf-e u , , , . , ( . ?) 
fron, date stones and . co1nmme cumin . were 
beaten into powder and tl1en added to malmsey, a 
sv.,eet fortified wine. Unicorn horn was then put 
into a spoon, the warmed malmsey added and 
£riven as a draucrht to the patient. 
0 .:, • • 

The Pannonian Po\vder (Pu/1,is Pan,ionicus or 
Hunoarian Powder) was purportedly used exten-

o 
sivel)' in GeIIDany against malignant fevers, all 
sorts of poison and small pox, eliminating all malig
nancies from the body and strengthening the heart; it 
\Vas also taken early in the morning against 'bad air' 
(Charas 1678, p. 122; de Meuve 1689, p. 492; 
Schroder 1718, p. 375). The powder consisted of 
unicorn horn together with Armenian bole, Lemnian 
earth, pearls, precious stones (jacinth, emerald, sap
phire, ruby), white and red coral, doronike root, 
citrine sandalwood, ivory, lemon rind, sorrel, cinna
mon. When oil of cloves and sugar were added, a 
paste or electuary could be for med which was then 
cooked in rose water. Williams (1660, p. 16) recom
mended it as a reasonably gentle purge, and Charas 
(~678, p. 17~) observed th~t the powder was usually 
dissolved m some Cordial-water, sween' d with 
Syrup of Gillow-flowers, Lemons or Granates 
[pomegranate]~ and taken while fasting. It could 
also be administered in tablet form. 

Culpeper .(~653: P· 124) records the Royal Col
lege .of P~ys1cian~ receipt for Pulvis Bezoardicus 
Magistralis (Magisterial Bezoar Powder). As its 
name ~uggests, this uti~ed the supposedly alexi
~hanruc b.ezoar stone as Its core ingredient, in addi
tion to ~n1com ?om. To these were added a host of 
herbal snnples_ (including saffron, zedoary and wood 
of aloes), animal derivatives (musk amb . 
~oral, pearls, stag's heart bone, kerrnes) and :r~s~ 
ical components (sapphire rub . . h g g 
emeralds Terra Lemnia kJil !, Jacmt ' garnets, 
together ~ith 'Chy · 1' 0 1 

eru~n bole), all bound 
ffilca Y of C1nnam d N 

megs'. Culpeper's wonderfully sarcast' on ~nd ut-
1c as1 e was 

Surely the Colledg laid all th . 
invent a Cordial that should b e1r heads together to 
buy it. I am afraid to look upon ~ts?:ear nobody should 
revive the body, but it . ·11 .b .1s a great Cordial to 
consumption. WI nng the purse into 

Although the recipe is for a powder, it i 
I , t h . s clear from Cu peper s commen s t at 1t should b 

as the basis o~ a Cordial (see below). t~sect 
(1670: p. 81) indicates that the ~p~thecaries prod~~~ 
ing this powder, because of theu· 11nmoderate thi 
of lucre, and the sweet ease of laziness, Omit rst 
most expensive ingredient from the mixtu the 

· h F h re -namely the unicorn om. urt er examples of p l . 
Bezoardicus utilizing either narwhal tusk ('Mu vis 

') .c •1 . ('G eer Einho_rn or 1oss1 .. unicorn egraben Einhoin ') 
are given by Scht·oder (1718, p. 363), who al 

. h . so 
incorporates unicorn orn mto Pulvis Confo,·ta 

l . C d. [ ' d hr ris' Pu vis or ia is an t ee types of Pulvis epilept'-
cus (Schroder 1718, pp. 366, 370, 371; see alszo 
Fraundo1·ffer 1741 , p. 127). 

Charles le Breton ( died 1677) co1nmended a 
Bezoardic powder which incoporated unicorn hon

1 
with oriental and mineral bezoar, three large snakes, 
hearts and livers, various roots (Contrayerva, Vir
ginian snake-root, angelica, zedoary), squinancy, 
sandalwood, kermes, saffron, camphor a1nbergris, 
musk, oil of nutmeg and mace. The dry i11gredients 
were pulverized and the oil added gradually to the 
mixture, which was then dried and co11served. 
Clearly an expensive medicine on the basis of the 
component simples, it was presc1ibed for all mala
dies and malignancies, plague and smallpox (le Bre
ton 1716, p. 310). 

In spite of Gideon Harvey's (1636/ 7-1702; 
Fig. 41) criticism of the use of Unicorn Horn ( see 
below), he was prepared to recommend it be in
cluded in a powder used to treat inf ant children suf
fering from smallpox and measles (Harvey 1696, 
pp. 177-178). His detailed instructions call for mix
ing the unicorn horn with garden cress and colum
bine seeds, hart's horn, red coral and pearls, all 
finely ground in rosemary water to form a paste, 
which was then dried. He suggests adding powdered 
gold so that 'the medicine would be render' d more 
precious' . Not exclusive to children, a larger dose 
could be given to adults in a glass of mead. 

Jane Sharp was the first English woman to pub
lish a book on midwifery; her The Midwives Book: 
or the Whole Art of Midwifery Discovered appeared 
in 1671. Like Harvey she was concerned about the 

' 'b d s t~eat posed by smallpox, which she descn e a e 
being 'dangerous to all, but most to those that ar 
of an ill habit of body' (Sharp 1671, p. 409). She rec
ommended administering powdered unicorn h~r~ 
and oriental bezoar foil owing a dose of cordia 
waters. 

Culpeper (1657, p. 37) refers to Pulvis J~e;i~ 
also recommended for smallpox, which cons is e 
f . h . or· water-o unicorn orn together with nasturtium 

cress seeds, brooklime, red coral and pearls. 
Von M~nsicht (1682, p. 88) utilizes ~nicor~ hr:s 

together with the alchemical Solar Unicorn in 
I S . D . . oif t ie pecies iasolis or the Compound Species 
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:his supp?s.edly delightfull_y tasting, sweat-provok-

.. • . t' ( ) 
I I 

-
I 

! • - • • • • 

Fig. 41. Portrait of Gideon Harvey (1636/ 7-1702). 
Reproduced by kind per1nission of the W ellcome 
Library, London. 

Sun. The other ingredients of this powder include 
'Spagyrically calcined' hart's horn and elk's hoof, 
Terra Sigillata, oriental bezoar, magisteries of pearl 
and red coral, white amber, bone of stag's heart, 
'true Gallia moschata' and oils of cinnamon and cit
ron. The medicine was designed as 'an Arcanum in 
all Epidemical and Pestilential diseases, Erysipe
la' s, poysonous draughts, and in the Asthma, or 
most dangerous straightness of the Breast'. 

Von Mynsicht also uses unicorn horn in his Cori-
fectio Opiata (von Mynsicht 1682, p. 170), a more 
soluble alternative to Laudanum Opiatu,n. The rec
ipe also calls for 'Opium spagyrically prepared', 
species Diamoschus and Diambre, Magi tery of 
Pearls and red coral, saffron, 'Foreign Mummy'. 
French musk, oriental Bezoar, bone of tag' 
heart, Confectio Alkermes, herbal oil (cinnamon, 
nutmeg, marjoram, sage, amber and clove ), and 
extract of wild poppy flower . 

The precious diaphoretic of Philip Fraundorffer 
(1741, p. 52) contained Magistery of Unicom, a 
term which I have not co1ne aero el e,vhere bt1t 
presun1ably 1·efers to the precipitate obt~tined after 
t1nicorn horn is dissolved in an acid. The author 
combines this n1aterial with Oxytartari cry tal 
(potassi11m ta1·tru·ate, K2C4H40 6 ?), and 1nagi terie 
of both pearls and coral. Fraundorff er commended 

ng med1c1ne as a cordial alexipharmic which 
clea~sed. the blood of impurities and eased anxiety 
pest1l.ent1a~ fevers, smallpox, diarrhoea, scurvy and 
pleunsy with attendant haemoptysis. 

R.ather am~zingly, as late as 1840, unicorn horn 
was included m French phannacopoeia as Licome 
de Mer (Jourdan, 1840, p. 224). Here it was an active 
component in a number of therapeutic powders all 
~f which contained ground paeony root. Red epiiep
t1c po.wder ~Pulvis Epilepticus Ruber) combined 
t~ese 1ngred1ents with red coral, amber and native 
cinnabar and was prescribed in doses of between 
0.6 and 2.0 g. Two recipes for red cephalic powder 
(Pulvis Cephalicus Ruber) required, variously, pae
ony seeds as well as the root, juice of the oak, deer 
horn, human skull, hippopotamus teeth, antelope 
?oof, r_ed coral,. oriental pearls and some geological 
1ngred1ents - cmnabar, white amber, emerald, gold 
leaf and chrysolite (probably any green or yellow/ 
green gemstone, including peridot, topaz, chryso
beryl, zircon, tourmaline and apatite). Similar 
recipes were recorded in 1729 by the Collegii Phar
ma.ceittici Viennensis (1729, p. 158). 

Cordials and waters 

The recipe for bezoar water (Aqua bezoartica; orig
inal version not found) is ascribed to Johannes Lang 
(1485-1565), a Get 111an from Lowenberg who 
spent much of his life in Heidelberg (Mylius 1620, 
pp. 470, 522). Approved by the College at Bologna 
for use agajnst plague, this medicine consisted of a 
mixture of herbal ingredients which were cut into 
sections and soaked in strong wine for 3 days before 
adding various popular antipestilential preparations 
including Alexandrian Theriac, Mithridati11m, viper 
troche and unicorn horn. 

A econd plague water, Aqua Vitae Cephalica 
et Cordia/is, incorporates unicorn horn mixed with 
another 66 ingredients, mostly herbal, but also 
including Lapis Cancron,m (-crab's eyes'), ivory, 
mu k, pearl and red coral. The mixture was allowed 
to teep in alcohol for 40 day before being strained 
and mixed with ugar; it could then also be used in 
all ca e of poi on, to purge the breast and treat pleu
ri y (Myliu 1620, p. 508). 

Philip Fraundorffer included unicorn horn as 
an ingredient in his Aqua Apoplectica, combining 
it with over 60 different flo\vers, leaves, seeds, 
root , con1plex polypharmaceutical components 
uch a Theriac, Mithridatium etc., and some exo

tic item uch as oriental crocodile (Fraundorffer 
1741, p. 28). 

William Williams, 'an astrologer of inferior 
note' (Granger 1769, p. 91) incorporates unicorn 
horn in more medical receipts than any other work 
in E11glish, so far as I am aware, and combines it 
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. unusual ingredients. Des

with numerous _oth~rw1sfe . rn horn as being use-
d , · Jectton o umco 60) 

pite Ho ges ie I ue Williams (I 660, P·. 
ful in cases of P ~g ' h'ch he tates I an 

d ecial water w 1 . 
recommen s a sp d' e He suggests treating 
'absolute cure' for the b1. eda. ~ a m1·xture of 'Green 

. I . ns by m m 
supp~a;ng/s~~elleborus 1:e1idus: dungwort or 
Bear oo . round ivy and bay salt to 
rinking hellebore), garh~, g Id dri k a draught 

the wound. Then the patient shou_ n rue 
f k which has been boiled with rosemary'. , 

o ac . non and shaving of umcorn 
nutmeg, clove 'cmna~ ed Hi 'Albanito' water 
horn and then stram · s 
·again t all poy on. and all fum_e . of the Head, and 

JI other pain of the Head. (Williams 1660, p. 49) 
a · d · ddi·tI·on to unicorn a range of eeds, contame , m a · . 
ambergris, mu el hells and fies~, plus sun_ple 
cormnonly a ociated with the ho:° m other recipe 
_ pearls. coraJ, crab· s eyes, angelica, etc. The fin el Y 
powdered mixture wa allowed to steep for 10 day , 
and then distilled. Two spoonful would suppo edly 
cure the head pains. His 'most admirable water', a 
medicine 'For a Consumption of all parts of the 
body' begin with adding the yolks of 100 eggs to a 
quart each of rose water and honey uckle water. 
After distillation, a fully grown cock, ' the flesh 
beaten in a Morter', has a range of spices added 
before boiling. Finally the unicorn horn, various 
herbal and aromatic materials are added before a 
second boiling and distillation (Williams 1660, 
p. 52). Detail are given for preparing further uni
corn horn-containing waters with which to treat 
poisoning, plague, syphilis (French Pox or Lues 
Venerea), agues, childbirth, impotence, dropsies 
and 'the knobs of the pox' , to strengthen heart and 
liver and to act as a general cordial (Williams 
1660, PP: 63, 64, 66, 68. 70, 74, 75, 82, 84, 92). 
The receipts are clearly of bis own invention and 
are given quite f'.111ciful names: Balzinatum, Aqua 
de o~o. Coelestial Cordial Water, The Comforter, 
My High_ Esteem. My Glove, Horn of the Buffant, 
Well-Sp~g. of Health, Gilbers Cordial, The Won
der ~f this Time or Age, Little Page The Fann The 
Mango~d. The claims are equally as'outrageou~· the 
CoelestJal Water for exampl (W.11. ' 

64 . ,. ' e 1 1ams 1660, 
p. ). instantly cureth the wind Colick' , t h 
Nature deca ed' , , res oret 
f d' Y ' expelleth all poyson and all infec-
1ous iseases from the Heart' ' 
vomit up their meat' 'd 1· , cureth all those that 

, e 1vereth women · h h'l 
: .. and bringeth the Safter-birth , ,wn_ c 1 d 
issues of blood' 'hel th d' ~way , sta1eth all 
'purgeth the blodd' ,/e th ;gestio~ wonderfully', 
of Life', 'cureth S~ai:v; enovation to the Spirit 
speechless and sensless of:; ·d:aea: th.~ugh th~y be 
for a weak young chit , ,. . th , is adnurable 
ings and for burnin \~vis a?~rable for all swoon
that hath lain at de!th' s ~idr• 1\ hath helped them 
?f blood', 'is admirable for , staye~h all Fluxes 
always helpeth th M Rheumatick persons' 

e other and Spleen' and 'i~ 

good for all diseases, and hurtful ton , 
drug indeed! The Fann is reputed to ,

0
dne

1
. · A Wonder 

. . d e Iver"· m their _g~eate~t . anger that may be, and . vvoinen 
life agam (W1lhams 1660, p. 84). give the1n 

Paul Barbette (1620-66?) wrote 
amount during his relatively short an enorrnous 

h h · · . . career Dute p y 1cian, pract1smg both med· · as a 
d . icine and 

ge~y at Am ter am, hav1~g originally u . su_r-
Le1den. An outspoken cntic of the co q altfied in 
practice of bleeding patient as an eartmonplace 
· · · al · Y means f 
mtervenuon rn f n~ost an~ 11lnes , Barbette p O 

moted the u e o diaphorettcs and udo · fi ro
alternative approach, preferring to evanc cs as an 

. uate per 
ce1ved humoral exce s through the indu t' -

. T th' d . c ton of 
we~tmgd. fo ~ en , one of hi udorific cordial 

cons1 te o unicorn horn combined with · . various 
cand1e (scorzonera root - black sal ify e . . . . , rpent s 
root or Scorzonera hispmuca; citron, orange peel, 
Saccharum Perlatum or Manus Christi), conserve 
(rosemary flower, roses, violets, borage), confec
tions (alchermes, hyacinthu ), red currant , barber
ries, salt of coral, hart' s horn and bezoar. These 
ingredients were mixed together with water of 
roses, borage and buglo s (Barbette 1687, pp. 
128-129). 

Topsell (1658, p . 558) records that: 

I happily sometime made this Sugar of the horn, as they 
call it, mingling with the same Amber. Ivory dust, 
leaves of gold, coral, & certain other things, the horn 
being included in silk, and beaten in the decoction of 
Raisins and Cinamon, I cast them water, the rest of the 
reason of healing in the mean time not being neglected. 

A manuscript in the Wellcome Collection (Eger-
ton MS 1071) details a supposedly successful treat
ment of last resort (Knight 2002, p. 245): 

A raire watter, which hath restored severall out of 
deep consumptions. 

1. h. down Take a red Cock pluck him a live, thens it im 
' · · arters the back & take out all his entrells, cut him rn_ qu .th 

& bruse him in a mortar, then put him in a sail wi ~ 
d C milk a poun pottle of Sacke, a quart of new re ows of the sun 

of Currants, beaten, & a pound of reasons elf ]ls of 
ston'd & beaten, of penney roiall , two ~an df~J ~ne 
wild time, roasmary, & burredge, one ~;·na [root] 
quart of red rose water, of Hartshorn & .

11
1 & still it 

of eatch one handfull, & past up y[ou]r stl .
0 

it stills 
with a soft fire D[r]up in the Glass where 1nceworth 
one pound of sugar candey, beaten, tweJ~e pe of amber 
of Leafe Gold, 7 grains of musk, 10 grarn~s es of bea
greece: 7 grains of unicornes h~rne. 7: fi~~n mix these 
sor stone, & when the Watter is all stJ ning fast
ingreadients with it & use it Thus. Every ~o;ake 4 or 5 
ing, & every evening, when you goe to 8~ ~ This hath 
spoonfulls of it warme, for a month wgetd e iven over. 
cured a man whome the Physitions ha g 
(MS 1071, 44) was 

. . orn horn 
Elsewhere in the same manuscnpt, unic 
also used in a treatment for worms. 
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Tinctures 

Tinctures are usually alcoholic extracts of variou 
simples, mostly herbal. Tinctura Apoplectica was 
one of an array of medicines used to treat apoplexy, 
a term which literally means 'striking away'; nowa
days the condition is known as a stroke, where 
cranial haemorrhage often results in sudden loss 
of consciousness and/ or the ability to feel or move 
certain parts of the body. According to Johann 
Daniel Mylius (c. 1583- 1642; Fig. 42), a renowned 
composer for the lute as well as an alchemist, this 
particular tinctur_e utilized a wide range of plant 
materials plus umcorn horn, musk, coral, pearls and 
precious stones steeped in Spirit of Wine (Mylius 
1620, p. 590), a concentrated aqueous solution of 
ethanol produced by multiple distillations. A second 
tincture with far fewer ingredients (only 14, in 
addition to unicorn horn) and prepared using laven
der wine, was used for the same purpose (Mylius 
1620, p. 591). 

A comforting tincture for use with patients 
suffering from melancholy included unicorn horn 
shavings plus ginger, paeony, musk, cinnamon, rhu
barb and further herbal ingredients steeped in 'vini 
moschatellini' (Mylius 1620, p. 594) - probably 
derived from Adoxa moschatellina, the Muskroot. 

A different tincture was employed in order to 
induce sleep, treat coughs, act as an anodyne 

Fig. 42. Johannes Daniel Mylius (c. 1583- 1642). Line 
engraving, 1620. Reproduced by kind permission of the 
Wellcome Library, London. 

(analgesic) and counter various fluxes. Mylius 
(1620, p. 597) hailed this medicine as highly prai se
worthy; indeed, it incorporated numerous sup
posedly alexipharrnic ingredients such as musk, 
ambergris, pearls, precious stones (emerald, garnet, 
ruby, amber) and bezoar into an alcoholic base 
which also contained opium. Another tincture 
containing unicorn horn shavings was designed to 
treat hangovers, fainting and cardiac palpitations 
(Mylius 1620, p. 597), while yet another was used 
in cases of colic and renal calculi (Mylius 1620, 
p. 607). 

As might be expected, there were also tinctures 
designed to treat patients with plague or other pesti
lential diseases - Tinctura pestilentialis (Mylius 
1620, p. 609). This preparation included not only 
unicorn horn, but ivory, flowers of sulphur (brim
stone), Andromachus' Theriac, myrrh, bezoar 
stone, Terra Sigillata and camphor. Myrrh and cam
phor, like all 'aromatica', possess antimicrobial 
properties. 

Oils 

W.J. (1655, p. 9) recommends 'a very perfect oyl 
against the Plague and all manner of poyson', but 
whose contents and means preparation are some
what extreme. He instructs the manufacturer to 
'take of the oldest oyl you can get' , boil it for an 
hour, and then add 50 scorpions per pound of oil. 
The oil is then reduced to two-thirds of its original 
volume by placing it in a kettle of boiling water. 
The scorpions are then removed, two ounces of uni
corn horn, an ounce of Venice Treacle and three 
ounces of Aqua Vitae (Ethanol) added, the pot stop
pered and 'set in the Sun three months' . Then, 'when 
any person feeleth him elf infected with the plague 
or poyson let him annointed with the saoyl about the 
heart and pul es and be hall find a marvellous 
effect'. 

Extracts 

Myliu (1620, p. 628) commends a cordial extract 
to act a a general counterpoison. The e~tract. con
tain many herbal ingredient together with urucorn 
horn, bezoar, coral, jacinth, ambergris and Aqua 
Theriacalis. 

Opiates 

Charle de St Germain (1689, p. 139) helpfully 
define what was meant by an opiate in the seven
teenth century: 

An Opiat is a Medicine made up of Conserves, Syrups, 
Blectuaries, Confections, and Troches; to p~ge bad 
humours, and strengthen the Bowels. It 1s . calle? 
Opiat, because the Ancients used to put mto It 
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._. . rthele ., at present man~ 
·1r3.11' Oprnm: ., e,e . . . " 

rnn, . •nwh1 ·h there is nl' Opmm. as m pur~-
0p1.1i- 3.re maue 1 , 

mg Op1:1ts 

Th latt r is the -ase \\ith the opiate designe? to 
·e\.=11 wnome. and provoke sweat' an~ descnbed 

r-- , l 16 - ., p "..,) Here. umcorn horn 
10 . .\non,mou~ - - - · - · 
,ha,i n~:- are mi"\ed with rnriou. flow_ers lboi:age. 
t,uglo::. '1.olet. binan~). roots ltonnenul. angelica_) . 
\"e';uce Treacle and ~[ithridatium. Terra Lemma 
and Terra igillara. hart' . horn. pearL and ~bony. 
These were combined in · inup of the Ju~ce ?f 
:mall orrell and Buglo:. ·. before dis. oh:ng in 

~abious \\ ater and balm water. The ad, ice 1 then 
to let the medicine do its work - ·go to bed and 
wear'~ 

1mon ~ellwaye was wry much concerned 
about the plague epidemic which truck England 
in the 1 -90 . publi bing hi Defe11Sative against 
the Plague Kellwaye 1593) in re pon e: one esti
mate of the number of deaths from plague in London 
alone during the year hi book was published tands 
at 1.:; 003 1Creighton 2014. p. 3-3). In the ection 
of ht book concerned v.ith plague treatment , in 
addition to the powder de cribed above, Kellwaye 
include an opiate which is very similar to the one 
indicated in the pmious paragraph ellwaye 1593, 
p. 191. In addition to ha,ing of unicorn horn, this 
contains herbal ingredients (con erve of flowers of 
borage. buglo s. ,iolets. binan,. roots of tormentil 
and angelica syrups of small -sorrell and bugloss) 
and a series of commonly utilized alexipharmics 
('Vennes Tnacle·. ~fithridatium. Terra Sigillata, 
Terra Lemnia. iYOf). hart's horn and pearls). The 
powder was then taken dispersed in either scabious 
water or balme v. ater. 

_ At least two opium and unicorn horn-containing 
opi~tes have _been ascribed to the revolutionary 
s_w1ss al_c~ermst toxicologist and itinerant physi
cian, Philipp~s Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus 
vo~ Hohenhe1T11 (Paracelsus: 1493-1541 ; Fig. 43). 
Unicom, Ammalts and Unicom1 Mineralis are inter
changeable components in Laudanum p l . 
La da 

. . arace si 
. u ~1ss1m.um <Woodall 1655. p. 192). The other 
mgred1ents mclude the juice extracted f I 
of henb ( · - rom eaves 
I .d ane contammg highly toxic tropane alka-
01 s). salts of coral and pearl M . 
ambe be .• ummy. white 

. r, zoar stone and the oils distilled f , 
~1de range of ~lant materials. The means of ::::ac~ 
tton of the vanous salts and tin t 
recipe are complex and be d the ures used in this 

yon e scope of the p 
sent analysis. Woodall O 655) . re-
notes to accompany th . gives explanatory 

e recipe and states 

this Medicine though it would t 
much knowledge in the Art p~ many that po~r,er,se 
their trumps truly to pre . o the Apothecarie to 
is a true preparer of mJ.~e n._ yet to an ani~t which 
to be done, icines It 15 plain and pleasant 

'Phy Gck. P.to.ffc.fsor ,i.(Basll : 

"PJillip Theophraftu6 PARACELSUS He J,~d. at 
· S al!zburge Att.! 'Dom.: 1540 , ty.e_q, 

4,7 y~ar.u . 

Fig. 43. Portrait of Paracelsus (1493-1541). 
Reproduced by kind permission of the Wellcome 
Library. London. 

emphasizing the contemporary divisions that were 
opening up between the more traditional Galenists, 
and the post-Paracelsian 'Chymists' , who relied on 
the distilled 'essences' extracted from their chosen 
simples. 

Laudanum Anodinum was hailed as being 
'most excellent' in 'asswaging griefes and paines 
in diverse diseases' (Paracelsus 1596, p. 21). Similar 
in constitution to the previous example, it also con
tained Aurum potabile (potable gold) and was said 
to 'comforteth much against the chollicke, the fren
sie hot fevers, Arthritide Podagra, the weaknesse ?f 
the stomack, the yex, and comforteth against vomit
ing, provoketh sleep' (Paracelsus 1596, p. 21). Note 
that podagra is the name given to a particular type ?f 
gout in which uric acid crystals are deposited 10 

the joint at the base of the great toe in people suf
fering from hyperuricemia; the region then suffer~ 
from acute inflammatory arthritis. Paracels~s 
inclusion of gold in this preparation is interestin.g 
~ various salts of gold are now known to have antt-
mflammatory properties (Shaw 1999). . , 

Von Mynsicht (1682, p. 82) includes 'anun,il 
un!com' in his relatively straightforward [£Judal11~111 

Minerale, an alchemical medicine designed as c1n 
anodyne (pain-reducing drug) for use in catarrhs, 
d fl · and e ux1ons (di scharges) from the eyes or nose, 
coughs - effecti vely an early modern remedy for 
h , ~ ~ e symptoms of colds and influenza. The 0 .t 

1
, 

ll1gredients included 'Anodyne Sulpur or Vitriol ' 
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magistery of p~arl , extract of lig.num aloes, saffron, 
bezoar stone, oil of clove and cinnamon, all mixed 
together in 'Juice of Wild Poppy flowers '. 

An Italian dispensing pot in the Wellcome Col
lection (Fig. 44 , dated to the 60-year period from 
1770 to 1830, is labelled 'LAUD.NEP.QUERC' 
(see Manget 1693, p. 58?), The opiate which it con
tained incorporated opmm, gold, pearls, bezoar 
stone and unicorn horn and wa u ed to encourage 
sleep and to ease pain. 

Electuaries 

Electuaries are medicinal pastes usually designed 
to be taken orally. Myliu (1620, pp. 722-723) 
lists unicorn horn amongst the ingredients of an 
electuary credited to Nicolai de Crassis. Having 
placed, amongst other things, pulverized camphor, 
musk, tincture of ruby, Terra Sigillata, Armenian 
bole, Theriac, Mithridatium and alcohol in a stop
pered glass for a period of 24 hours, sugar and saf
fron were added to the mixture. This was reduced 
by boiling before a host of other ingredients, includ
ing the unicorn horn, gold and silver leaf, jacinth, 
garnets, pearls, emerald, sapphire and La.pis 

Fig. 44. Italian dispensing pot ( 1770- l 30) labelled 
'LAUD.NEP.QUER '. Reproduced by kind 
permission of the \ ellcome Librai). London. 

Serpentinus ('snakestone'), were added. Unicom 
ho1:1 was also added to the paste-like 'Antidote 
agamst deadly poisons and plague' (Antidotarium 
c?ntra venena lethalia et pestem); a total of I 06 spe
cies were used altogether in this preparation (Mylius 
1620, pp. 725-727). 

Johann Schroder (1718) includes unicorn horn in 
a number of his recipes for electuaries, most of 
which contain far too many other ingredients, 
many prepared by alchemical means to release 
their respective quintessences, to warrant detailed 
analysis here. They include preservatives against 
the plague, as well as examples with grand titles, 
such as Electuarium Pretiosum (A 'Kingly' Confec
tion), the self-explanatory Electuarium ad vitam 
longam, Theriaca Andromachi, Theriaca coelestis 
and Manus Christi cum Gemmis (Schroder 1718, 
pp. 223, 224, 228, 231, 292, 322). 

Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent (1582-1651; 
Fig. 45) included unicorn horn in an electuary 
against the plague (Grey 1687, p. 140). Giving very 
detailed instructions as to its preparation, he ex
plains how saffron should be mixed with the yolk 
of an egg, still in its shell (having removed the 
white), and then allowed to it in the warm embers 
of a fire for 2 days. The egg and affron are then 
ground with white mustard eeci ieved and pulver
ized further with dried dittany roots. tonnentil, Nux 
vomica (seeds of the strychnine rree. Strychnos nux
vomica. from India and SE Asia). and the roots 
of angelica and pimpernel. before being added to 
treacle to achieve the pa te-like consi tency of an 
electuary. 

Fig. 45• Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Ke.nt . 
( 15 2 _ 1651 ). Reproduced by kind perrmss10n of the 

Wellcome Library, London. 
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Conserves ed 
h' h contain finely chopp 

Conserve a.re drugs w I~ edients. Amongst the 
floral and other herbal mgr! ue (as an Antidoto 

d to treat p ag · 
medicaments use O d J 656 outbreaks tn 

. ) d ·no the 163 an m-curat1vo un. e 238) was a conserve c~ 
Italy (Mura.ton 1832, p. . ' "e,·o a wide vanety 

. d' · t Umcomo v, , 
bining, m ad itton o . lets citron and rose-

(b e rose v10 , 
of flowers orag ' ·1 'anoelica. bisto1t, scorzo-
mary), roots (tonnentl d, tse (bezoar stone, deer 

d imal pro uc nera) an an b . left to chance, because 
) y little was emg antler . ery h . corporation of almost 

the recipe also called fort e m · al artificially 
·i bl anoe of non-antm , the whole avai a e r e . I . to the mixture: 

produced chemical bezoar mter~a :al mixture also 
Bezoarticum So/are. a comp ex _er 'd . hi h 
containing Venice Treacle and Mithri atrnm, w c 
are themselves hi torically important p~lypharma-

. 1 al 'pharnu'cs ( ee von Mynsicht 1682, ceunca eXI . . 
pp. 59_60 for further detail~); Bezoart~cum Joviale, 
a mixture of antimony and tin: Bezoarticum Lw~are, 
a mixture of antimony and silver; and Bezaarticum 
Minerale, a name given both to various geodes 
(e.g. Woodward 1729, p. 72) and, more commonl~, 
a chemical preparation also known as Calx of AntI
mony (antimony trioxide, Sb203). 

Confections 

Confections are syrupy drugs, often with honey as 
a base material. TheAntidotarium Bononien (Anon
ymous 1615, p. 44: the original edition was com
piled under the title Antidotarii Bononiensis by 
~sse Aldrovandi and published in 1574) employs 
~rucon: horn together with 26 other ingredients 
~rncludmg Armenian bole, sapphires, rubies and 
Ivory) as part of the Confectio Cordialis, designed 
to stren~en the heart against the plague. A similar 
cont:ectlon for the heart (Mylius 1620, p. 770) was 
credited to Alessandro Benetti (c. 1455-1525) 
~rofessor of Anatomy and Surgery at Padua Uni ver ~ 
s~ty and famously responsible for the construction of 

h
t e fir~t anat~my theatre. In addition to unicorn 
om, It contamed man f h . 

(sapphir Arm . y o t e usual mgredients 
e, eruan bole r, s· ·zt 

jacinth garnets r d 
1
• erra igi ata, ivory, 

' ' e cora' musk amb . ) 
some distinctive herbal ingred' , er~s plus 
and valerian). tents (e.g. cmnamon 

One confection for strength . 
ditum ad cord;s "ob . en1ng the heart ( Con-
h • " orationem· M J' 

ad a.complexity that belie , y ms _1 620, p. 972) 
ents; m addition to un· dhthe short hst of ingredi-
t icom om c 1 s one, ambergris, gold leaf , ora , pearl, bezoar 

nents, the recipe also re . and some herbal com po-

~~~ (34 ingredients; s:~~f~he use of gem elec-
errnes (13 ingredients· B n 2013e), confectio 

~~~7 confectio liben is (37 a~deron_ 1681, p. 335) 
' p. 184). Not only mg~ed1ents; Zwelfer 

must this have made the 

preparation extremely expensive, since 
stones were used throughout, but it also _Precious 
multiplying the use of many of the . involved 

Ingr d' Another (Mylius 1620, p. 979) required e tents. 
I b . onJy "'hi amber, pears, am ergns, sugar and u . "" te 

d . · nicorn h dissolve m cmnamon water, oil of Anis om 
of amber. e anct oiJ 

A tragema (tragea or 'dessert' · Dun 1. . ' g 1son 183 p. 614) was a strongly aromatic preparation . 9, 
was powdered with sugar and often u d Which 

( . se top 
vent flatulence as a carrrunative). My!' re-
pp. 926-927) gives details of an antiepil~usf (l620, 
ema credited to the French paracelsian 1 Ic_ ~ag
Joseph Duchesne (Latin Josephus Q/e YSician, 

4 1609) h . rcetanus· 
c. 154 - , w ose vaned career incl d ' 

. d . d H Ued a peno m atten ance to enry IV of France In . 
. . h h · add1-

non to urucom orn, t e preparation included 
essence of coral, p~arl, bezoar stone, salt of the 
human skull, ~ e, crnnamon, paeony seeds, carda
mon, ambergn s and calendula. 

Unicorn horn was also used in various treacle 
including a 'heavenly' variety (Theriaca in coeles~ 
tem et sublimiorem redactae essentiam; Mylius 
1620, p. 744), and also in opiate (Mylius 1620, 
p. 992, 995), one of which is described as being 'out
standing' and containing ' true' bezoar stone, Terra 
Sigillata, ambergris, red coral, jacinth and Magis
tery of Gems. The latter ingredient was a sovereign 
remedy based upon a precipitate; gemstones were 
beaten into a fine powder, calcined, mixed with 
potassium nitrate (saltpetre) and then dissolved in 
ethanol (aqua vitae). This was then evaporated in a 
furnace, leaving the Magistery of Gems behind 
(Porta 1658, p. 270). The Laudanum Opiatum 
ascribed to Paracelsus combined Unicornu Minera
lis (mammoth tusk ivory) with mummy, b~zoar 
stone, potable gold and a series of other ingredients 
(Mylius 1620, p. 997). 

Critics 
. t es of uni-The widespread use of these different YP 

. . . e have seen 
com horn was not without its cnucs; w ere 
above Nathanael Hodges ' opinion! but others :ysi
equally vociferous. The iconoclastic London P , to 
. . . f the tower 

cian (to Charles II and 'physician ° 
6

_ 1702), 
William and Mary), Gideon Harvey (163 
posed the rhetorical question: 

ath 'd fron1 · · · 
What Sympathy to the Heart can be br~ 

1 
the horn of 

an Unicorns horn, a sort of an Ass, whic 1 
t e though 

· h · Ver u , o. an Oxe, or Goat may contend wit tn 1 0 
Stahl "" 

not in rarity. (Harvey 1689, p . 144; see a s 
Harvey 1730, p. 192) .. 

15 
of 

usp1c10L . 
The otherwise anonymous J.D. was s . s sold 1T1 

the fact that the unicorn horn preparau~n colour, 
the apothecary' s shops were white 

1
~t of that 

'whereas all agree, that have had a fig 
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Animal, that his horn is red' (J.D. 1686, p. 176), a 
rather confused line of argument to have pursued! 
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-The most cogent argument came from Andrea 
Marini (1523-70), born in Trento, a well-respected 
author who promoted Latin translations of the 
Arabic Phannacopoeia. He was highly critical of 
belief in the unicorn, accusing Arabic physicians 
of introducing the idea of medicinal simples which 
acted as cure-alls and catered to common supersti
tions. He highlighted the many contradictions con
cerning the unicorn horn found in earlier texts and 
concluded that any benefit that administration of 
the horn brought could be matched by the use of 
stag's horn or similar structures which were clearly 
not exotic, mythical or in any way controversial 
(Marini 1566; Shepard 1930, pp. 158-161). A 
riposte came in the fonn of a publication by Andrea 
Bacci (1524-1600), whose work was produced in 
the same year and city (Venice) as Marini's. In 
what Shepard (1930) called 'The Battle of the 
Books ', Bacci answered Marini's contentions in a 
point-by-point argument, favouring the opinion 
that uncorns are rare animals whose horns do 
indeed, have medicinal efficacy (Bacci 1573; Shep~ 
ard 1930, pp. 161-165). 

Ambroise Pare (c. 1510-90; Fig. 46) was a 
French barber surgeon who served a succession of 
~rench kings and undertook ground-breaking work 
m surgery, battlefield medicine and forensic pathol
ogy. He published a 'Discourse on the Unicorn' 
(Pare 1582; English translation Pare 1649, Lib. 21, 
Cap. 39, p. 533 ff.) which reinforced the arguments 
made by Marini in the previous century. Somewhat 
bound by his Christian faith, Pare found himself 
unable to deny the existence of the unicorn since it 
was named in the Bible, but felt free to critically 
assess the evidence for its supposed medicinal effi
cacy. Here, he remarks 

I can protest thus much, that I have often made trial 
thereof, yet could I never finde anie oood succe s 
thereof in the use against poisons, in s;ch as I have 
had in cure. (Pare 1649, p. 534) 

I~terestingly, he uses the example of Jean Chapel
am, physician to both Henri Il and Charle IX of 
France, who 

often used to say, that hee would verie willingly take 
away that custom of dipping a piece of Unicorn' 
Horn in the King's Cup, but that hee knew that opinion 
to bee so greatly ingraffed in the mind, of men. that he 
feared, that it would carce be impugned by rea on. 
(Pare 1649, p. 534) 

Pare concluded that the horn exerted no di cernible 
therapeutic benefit. 

One could nonnally look confidently to Sir Tho
mas Browne (1605-82) to expose what he termed 
'vulgar errors'. In the case of the unicorn, however, 
he allowed that the animal might exist, but denied 

Fig. 46. Portrait of Ambroise Pare (c. 1510-90). 
Reproduced by kind peanission of the W ellcome 
Library, London. 

the bulk of the therapeutic qualities ascribed to 
the horn (Browne 1672, Lib. 3. Cap. 23, quoted 
above). In an exten ively argued rejoinder, Alexan
der Ro (a A.R. - 1652, p. 27) asserted that 

God out of His goodnesse to mankind, hath ordained as 
many remedie and antidotes as there be poisons, 
whereby their malignity is either prevented [or] 
expelled: Among all these Antidotes, there is none 
more wonderful then the Unicorns horn. 

Although there were till apothecaries who used 
unicorn horn, by the early decades of the eighteenth 
century it wa falling out of favour. John Quincy 
( 1722, p. l -) wrote that 

the strange Conceits of the Medicinal Virtues of this 
Drug are both too numerous and too ridiculous to men
tion here; and both this and the following [the bone 
from a tag's heart] are now justly expelled from the 
present Practice. 

A few decade later, John Hill related that, ·They 
were pretended to be Remedies against Poi on, 
and to have a thousand other Virtues as imaginary 
as the Creatures upposed to wear them' but that 
advanced knowledge 'has long since exploded 
these erroneous accounts' such that ·the Virtue 
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asc1ibcd to it arc now n~ more rcgardc~ than its pre
tended Origin. (Hill 17) I. pp. 8-f I - 42). 

Conclu ions 

In a rather peculiar survival. much like the modifica
tion of the eagle tone belief noted by Podg~my 
(2017). powder ·popularly thought to be crapm~s 
of a unicorn horn' are used to treat dysentery m 
Chile. In nearby western Venezuela, archaeological 
bead . known. by the corruption olicorno, a:i:e 
worn as an amuletic bracelet to combat the evil 
eye. Therapeutic effectivene is guaranteed only 
if the beads are excavated on a Maundy Thur day 
(Foster 1953. p. 207). 

The history of the unicorn horn is thus a tale of 
extreme . Fro~ a mythical animal of Eastern legend 
it was embraced by Western classical writers and 
biblical scholars. and had its origins furiously 
debated. The trade in narwhal 'horn' lent credence 
to the supposed truth of unicorn legends; rarity 
and exoticism stimulated astronomical market 

values for sale specimen , increasing reput f .. 
supposed prophylactic and therapeutic qc ~-' _its 
and the need for reliable tests to di tinguiur ll'.cs 
horn from the multitude of fraudulent 111~l

1 
~uc 

cl enat . 
that began to flood the market. Througt1 ti '. s 1e six 
teenth and early eventeenth centuries the u . -. • nicor 
1101:1 enJoyed much pharmaceutical popularit 

11 

which began to wane, together with its . Y, 
pnce 

towa:i·ds the end of the eventeenth century· F . k• , tan _ 
futt apothecary shops ~er~ able to sell unicorn b 
the half ounce at 64 flonns m 1612, reducing to 4 fl ~ 
Jin in 1669 (Beer 1977, p. 120). 

0 

At its height, unicorn horn was an extrem I 
popul~ medi~inal ingredient which was incor;; 
rated mto a wide range of preparation and delive. . . . 1y 
sy terns; its various therapeutic properties all related 
back t.o its belie:ed efficacy as a counter-poison. By 
the lllld- l 700s, 1t was no longer prescribed. 

The question could be raised as to whether 
unicorn horn, in any of its various contemporary 
guises, might actually have conferred some thera
peutic benefit to those people treated with medicinal 
compounds of which it was a part. A detailed 

Fig. 47. 'The Inspection' third · . . 
kind · · ' pamung m the series 'M · , 

penruss1on of the Wellcome Library, London. amage a-la-Mode' by William Hogarth. Reproduced by 
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. ss·1011 of this point based upon current pharma-
discu . 

I · cal knowledge 1s beyond the cope of the co og1 . . . . 
nt paper. However, 1t 1s interesting to note 

Prcse . c · · 
t J·n a number of the recipes 1or ant1-po1son 

tha , ' . . . 
arations indicated above, unicorn horn was 

pre p . . 
bined with material which have proven ant1m1-

corn h · I · II · crobial properties or other p ys10 og1ca y active 
. I s· alchemically produced copper compounds 10 e. . 
, d copper-containing minerals, gold and vanous 
dn . 
'aromatica' (such as myrrh). Furthermore, unicorn 

I rn was often used to bolster or supplement the 
~ffects of a range of materials containing chemically 
bsorbent and adsorbent components: bezoar 

a . b stones, medicinal earths and calcmm car onate-con-
taining items (e.g. coral , pearls ; see Ahmad et al. 
2012) . Thus, unicorn horn might have exerted some 
alexipharmic effect either individually or when u ed 
in combination with other materials which them
selves were historically esteemed for their supposed 
poison-counteracting properties. The alJeged effi
cacy of unicorn horn in other medicinal contexts, 
such as in the treatment of epilepsy, malaria, gonor
rhoea and syncope, was probably purely fanciful. 

In a final ironic twist, the horn which was 
adopted as an accreditation symbol of so many 
medical, apothecarial and pharmaceutical societies 
and practitioners was employed as a visual emphasis 
of quackery in the series of satirical paintings by 
William Hogarth (1697-1764) entitled 'Marriage 
a-la-mode' (painted between 1743 and 1745; Foster 
I 944). In the third painting in the series of six, 
entitled 'The Inspection', the Viscount takes a 
child prostitute to the 'doctor' in order to complain 
that the mercury pills which he has been given 
are ineffectual against his syphili , and to seek a 
refund. Amongst the paraphernalia littering the 
consulting room is a long narwhal tusk unicorn 
horn suspended prominently from the ceiling-high 
cupboard (Fig. 47). 
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include images, I thank Dr K. Ta chwer, the Wellcome 
Library and Drs Joao eto and Paula Ba so, both of The 
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Maria do Sameiro Barro o (Li bon) and Paul Taylor 
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