‘Fish’, fossil and fake: medicinal unicorn horp
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ract: Ctesias (fifth century BC) recounted contemporary Persian beliefs of whita Tadie
l\ﬂ‘:;:';?\ which had a white horn, black in the centre and flaming red at memmf white Indim )
I['mm their forehead. Remforqed by classical and medieval writers, travellers, biblical F!DJM_ ﬁn“ : x.
irade in narwhal tusk, the unicorn becam'e firmly established in European
popularity as an alexipharmic, prophyllacnc‘and counter-poison through the fifteenth t
centuries led to rising demand and rapidly inflating prices, Debate raged as to which
unicorn’ (Unicornum Verum), narwhal tusks or mammoth ivory (Unicornu Fos;
powders of both were incorporated into a bewildering array of medicinal mixtures w
alternatives flooding the markets required the employment of discriminatory tests.
tives with supposedly similar properties included the (probably smectite) clays of
Strigoniensis or Terra Silesiaca (Unicornu Minerale), and an alchemical pr
Solare). The supposed therapeutic application and wide range of delivery systems ¢
unicorn horn medicines are reviewed in detail for the first time. Particularly popular as
in plague medicines, the use of alicorn (unicorn horn) simples declined to extinction
increasingly empirical approach to pharmacy of the mid-eighteenth century. It

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 modern times. The objec-
tive of the present paper is to consider the range of
applications and means of delivery of the various
materials promoted as unicorn horn in the history
of pharmacy.

The unicorn and its horn, often referred to as
2“ aﬁlcorr}, have an iconic association with the
OI;iO{ P:Canal tradition. English apothecaries were
Cer%’“dlly associated in the same guild with the Gro-
g 04 Pepperers. Then, in 1617, James I of
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