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l" . the Cabinets of Curiosities in which, from the 
Abstract: Coral features among the ~;~;; ia : le exhibited their exotic riches and jewels. Pet
sixteenth century onwards, nobles and d p yl h p XXl was also a doctor. This paper surveys the 
rus Hispanus (c. 1215-77), consecrate od~e. o .n p tr'us Hispanus' work within the folklore and 

1 rnulet and a me icme m e . . 
irnporta~ce of c~r~ as a;~ . nd in the framework of ancient lithotherapy, bnngmg the tber-
the medical trad1t10n.s o t e t!me ha. 'th its chemical compound calcium carbonate. 
apeutic use of coral mto relations tp wt 

The coral stone 

Corals are skeletons secreted by small m~ne c_ni
darian animals, known as polyps. Cor~ls m white, 
ro e, red and blue are composed of calcm~ carbon
ate. Red and rose corals from the Mediterranean 
Sea have been popular since antiquity and commer
cialized in Europe, India and Arabia (Woodward & 
Hardins 1992). Black corals, described as arboreal, 
possessing a branching morphology, were called 
antipathies by Pedanius Dioscorides (c. 40-90), 
a Greek physician and one of the most celebrated 
pharmacologists and botanists of antiquity (Garcia 
Valdes 2002, p. 334). These rare deepwater corals 
form a group of about 150 species called antipathar
ians. They were used as amulets and medicines in 
ancient times. Their main component is chitin and 
protein, usually with high histidine content (Gold
berg et al. 1994, pp. 633-643) (Fig. 1). 

Red coral, Corallium rubrum, was very valuable. 
In Greek mythology, coral was seen as the petrified 
blood of Medusa, killed by Perseus, falling into the 
sea. The legend of this most wonderful stone is 
recounted in the Orphic Lapidary (Orphei Lithica), 
one of the Greek Lapidaries, Orphei Lithica Keryg
mata. The other Greek lapidaries are the Lapidaries 
of Orpheus, Socrates and Denys the Nautical 
Lapida1y and the Latin translation of a Greek lapi
dary, Damigeron Evax. They are thought to have 
been written before the second century BC but our 
knowledge of the e work is based on fourteenth
century manuscripts. They pre ent coral both a an 
apotropaic device and as a medicine. The Orphei 
Lithica Kerigmata summarizes the alleged virtue 
of coral. It was considered in magic to help to 
carry out challenging tasks, in hunting, as a trong 
protective against all kinds of dangers and was 
thought to help ward off dangers in seafaring. 
Coral was also endowed with other divine virtue · 
when kept at home, it would drive away the evii 

spirits, ghosts and lightning. As a medicine, ~t would 
protect from poisons. Supposedl~, whe~ dissolve? 
in pure wine coral was very effective against scorpi
ons and snakebites (Halleux & Schamp 1985, P~· 
109-114). When dissolved in water and drunk, it 
would soften the hardness of the spleen and help 
to prevent the bloody vomit (Halleux & Schamp 
1985, pp. 160-161). . 

Fossil corals range from the Cambnan to 
Recent. Fossil coral may have been identified in 
the Damigeron-Evax lapidary, according to three 
Spanish palaeontologists (Linan ~t al. ~013, P: 46) 
who reviewed the fossil samples rn ancient lapidar
ies; they considered that the coral described in 
this lapidary and in the Nautic and Damigeron-Evax 
lapidaries may embrace both recent and fossil cor
als. (Fig. 2) 

In bis work De Materia Medica, the precursor of 
modern pharmaceutical texts, Pedanius Dioscorides 
(c. 40-90) dedicated chapter 74 and all subsequent 
chapters of book V to the description of the proper
ties of metal , mineral and precious stones and their 
medicinal use (Garcia Valdes 2002, pp. 288-351). 
Dioscoride (V, 121) de cribed the coral as litho
dendros (tree of tone), looking like a marine plant 
which harden when it emerges from the deep sea 
and comes into contact with air. He praised the red 
coral which he aid re embled sandyx, a Syrian 
pigment. Coral wa de cribed as a fragile homo
geneou ubstance. imilar to moss and seaweed. 
Dioscoride cited it medicinal uses as helping to 
remove excre cences, softening eye scars and filling 
tooth cavitie . Supposedly it was effective in the 
treatment of blood-stained sputum and helpful in 
the treatment of urinary disturbances. When drunk 
in water, it wa believed to reduce the enlargement 
of the spleen (Fig. 3). Dioscorides (V, 122) des
cribed the black coral as possessing the same heal
ing properties (Garcia Valdes 2002, pp. 333-334) 
(Fig. 4). 
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· fr s di ·a· Red and Black Sea coral branch (author's collection). Fig. 1. Coral spectmen om ar rn · 

Fig. 2. Coral fossil (Mioceoic) from Lisbon (author's 
collection). 

In bis work Natura/is Historia (Natural His
tory) the Roman encyclopaedist Pliny the Elder 
(23 BC- AD 79), who dedicated books 36 and 37 
to earths, minerals and precious stones, also pro
vided information about coral as an adornment 
and a protective among Indians and Celts, along 
with its medicinal properties: 

Indian soothsayers and seers think that coral is a very 
powerful amulet for warding off dangers. Accordingly 
they take pleasure in it both as a thing of beauty and 
as a thing of religious power. Before the Indian love 
of coral became known, the Gauls used to ornament 
with coral their swords, shields and helmets. At the pre
sent day it has become so scarce because of the price it 
will fetch that it is very rarely seen in the countries 
where it grows. Branches of coral, worn as an amulet 
by babies, are believed to be protective, and reduced 
to powder by fire and taken with water are helpful in 

Fig. 3. Coral branch mounted on black wooden stand 
dated between the sixteenth and the seventeenth 
centuries, height: 14 cm (Tavora Sequeira Pinto 
Collection, Opono), photo by Chris Duffin. 
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Fig. 4. Black coral branch from Philippines (author' s collection). 

gripings, bladder trouble and stone; similarly, taken in 
wine, or, if fever is present, in water, coral is soporific 
(Pliny 1962, p. 479). 

As Linan has pointed out, Pliny al o cited the Gor
gonia stone (XXXVII, 164), identified as coral: 'It 
is formed of a stone in the ea .. . ' . There i a imilar 
reference in the Nautic Lapidary (Lifian 2005b, 
p. 225). 

Prescriptions containing coral figure among the 
recipes of Galen (130- 200), the most prominent 
Greek phy ician, for uterine haemorrhage (Kuhn 
1826- 30, Book 13, 1865, p. 295), frail, rotten and 
blunt teeth, as a dentifrice to whiten teeth and in 
the treatment of haemoptysi (Kuhn l 26- 30, Book 
14, 1865, pp. 418, 427, 430, 432). 

In the Byzantine period, I idore of eville ( an 
Isidoro de Sevilla or I idoru Hi palen i ; c. 562-
638) included coral among the red gem (De rubris 
gemmis). He described oral a having a bran bing 
shape and forming in the ea. It , a pri ele, s in 
India. Isidore lated ceptically that, a ording to 
magicians, coral could r p I lightning (Barney 
et al. 2006, p. 323). 

Paul of egina (625- 690), the La, t Byzantine 
compiler of Greek- Roman medicine, aLo 

prescribed a troche made from coral and a 'powder 
compo ed of the earth called Sarni an aster, Lemnian 
earth, coral. confrey and tarch. of each, equal parts' 
for spitting of blood (Adams 1847, III, p. 485). 

In hi ver e lapidary De La.pidibus (On Stones), 
a medicinal guide and one of the most popular 
works of medieval cientific literature of the 
We tern Middle Age • Marbode (1035-1123), 
Bi hop of Rennes, followed previous authors and 
de cribed coral a being fonned in the ea and hard
ened in the air. He cited the ancient physician Met
rodoru Oate fir t, early econd century) who noted 
the powerful protection afforded by coral against the 
hade of hell and it medicinal propertie to 'calm 

the torture that the entrail rend' (Riddle 1977, 
pp. 59 - 60). 

aint Albertu Magnu or Saint Albert the Great 
( ll 93 / 1206- 12 0), the greate t German philoso
pher and theologian of the Middle Ages who also 
authored a lapidary in his book Liber Secretorum 
Alberti Magni publi hed in 1502. included the ben
eficial propertie of coral a haemostatic, effective 
again t epilep y and a provider of wi dom (Best & 
Brightman 1999, p. 35). 

The Alphabetic La.pidary, authored po sibly by 
the French monk Philippe de Thaon in the early 



CORAL IN PETRUS HISPANUS' 'TREASURY' 269 

Fig. 4. Black coral branch from Philippines (author' s collection). 

gripings, bladder trouble and stone; similarly, taken in 
wine, or, if fever is present, in water, coral is soporific 
(Pliny 1962, p. 479). 

As Linan has pointed out, Pliny al o cited the Gor
gonia stone (XXXVII, 164), identified as coral: 'It 
is formed of a stone in the ea .. . ' . There i a imilar 
reference in the Nautic Lapidary (Lifian 2005b, 
p. 225). 

Prescriptions containing coral figure among the 
recipes of Galen (130- 200), the most prominent 
Greek phy ician, for uterine haemorrhage (Kuhn 
1826- 30, Book 13, 1865, p. 295), frail, rotten and 
blunt teeth, as a dentifrice to whiten teeth and in 
the treatment of haemoptysi (Kuhn l 26- 30, Book 
14, 1865, pp. 418, 427, 430, 432). 

In the Byzantine period, I idore of eville ( an 
Isidoro de Sevilla or I idoru Hi palen i ; c. 562-
638) included coral among the red gem (De rubris 
gemmis). He described oral a having a bran bing 
shape and forming in the ea. It , a pri ele, s in 
India. Isidore lated ceptically that, a ording to 
magicians, coral could r p I lightning (Barney 
et al. 2006, p. 323). 

Paul of egina (625- 690), the La, t Byzantine 
compiler of Greek- Roman medicine, aLo 

prescribed a troche made from coral and a 'powder 
compo ed of the earth called Sarni an aster, Lemnian 
earth, coral. confrey and tarch. of each, equal parts' 
for spitting of blood (Adams 1847, III, p. 485). 

In hi ver e lapidary De La.pidibus (On Stones), 
a medicinal guide and one of the most popular 
works of medieval cientific literature of the 
We tern Middle Age • Marbode (1035-1123), 
Bi hop of Rennes, followed previous authors and 
de cribed coral a being fonned in the ea and hard
ened in the air. He cited the ancient physician Met
rodoru Oate fir t, early econd century) who noted 
the powerful protection afforded by coral against the 
hade of hell and it medicinal propertie to 'calm 

the torture that the entrail rend' (Riddle 1977, 
pp. 59 - 60). 

aint Albertu Magnu or Saint Albert the Great 
( ll 93 / 1206- 12 0), the greate t German philoso
pher and theologian of the Middle Ages who also 
authored a lapidary in his book Liber Secretorum 
Alberti Magni publi hed in 1502. included the ben
eficial propertie of coral a haemostatic, effective 
again t epilep y and a provider of wi dom (Best & 
Brightman 1999, p. 35). 

The Alphabetic La.pidary, authored po sibly by 
the French monk Philippe de Thaon in the early 



270 
M. DO A 1EIRO BARRO O 

twelfth century. includ two poems dedicated to 
coral. The fir:t focu e on the magical properti 
of coral - protecting again t enchantment-. in tlle 
battlefield and during tonns - taring that it hould 
be kept at home to drive away the evil pirit ( tuder 
& Evan. 1924. pp. 216-217). The -econd poem 
cite Galen and focu es on coral's healing proper
ties. It wa recommended to relieve eye and tootl1 
pain. to treat rotten teeth and gynaecological blood 
Io . and to taunch haemorrhage ( tuder & Evan 
1924. pp. 223-224). 

Avicenna. Abu 'Alf al-Hu. atn ibn 'Abd 
Allah ibn ma (9 0- lOr). the Arabic 'Prince of 
Phy ician ·. recommended coral to -timulate and 
trengtllen the breatll or prevent it from di ipating 

rapidly in hi treat:i e Cmwn o.f Medicine (Avicenna, 
Lecture . 3.6. ~ -29- -3- in Bakhtiar 1999, p. 1-7). 

A recipe book ·El Libro de la Almohada' by an 
Arabic phy ician from Toledo. Ton Wafid (eleventll 
century AD). was a considered work with no trace 
of magic. unlike many works of the Arabic tradition. 
In thi book. coral figures as an ingredient of a yrup 
made of ruby. pearl . amber from Medina Sidonia 
(actual cit) of Cadiz. in Andalu ia). ambergris and 
mu k. To the minerals. vegetable ingredients and 
syrup of weet apples and quince were added. It 
v. a recommended for heart palpitations, mi an
tl:y'opy and to trengtllen the liver and tlle tomach 
(Alvarez de Morales y Ruiz Mata 1980, p. 156). 
Coral al o appears in this recipe book as an ingredi
ent of an anti -haemorrhagic. analgesic and healing 
powder to be applied as a dre sing of surgical 
wounds after circumci ion (Morales y Ruiz Matas 
19 0. p. 304). 

Abu Ray an Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Beruni 
(973-after 1050). mathematician, philosopher, 
astronomer. geographer and encyclopaedist, wrote 
a treati e devoted exclusive]) to gems, minerals 
and metals entitled Kitiib al-Jamiihtr ft ma'rifat 
aljawahir (Book on the Multiple Knowledge of Pre
cious Stones). Al-Beruni was one of ilie best authors 
representing the Arabic medical tradition. In this 
work coral was generally considered as a tonic for 
the liver and stomach.. good for hallucinations and 
epilepsy, and useful as a dentifrice powder (AJ-Ber
uni in Said 1989. p. 274 ). Al -Berum' knowledge 
of mineralogy was linked to hls ideas on physics, 
medicine and philosophy. He was concerned with 
the provenance of various materials, their physical 
description, legendary origins and etymology. He 
collected material from Hellenistic, Roman, Synac, 
Indian and Islamic sources, and supplemented them 
with his own observations. He referred to the wide 
use of coral. He autllored 70 recipes of electuaries 
of mineral and vegetable ingredients for a wide 
range of ailments. White and red coral, the root 
(bussud) and the coral tree (marjan) figure in his rec
ipe of tonics for vital organs, catarrh, persistent 

cough and a th~a. le~coi:rhoe~ and haemopty i , 
anti-haemorrhagic, o ·1toc1c (stunulant of uteri 

I 
. . ne 

mu cle ) to _acce erate ya.ituntio~ and to provoke 
abortion. anti-arrhytlurnc, a curative for melanch _ 
lia and a an antidy enteric (Al-Beruni in Sa~d 
19 9. pp. 2 2-370). 

Tunisian-born. Ahmad al-Tifasf (1184-1253) 
listed from prev10u Greek and Arabic author 
many tl1erapeutic u e of coral: for epilepsy, gout 
to clean ulcers. to poli h and whiten teeili, to remov~ 
tartar and trengtllen tlle gum , to fill up tooth cavi
tie , to cure eye di ea es uch a watery eye , uppu
ration , opacitie and cataract . When reduced to 
powder and drunk it would fluidize the blood, help 
again t palpitation , promptly heal excoriation 
block haemorrhage from any organ, help again ~ 
urine retention and, when hung around tlle wai t 
and belly, cure all tomach ailments (Zilio-Grandi 
1999, pp. 131-132). 

Alfonso of Castile (1221-84), or King Alfon o 
X called the Wi e, created a great translating centre 
at Toledo, bringing We tern cholars into more inti
mate contact witll Arabian learning (Campbell 
2006, p.143). Astrology was part of tlle Chaldean 
heritage and, acquired through the Arabian author , 
was applied to lapidaries and medicine. The 
Alphonsine Lapidary i a compilation of four man
uscripts, written in very beautiful poetic prose. 
Book I is attributed to Abolays who classified pre
cious stones according to tlle signs of tlle zodiac. 
Book II is anonymous or probably translated and 
composed by Yhuda Mo ca, and also described 
ilie stones according to the phases of the zodiac 
signs. Book III is anonymous and described the 
stones according to the planets. Book IV is attrib
uted to Mahomat Aben Quich who described the 
stones in alphabetical order (Montalvo 1981, p. 12). 

Coral is mentioned in Book I 'Della Piedra que 
a nombre coral' . Red coral was considered to be 
ilie best, especially specimens from the coast ~f 
Sardinia. Belonging to the 11 ° grade of Taurus, it 
was useful in the prevention of mental diseases; 
when diluted in wine it was good for tllose who 
spit blood; it helped combat urinary disturbance 
and could reduce pleen enlargement. The black 
coral belonged to the 12° grade of Taurus. It shared 
all the virtues of tlle red coral. When reduced to 
powder, it was good for (infected) wound , to 
calm trembling of the heart (arrhythmias) and wa 
counted among the drug that provided happine ·s. 
When burnt and reduced to a powder, ii was 
esteemed in the drying up of lachrymation (Mon
talvo I 981 , p. 44, 45). 

Peter of Spain 

Peter of Spain, the only Pope who was a physician. 
was a leading figure in Portuguese medicine und 
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pharmacy (Pita 2000, p. 92). The possible existence 
not of a single cholar but of three contemporary 
individuals has been raised, one becoming Pope, a 
econd, Petrus Hispanus Portucalensis, writing 

about the soul. and the third, Petrus Hispanus med
icu , being primarily a physician (Console & Duffin 
2012, pp. 82-88). Console has presented an exten
sive and careful revision of Peter of Spain' s life 
and use of gold in hi work Treasury of the Poor 
(Console 2013, 173-175) (Fig. 5). 

There is actually very little information about the 
life of Peter of Spain. His activity as a philosopher 
and a physician was not entirely compatible with 
his duties as a pope. There are few reliable source 
about hi origin, birth and education. He was born 
between 1210 and 1215, son of Julian, a wealthy 
phy ician or pharmaci t, in Lisbon. He was edu
cated in Li bon and in the Spanish city of Leon. 
As he was very gifted he moved to Paris, the great 
intellectual centre of the time. In the earliest 
registers he figures as 'Dominus Petrus Hispanus, 
dictus Petrus Juliani ' or as 'Petrus Lusitanus' , 'Pet
ru Ulisiponensis' or 'Petrus Hispanus Portucalen
sis' , according to his father's name, native country 
and city. He also studied at the Universities ofMont
pellier and Salerno and he taught medicine and 

Fig. S. Peter of pain(\ ellcome Library, London). 

philosophy at the University of Siena. Around the 
year 1260 he wa Physician to The Count of Lava
gna, later Pope Hadrian V. From 1271-76 he went 
to Italy a Physician to Pope Gregory X. On 8 Sep
tember 1276 he became Pope and took the name 
John XXL He died in Viterbo eight months later, 
after a wall collap ed (Schipperges 1994, pp. 5-8). 

Many of the works that have been attributed to 
Petrus Hispanus have not been published and only 
a few have been studied. However, hi leading trea
tise on philo ophy Summulae Logicales was a text
book and essential reference in medieval continental 
Europe. This work was copied many times, ran to 
ome 200 printed editions, and formed the subject 

of ome 300 published commentaries (Pereira 
2014, p. 63). Peter of Spain figures in Dante Aligh
ieri ' s Paradise, as Pedro Juliano: 

'Iluminato and Augustine are here, 
they were the fir t of God's bare-footed poor, 
who wore the cord to show they were his friends. 

'Hugh of S Victor i among them two, 
with Peter Mangiador, and Peter of Spain, 
who in twelve books illuminates men below' 
(Alighieri, Paradise, XII. 130-135, in Musa, 
1986. p. 148) 

This remarkable man of cience was uggested 
by the medievali t Martin Grabmann, who has 
copied hi manu cripts, as being the most impor
tant _medieval . physician who e rich personality 
remamed undi covered because hi extensive 
work in the fields of philosophy and medicine 
had not yet been properly tudied and understood 
(Grabmann 1936). According to Schipperges, 
Codex 1 77. a voluminous manuscript from the thir
teenth century and hou ed in the Madrid National 
Lib~. i .the mo t extensive manuscript version 
of hi medical work , with the title and possible 
edition from the eventeenth century, Petri Hispani 
opera Medica (Schipperge 1994, p. 12). The con
temporary value of the author and hi work Thesau
rus pauperum i obvious in the title of one of 
the e tam manu cript , Codex 4504, published as 

umma medicinalis Magistri Petri Yspani (Schi _ 
perge~ 1994. p. 110). p 

. Among P~tru · mo t outstanding works is the 
Liber de o~ulis, the mo t ancient treatise on ophthal
mology. Hi work Scientia Libri de anima, a treaty 
of P ychology tran l_ated into nine languages is, 
f~r ome cholar , hi most important work. The 
Lzber Conserv_anda Sanitate is probably one of the 
fi~t Y tema~c contributions to preventive medi
~me (Car_c~ 1 1977, P· vii). This treatise on preven
tive medicme that advocates physical exercise and 
' ams th~t exce weight leads to disease could 
be prescnbed by a modern doctor In th · 
du ti p · e mtro-

c on, .eter of Spain explained the importance 
of preservmg health. Preventive medicine wa not 
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individuals has been raised, one becoming Pope, a 
econd, Petrus Hispanus Portucalensis, writing 

about the soul. and the third, Petrus Hispanus med
icu , being primarily a physician (Console & Duffin 
2012, pp. 82-88). Console has presented an exten
sive and careful revision of Peter of Spain' s life 
and use of gold in hi work Treasury of the Poor 
(Console 2013, 173-175) (Fig. 5). 

There is actually very little information about the 
life of Peter of Spain. His activity as a philosopher 
and a physician was not entirely compatible with 
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cated in Li bon and in the Spanish city of Leon. 
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intellectual centre of the time. In the earliest 
registers he figures as 'Dominus Petrus Hispanus, 
dictus Petrus Juliani ' or as 'Petrus Lusitanus' , 'Pet
ru Ulisiponensis' or 'Petrus Hispanus Portucalen
sis' , according to his father's name, native country 
and city. He also studied at the Universities ofMont
pellier and Salerno and he taught medicine and 

Fig. S. Peter of pain(\ ellcome Library, London). 

philosophy at the University of Siena. Around the 
year 1260 he wa Physician to The Count of Lava
gna, later Pope Hadrian V. From 1271-76 he went 
to Italy a Physician to Pope Gregory X. On 8 Sep
tember 1276 he became Pope and took the name 
John XXL He died in Viterbo eight months later, 
after a wall collap ed (Schipperges 1994, pp. 5-8). 

Many of the works that have been attributed to 
Petrus Hispanus have not been published and only 
a few have been studied. However, hi leading trea
tise on philo ophy Summulae Logicales was a text
book and essential reference in medieval continental 
Europe. This work was copied many times, ran to 
ome 200 printed editions, and formed the subject 

of ome 300 published commentaries (Pereira 
2014, p. 63). Peter of Spain figures in Dante Aligh
ieri ' s Paradise, as Pedro Juliano: 

'Iluminato and Augustine are here, 
they were the fir t of God's bare-footed poor, 
who wore the cord to show they were his friends. 

'Hugh of S Victor i among them two, 
with Peter Mangiador, and Peter of Spain, 
who in twelve books illuminates men below' 
(Alighieri, Paradise, XII. 130-135, in Musa, 
1986. p. 148) 

This remarkable man of cience was uggested 
by the medievali t Martin Grabmann, who has 
copied hi manu cripts, as being the most impor
tant _medieval . physician who e rich personality 
remamed undi covered because hi extensive 
work in the fields of philosophy and medicine 
had not yet been properly tudied and understood 
(Grabmann 1936). According to Schipperges, 
Codex 1 77. a voluminous manuscript from the thir
teenth century and hou ed in the Madrid National 
Lib~. i .the mo t extensive manuscript version 
of hi medical work , with the title and possible 
edition from the eventeenth century, Petri Hispani 
opera Medica (Schipperge 1994, p. 12). The con
temporary value of the author and hi work Thesau
rus pauperum i obvious in the title of one of 
the e tam manu cript , Codex 4504, published as 

umma medicinalis Magistri Petri Yspani (Schi _ 
perge~ 1994. p. 110). p 

. Among P~tru · mo t outstanding works is the 
Liber de o~ulis, the mo t ancient treatise on ophthal
mology. Hi work Scientia Libri de anima, a treaty 
of P ychology tran l_ated into nine languages is, 
f~r ome cholar , hi most important work. The 
Lzber Conserv_anda Sanitate is probably one of the 
fi~t Y tema~c contributions to preventive medi
~me (Car_c~ 1 1977, P· vii). This treatise on preven
tive medicme that advocates physical exercise and 
' ams th~t exce weight leads to disease could 
be prescnbed by a modern doctor In th · 
du ti p · e mtro-

c on, .eter of Spain explained the importance 
of preservmg health. Preventive medicine wa not 



272 M. DO SAMEIRO BARROSO 

con idered ai1 area of medicine at that time, as we 
can read in hi O\\'n words: 

I. Petrus Hispanus. considering tl1at the different types 
of suffering due to affectio11s of tl1e human body are 
atai.butable to negligence, l1a\'e discovered and vera
cious!)' n1oti,,ated son1e useful and experimented 
obsen1ations that defend and maintain tl1e good l1ealth 
of human life but that do not fall \vithin tl1e art of Med
icine. And. because it i preferable to preserve a 
health)' physical condition than to fend off illn~s, it 
is necessan' to deal ,vith the matters of healtl1 (Hispa-

• 

nus 1997. p. 5). 

There are more than 70 extant manu cripts of The
sau111s Paupe11.t111 archived in many libraries from 
Oporto to 1oscov/. It ,,·as printed in Latin versions 
and translated into Spanish. Italian, Portuguese, 
English and Ge1111an. It is one of tl1e most important 
,,·arks for the histor1: of medical recipe collections. 
The recipes as embled b)' Peter of Spain were 
often copied. incorporated into later collections 
and translated (Hunt 1990~ p. 16). 

Peter of Spain "Tas famous for bis secular writ
ings. mainl)"' philosophy and medicine. His work 
Thesaurus Pauperu11-i includes a sexual guide with 
recipes to enhance and to suppress erotic desire. 
The relationship between the Church. sex and celi
bac,· from the thineenth until the sixteenth century -
has been re,ised b,· Ambrose (Ambrose 2013, -
pp. 85-94). Peter of Spain became a controversial 
fig11re. His acti,·it}· as a philosopher and a physician 
does not seem to ha,·e been v.1ell regarded in the eyes 
of the Church. This work has not al v.rays been 
assigned to him .. A. Spanish edition of the Thesaurus 
Pauperun1 (1569 v.·as printed v.ithout the author's 
name \\7ith a ·Prologue to the author', explaining 
that the book v.·as commissioned by Pope John 
from a doctor. named Juliano. a very learned and 
experienced ph)·sician iliispanus 1598, p. 3 ). In 
this edition the chapters 'to excite coitus' and 'Suf
focation of the erotic desire' were suppressed 
(Hispanus 2011. pp. 253-265) (Fig. 6). 

For this article, the edition translated by the Por
tuguese classicist Maria Helena da Rocha Pereira 
and the Spanish edition of 1569 have been used. 
Maria Helena da Rocha Pereira compared 70 manu
scripts and chose two from the fourteenth century 
\vhich contained more recipes (manuscript 2235 
from the Sainte-Genevieve Library and manuscript 
Pal. Lat. 1259 from the Vatican Apostolic Library; 
Hispanus 2011 , VIII). The Treasury of the Poor con
sists of a prologue followed by 55 chapters, with 
prescriptions for ailments listed a capite ad calcem 
(from the head to the feet). This methodology was 
first used by Scribonius Largus (c. AD 1- 50), Phy
sician to the Court of Emperor Claudius (who 
reigned during AD 41-54), in his work Compo.fi
tiones, the first Latin recipe book (Helrnreich 1887). 
Hispanus' work also includes a treatise on fevers. 
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Fig. 6. Libro de Medicina, llamado Thesoro de Los 
pobres, con vn regi,niento de sanidad. Agora 
nuevamente corregido y enmendado, Alcala de 
Hennares, 1598. Title page (author's collection). 
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In the Thesaurus Pauperum, Peter of Spain tran
scribes more than a medicinal recipe for each condi
tion, indicating in addition the authorship, ranging 
from the great masters of Greco-Roman medicine 
to European and Arabic authors. He also includes 
recipes of his own design (Hispanus 2011, ~ ) 
(Fig. 7). He brings together a collection of recipes 
from 'easy and effective medicines for almost all 
diseases', being consigned to the 'Father of t~e 
Poor, God, who presides over the doctor's h~lp tn 
the treatment of his patients', as indicated 1n the 
Prologue. . 

Experimentation and the effectiveness ( or inef-
fectiveness) of the recipes was not described a?d 
therefore in some manuscripts the work is des~g
nated Summa Experimentarum medictt1-u1n (Sc~tp
perges 1994, p. 1 17). According to the medical 
historian Lynn Thorndike, during Galen's ti1ne tlie 
Empirics partly relied upon statements of pa~t 
authors for their knowledge; statements that medi
cines have been experienced (e.g. 'Experi1nenter 
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Fig. 7. White coral from the Philippines (author's collection). 

has said so' or even 'I have experienced this') 
abound in the 'Treasury of the Poor' (Thorndike 
1923, p. 495). . 

At the start of his work Compositiones, wntten at 
the request of the Emperor's freedman Gaius J~l!us 
Calistus, Scribonius Largus cited Herofilus, praismg 
the benefit of medicines, and referred to the effec
tiveness proven by experience: 

Among the greatest physicians, Herofilus, according to 
Gaius Julius Calistus, used to say that medicines were 
as valuable as hands of gods. He really said it, in my 
opinion, not without reflection, because what makes 
the touch of a god act is approval of medicine after 
being used and successfully experienced (translated 
from Compositiones, Helmreich 1887, p. 1). 

Later, Galen discussed and ensured the concept of 
experience in medicine: 

... the art of medicine has taken it origin from 
experience, and not from indication. By "experience'" 
we mean the knowledge which i based on rational 
consequence. For perception lead us to e perience, 
whereas reason leads the dogmatic to indication 
(Walzer & Frede 1984, p. 24). 

Galen al o et the rule for medical experimentation 
by experts. His method wa followed until more 
accurate scientific method came to light at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century: 

Practised, i.e. learned experience, on the other hand, is 
the only to be had by experts when they are guided by 
the similarity with thing which already have been 
found by experience. By "experience" [empireia], we 
mean the knowledge of tho e things which have 

become apparent so often that they already can be for
mulated as theorems, i.e. when it is known whether 
they always have turned out this way, or only for the 
most part, or half of time, or rarely (Walzer & Frede 
1984, p. 24). 

Authors of coral-containing recipes 

Spices, minerals and animal products are among the 
ingredients used by Peter of Spain, including pearls, 
amber, red and white coral, topaz, the Jew's stone, 
ivory and unicorn craps. spodium, gold, ginger, 
camphor, pepper, cinnamon, cubeb, sandal, rhubarb, 
opium and oculi crancrorum (calcareous concre
tion found in the tomach of Astacus jluviatilis), the 
European crayfi h, noble crayfish or broad-fingered 
crayfi h and other kinds of crabs (Ebermann & 
Kartnig 2007, p. 148). among other more common 
ingredient and numerou animal stones (organic 
concretion or po ible de ignations of fossils). 

The recipe are copied from Graeco-Roman and 
Arabic phy ician , although ome are original to 
Petru him elf. Coral i li ted mainly for its medic
inal properties a a toothache analge ic, cardiac 
tonic, a a preventative to and in the treatment of 
ga tric and inte tinal pain, possibly acting as an ant
acid and antispasmodic, and supposedly also as an 
anti-oedema and anti-inflammatory in the treatment 
of spleen enlargement. White and red coral are used 
as anti-haemorrhagics and (possibly) antispasmod
ics a ingredients of a syrup for haemorrhoid , 
dysentery, vomiting, menstrual flow and similar 
conditions in the second recipe (Fig. 7). Coral i 
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become apparent so often that they already can be for
mulated as theorems, i.e. when it is known whether 
they always have turned out this way, or only for the 
most part, or half of time, or rarely (Walzer & Frede 
1984, p. 24). 
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Spices, minerals and animal products are among the 
ingredients used by Peter of Spain, including pearls, 
amber, red and white coral, topaz, the Jew's stone, 
ivory and unicorn craps. spodium, gold, ginger, 
camphor, pepper, cinnamon, cubeb, sandal, rhubarb, 
opium and oculi crancrorum (calcareous concre
tion found in the tomach of Astacus jluviatilis), the 
European crayfi h, noble crayfish or broad-fingered 
crayfi h and other kinds of crabs (Ebermann & 
Kartnig 2007, p. 148). among other more common 
ingredient and numerou animal stones (organic 
concretion or po ible de ignations of fossils). 

The recipe are copied from Graeco-Roman and 
Arabic phy ician , although ome are original to 
Petru him elf. Coral i li ted mainly for its medic
inal properties a a toothache analge ic, cardiac 
tonic, a a preventative to and in the treatment of 
ga tric and inte tinal pain, possibly acting as an ant
acid and antispasmodic, and supposedly also as an 
anti-oedema and anti-inflammatory in the treatment 
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d · r a, un inoredient n10stl, t:1.k.en d1ssL1l,·e in \\'ater o "' :::- . 
ot· el;('tuanes. 3~ a cardiac ~tin1ula~t a11d .po .. ibl) 
anri-arrh) th1nic. an anti-l1ae111orrhag1c again .. t ~ae
n1oor, ~1s. haen1orrl1oids. pol)me11orrheoa .. a a 
tl "th. analgesic and as a pos .. ible antibactenal f~r 
tl "'tl~ pXlblems to help pluck out teeth. Coral. 1 

also recomn1ended a~ a n1agical de,ice to dri,·e 
a,, a, e,il .. pirit' and to help ,,·0111en in labour .. 

i. ,nn Thorndike pointed out that the me?1cal 
auth~riries ot' Peter of Spain' 'Trea UI)' of the 
Poor· include ancient authors including Richard. 
£1.pt?rinlt"'TJ:er. Gilbert of England. :u11~ic autl1or 
h1cludin£ Isaac and .. .\ ,icenna. and clas 1cal author 
m.:ludin; Dio~corides lThorndike 1923, ,,01. ii, --pp. 40 5 _..10,. Isaac I raeli, I aac hen-Solomon 
Israeli or. in . ..\.rabic. :\ bu \ -a 'qub I l1aq Sula)rman 
al-Isrfili~ t :ill 50-c. 9-t 1) ,,·as born in Eg)rpt 
"ilere he later practised ophthalmolog)' and became 
oh,·sician to se,-eral E~·ptian rulers ( Campbell ... . 
2006. ,-ol. 1 p. 73 1. Richard of Wendo,rer (died 
l :252 \\·as an English ph)-sician ,,,ho appears to 
ha, e taught medicine at the Uni,~ersit)T of Paris and 
\\-ho \\-as ph~;sician ro Pope Gregof)r IX (1227-41) 
O'Bo)·le 1998. p. 3..+ and note 1). Gilbertus Angli

cns or Gilben , c. 1180- c. 1250) v;as one of the 
mosr outstanding medieval medical authors; in the 
Prolo2Ue to the Canterbun· Tales. Geoffrey Chau-

~ - -
cer 1340-1-WO\ included hjm among the greatest 
ph)-sicians up until that time: 

He \\-as \\-ell-, ersed in Aesulapius too 
_.\nd \\n2t Hippocrates and Rufus knew 
And Dioscorides. nov.- dead and gone, 
Galen and Rbazes. Ha1i, Serapion., 
.~ \·erroes . . A. \·icenna, Constantine. 

' 

Scotch Bernard. John of Gaddesden, Gilbertine. 
(Chaucer CCoghil transl.) 1951. p. 14) 

Gilbert is frequent!)~ quoted in the 'Treasury of the 
Poor·. The date of Peter of Spain's death 1277 
is often referred to as the latest period to' which 
Gil~~, s most important work, the Compendium 
~w ediciruie, could have been written (Handerson 
1918. P·. 19 J. On the causes of spleen enlarge
ment pointed out by Gilbert (although the associ
ated hepatomegal)' does not seem to have been 
r~~gnizedJ, for example, a modem doctor can sur
pnsmgly recognize congestive heart failure: 'Wynd
mess of be. spleen comeb of grete humours hat 
hen y~gendnd ~fa feble hete' (Getz 199 1, p. 235). 

~ s book JS an excellent treatise on internal 
med1e1ne but Gilbert also discusses the treatment 
of v:ounds, fractures and dislocations, Jithotomy, 
hem1otomy, fistu]ae and various diseases on the 
border between ~edicine and surgery <Handerson 
!918, p. 22). Gilbert's Compendium is divided 
into _seven books, following the usual classification 
of diseases from head to foot. Besides general dis
eases, the work includes a surprisingly accurate 

comprehension of physiology, physioo-
110 

thalmology. laryngology, otology, ;yn:~~
1
~Ph

neurolog)', dermatology, embr)'olog,1 b .gy, 
• J , o steti1c 

dietetics, un11ary and ,,enereal diseases th . s, 
. 1 . ' e1apeu 

tic . toxico og)'., operat1,1e w·gery, cosnletics a -
e,'en travel h)1g1ene and prevention of sea-sicki nd 
(Hander on 1918, p. 26). 1ess 

Coral-containing recipes 

Eleven coral-containing recipes feature in M · 
Helena da Rocha Pe1·eira' s election from Pe~a 
Hi d . th S . rus panu , an 011e m e pamsh edition. The ed' _ 
ti~ns ,,ary con iderably. It lies beyond the scope ~f 
~ pape~ to co~pare the versions of the recipes 
m~l~ded m the different manuscripts and printed 
editions, or to compare them with the possible 
sources that Peter of Spain ma)' have consulted. 

First recipe: 'To pull out rotten teetl1: Cl1apter 
XI. Tooth and gum pain. 64. Put powder of red 
coral in the tooth cavity and pull the tootl1 out. A ,,i
cenna' (Hispanus 2011 , p. 117). 

Second recipe: 'Chapter XV. Chest disorders. 
18. A syrup against afflictions of haemoptysis. Gil
bert says there is nothing more useful, more effec
tive than this: R/ hypocysts, cimolite, bolus 
armenius, acacia, white and red coral, powder of 
wild ginger, mummy, peppermint, pomegranate 
peels, acorn, nuts, wild pomegranate, gum Arabic, 
tragacanth gum, comfrey, bindweed, seed of plan
tain, rosarum, sumac, dragon' s blood, bucks' s 
horn plantains, aa 8 drachmas, sugar, 3 pounds; 
make a syrup with decoction of plantain; give with 
decoction of quinces, lentils a11d loquats; very 
good for patients with haemorrhoids and dysentery, 
vomiting, menstrual flow, and similar conditions. 
Gilbert' (Hispanus 2011, p. 14 7). 

Third recipe: Chapter XVI. Syncope and 
starvation. 3. Give the following electuary, R/ 
gold filings, 1 drachma, pearls, 1 drachma, ~ace, 
2 drachmas, cubebs, spodium, scrapings of ivory, 
stag's heart bone, burned bullrush, bush basil, rosei 
mary, aa 2 drachmas, white and red coral, aask 
drachma, cloves, 1 drachma, sugar, 1 pound m~ t' 

· · om1or amber aa 2 drachmas· very good for giving c 
in all fypes of syncop;. This is of my own (Hispanus 
2011, p. 149). 

Fourth recipe: Chapter XVI. 5. 'Coral brings 
good comfort. Avicenne' (Hispanus 2011, 151). 

Fifth recipe: 'Chapter XVII. Nause~ and 
hiccups. 9. Drinking ground coral with water 1":me
diateJy calms stomach and belly ache. Isaac' (l-Iispa .. 
nus 2011 , p. 153). 

Sixth recipe: 'XIX. Pleurisy. 4. I learned from ; 
reliable person that the following is tried and teste 
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nd without danger, becau e it makes the purulence 
and humour of pleurisy come out immediately: 
an.nd root of field scabious, half pound of juice of g . . 
field cabiou and coral powder, then tram; give a 
good mouthful to the patient; ir:m1ediately the 
ab ces will burst and the pus will be expelled. 
Thi is how he ecretly cured all tho e who were 
dear to him' (Hi panus 201 1, p. 161). 

Seventh recipe: 'XXIl. Relief for colic and iliac 
pains. 36. Drinking coral powder with rain water 
oothes stomach ache and bellyache. Ricardo' (Hi -

panu 2011, p . 195). 

Eighth recipe: 'XXIX. Congested spleen. 18. 
Drinking coral plant wi th water dries the spleen. 
Dio corides ' (Hi panus 2011, p. 225). 

Ninth recipe: 'XXXVII. To excite coitus. 25. 
Having coral plant in the house, undo all the spells. 
Dioscorides' (Hispanus 2011 , p. 257). 

Tenth recipe: 'XLI. Menstrual overflow. 10. 
Drinking coral plant retains menstruation. Dioscor
ides' (Hi panus 2011 , 277). 

~ .... - - ,. ~to "r 
~r y.aUmpfarte.balos pee hos JCI ~ • 
lie los hum ores grocJfos. Oi.zc,Giijbtn_lJI' 
to~cs las mor,u d cl moral y feca bs 1 ;e..c.:.. -
las ' -'- • . -~o,uos,y dalos a bc:ber,y romp.cra:layb 
_lkm;t,y harala hcchar fuera, Dizc Muccia 
q~c ;omes lo~ poluos ddhuetfo dcla.rimi~ 
!c a os a bcbcr,y apraucfharlc ha. Y-*o di-

~ue tomes Jas rayzc:, de la tuagontia ~ 
:1aJal.as_.y ,omclas con ltlid Y rompc&'tohf -..... 
.os hqmorcs de los pc'.th.os. 
~ C:.~.x X,P,ua. fa11ar Jos qqc baa cl.-cOrJ·· 
- ~on lcuantado. . ..--· 
p Ara fan,r los cora<;o~s· d~Jos ho1r1bl'f1 

que fon flacosylcuafit~d.. JI • cc l ~. 1zcaw. 
na, quc tomes vna.gallina, 1 po11Ja :a co 

1:r en vna. olla.y cubrda ,nuy bkn co mai 
, que no !alga cl vapor dc:Jla,y bicrua hatla 

q.;c ~:ngncn Ja~ dos parrcs, y dcfpucs fa.· 
;:1~!Y a;c aquel caldo a bcucr , y pook Ja 
~tc~";i a e ~s ~arizc~.y foLl'eg:ira 'cl cora~n. 
d · z. u ~no, quc rorncs cl oi:o moli.· 

P. y;l .alJofar,y cl_hucfio quc trac cl cic-mo :::if czr;rn ~ cl coral,y mQclclo todo c• 
ra~oq Yt e o ~ cbcr,y con,tonadc ha clco 

' · en ~J~c. 4-~kena, quc to{Ucs cl C<l 

• rat 

Eleventh recipe: 'XL VI. Against childbirth diffi
culty. 12. To bind the coral plant to the thigh make 
labour ea y. Avicenna' (Hi panus 2011, p. 315). 

Twelfth recipe: 'Chapter X:XV. For dorsal and 
lumbar and belly pain Take red coral 5 ounces. 
bring it with you and you will never have belly. 
stomach or lumbar pain. Gilbert' (Hi panus 1598, 
p. 45). 

T he first recipe, taken from Avicenna, is a pow
der to fill the tooth cavity and help to pluck out the 
rotten tooth. It is the only recipe where coral is used 
for dental problems. 

Several recipes refer to coral being used to 
relieve gastric complaints. The fourth recipe. also 
taken from Avicenna, reads 'Coral brings good 
comfort' may be related to the use of calcium car
bonate as an antacid. In the fifth recipe. taken 
from Isaac, coral is also possibly used as anti-acid 
and (or) antispasmodic, dissolved in water to calm 
tomach and belly ache. In the seventh recipe. 

coral powder dissolved in rainwater is also given 
possibly as an antacid and antispasmodic to relieve 

"' df !osjcb~ . 31 
pj~cjo-qoc,pd'~.JJditttsl>n~,o n@ 

"\ }' H.a~lo cpntigo_.y-csftJr~~C bad ~ ~O.Q 

-.wtM .. i-fml di~t.@aldo.qkttaJgas c(>:.. 
rigecl-t~~ (d'cinur>1yc.C~r1c:Lu ma 
tfto'ef cor-,1een,'i~ cfizc-:Dtt(coridc.•,que 
tomcs·cl~lfmiwyric..o~iytl hudfo dd.co 
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'"to ·tocfo-co·vrio·may biio molido,.yccrnitk» 
j hu~fcmariot'o11:a~acu.de pan,yco-a~d 
bf tof-ado',y con a~ncar viol.ado y dafclo a 
com&-,yc-sior~Rc ha cl corac;on y alimria 
n l~f:i hgrc ddcu~~ Yrld.i7.c:n todosJ01 
o!l'os ~ae_!UQt..~(dicina, q~ tomcs la 
trfaca-·finas) cl sumo-dd-hinoio :y-clac;ucar 
de ralmas,:y dc(lc:mplalo-muy ·bicn rode 
en vno,y dalo a bcbcr)' confortara dc-o~ .. 
~on,rfi pon1roiia le ,,uic:tcn dado no le: po 
drat> cfnp<'~Cr.Ytcn a1ze Dlacftrc: Gilibc:rte 
f.JUC tom-cs cl k-toarfo quc-dizcn Diamarga 
ri tony n1czcla oro y p~ua con cl y dafclo a 
comer y a bcbcr ,y mar'auillof-amcntc: C'sfo, 
fi&ta cl CQra,oo. • l · 

c,p ,XX1. Para Jos qae camioan, y f0-
Uo~n co.~ cllo. · 

1 • Cami"! 

Fig. 8. Pages from Libro de Medicina, 1598, with Juliano 's recipe (author's collection). 
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nd without danger, becau e it makes the purulence 
and humour of pleurisy come out immediately: 
an.nd root of field scabious, half pound of juice of g . . 
field cabiou and coral powder, then tram; give a 
good mouthful to the patient; ir:m1ediately the 
ab ces will burst and the pus will be expelled. 
Thi is how he ecretly cured all tho e who were 
dear to him' (Hi panus 201 1, p. 161). 
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panu 2011, p . 195). 
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ides' (Hi panus 2011 , 277). 

~ .... - - ,. ~to "r 
~r y.aUmpfarte.balos pee hos JCI ~ • 
lie los hum ores grocJfos. Oi.zc,Giijbtn_lJI' 
to~cs las mor,u d cl moral y feca bs 1 ;e..c.:.. -
las ' -'- • . -~o,uos,y dalos a bc:ber,y romp.cra:layb 
_lkm;t,y harala hcchar fuera, Dizc Muccia 
q~c ;omes lo~ poluos ddhuetfo dcla.rimi~ 
!c a os a bcbcr,y apraucfharlc ha. Y-*o di-

~ue tomes Jas rayzc:, de la tuagontia ~ 
:1aJal.as_.y ,omclas con ltlid Y rompc&'tohf -..... 
.os hqmorcs de los pc'.th.os. 
~ C:.~.x X,P,ua. fa11ar Jos qqc baa cl.-cOrJ·· 
- ~on lcuantado. . ..--· 
p Ara fan,r los cora<;o~s· d~Jos ho1r1bl'f1 

que fon flacosylcuafit~d.. JI • cc l ~. 1zcaw. 
na, quc tomes vna.gallina, 1 po11Ja :a co 

1:r en vna. olla.y cubrda ,nuy bkn co mai 
, que no !alga cl vapor dc:Jla,y bicrua hatla 

q.;c ~:ngncn Ja~ dos parrcs, y dcfpucs fa.· 
;:1~!Y a;c aquel caldo a bcucr , y pook Ja 
~tc~";i a e ~s ~arizc~.y foLl'eg:ira 'cl cora~n. 
d · z. u ~no, quc rorncs cl oi:o moli.· 

P. y;l .alJofar,y cl_hucfio quc trac cl cic-mo :::if czr;rn ~ cl coral,y mQclclo todo c• 
ra~oq Yt e o ~ cbcr,y con,tonadc ha clco 

' · en ~J~c. 4-~kena, quc to{Ucs cl C<l 

• rat 

Eleventh recipe: 'XL VI. Against childbirth diffi
culty. 12. To bind the coral plant to the thigh make 
labour ea y. Avicenna' (Hi panus 2011, p. 315). 

Twelfth recipe: 'Chapter X:XV. For dorsal and 
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stomach or lumbar pain. Gilbert' (Hi panus 1598, 
p. 45). 
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:-.tomach and abdominal cramp,. In the twelf~h 
recipe taken from Gilbert. •to carry co~~ will 
driYe away belly. , tomach or lumbar pam may 
mean not JU t t; carry but may be relat~d to the 
intake of calcium carbonate a, an ant~c1d and a 
a calcium upplement in lumbar pam (due to 

o teoporo i ). . . 
The u e of coral a an anti-haemorrhagic and m 

blood di turbance i~ tated in three recipe . In t?e 
econd recipe. taken from Gilbert: red and_ w?1te 

coral are al o po ibly u ed a antl pa mo~c m a 
yrup again t haemorrhoid . dy enter)' , vomit, men
trual flow and imilar condition . 

In the tenth recipe. taken from Dio coride , c~ral 
i al o used as anti-haemorrhagic in gynaecological 
bleeding. In the eighth recipe. taken from Dio cor
ide co';-ai di olved in water i u ed to treat pleen 
enl~gement. Calcium carbonate take. part in ~e 
coaaulation proce . o its haemo tatlc properties 
are justified. Thi alt has been u ed due to its heal
ing and antacid propertie until recent time (Carra-
c; & Lilian 2013. p. 49). 

Most of the e recipe hare the mo t important 
tradition in the use of coral in medicine by several 
author cited except for the sixth recipe, learned 
from a reliable person. in which coral was used in 
pleurisy to help drain an ab ces . maybe as an absor
bent and/ or an antimicrobial . Earlier authors did not 
refer to tbi u e. 

The third recipe. Hispanus· own recipe for syn
cope and tarvation. is very special. In the Spanish 
edition from 1598. he gives the recipe as follows 
(Fig. 8): 

Juliano says you should take and grind gold, seed 
pearls, stag·s bean bone. and coral. mix it up and 
give it to drink. It shall comfort the heart (Hispanus 
1598. p. 38J. This recipe is simplified. 

The recipe from Maria Helena da Rocha Pereira' s 
edition shares some similarities with Al-Beruni's 
recipes for similar purposes and with Ibn Wafid' s 
syrups. The most popular recipe of this kind was 
the Gem Electuary. Comminuted gems and white 
and red coral were important ingredients of ancient 
lithotherapy until the end of the eighteenth century 
and are components of Pseudo Mesue · s or Johannes 
Damascenus' Gem Electuary (thirteenth century) 
(Damascenus 1581, 95). The history and the compo
sition of this electuary has recently been fully 
revised (Duffin 2013). 

A recipe from Gilbert comprising vegetable 
ingredients, coral being the only mineral, to 
strengthen the brain and the body shares similarities 
with Peter of Spain and the other restoring 
electuaries: 

An electuarie hat restorib a man-is mynde and comfor
t.eh bis brayn and / al bis body: Take of cane), roses, 
viole1, ginger, cardamomum., of euericbe, oz, ii; of 

dragagantum, antos, bawme hat is an herbe "' . 
.11 . . li . , '"a1oran 

hrynde of °:yrt1 e, c1p~kr1, q
1 

uons, iler, of eueriche' 
oz. Ii; of qumantum, sp1 e, c owes, quibibi to11·· ' 

' I , galange. auence, borage, sene, bean, spodie co 
I . . b . , ra , 

ma tike. macropir, storax, rent silk, of eueriche 
I · f · f , OZ. 
2 sc .. 1; o srrep o roses, quantum sufficit (Getz 
I 991, p. 20). 

Coral a a magical device feature only in two rec·_ 
pes, taken from Dioscorides. In the ninth recip~ 
coral i used to undo all pells. In the eleventh rec~ 
ipe, taken from Avicenna, coral bound to the leg 
of a woman in labour help against difficulty in 
childbirth. In Marbode of Rennes' Lapidary, a sim
ilar recipe feature with a different stone, galactite 
(probably chalk or limestone): 

Tied round the thigh of in parturition's pains, the trem
bling wife an easy labour gains (Riddle 1977, p. 79). 

These recipes do not feature in Dioscorides. Claude 
Lecouteux referred to a book by Costa Ben Luca 
(Qusta ibn Luga), an Arabic author of the tenth 
century, translated into Latin by Constantine the 
African (twelfth century), a doctor and a Benedic
tine monk from the abbey of Monte Cassino. 

. ds mounted Fig. 9. Coral branch with Oriental fruit see , 
on a silver stand from a German Kunstkammer . Pinto 
(sixteenth century), height 6 cm (Tavora Sequeira 
Collection, Oporto), photo by Chris Duffin. 
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Costa Ben Luca took the use of stone amulets from 
the Arabic Aristotle (apocryphal), classical authors 
including Galen and Dioscorides and Arabic authors 
including Avicenna, attempting to legitimize the 
medicinal use of stones by the great authors in a 
wider popular tradition (Lecouteux 2005, pp. 
104- 105). Peter of Spain might have based these 
recipes on this book and not on the works of the 
real ancient and Arabic authors. 

Stones were widely used in folk medicine to help 
in fertility and in Jabour. In the 'Treasury of the 
Poor' , to hold a magnet stone would help immedi
ately in the delivery of the foetus (Hispanus 2011, 
p. 313). Jasper would act in the same away (Hispa
nus 2011, p. 321). 

Other stones, bound to the leg of women in 
labour, appear in other lapidaries. In Damigeron
Evax Aetiti (the Eagle Stone) is recommended for 
pregnant women. When bound to the left arm it 
would prevent abortions, and when laid on the lum
bar region it would accelerate the delivery (Halleux 
& Schamp 1985, p. 235). 

Fig. to. Gilded , .1se with coral branches, seventeenth 
century.' height 14.S cm (Tu, ora equeira Pinto 

ollec110n, Oporto), photo by Chris Duffin. 

Stones were among countless remedies used as 
a~ulets in empiric medicine to treat physical 
ailments and to prevent evils with unknown causes. 

Fig. 11. Gilded sculpture of an angel topped by a small 
coral branc? on a golden sphera mundi, seventeenth 
century.' height 15.8 cm (Tavora Sequeira Pinto 
Collecuon, Oporto), photo by Chris Duffin. 
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According to the medical hi torian Guiseppe 
Pen. o. the word amulet was fir t u ed by Pliny 
(Pen o 19 4. p. 65). Pliny the Elder (BC 23- AD 
79). the great Roman encyclopaedi t, wrote that 
'Tied to the part a an amulet ideriti reduce vari
co e vein and doe it work without pain' (Pliny 
1956. p. 341). 

The upposed medical prope1tie of coral were 
al o a ociated with Christian ymbolism; many 
magical properties attributed to coral are due to its 
hape re embling the Cros of Clui t, a wa the 

ca e with deer horn (copied from Cantimpre in Hor
tus Sanitaris, V. 42, chapter devoted to coral ; Carra
co & Linan 2013, p. 71). 

In the eighteenth century, in the Real Botanica 
de/ Escorial founded by the King of Spain Felipe 
II. coral wa al o indicated to treat diabete a 
well as a compound of eye drop (Garcfa Cabrero 
1755; Linan & Linan 2006). 

Calcium carbonate is the main component of the 
shells of marine organisms. currently used as a cal
cium supplement when exogenous calcium is 
required as an antacid, in blood coagulation and as 
a component of toothpaste. Calcium hydroxide (cal
cium oxide mixed in water) approaches the recipe 
of Peter of Spain used in dentistry to fill the root 
canal in dentistry. Carrasco and Liiian reviewed 
the wide use of calcium carbonate in general modem 

the:apy (Carras.co &
1
~ifihan 2013, p. 71). Calciurn i 

an important mmera m uman metabolism a · h , s 1t as 
been recently stressed: 

Calcium is one of the mo t abundant minerals · 
d . b 1. · in U1e body an its meta o ism 1s one of the basic b. 1 . 

. It! . •o og1c processes m humans. A 1ough h1storically link d . 
marily to bone structural development and ; . Pn-

. . . d amte-
nanc~,11t 1_s nowthrecogmze as a key aspect of many 
phys10 og1c pa ways necessary for optimum h I h 
· l d' h di I eat me u mg t e car ovascu ar, neurological , hormo I 

I d 
. . 

1 
na , 

rena an gastromtestma systems. Calcium serves as 
a cofactor for many extracellular enzymes, most nota
bly the enzymes of the coagulation ca cade, and as 
source of calcium ion that function as signalling mol~ 
ecule for a great diversity of intracellular proce ses. 
These processes include automaticity of nerve and 
mu cle; contraction of cardiac, skeletal and smooth 
muscle; neurotransmitter relea e; and various forms 
of endocrine and exocrine secretion (Patel er al. 
2012, pp. 2-7 digital edition). 

Corals from German Kunstkammem or 
'cabinets of curiosities' 

Coral has attracted human fancy beyond it medici
nal properties. Exuberant pieces of coral figure 
among the naturalia in German Kunstkammem or 
cabinets of curiosities in which nobles and wealthy 

Fig. 12. Red coral branch from a German Kumkammer (seventeenth/ eighteenth centuries) height J 8 cm (Tavora 
Sequeira Pinto Collection, Oporto), photo by Chris Duffin. ' 
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Fig. 13. Oriental bezoar stone mounted on a golden 
filigree stand, decorated with a coral branch on the top, 
eighteenth century (Tavora Sequeira Pinto Collection, 
Oporto). 

people exhibited their exotic riches and jewels 
from the sixteenth century onwards. The cabinets 
collected antique figurines and coins, artistically 
crafted artefacts, scientific instruments, books, pic
tures, objects brought from far lands and natural 
specimens. Francisco I de Medici, Grand Duke of 
Tuscany, established one particularly large cabinet 
built on older precursors in around 1570 in Florence. 
One of the largest and most famous cabinets 
belonged to the Emperor Rudolf II around 1600 in 
Prague (Musch in Seba 1734, 1765, pp. 7-8). 

Scientists also collected much exotic materia 
medica. Albert Seba (1665-1763), a pharmacist 
from Amsterdam, collected all sorts of exquisite 
pieces, mainly naturalia (plants, animals and miner
als) recorded in 446 copperplates. Branches of red, 
white and black coral figure in Albert Seba's natu
ralia, in wonderful plates depicting different kinds 
of corals (Seba 1734-65, pp. 304-322). 

Five pieces from the private collection of the 
art collector Alvaro Sequeira Pinto, dated from 
the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, illustrate 
the value of this highly appreciated marine tree
like skeleton. Some originally belonged to German 
Kunstkammem: a coral branch with Oriental fruits, 
mounted on a decorated silver stand (Fig. 9); a 
coral branch mounted on a black wood stand (Fig. 
10); a gilded vase with coral branches (Fig. 11); 
and a golden sculpture of an angel with a small 
coral branch on a golden sphera mundi (Fig. 12) 
all state the European taste for Oriental rare, valu
able and exotic materials. 

Fig. 14. Branch of coral (eighteenth century). Lisbon Museum of Pharmacy. 
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A coral branch on the top of an Otiental bezoar 

stone mounted on a golden filigree ·tand _fr?m 
the eighteenth century is a rare piece. combmmg 
both {potropaic propc1ties attributed to c_oral a~d 
bezoar stone .. the widely known ale ·1phanrnc 
a ti,it, of bezoars and the ale ipharmic activit)'. 
of cor;L active against a ·p · s bite since the 017Jhe1 
Lithica Kcrigmnta O-Ialleux. champ l 9 5, 
p. 160: Fig. 13). 

An ostrich egg goblet topped by a coral branch 
and worked with gilded ilver bJ Clement ickinger 
from Augsburg dated about 1570 157:. hou ed in 
the Kun ~hi. torishes 1u eum Wien. Kun, tkammer 
(lm·. r. KK._ 97). r embles thi bezoar. 

A coral bran h from the Lisbon Mu eum of 
Phannac,. mounted on a black wooden , rand, al o 
originan; belonged to a German K1111stka111111er 
lFig. 14). 

Conclusions 

Coral was used mainly: for its protective and 
apotropai propertie again t e\'il and dangers; to 
fayour harmony in the home: a a magical device 
to protect ag~ t di ease : and among wonderful 
e.xorica for Renai ance cientl ts and art collectors. 
Coral wa taken or u ed externally a a medicine 
and li ted in the rreatment of various ailments, 
mainlJ as haemo.tatic. antacid and analge ic for 
bone pain and dental problem . analeptic (a a 
tonic for Yitai organ ). as an anti-epileptic, for 
urinary di orders. in gynaecological ailments, eye 
and lung suppurations. and as a healing powder in 
urgical dre ing . 

Arabic authors were more enthu iastic about 
coral. Al-Beruni al o listed it as ox.ytocic (to stimu
late uterine muscle in order to hasten parturition and 
to proYoke abortion). as an antidy enteric and a cure 
for melancholia. 

Peter of Spain gathers the influence of European 
and Arabic authors. prescribing coral applied exter
nally and taken orally. Calcium carbonate, the main 
chemical component of the coral skeleton, is listed 
in modem pharmacopeia as a calcium supplement. 
Coral as an exogenous source of calcium and cal
cium carbonate was included in many appropriate 
pre criptions of ancient authors, including Peter of 
Spain. 
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ees for the suggestions which grearl} improved this paper. I 
also wish to thank Dr Chris Duffin for t:he photos of the 
Tavora Sequeira Pinto Collecuon (Opono), the Wellcome 
Libraf) for kind permission to reproduce Peter of Spains's 
portrait. Dr Joao eto, Director of the Lisbon Museum of 
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