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Specimens of amber in surviving early 18th century British materia medica 

cabinets are always placed with other geopharmaceuticals, rather than being 

classified with resins and gums. Appreciated as displaying a unique combination of 

distinctive thermal and physical properties, amber has been a prominent and 

popular member of the lithotherapeutic arsenal of the medical profession since 

classical times. Employed amuletically, as a fumigant, a component of therapeutic 

quilts and pillows, and applied in relatively unprocessed form both topically (in 

plasters, salves, poultices, cataplasms, ointments, and balsams) and internally (in 

pessaries, lozenges, powders, electuaries, tablets, pills, troches, solutions, and 

lohochs), amber was used in preparations to treat a bewildering array of conditions. 

Following the iconoclastic writings of Paracelsus (1493–1541) and the gradual rise 

of iatrochemistry with its emphasis on isolating the supposed active principles of 

various simples, Salts, Oils, Tinctures, and Powers of Amber were produced by 

means of sublimation, distillation and rectification. This innovation further 

extended the diversity of applications, number of medicaments and target diseases 

which amber was used to treat.    

The relative abundance of amber may be one factor accounting for its popularity; 

wholesale collecting was possible from the amber-rich deposits of the Baltic coast, 

sometimes concentrated through storm action, whilst other potentially therapeutic 

fossils were often based upon chance finds, seldom with any form of geological or 

other means of concentration. Other fossil material figures alongside amber, 

however, in the writings of many classical authors (e.g. Galen, Pliny, Dioscorides, 

Damigeron), medieval encyclopaedists (e.g. Isidore of Seville, Rabanus Maurus, 

Thomas of Cantimpre, Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Vincent de Beauvais), lapidarists 

(e.g. Marbode of Rennes), herbalists and early modern writers; although having a 

similar longevity of use, no fossil material proved so versatile as amber, whose 

diversity could only be approached by pharmaceutical earths such as the wide 

range of terra sigillata and various boles (e.g. Armenian bole), and the later 

metallic derivatives of various ore minerals (e.g. mercury from cinnabar and 

antimony from stibnite). 

Many of the principles which guided the initial use of amber as a medicament were 

clearly significant in the choice and application of other palaeontological material, 

some examples of which are detailed below. The Doctrine of Signatures proposed 



that God intended that Man should recognise his handiwork and its relation to the 

human body. He left his signature everywhere. The properties and virtues of plants, 

animals and minerals could be discerned from their outward appearance — shape, 

colour etc., and thus provided valuable clues as to their medicinal utility. This 

correspondence was sometimes expressed in the dictum ‘like cures like’ (Similia 

similibus curantur), a form of sympathetic magic.  

Jews’ Stones (Lapis judaicus) are the fossilised spines of the Jurassic echinoid 

Balanocidaris glandifera, collected from the Mount Hermon area at the Syria/ 

Lebanon border. The phallic, club-like shape of the spine determined its use in 

urogenital problems, especially strangury, dysuria,  and the painless dispersal of 

renal calculi and bladder stones, which would otherwise have to be removed by the 

excruciating and dangerous operation known as a lithotomy.  

The Lynx Stone (Lapis lincis or Lyncurium) was, according to Theophrastus (372-

287 BC), congealed urine from the lynx. Its yellowish colour has resulted in a 

number of suggestions as to its geological identity — amber, tourmaline, hyacinth 

and sapphire have all been proposed as candidates, but early modern accounts and 

18th century materia medica collections indicate that, at least in some instances, it 

was represented by the guards of an extinct group of Mesozoic cephalopods, the 

belemnites.  Colour, again, was an important indicator as to its potential medicinal 

uses, which included against jaundice and urogenital problems, especially bladder 

stone. The lynx was believed to have the keenest possible eyesight, according to 

Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD), so the Lynx Stone was also used to treat a variety of 

ocular disorders. Another fossil recommended for use in eye conditions was Lapis 

chelidonius or the Swallow Stone (fossil orbitoline foraminiferans and occasionally 

pycnodont teeth). 

Bufonites or the Toad Stone is actually the crushing tooth of a Mesozoic fossil fish, 

often Lepidotes or Scheenstia. An animal which secretes toxins from specialised 

dermal glands, the toad was believed to carry this healing stone in its head. Once 

extracted by following a carefully prescribed method, the stone was believed to 

detect and draw out poisons by sympathetic magic.  The Bufonites could be 

swallowed to rid the digestive system of poisons (and then reclaimed from the 

faeces for re-use), or worn as a cabochon in a ring to warn of the proximity of 

poisons. Poisons could also be detected and counteracted by Glossopetrae (fossil 

shark’s teeth) and unicornum verum (mammoth ivory). 

Jet is a form of lignite. Like amber, it is a mineraloid, and enjoyed some popularity 

as a fumigant with magico-medicinal properties, although it was used in different 

medical circumstances. Inhaling the smoke from burning jet supposedly provoked 

menstruation, but applied to the skin in media such as wax it was used to treat 

scrofulous tumours. Boiled in wine and drunk, it was esteemed as fastening loose 

teeth; it was also recommended against epilepsy, to ease childbirth and as a test for 

virginity! 



Amber was just one of a surprisingly wide range of fossil materials used in 

medicine up to around 1750 and the establishment of chemical pharmacology, 

although the range of its application was unmatched. 

 

 

 


