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The amber's healing power has been appreciated since ancient times that has been 

proved by numerous literary sources, folklore materials and confirmed by various 

cultural artifacts. However, in all historical periods, as today, the interpretation of 

healing properties of amber has been full of exaggeration and rhetoric lacking any 

solid grounds. Meanwhile, these data were actively spread in the past, passing over 

from one work to the other, and are asserted today having taken a firm position in 

popular, popular scientific and even specialised scientific literature (for example, 

in dissertation abstracts), and also in the Internet. Therefore it is important to 

determine sources in each particular case.  

The paper is aimed at discussing two questions. What has the sustainable interest 

in amber on the part of the medical community been determined by for centuries? 

How did medical people, describing forms and ways of amber's use, explain and 

justify its medicinal properties? 

In order to answer the second question, we will have to refer to the tradition of 

natural philosophy, by which, taking into consideration the ambiguity of the term, 

we will understand the philosophy of nature as an integral system of general laws 

of natural science in the period from the 16th until the 18th centuries. That is the 

time when the topic in question is actualized and critically reconceptualized within 

the pivotal trends in the European culture of that time. 

Since antiquity, the natural philosophy was orientated to the search of “first 

causes” and identification of fundamental regularities of natural phenomena. The 

general speculative character of most of the doctrines representing this tradition in 

the given historical period features a certain peculiarity in this case. It is 

determined by the fact that the writers mentioned in the paper were bearers of the 

most popular practices ensuring the link with the world, — medicine and pharmacy 

which have been affected greater than many areas of natural philosophy by 

Paracelsus appeal to go to facts. 

The kinds of texts which give the characteristics of amber's healing properties are, 

first and foremost, writings in the genre of natural history, “legends” made for 
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catalogues reflecting the “amber” content of cabinets of curiosities and medical 

collections, as well as pharmacopoeia’s articles. 

The historically established within this area corpus of texts of various genres, on 

the one hand, provides us with abundant and varied materials, and, on the other 

hand, poses serious methodological difficulties to understand how the practice of 

amber's medicinal use correlated to the general trends of the development of 

science and culture. 

As a rule, the texts telling about amber's medicinal qualities are similar in their 

structure. A statement “there is a variety of the use of amber in medicine” is 

usually followed by a list of diseases for which treatment amber is used, and also a 

list of  reputable authors who verified this in one form or another (See: Erasmus 

Stella (1460–1521) On the antiquities of Prussia, Georg Agricola (1494–1555) De 

Natura Fossilium, Severin Goebel (1530–1612) Two books on amber and others). 

A author who wrote in the genre of natural history, even if he at the same time was 

a medical practitioner, was supposed to produce an “object” with their 

specifications and additions without going into metaphysical explanations and 

experimental verifications. The situation changed to some extent when studying 

the nature, which in the early 16th century was not considered to be especially 

important (peripheral) for the medical practice, became a mandatory part of a 

doctor's education and even a certain marker of belonging to the medical 

profession.  

The rethinking of the meaning of Materia Medica in keeping with the new 

philosophy, an approach to nature as an immense repository of medicines, resulted 

in focusing on minerals. One of the essential characteristics which served as a basis 

for scholars in the 16th–17th centuries to develop their classifications of minerals 

were their healing properties, a possibility of their being used in medicine. Georg 

Agricola, one of the first to systematize mineralogical and geological knowledge, 

would write: “So that certainly if there were no other reasons why we should 

explore the depths of the earth, we should for the sake of medicine alone dig in the 

mines”. Agricola's phrase ending with: “we should for the sake of medicine alone 

produce amber” could well become a motto for the economic campaign of Prussian 

Duke Albrecht (1490–1568) in the second half of the 16th century. One of the 

objectives of the reforms undertaken was to draw interest to the Prussian amber 

and to use its resources accumulated since the beginning of the Reformation for 

medical purposes. The work conducted resulted in the white Prussian amber and 

the amber oil made of it having entered the pharmacopeias and dispensatories.  

Beginning with the 16th century, along with numerous herbal medicines described 

in herbals, more and more attention is given to complex medicines produced from 

minerals. The connection between mineralogy and medicine can be called one of 

the tendencies in science of those days. The 16th century alchemistry, unlike that 

of the previous century, was also aimed at obtaining medicines rather than gold, 



that is why it is often called yatrochemistry (from ancient Greek ἰατρός — 

physician). The search for rare and unknown drugs was seen in European cities of 

the late Renaissance period as a political task 

The most common bright yellow or yellowish-golden colour of the mineral was 

important not only for the representatives of ancient cultures for whom it was 

associated with the Sun. It is known that natural amber pieces as well as articles 

from it (anthropomorphous and zoomorphic figurines, solar pictures) were widely 

used as protective amulets and talismans, symbolizing the power of life bestowed 

by the Sun, that is why they were believed to save from evil spirits, diseases and 

misfortunes. Herbs and minerals connected with the Sun were also considered 

useful in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance, when in the course of fabrication 

of various medicinal mixtures and powders, their ingredients were correlated with 

astral bodies and planets. It was thought that a human body as a whole and its 

separate parts, as well as every plant and every stone are connected with a 

particular planet. It was believed that affecting natural materials and phenomena 

could be either beneficial or harmful, that is why caution was required in handling 

them. Herbs and minerals, including amber, connected with the Sun, were ascribed 

(as in the ancient times) a quality to promote an inflow of life energy. Assuming 

that the human spirit is filled with the world spirit, the highest presence of the latter 

was admitted in what was sparkling or emitting sweetest odours. Those could 

include high quality wines, white sugar, gold, precious stones, and frankincenses. 

Aureate transparent amber best fitted the former criteria, while the latter to a 

certain extent explains an interest in white amber that was considered to be the 

most fragrant. 

It is known that amber was an ingredient in numerous complex recipes of pills, 

tinctures, fumigants etc. It was quite an expensive material which emphasized the 

component's value in the patient's eyes, that is why there were a lot of recipes 

prescribing the rules of making an artificial mineral.  

The medicine's power was often connected with rare and unusual ingredients being 

part of it. That is why physicians and apothecaries often showed the composition 

of complex medicines in their medical collections, thus creating a visual image of 

Materia Medica. According to the surviving catalogues, in the 16th — first half of 

the 18th century, among the Mother Nature's rarities and curiosities were odd-

shaped amber samples (ringlets, hearts etc.) and colours, specimens simulating in 

their form human body's organs, also those with inclusions of plant and animal 

organisms. Practicing physicians and apothecaries obtained and showed them with 

a view to enhancing their professional authority in the medical community. The 

presence of such exhibits in collections also promoted the physician's prestige 

among his patients who could not only see with their own eyes the ingredients of 

the recommended drug, but also see for themselves in a way that they belonged to 

the category of extraordinary phenomena in the world of nature. 



The representatives of the alchemical tradition showed particular interest in the so-

called “cloudy” amber. A combination in one sample of transparent and "cloudy" 

amber enabled one to see fanciful patterns, anthropomorphous and zoomorphic 

figures, landscapes, tongues of flame or magic numbers. They did not only state 

their presence in amber, but gave it a certain special significance. The complicated 

structure of the mineral excited the researcher's imagination and encouraged in 

compliance with the current trend the interpretation of the “God's inspired 

hieroglyphs» in nature (Athanasius Kircher, 1602—1680). Similar specimens can 

be also found in the collection catalogues from the 16th—18th century's cabinets 

of curiosities. 

It cannot but be mentioned a special kind of legends of amber made up by 

physician-humanists of the Renaissance period and their counterparts in the 

Baroque age within the Christian religious and symbolic interpretation of nature 

(Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522—1605), S. Goebel Senior, A. Kircher and others). Thus, 

starting from the assumption that the true studying of nature is none other but the 

theory of God, a Koenigsberg physician Severin Goebel the Elder considered 

amber as an evidence of how the Nature mourns for a man. An Italian physician 

and natural scientist U. Aldrovandi, an owner of one of the well-known curiosities 

cabinets, saw in amber with inclusions a metaphor of heresy entwisting human 

souls. 

Another factor that should be taken into consideration is amber's electrostatic 

properties, its ability to attract small particles, which the interpreters of the 

Antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance failed to give a uniform 

explanation to. At this point it is worth noting the interpretation dating back to 

Plutarch (“Platonic questions”) and supported by some physicians-humanists of 

the Renaissance period, which essentially lies in admitting the presence in amber 

of a “fire-like or pneumatic” especially subtle substance due to which amber under 

friction gives off “breath-like efflux”. Andreas Aurifaber (1513—1559), a 

physician and the author of the first monograph on amber, links amber's unique 

healing properties with this special “power”. 

However, perhaps the most time-persistent factor of interest of representatives of 

medical occupations in amber is connected with inclusions in amber. The presence 

of various inclusions in amber samples (especially of animal origin) that preserved 

their form, colour etc., attracted not only natural philosophers, but also practicing 

physicians, since the mineral's quality to preserve bodies imperishable, to prevent 

putrefaction was projected to actual medical manoeuvres with the human body. An 

English philosopher Francis Bacon, the ancestor of empirical science, considered 

the insect inclusions in amber an example of one of the forms of object existence, 

which should, in his opinion, be used in solving the problem of life prolongation 

and preservation of a human body. 



Therefore, no wonder that physicians and apothecaries — founders of curiosities 

cabinets and natural science cabinets — strived to obtain amber pieces with 

inclusions for their collections, however, not only authentic, of natural origin, but 

also fakes.  

The Prussian poet Daniel Hermann (1543—1601), describing two remarkable 

specimens — a frog and a lizard in amber (counterfeits which up to the 18th 

century were considered to be authentic), first of all focuses on the fact that the 

bodies and colours looked “lifelike”, even blood retained its original colour. The 

problem of body's imperishability was also a concern to Hermann's contemporary, 

an Italian physician, philosopher and an alchemist Giambattista della Porta 

(1535—1615), who experimented with counterfeit amber and also with copal and 

stated that he enwrapped bees and lizards with “amber mixture” to “preserve them 

forever”, showed them to his counterparts and they were convinced that those were 

true inclusions in amber. 

The collection owners would create a special “object legend” (a lot of descriptions 

of such “legendary” exhibits of amber have preserved), and efforts were made to 

spread it beyond the scientific community. As a rule, inclusions in amber, and 

occasionally counterfeits passed off as such were presented as wonders of nature, 

and, consequently, thus enhancing the status of the healing and magic properties 

ascribed to amber.  

In the natural philosophic reasoning of views on nature and amber origin, Agricola, 

later followed by Aurifaber, Gerolamo Cardano (1501—1576) , Severin Goebel 

the Senior link the most important, in their view, quality of amber to warm and dry 

with its emergence in the interior of the earth under the influence of heat. To a 

certain extent, the concept of “two effluxions” by Aristotle is also involved 

(“Meteorology”, book IV 10), which explains the differences between bodies in 

composition depending on the way of their formation. What “warms and dries” 

(bitumen, artificial and natural camphor, amber) releases one from the outflow of 

various humors, namely it is a staunch wherever bleeding occurs, it heals wounds, 

stops bdelygmia and diarrhea, cures runny nose. 

Unraveling the mystery of amber by means of symbolic interpretation of its nature, 

properties, varieties etc. (amber has always been considered to be one of the most 

mysterious minerals) was seen by medical scientists, natural philosophers and 

theologists as one of the keys to researching and unravelling the secrets of the 

world around us on the whole. It was believed that symbols inherent in amber 

(especially in case of amber samples with inclusions or with a complex structure) 

through the images evoked by them lead the human mind to comprehending the 

meaning different from the one suggested by the objects themselves. 


