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Re-constructing ancient medical remedies
by Dr Nick Summerton, General Practitioner

A wide range of medicines would have been available to the 
inhabitants of Roman Britain. Scribonius Largus, who 
accompanied the emperor Claudius during the Roman 
invasion of Britain, listed 271 medical recipes incorporating 
249 vegetable, 45 mineral and 36 animal substances. 
However, over the last few hundred years, many ancient 
remedies have been discarded and their benefits forgotten. 
For example, since the mid-1990s I have been able to 
prescribe pain relief as self-adhesive skin patches for my 
patients in the form of Fentanyl transdermal patches. At the 
time many of us though this was a major innovation in the 
management of pain, avoiding some of the side-effects 
associated with the oral treatments. However Adrian Harrison 
and his colleagues at Copenhagen have recently 
reconstructed the so-called 'Olympic Victor's Dark Ointment' 
described by Galen and found it to be a remarkably effective 
transdermal analgesic.

Collyrium eye stamps are found throughout the Western 
Roman Empire and over two dozen have been discovered in 
Britain. They were probably used for impressing the name of 
the maker and the purpose of an eye treatment onto a small 
ovoid-shaped block of medication (collyrium). The stamps are 
usually made of greenish schist or steatite and consist of small 
thin square blocks, generally with an inscription on each of the 
four edges (Fig. 1). In a few instances the stone is oblong with 
two inscribed sides, and in one example from Wroxeter the 
stamp is circular. The letters are cut in intaglio form and written 
from right to left so that when stamped on the collyrium they 
make an impression that reads from left to right – see Figure 2 
for detail of the imprint from the Wroxeter stamp.

The inscriptions on the stamps generally comprise two or 
three of the following components: the name of the 
medicament(s); a personal name (usually in the genitive case); 
and the name of the ailment(s) or indication(s) for use. Table 1 
lists the locations and names for the collyrium stamps found 
in Britain.

Eight conditions are listed on the British stamps: aspritudines 
(roughness or granulations of the 
eye lids), caligo (dim sight), 
cicatrices (scars), claritas (clear 
vision), diathesis (affection or 
condition), lippitudo 
(inflammation/infection, for 
example conjunctivitis), reumatica 
(running eyes) and suppurationes 
(suppurations), with twenty-seven 
associated remedies.

Lippitudo is mostly frequently 
cited problem being mentioned 
on 11 of the stamps. The example 
from Cambridge is inscribed on 
one face: L. IVL. SALVTARIS PE/
NICILLUM AD LIPPITUD 'the 
collyrium of Lucius Julius Salutaris, 
to be applied with a fine brush for 
lippitudo of the eyes'. On a second 
side is: MARINI CAES 'the 

collyrium named caesarianum according to the recipe of 
Marinus'. Caesarianum was known to Celsus who indicated 
that it could be used for lippitudo and consisted of 
shoemaker's blacking (probably copper/iron sulphide), misy 
(probably iron/copper pyrites), white pepper, opium, gum, 
cadmia (zinc carbonate) and stibium (antimony sulphide). 
The St Albans stamp prescribes 'a salve of myrrh to be used 
twice a day with egg' for lippitudo and the Cirencester stamp 
is inscribed 'Minervalis's salve of frankincense for the onset of 
lippitudo, to be used with an egg'.

Nowadays eye complaints constitute about 2% of all patient 
encounters in general practice with conjunctivitis and corneal 
abrasions accounting for over half of the visits. However, in 
the ancient world it seems likely that eye problems were 
considerably more common, possibly exacerbated by poorer 
hygiene practices. Crowded bathhouses and the excellent 
communications afforded by the road network would 
undoubtedly have contributed to the spread of infectious 
eye diseases.

Direct information on the prevalence of lippientes amongst 
some of the fittest individuals in Roman Britain is provided by 
one of the Vindolanda writing tablets detailing the strength 
of the First Cohort of Tungrians. Of the 296 men at Vindolanda, 
15 were classified as aegri (sick), 6 were volnerati (wounded) 
and 10 had lippientes (see Fig. 3).

One significant category of eye problems about which the 
Romans seemed to have no understanding were defects in 
visual acuity – today corrected by lenses but in the ancient 
world treated with medication. Gaius Valerius Valentinus' 
mixture (Biggleswade stamp) and Quintus Julius Murranus' 
quince ointment (Colchester) were both designed for ad 
claritatem (clearing the sight). Furthermore the Colchester 
and Biggleswade stamps also refer to collyria for ad caliginem 
(dim sight). It has been suggested that these preparations 
worked (albeit transiently) by their astringent actions in 
altering the curvature of the surface of the eye.

Left: Fig. 1.  A collyrium stamp found at Kenchester 
(Herefordshire) inscribed in retrograde with the name 
'Titus Vindacius Ariovistus' and the word 'chloron', 
translated as 'green salve'. 
 Photo: © The Trustees of The British Museum.

Below: Fig. 2.  A collyrium stamp from Wroxeter in Shropshire 
(illustrated as it would appear on a collyrium), 
translated: 'Tiberius Claudius M…'s frankincense salve 
for every defect of the eyes: [to be used] with egg'.
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Examining the available information on the commoner 
constituents of collyria from the inscriptions on stamps 
together with chemical analyses of excavated collyria 
(e.g. from graves) plus the recipes described by authors such 
as Galen and Celsus, it does seem likely that a large number of 
the eye remedies contained antiseptics in one form or another. 
For example, the vinegar lotion of Gaius Valerius Amandus or 
the copper oxide of Aurelius Polychronius's collyrium might 
have been very effective antiseptics either in treating 
conjunctivitis or in preventing a corneal scar becoming 
infected while it healed. The collyrium of the British eye doctor 
Axius referred to by Galen probably also had many antiseptic 
components in terms of its metallic constituents: copper 
oxide, zinc oxide, zinc carbonate and mercuric sulphide.

Thanks to some very generous financial support from Dame 
Mary Perkins at Specsavers, I am currently working with Sally 
Pointer and Adrian Harrison in order to manufacture four 
collyria described by Celsus (Philo, Dionysius, Cleon 1 and 
Cleon 2) and one by Galen (Lutron). The details of these recipes 
are provided in Table 2:

As far as possible we are seeking to use ancient techniques 
in the manufacture of the collyria and their components. 
For example, Figure 4 shows the stomoma (copper acetate) 
and Figure 5 the cerussa (lead acetate) formed after the 
immersion of copper and lead respectively in strong vinegar. 
Unfortunately we have yet to overcome the legal challenges 
associated with obtaining and using raw opium and, 

Table 1: Collyrium eye stamps from Roman Britain

Location and date of find Present location Name(s) on stamp
Bath (1731) Lost Titus Junianus
Bath (1923) Lost Flavius Litugnus or Litugenus
Biggleswade (1873) British Museum Gaius Valerius Amandus & Gaius Valerius Valentinus
Caistor-by-Norwich (1927) British Museum Publius Anicius Sedatus
Cambridge (1984) University Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology Lucius Julius Salutaris & Marinus
Chester (1973) Grosvenor Museum Quintus Julius Martinus
Cirencester (1818) British Museum Minervalis
Cirencester (1900) Corinium Museum Atticus
Colchester (1719) Lost Quintus Julius Murranus
Colchester (1893) British Museum Lucius Ulpius Deciminus
Colchester (1976) Colchester Castle Museum Martialis
Colchester (1977) Colchester Castle Museum Publius Claudius Primus 
Dorchester (1937) Dorchester Museum None
Harrold (1895) Bedford Museum Gaius Junius Tertullus
Ipswich (1931) Ipswich Museum None
Kenchester (1848) British Museum Titus Vindacius Ariovistus (see Fig. 1)
Kenchester (1963) Hereford Museum Aurelius Polychronius
Leicester (1873) Lost Gaius Pal…… Gracilis
Littleborough (1772) Lost Julius Titianus 
London (1931) Museum of London Gaius Silvius Tetricus
Lydney (1855) Lydney Park Museum Julius Jucundus
St. Albans (1739) British Museum Lucius Julius Ivenis & Flavius Secundus
Staines (1989) Surrey Archaeology Unit Senior
Watercrook (1974) Kendal Museum P Clodianus
Wilcote (1965) Ashmolean Museum Maurus
Wroxeter (1808) Shrewsbury Museum Tiberius Claudius M…… (see Fig. 2)
Wroxeter (1981) Shrewsbury Museum Q…… Lucillianus
York (1930) Yorkshire Museum Julius Alexander

Table 2: Constituents of the five collyria currently being manufactured

Ancient Component Modern equivalent Philo Dionysius Cleon 1 Cleon 2 Lutron
Cerussa Lead acetate 4g
Plumbi eloti et combusti Lead oxide and lead sulphide 24g
Spodii Zinc oxide 4g 16g 16g
Cadmia Zinc carbonate 4g
Stomoma Copper acetate 4g
Turis Frankincense 2g 3g
Myrrhe Myrrh 12g
Croci Saffron 0.66g 8g 8g
Aloes Aloe 8g
Eris usti and loti Iris (burnt and washed) 16g
Gummi Gum arabic 4g 2g 4g 24g 16g
Papaveris lacrimae Raw opium 8g 4.66g 4g 16g
Additional ingredients Water Rose juice Mendes wine
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consequently, this component has 
been omitted from the collyria being 
manufactured. Figure 6 shows the 
weighed components of Cleon 2 prior 
to mixing. Figures 7 and 8 illustrate the 
mixing process – firstly dry and 
subsequently with the addition of malt 
vinegar. The final collyrium (dried and 
rolled) can be seen in Figure 9 resting 
on a palate prior to stamping.

We are currently assessing the physical 
properties and microbiological efficacy 
(in vitro!) of our manufactured collyria 
in comparison with a couple of 
commonly prescribed 
ophthalmological antibiotics that I use 
as a general practitioner– fusidic acid 
and chloramphenicol.

At the ARA/Roman Society Symposium 
on Health and Medicine in the Roman 
World (to be held at the British Museum 
on 2nd November) we will present the 
results of our work in addition to 
demonstrating the actual process of 
collyria manufacturing, stamping 
and usage.
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Top, from left to right: 
Fig. 4.  Stomoma (copper acetate), formed by immersing copper in strong vinegar.
Fig. 5.  Cerussa (lead acetate), formed by immersing lead in strong vinegar.
Fig. 6.  Weighed components of Cleon 2, prior to mixing.

Bottom, from left to right: 
Fig. 7.  The dried, combined components of Cleon 2.
Fig. 8.  Mixing the components of Cleon 2 with malt vinegar.
Fig. 9.  The dried and rolled collyrium prior to stamping.
 Photos: Sally Pointer, © Nicholas Summerton.

Right: Fig. 3.  A writing tablet from Vindolanda 
reporting the strength of the First 
Cohort of Tungarians. One-third of 
those who were sick or wounded were 
unfit with eye problems (lippientes). 
 Photo: © The Vindolanda Trust.


