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philtres, we find that the belief in them was strong even as late as the
time of Van Helmont, in the middle of the seventeenth century. Van
Helmont himself was fully persuaded of their efficacy, and perhaps the
most remarkable statement in regard to them occurs in one of his
writings. Here is a translation of it: “I know a plant of common
occurrence, which, if you rub and cherish in the hand till it becomes
warm, and then take the hand of another and held it till it also be-
becomes warm, that person will forthwith be stimulated with love for
you, and continue so for several days,”

A plant is mentioned by Theophrastus, to which even more powerful
effects were ascribed, but which need not be more particularly specified.

There were not a few, however, even in ancient times, who were
sceptical as to philtres. Ovid, who speaks so much of them, had his
doubts; and, in a letter to a young lady, he recommends, as far the
most preferable prescription, ** uf ameris, amabilis esto.”

From these and similar truths, the influence of philtres gradually
ceased to be believed in, and disappeared from medical literature by
the middle of the eighteenth century. Closely connected with the
practice of brewing love-drinks was the still more pernicious and dan-
gerous one of dealing in abortifacients. What we now call the crime
of abortion was not in early times regarded as such. False political
and social doctrines had much to do with the prevalence of the prac-
tice before the dawn of Christianity, and it was not till the time of the
early Christian emperors that legislative measures were enacted to
check it. It was the custom in early ages not to regard a newly born
child as a human being, whose life was worthy of preservation, till it
had been taken up by the father and placed in the mother's bosom. It
was at the option of the father whether the child should be exposed or
reared. Infanticide, therefore, was looked upon as a regular social in-
stitution. Of much less import did it seem to kill a child in its
mother’s womb, or to cause its expulsion at a time when its death
would be certain. The politics of Plato and Aristotle did much to
encourage the practice; for they held, as do the followers of Malthus
at the present day, that the number of children born every year in a
State should be regulated and restricted; and therefore they recom-
mended abortion as a means of checking over-population. This
licence was, of course, a premium on immorality; and the evil reached
its highest extent in the days of the Roman empire, as the pictures
drawn by Juvenal sufficiently show. The morals of the Roman
matrons of that time were such as to lead them to resort to the prac-
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mixed them into a paste with toads and poisonous herbs. This paste
they cut into small cakes, which they sank with stones to the botlom
of the wells !

A profound faith in universal antidotes against poison was cha-
racteristic of this age of the marvellous. This idea, however, did not
originate with them, for it forms no inconsiderable part of the
works of Nicander, Dioscorides, Galen, and others; and it con-
tinned to be spoken and treated of in many learned works up
to a comparatively recent period in the history of medicine. One
of the most celebrated of the ancient antidotes was that invented
by Mithridates, and which was named after him. These Mithridatia
and TVeriaca, as they were termed, were variously modified at different
periods. They consisted for the most part of an immense number of
vegetable extracts and resins ; and many works were written, specially
devoted to the exact description and modes of compounding the various
ingredients of these highly prized alexipharmics. So late as the middle
of the last century, Heberden wrote a special treatise showing their use-
lessness, and advocating their banishment from the pharmacopceias.
More prized in the middle ages were the Bezoar sfones, first intro-
duced by the Arabian physicians. So much were they valued, that
they sold for ten times their weight in gold. These wonderful stones,
of which there were two varieties—the oriental and the occidental —
were nothing but the biliary calculi of different species of antelopes,
goats, and camels. Amulets and charms of precious stones and coral,
which blushed or turned pale when poison approached them ; rings
that became too hot to be worn ; cups that cracked when poison was
poured into them ; and such like, were equally relied on. Many
other agents were employed, based on the idea of curing like by like,
or on the equally scientific doctrine of Signatures, which saw, in what-
ever resembled the noxious substance in form or appearance, the proper
antidote against it,* _

The promulgation of the ** Constitutio Criminalis Carolina” in 1533
by the Emperor Charles the Fifth, was the dawn of a new era, and
marks the commencement of the science of forensic medicine, The
relations of medicine to jurisprudence were distinctly established, and
medico-legal investigation by competent men was rendered imperative in

* “Die Signatur ist in der Philosophia und Medicin das héichste Fundament.
Die Syderica oder gross Drachenwurtz hat in einem jeden Blatt die Gestalt eines
Schlangens ; dannenhero wir dann durch eine magische Anzeygung werden gestirckt
dass thre Briihe wider die Stich und Bisse der Schlangen eins der allerkriftigsten
mittel sey.""—Crollius, quoted by Marx, Gi/flelre, i, 25,

D
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isolate the zymotic poisons—the only poisons we know which can be
carried in such a way. Prince Eugene is said to have received a
poisoned letter, which, however, he suspected and immediately threw
from him. To ascertain whether his suspicions were well founded, the
letter was given to a dog, which was moreover fortified by an antidote.
Notwithstanding this, the dog died. Marx, who relates the story,
naively asks ** Was not the dog poisoned by the antidote?”’ We might
believe in poisoned gloves, but hardly in poisoned boots, poisoned
saddles, and the like.

Pope Clement VIII was said to have been killed by the fumes of a
poisoned candle which was placed in his bedroom. Those who
attributed his death to this cause, forgot, or did not know, that at the
same time a brazier of burning charcoal was likewise placed in his
Holiness' apartment.

A belief in the existence of slow and secret poisons which could be
prepared with such skill, and the dose calculated to such a degree of
precision as to cause death at any given period, according to the will
of the poisoner, was more prevalent, and has not altogether passed
away at the present day.® It has descended from very ancient times.
Theophrastus speaks of such a poison prepared from aconite which would
produce its effects after two, three, or six months, or even after one or
two years. The Carthaginians were said to have administered such a
poison to Regulus, so that, whether he returned from his mission to
Rome or not, he might not altogether escape. And it is related by
Plutarch, that one of the Philips of Macedon caused such a poison to
be administered to Aratus, King of Sicyon. This is said to have pro-
duced a gradual wasting of the whole body, accompanied by hamopty-
sis. On ove occasion, when he spat blood, Aratus, who believed he
had been poisoned, exclaimed, ** This is a mark of the king's friend-
ship I

In more modern times the idea was founded on apparently better
grounds, viz., on the effects attributed to the celebrated Agua Zophana.
This poison derived its name from Tophana, a woman who resided at
Naples in the latter part of the sixteenth century. It was sold in phials,
which, in order to escape the scrutiny of the Government officials, were
labelled *‘ manna of St. Nicholas,” purporting to be an oily liquid of
reputed supernatural virtues which was said to flow from underneath
the tomb of St. Nicholas of Bari. The name *“manna of St. Nicholas"
is familiar to all readers of Aenifworih, though its mention there is
somewhat of an anachronism. From four to six drops of this aqua or
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tures on the unfortunate patients in the Hétel Dieu.  She subsequently
made away with her father and brother. After a long career of crime,
she was beheaded and burnt at Paris in 1676. The symptoms recorded
in the case of her father and brother would confirm the opinion that
arsenic was the chief constituent of her poisonous compounds. Closely
connected with the Marchioness of Brinvilliers were two infamous
women, named La Voisin and Le Vigoureux, the former of whom was
a midwife in Paris. These women attained a great reputation as
fortune-tellers, and were consulted by many eminent personages of
both sexes regarding the probable time of death of their husbands or
wives, or other obnoxious individuals, Their predictions were often
marvellously verified, and no wonder, seeing that they had the fates in
their own hand, and drove a wholesale trade in poisons, They were
ultimately condemned and burnt alive by order of the Chambre de
Poison or Chambre ardente instituted by Louis XIV. The poisons
they made use of were called poudres de succession. To these, also, a
slow and secret action was ascribed. Lead was said to form their
principal constituent. From what we know, however, regarding acute
and chronic lead-poisoning, we should be inclined to attribute the fatal
effects to some more active agent, or possibly to the means employed
to cure them., Most of the accounts of slow and secret poisoning are
therefore manifestly fabulous, or are susceptible of such an explanation
as given above. With the exception of the zymotic poisons and the hydro-
phobia-virus, which may long lie dormant in the system before pro-
ducing their effects, but which we have no reason to believe were ever
isolated or employed by the most skilled poisoners of old, we have
nothing to warrant the assumption that such slow poisons ever existed
except in the minds of the credulous. The existence, however, and
frequent use of such poisons even at the present day, is maintained by
a recent writer in a medical journal. He states that the Thugs of
India possess and employ a slow poison called fopfayne. And that
poisons may be conveyed in letters which will prove fatal to the reader
is considered probable, from the recent sudden death of two individuals
after reading anonymous letters—one of these cases occurring in
Canada, and the other, that of General Cugia, at the last Carnival in
Rome.

Unless better evidence be brought forward than examples like these,
we must regard conclusions from such data as manifestly worthless.
Thanks to the knowledge which we now possess of the natural history
of disease, and to the perfgclion of the means of delecting poisoning,












