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For millennia, humans have benefitted from the medical properties of substances derived
from plants and animals. This is true not only for medieval Europe, but for other parts of the
world as well, for example, Asia and the Americas. 2 Indeed, very early texts from around the
world, such as the Ebers Papyrus of Ancient Egypt (ca. 1500 BC), mention materia medica
created from organic materials. Ancient and medieval herbals, for example, the Herbal of
Pseudo-Apuleius, which discuss the dietary and medicinal uses of plants, are much more
prevalent than treatises dealing exclusively with the medicinal applications of animal-derived
substances.3 Nonetheless, the use of bile, dung, milk, honey, and other animal products, was
not at all uncommon. In fact, herbals, while predominantly dealing with plants, often include
animal substances along with the descriptions and uses of vegetable matter. All types of
animals, from terrestrial mammals to birds to marine fish and arthropods, as well as many
other invertebrates, were prized for their medicinal properties. Horses were not the exception.
Department of Comparative Literature, University of Puerto Rico, Río Piedras, Puerto Rico
See, for example, Adam Warren, “From Natural History to Popular Remedy: Animals and Their
Medicinal Applications among the Kallawaya in Colonial Peru,” in Centering Animals in Latin American
History, ed. Martha Few and Zeb Tortorici (Durham: Duke UP, 2013), 123-148.
3 For a discussion of late classical and medieval Latin and German pharmaceutical bestiaries, see Marian
E. Polhill, “Das puch von den tieren: A Late Medieval Pharmaceutical Bestiary,” in Das ‘Debrecener Pflanzenund Tierbuch’: Die illustrierte deutsche Ps.-Apuleius Handschrift Debrecen R 459 Faksimile, Edition, Übersetzung
und Kommentare, ed. Arthur Groos and Bernhard Schnell (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2018), 91-105.
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While horses were more often celebrated in the premodern context for their service as
transportation, service animal, or companions in war, they were also exploited by humans as
medicine.
Several ancient Greek and Roman medical treatises list cures effectuated with the
application of equine substances. The foremost classical authority for pharmacology cited in
many medieval texts, Pedanius Dioscorides of Anazarbus in his De materia medica (ca. 70 AD)
lists medical uses for the chestnuts of horses, stallion blood, and equine manure. “Chestnuts
of horse—they are horny calluses molded in outline on their knees and hooves—are reported
to help for epilepsy when drunk ground up with vinegar” (2.43).4 Stallion’s blood is
recommended in septic medications (2.79). Dioscorides lists horse manure and donkey dung,
either raw or burnt, as an effective way to staunch bleeding, when mixed with vinegar (2.80).
All these medicinal uses are based on physiology and pharmacological properties of the animal
substances, rather than on superstition or magic.
Examples of magical-medical tactics and devices, such as amulets or incantations, are
prevalent in the Cyranides, a very popular late classical magical text in Greek, with Latin,
Arabic, and vernacular translations.5 According to an early modern English translation, the
chapter on the horse, located in the second book, highlights the hippomanes, a substance
believed to be found on the foreheads of newborn foals, and its properties for procuring love
when the bearer touches someone with it or when it is given in drink or food. The Cyranides
also recommends horse bile for inducing sleep or sharpening eyesight, mare’s milk mixed
with honey to cure white leprosy, and suffumigating with horse hoof to induce labor or to
abort a fetus that has died in the womb.6
Another very influential classical text was the Roman Pliny the Elder’s encyclopedic first
century AD Naturalis historia, which transmits a great deal of Greco-Roman knowledge about
geography, human populations, animals, plants, and many other aspects of the world. Five of
the thirty-seven books (28-32) include materia medica ex animalibus. Although Pliny is sometimes
skeptical about the medical recommendations he is passing along, he includes both
physiological as well as magico-medical properties of animals and their substances. Pliny
dedicates several sections to the horse in book eight of his encyclopedia (8.64-8.67), in which
he discusses famous horses, equine behavior and disposition, the quality of chariot horses,
and reproduction. Aside from mentioning the hippomanes and its use in love potions (8.66),
he does not detail the horse’s medical or magical uses in book eight. Medical recipes
containing equine substances are found instead dispersed in the chapters of books 28-30.
There we find, for example, a similar recommendation to that in Dioscorides for equine
manure to stop bleeding (30.38). He notes that horse’s bile is considered poisonous (28.40)
and its blood corrosive (28.41). Pliny includes several non-medical beliefs and fascinating facts
within the books dedicated to medical uses of animals. Thus, we find, for example, the
following “remarkable details” about horses toward the end of book 28:

Pedanii Dioscuridis Anazarbei, De materia medica libri quinque, ed. Max Wellmann, 3 vols. (Berlin 1907;
reprint Hildesheim 1999). Cited here in English translation: Pedanius Dioscorides of Anazarbus, De
materia medica, trans. Lily Y. Beck, Altertumswissenschaftliche Texte und Studien 38 (Hildesheim: Georg
Olms Verlag, 2005), 104.
5 Dimitris Kaimakis, Die Kyraniden (Meisenheim am Glan: Hain, 1976).
6 Content is according to an English version printed in 1685, The Magick of Kirani, King of Persia, and of
Harpocration containing the magical and medicinal vertues of stones, herbs, fishes, beasts and birds: a work much sought
for by the learned but seen by few: said to have been in the Vatican-Library, in Rome but not to be found there nor in all
the famous libraries of the empire/now published and translated into English from a copy found in a private hand
(London: 1685; Ann Arbor: Text Creation Partnership), 2.I, 76, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.
(accessed January 11, 2022).
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… vestigium equi excussum ungula, ut solet plerumque, si quis collectum
reponat, singultus remedium
esse recordantibus, quonam loco id reposuerint; iocur luporum equinae
ungulae simile esse; rompi equos,
que vestigia luporum sub equite sequantur …7
[When a horse-shoe becomes detached from the hoof, as often is the case, if
a person takes it up and puts it by, it will act as a remedy for hiccup the
moment he calls to mind the spot where he has placed it. A wolf's liver, they
say, is similar to a horse's hoof in appearance; and a horse, they tell us, if it
follows in the track of a wolf, will burst asunder beneath its rider.]8
This same section recommends treating sick swine with a drink of “carnem caballinam
discoctam” [“the liquor of boiled horse-flesh”].
As we have seen in the case of the Cyranides, some classical and medieval medical treatises
contain entire chapters dedicated to the medicinal or magico-medical uses of horse
substances. One such Latin pharmaceutical bestiary is the Liber medicinae ex animalibus, a late
classical treatise attributed to Sextus Placidus.9 The β version includes a fairy lengthy chapter
on horses, and recommends numerous horse substances, such as spittle, teeth, tongue, milk,
bile, hooves, and dung to treat maladies ranging from toothache to epilepsy. It includes the
recipe of horse manure to staunch blood flow, found in Dioscorides and Pliny, as well as the
Cyranides’ recommendation of burning horse hoof to induce the abortion of a dead fetus.
In addition to its local healing practices, medieval Europe inherited various other medical
traditions, which are documented in specialized treatises as well as in more general
encyclopedias. There was the learned Greco-Roman material, as transmitted, for example, by
Dioscorides and Pliny the Elder, discussed above. In addition, much medical knowledge in
later medieval Europe was influenced by Arabic-language texts translated into Latin beginning
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.10
Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia, ed. by Karl Friedrich Theodor Mayhoff (Leibzig: Teubner, 1906;
Perseus
Digital
Library),
28.73,
www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3At
ext%3A1999.02.0138%3Abook%3D28%3Achapter%3D73 (accessed January 11, 2022).
8 Translations follow Pliny the Elder, The Natural History, trans. by John Bostock, M.D., F.R.S. H.T.
Riley, Esq., B.A. (London: Taylor and Francis, Red Lion Court, Fleet Street. 1855), 8.81,
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0137%3Abook%3D2
8%3Achapter%3D81 (accessed January 11, 2022).
9 See José C. Santos Paz, ed., Liber medicine ex quadrupedibus: magos y doctores, la medicina en la Alta Edad
Media (Florence: Edizioni del Galluzzo per la Fondazione Ezio Franceschini, 2018); as well as the older
edition by Ernst Howald and Henry E. Sigerist, eds., Antonii Musae De herba vettonica liber, Pseudoapulei
Herbarius, Anonymi De taxone liber, Sexti Placiti Liber medicinae ex animalibus, Corpus medicorum latinorum
4 (Teubner: Leipzig and Berlin, 1927).
10 Arabic language texts had, in their turn, been influenced heavily by Greco-Roman philosophy and
science, for example, texts by Aristotle, Dioscorides, and Galen. One major center of translation and
study was ‘Abbasid Baghdad in the ninth century, where knowledge from a variety of traditions (GrecoRoman, Persian, Indic, and others) interacted and combined in medical treatises. For a much more
detailed account, see Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine (Washington,
D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2007), 6-40. Beginning in the eleventh century, several of these
Arabic texts were translated into Latin in European centers of learning and translation, such as Salerno
and Toledo. The exact impact of translations into Latin of Arabic pharmacological texts, and their
subsequent transmission into vernacular languages during the late medieval and early modern periods,
is still a developing field of study. See Iolanda Ventura, “On the Impact of Arabic Pharmacological
Knowledge in Europe: The Example of Ps.-Serapion’s Liber aggregatus de simplicibus medicinis,” Micrologus
28 (2020): 227-281. The following discussion provides a brief contribution to this ongoing conversation.
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A fifteenth century pharmaceutical bestiary will serve as an example of a late medieval
text that includes medical recipes based on equine substances. This pharmaceutical bestiary,
the Tierbuch, was compiled by Hans Minner who was likely the administrator of one of
Zurich’s main apothecaries. It is located in the middle section of a manuscript (Marburg ms.
81) dated 1479, which begins with an extensive herbal and concludes with a glossary. The
bestiary or Tierbuch is a short treatise on the uses of substances derived from animals such as
the cow, sheep, goat, horse, mule, bear, stag, hedgehog, frog, sparrow, and fox, among others.
11 His horse chapter demonstrates a variety of recipes, some of which can be found in the
texts discussed above:
Von den rossen: Das bacht von rossen, genomen vnd dar vss ein pflaster
gemacht mit essich, vnd ob das gebrant oder vngebrant wär: verstelt den fluß
des blütz. Vnd wenn man das frisch schmeckt von den kranken, so wirt der
fluss gestelt. Vnd die frouw, die nut berhaft ist: nimpt die rosß milch, daz sy
daz nút weiss, vnd der man glich dar vff mit iro ze schaffen hatt der minn
halb: sy enpfacht. Die zen des pfäritz, daz ein man ist, dem nút vss geworffen
ist: geleit vff das hpt, der ze nacht jn dem schlaff sich beschist: es vertreiptz.
Ein gütt rosß, das da nachvolget den fusstritten des wolffs, dem werden sin
fuss schlauffen, als daz sý sich nút bewegen mogen.12
(Concerning horses: A plaster made from burnt or unburnt horse manure and
vinegar halts a flow of blood. If [one forces] the patient [to] smell[s] fresh
horse manure, the [external] blood flow will [also] stop. If an infertile woman
unknowingly drinks mare’s milk, and if one immediately afterwards has sexual
intercourse with her, she will conceive. If one lays the teeth of a horse that is
male and not castrated [i. e. the teeth of a stallion] on the head of a person
who defecates in his sleep, he will be cured. When a good horse follows a
wolf’s tracks, its legs will tire to such an extent that it will be unable to move
them.)13
Minner includes a diverse array of pharmacologically based recipes, a recommendation
for stallion’s teeth that functions as an amulet, as well as details about horse behavior when
they follow a wolf’s path. The use of horse manure to staunch a flow of blood is a recipe
mentioned by Dioscorides, Pliny, and Sextus Placidus, as noted above. It was very widespread
and also found in numerous medieval encyclopedias, such as that by Vincent of Beauvais
(18.56).14 Smelling horse manure to stop a blood flow is a less frequently transmitted addition
to the recipe. It is included in a slightly different form in Albert the Great’s De animalibus
(22.38).15
Horses were considered very sexual creatures,16 and their substances were often used in
aphrodisiacs and fertility drugs, presuming that the sexual intensity and reproductive potential
Marian Polhill, Hans Minners >Tierbuch< (1478): Edition – Kommentar – Wörterbuch. Würzburger
medizinhistorische Forschungen 88 (Würzburg: Königshausen und Neumann-Verlag, 2006).
12 Ibid, 37.
13 Ibid, 50.
14 Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum naturale (Douai, Baltazaris Belleri, 1624), 1357.
15 Albertus Magnus, De animalibus libri XXVI: nach der Cölner Urschrift, ed. Hermann Stadler, I-II, Beitrāge
zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters 15-16 (Aschendorff: Münster, 1916-1921), II, 1399.
16 According to Bartholomaeus Anglicus, “multum diligunt coitum plus quam alia animalia” [“they
(horses) enjoy coitus very much, more than other animals”], De proprietatibus rerum, 18.38, ed. Georges
Bartholdus Pontanus à Braitenberg, Bartholomaei Angelici. De genuinis rerum coelestium, terrestrium et inferarum
proprietatibus, libri XVIII (Frankfurt a.M: Wolfgang Richter, 1601/reprint 1964), 1057.
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of the equids could be transferred via touching or ingesting their parts. Instead of the
frequently cited hippomanes mentioned in Pliny and the Cyranides, Minner lists mare’s milk,
not so much to stimulate sexual desire, but rather to enhance fertility.
Minner’s chapter also includes the use of a stallion’s teeth as a sort of amulet. His
recommendation of the teeth to cure nightly defecation possibly arose through a
mistranslation of his Latin source: creating a verb for stercus, stercere was apparently understood,
rather than the source’s stertere, ‘to snore’.17 Indeed, toward the end of the horse chapter in
Albert the Great’s De animalibus, it is noted that one places a stallion’s teeth under or above a
person’s head to stop him from snoring, rather than defecating (22.38).
In his herbal located before the Tierbuch in Marburg ms. 81, Minner seems to have drawn
on, among other sources, Pseudo-Serapion’s Liber aggregatus de simplicibus medicinis, which has
been shown to be a Latin translation of Ibn Wāfid’s Kitāb al-Adwiya al-mufrada (Book on Simple
Drugs).18 In his Tierbuch, Hans Minner appears to have translated and adapted sections of a
pharmaceutical bestiary attributed to the Persian physician Rhazes (Muhammad ibn Zakarīyā
al Rāzī), the Liber sexaginta animalium.19 Another text that incorporated Rhazes’ treatise is
Albert the Great’s encyclopedic De animalibus, referred to above. Albert includes almost the
entire chapter on the horse located in the Liber sexaginta animalium, a source Albert names
directly elsewhere in his De animalibus. All of the recipes found in Minner’s Tierbuch are located
in the Liber sexaginta animalium, as well as in De animalibius, with a few variations due to
translation issues, such as that noted above. Albert the Great’s treatise and the Liber sexaginta
animalium include several additional recipes, interesting facts, and magical properties of horse
substances not found in Minner’s text: horse sweat mixed with wine and drunk by a pregnant
woman is supposed to expel a fetus; a horse’s sexual desire diminishes if you cut off its mane;
horse sweat will cause a person’s face and throat to swell and induce fetid perspiration; a mare
–and also a pregnant woman— might abort if she smells the smoke of an extinguished candle
See Polhill, Tierbuch, 88.
an edition of Minner’s herbal, see Ursula Schmitz, Hans Minners ‘Thesaurus medicaminum’:
Pharmaziehistorisiche Untersuchungen zu einer alemannischen Drogenkunde des Spätmittelalters, Quellen und
Studien zur Geschichte der Pharmazie 13 (Würzburg: Jal Verlag, 1974). For the identification of PseudoSerapion, see Peter E. Pormann, “Yūḥannā ibn Sarābiyūn: Further Studies into the Transmission of His
Works,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 14 (2004): 233-262; Juan Carlos Villaverde Amieva’s review in
Aljamía 9 (1997): 112-118; and Ventura, “On the Impact,” esp. 249-271.
19 In early printed books, this text, which lists in 56 chapters the medical and magico-medical properties
of mammals, including humans, and other vertebrates, as well as a few invertebrates, is entitled De
proprietatibus sexaginta animalium or De proprietatibus iuvamentis et nocumentis sexaginta animalium (Liber Rasis
ad Almansorem. Divisiones … De proprietatibus iuvamentis et nocumentis sexaginta animalium … [Venice: Bonetus
Locatellus, 1479]) and is included together in compendium with other medical and pharmacological
treatises attributed to Rhazes. Albert the Great refers to the text as Liber sexaginta animalium. See Lynn
Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science (New York: Columbia University Press, 1923),
II.762-63; Manfred Ullmann, Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam, Handbuch der Orientalistik,
Erste Abteilung: Der nahe und der mittlere Osten, Ergänzungsband 6, zweiter Abschnitt (Leiden: Brill,
1972), 23; Iolanda Ventura, “Medicina, magia e Dreckapotheke: sull’uso delle sostanze animali nella
letteratura farmaceutica tra XII e XV secolo,” in Terapie e guarigioni, ed. Agostino Paravicini Bagliani
(Florence: SISMEL - Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2010), 329; and Polhill, “Das puch von den tieren,” 91-92, 96.
The exact relationship between Minner’s text and Rhazes’ treatise is unknown. However, it seems likely
that Minner had access to the Liber sexaginta animalium, or an abbreviated Latin version of it, probably
as found in a compendium of pharmacological, rather than encyclopedic, texts. What is clear is that
Minner’s Tierbuch and the Liber sexaginta animalium provide lists of materia medica derived from animals,
and thus focus almost exclusively on pharmacological concerns, unlike Albert the Great’s De animalibus,
which includes much information about the appearance, habits, and other non-medical details about
the animals.
17
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or nightlamp; dipping heated knives or swords in horse sweat will give them poisonous
properties so that a victim stabbed with them will bleed to death; attaching a horse hair above
a door will prevent mosquitoes from entering; hanging a yearling horse’s teeth around a child’s
neck will cause the child’s baby-teeth to fall out painlessly; a pregnant mare will become
nervous if she crosses the tracks of a wolf. 20 It must be emphasized, however, that Albert’s
work does not only mention the medical uses of animals. In fact, Rhazes’ text is tacked on at
the end of a lengthy treatise on the horse, which focuses rather on types of horses, how to
judge their quality, horse care, and especially the treatment of equine diseases. Like most
medieval encyclopedic works, Albert the Great’s chapter on the horse is much longer than
that of other types of animals. This speaks to the importance of the horse in medieval society
because of its essential and celebrated roles as traveling and military companion, as well as
status symbol for the aristocracy.
As seen in this brief overview, equine substances were widely used in ancient and
medieval medicine. We find medical recipes describing horse materials and their
recommendations as human medicine in pharmacological texts, as well as in premodern
encyclopedias. Sometimes these recipes are dispersed in sections on the uses of blood, bile,
or dung, while other treatises dedicate entire chapters to the medical applications of the horse
and its substances. Recipes can be based on physiology or on magical beliefs, or on a
combination of the two. Although more noted in the premodern period for their roles in
transportation, farming, and the military, horses were also useful to humans for their
medicinal value.
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