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 Amber is an organic mineraloid which has been used extensively as a therapeutic 

material in a wide range of cultures from ancient times to the present day. Baltic amber in 

particular has enjoyed much popularity as an amulet, a galenical simple and, in processed 

form as a variety of post-paracelsian iatrochemical preparations administered medicinally in a 

wide range of vehicles. Published inventories and collection catalogues indicate that, in 

addition to its intrinsic aesthetic and ornamental qualities, amber was prized as a medicinal 

component in the collecting cabinets of early modern noblemen and scholars. Some of these 

collecting luminaries were themselves medical men or trained apothecaries who included lists 

and comments on the supposed therapeutic virtues of amber in their entries for this semi-

precious stone in their various published works. Such people included the Neapolitan 

apothecary Ferrante Imperato (1550—1625), the Pontifical Archiater Michel Mercati 

(1541—1593), the Danish physician Ole Worm (1588—1654), and the German Professor of 

Medicine at Geissen, Michael Bernhard Valentini (1657—1729). Unfortunately, very little, if 

anything, remains of the original collections amassed by these remarkable men. 

 The material culture of amber as a therapeutic material is, however, represented today 

by the fortuitous survival of a number of Materia Medica cabinets, mostly dating from the 

turn of the 18th century onwards, together with their complete or partial contemporary 

contents. Some of these cabinets were used for teaching purposes, while others were part of 

everyday medical equipment: 

(1) The Sloane Cabinet: Sir Hans Sloane (1660—1753) was Royal Physician to Queen 

Anne, George I and George II. After retiring in 1742 he concentrated on amassing a 

huge collection of natural history items, in addition to books and manuscripts. His 

collection went on to form the nucleus of the British Museum. Four drawers from his 

pharmaceutical cabinet are held by The Natural History Museum in London (one is on 

display in the British Museum). 

(2) The Vigani Cabinet: Giovanni Francesco (anglicised to John Francis) Vigani (circa 

1650—1713) was elected to the first Chair of Chemistry in 1702; he taught at 

Queens’, St Catharine’s and Trinity Colleges in Cambridge until 1708. His cabinet is 

currently held in the Long Room at Queens’ College, Cambridge.  

(3) The Addenbrooke Cabinet: John Addenbrooke (1680—1719) lectured on Materia 

Medica at Catharine Hall, Cambridge from 1705 until he qualified in medicine. He 

presented the large collection of specimens which he used to illustrate his lectures to 

the College Library some time before his death in 1719. 

(4) The Heberden Cabinet: William Heberden (1710—1801) delivered a course of 

lectures on the Materia Medica at Cambridge University every year from 1740 to 

1748, illustrating his talks with reference to specimens from his cabinet. On leaving 

Cambridge for London in 1748, Heberden donated his teaching collection to St John’s 

College, Cambridge. 
(5) The Clutton Cabinet: The London apothecary Joseph Clutton (died 1743) made this 

Materia Medica cabinet up in 1729—1730 for a gentleman client, Thomas Jobber. 

The cabinet was later acquitted by John Oglander (c. 1737—1794), Warden of New 

College, Oxford from 1768 until his death. Oglander donated the cabinet to his 
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college and it is now held in the collections of the Museum of the History of Science 

in Oxford. 

(6) The Threipland Cabinet: Sir Stuart Threipland (1716—1805) studied medicine at 

Edinburgh University and his travelling medicine chest was used in the treatment of 

patients during the 1745 Jacobite Rising led by Prince Charles Edward Stuart. The 

cabinet is now part of the collections of the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh 

(7) The Burges Collection of Materia Medica: John Burges (1745—1807) was a 

passionate collector of contemporary items of Materia Medica. He left his collection 

to Dr Everard Augustus Brande (1746—1834), a former pupil who, in turn, gave it to 

the Royal College of Physicians in 1809. The collection is now housed in the museum 

of the Royal Pharmaceutical Society (London). 
 Medicinal amber is represented in these cabinets by unprocessed amber pieces of 

various hues (Succinum Citrinum, Succinum Album, Succinum Rubrum), as well as 

contemporary amber derivatives include Salt of Amber (Sal Succinum) and Oil of Amber 

(Oleum Succinum). 


