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Poison is part of history and human civilization from several millennia before our 
era. It is considered a subtle weapon with which people can put an end to the 
lives of other beings, thanks to its toxic effects. However, despite the numerous 
studies about the history of poisoning, there is little research that focuses on 
defining (from a diachronic perspective), the concept, nature and properties of 
poison itself. 

On this basis, the aim of this book is the approach to the diverse 
considerations that poison had from the Late Medieval period to Early Modern 
Europe (ca. 1200-1600) according to both purely toxicological sources and those 
more general on pharmacology or medicine that had great impact during that 
period and taking into account its characterization as a substance differentiated 
from others ingested by the human body and its role in relation to certain 
diseases. In this sense, the author divides his exhibition into seven chapters. 

In the first chapter (pp. 1-38), an approach to what was considered a poison 
among the Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Arab medical authors is carried out. 
Following a chronological criterion, during these centuries the toxicological 
works are focused on the prevention, the symptoms and the adequate remedies 
of the particular poisons; however, there is no clear distinction between what 
a poison and a medicine ontologically are. In fact, these substances shared the 
same term in Greek and Latin (φάρμακον/venenum). Therefore, the quantitative 
criterion is what allows us to partially undo this ambiguity about how a substance 
can benefit or damage the body, depending on how it is used. Although Galen 
lets glimpse in some of his works the incongruity of this criterion if it is applied 
to certain substances that always damage, also in minute quantities, it is in the 
medical development carried out by the Arabs (especially by Avicenna), where 
we find the first attempt to distinguish the different substances that are ingested 
by the human body, such as food, medicine and poisons. Generally, according 
to this author, food would be a substance assimilated by the human body and 
not changed by it; medicines would be those that alter the body but are not 
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assimilated to their nature, considered beneficial or harmful depending on the 
excess or lacking of their elementary qualities; and poison would be a substance 
with a hidden property completely opposite to human nature, derived from its 
specific form, a form added to the complexioned matter shared by all beings of 
the same species. This theory marks a point of inflection regarding to the later 
centuries, since it will be the backbone of the subsequent debates about the 
nature of the poison. 

The second chapter (pp. 39-75) focuses on the Medieval Latin West during the 
12th and 13th centuries. As a result of the Latin translations of many of the Greek 
and Arab medical works (including those of Avicenna), and due to a growing 
interest in the field of toxicology, there is an approach to the category of poison 
from the perspective of natural philosophy. At this point, Gibbs presents a 
series of authorities from different fields of knowledge (such as physicians, 
philosophers, encyclopaedists, etc.) who, using the theory of the specific form, 
which comes to the matter by a certain astral influence, define poison as a 
substance with a hidden virtue opposed to the human body which can be 
deadly, even in small doses. Thus, for the first time in the Latin world, we find an 
attempt to conceptually distinguish poison from other substances. 

The next two chapters develop the literary and conceptual evolution 
concerning poison that takes place during the 14th century. The third chapter (pp. 
76-114) describes how, from the peculiar sociopolitical context prevailing at that 
time, especially in the north of Italy, a new monographic literature is developed, 
which has as its starting point the Tractatus de venenis of Pietro D’Abano. This 
toxicological work combines for the first time the classic form of presentation 
of the different poisons, with their symptoms and their treatments, and a 
systematic approach from the philosophical perspective to poison in its general 
aspect, as it had been doing sporadically in previous decades. On the other hand, 
the fourth chapter (pp. 115-149) exposes the conceptual recontextualization 
of poison that takes place after the first episodes of plague in the second half 
of the 14th century. In this sense, poison will acquire a new meaning (beyond 
the one applied in pharmacology) related to this contagious disease, since it 
will be considered the causal agent of it: the poisonous air is the cause of the 
acquisition of the disease, and once it reaches the human body it manifests itself 
in the form of poisonous matter that causes different symptoms, due to its specific 
form. In this way, and in parallel with the appearance of monographic toxicological 
literature, poison will appear in other texts related to plague. 

The fifth chapter (pp. 150-187) focuses on the evolution during the 15th 
century of the toxicological literature. Its level of sophistication will be evident 
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in the form of extensive treatises in which new theoretical debates on the nature 
and properties of poison will be addressed. Thus, for example, issues about a 
possible action at distance, its hypothetical function as a nutrient or its action in 
the context of the plague will be included. 

Finally, the sixth and seventh chapters deal with the 16th century. This 
is a time of great changes regarding the concept of poison, both from the 
pharmacological perspective and its relationship with disease. Regarding this last 
point, the sixth chapter (pp. 188-220) describes how different works of medical 
nature begin to debate on poison and its role in contagious diseases, in general, 
not only in relation to plague. The variety of opinions about this issue is reflected, 
for example, by the exposition of the position of Girolamo Fracastoro, who 
defends the action of the contagion of people as a product of different seeds 
that transport the disease, and not through poison. On the contrary, Jean Fernel 
affirms that poison is the cause of such affections, since by its hidden poisonous 
qualities —derived from all its substance—, it is harmful to the human body. 

On the other hand, the seventh chapter (pp. 221-255) focuses on the 
evolution of the toxicological literature during this century. In this sense, despite 
the importance given to the previous knowledge, there is a particular attention 
to the manifestations that different poisons can cause, which provokes that a 
great part of authors no longer define and characterize poison in general terms. 
The analysis of the symptoms losing ground, now the global idea that poisons 
are substances with different harmful effects, according to the human body 
that consumes them, is taken into account, especially considering its physical 
properties. In this way, we are moving closer to the notion of toxicity, a concept 
that marked the beginning of a new approach to toxicology in the 17th century, 
derived from the numerous technical, medical and chemical advances that 
will be developing and that will help configuring the science known today as 
modern toxicology. 

After the aforementioned chapters, the book ends with a useful epilogue 
(pp. 256-262) where the results of the study are synthesized. There is also a 
complete bibliography (pp. 263-309) of the primary sources used and the 
reference studies, and an index of concepts and authors (pp. 310-313) to 
facilitate the reader’s search. œ
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