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Poisonous medicines
That’s where chemistry came in. We were given a list of nearly 
100 items, which included interesting ‘cures’ such as belladonna, 
a poisonous plant extract also known as deadly nightshade, and 
morphine (see Chemistry Review, Vol. 23, No. 2, pp. 18–22  and 
Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 31–33). Our first job was to carry out a risk 
assessment. Items such as calomel, more commonly known as 
mercury (see Chemistry Review, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 2–7), a volatile 
and toxic metal, couldn’t be left on the shelves. 

Our first visit was spent finding the bottles that would need 
attention. These were unique, irreplaceable items — modern 
pharmacists don’t sell bottles of opium with hand-written labels. 
Each bottle was individually wrapped and stood in a crate of 
vermiculite. The vermiculite served to mop up spillages and 
stopped the bottles from touching each other. 

The bottles underwent cleaning. This might seem dull, but 
stuck glass stoppers on 100-year-old bottles containing poisons 
have to be treated with care and respect. Our favourite item was a 
bottle of phosphorus. When stored in water this is relatively safe, 
but when dry it is spontaneously flammable (see Chemistry Review, 
Vol. 10, No. 2, pp. 16–17 and 22–24). Not only had the contents 
of this particular jar dried out, the lid was well and truly stuck, 
requiring an extremely cautious approach.

Chromatography and spectrometry
Samples of the remedies were analysed by GC-MS (gas 
chromatography coupled with mass spectrometry) to identify 
the ingredients. Victorian medicines were heavily advertised, 
but not controlled, and often contained obscure components 
that were not necessarily good for the patients’ health.

Croup was a common childhood illness of the time, affecting 
the airways and causing breathing difficulties. In the bottle 
labelled ‘Croup Lotion’ we found high concentrations of phenol, 
a commonly used antiseptic at the time that is now known to be 
toxic. Other remedies did contain medicines. Salicylic acid was 
identified in a bottle of ‘Kerr’s Inhaler’. While it wouldn’t have 
cured ‘diseases of the nose and throat’ as it claimed, it would have 
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Morphia hydrochloras — a preparation 
of morphine and hydrochloric acid. 
Used for self-medication at home

relieved the pain of diseases like croup, since salicylic acid is a 
precursor to aspirin (see Chemistry Review, Vol. 24, No. 4, pp. 9–15).

The majority of bottles have now been cleaned and returned 
to the cabinet, and will shortly be on display to the public. We 
have learnt much about Victorian medicines, some of which 
were rather unsafe, and we have helped to reveal the health of 
the Gibbs family, who evidently suffered from the common 
respiratory ailments of the time.

Medicinal or 
murderous?

Analysing a Victorian 
medicine cabinet

This ‘In pictures’ will improve your understanding of analytical 
chemistry and the safe handling of chemicals.

Exam links 

How can chemistry help preserve the history of a 
Victorian family? When the National Trust discovered 
an old medicine cabinet at Tyntesfield House, chemists 

from the University of Bristol were called in to do just that. The 
cabinet was full of all sorts of bottles and jars. Some had labels 
but others didn’t and some had leaked their contents onto the 
shelves. Staff were rightly wary of touching the medicines, but 
wanted to categorise, clean and preserve the bottles. They knew 
that the remedies would reveal secrets about the life and health 
of the Gibbs family, who occupied the house until 2001, but 
how could they identify the contents and make the cabinet safe 
for public display?
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