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Antimony cup

This cup has a fluted base and two horizontal bands of a brittle, dark grey metal known as antimony. The cup is decorated with four identical medallions of an angelic head with halo in profile, bearing the inscription ‘ave gratia plena’, a quote from the words of the angel saluting Mary at the Annunciation. To the cup belongs a gold stamped leather casing in which it was kept when not in use. Comparable antimony cups can be found in the collection of the Royal College of Physicians in London, also accompanied by leather cases. The decoration with the medallions however, seems to be particular to the cup in the Boerhaave.
Roman physicians sometimes prescribed wine that was kept for a few days in cups of antimony. This wine was used as an emetic and known as vinum stibiatum (stibium being a synonym for antimony). The antimony cups were known as pocula emetica or pocula vomitora. Antimony cups resurfaced in medical history in the 17th century, perhaps as a result of the theories of Paracelsus (1493-1541). In a 17th century medical treatise antimony cups are also called magnetical cups: ‘so this (=antimony) extracteth to, and expelleth from the stomach, whatsoever within the whole body of man is found to be offensive to Nature or contrary to the health and good constitution of the body’. (John Evans, The Universall Medicine or the Virtues of my Magneticall or Antimoniall Cup, London 1642)
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