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The P.Oxy. 5242 and perfume recipes in the ancient world

Giulia Freni

Abstract

The Oxyrhynchus Papyri are an important source regarding everyday life in
Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt. Some of the volumes in which they are published
contain medical texts, like the P.Oxy. 5242 (second century AD) in volume LXXX.
This papyrus discusses the preparation of iris, rose and lily oil, whose recipes are
also described in a similar way in Dioscorides’ De materia medica. Moreover, the
three ointments are examined in Theophrastus’ De odoribus and Historia Plantarum
and in Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia. Therefore it is possible to compare the
P.Oxy. 5242 with these different sources, highlighting how other authors have
discussed the same topic, albeit in different contexts. This article aims to show the
interest in the art of thickening oils in the ancient world, focusing on the multiple
perceived uses of plants and their products in practices related to perfumery and

medicine.

The P.Oxy. 5242 and the perfume recipes in the ancient world

The documentary papyri from Oxyrhynchus can reveal aspects of everyday life in
Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt from the first to the fourth century AD. They comprise
both public and private documents, like letters, registers, edicts and texts regarding
the activities practiced by common people. Among these documents there are
recipes for the preparation of 'pdpuaka’, medical remedies made with natural
ingredients and used for the care of the human body. The term ‘pdpuaka’ also
entailed what we nowadays call perfumes, which, in the ancient world, were not
realised with alcoholic substances, but by thickening oils. In Volume LXXX of the

Oxyrhynchus Papyri, dedicated to medical texts, there is a fragment related to the art

1 Preparing an ointment was an intellectual interest: this activity was carried out by the root cutter
(‘p1¢oréuog), the thickeners of oils (‘wupewor’), and the sellers of the final products (‘papuakom@Aar).
Fausti 2018: 17; Fausti 2015: 37.



of perfumery, the P.Oxy. 5242. Therefore, the aim of this article is to analyze the
papyrus and its context, comparing it with other ancient literary evidence which

discusses the same ointments.

The P.Oxy. 5242, dating back to second century AD, is found on the top of a column
which contains thirty lines of text, written by an informal hand. The papyrus, whose
measure is 61mm x 178mm, discusses the thickening of three oils used as perfumes
and aromatised with different flowers: iris (lines 1-12), rose (lines 13-22) and lily
(lines 22-30). In these recipes, there are different units of measurement: 'urjiriov' and
‘adoapoV’; the editor, David Leith, agrees with W. Benjamin. Henry, who hypothesized
that they can indicate a system of measurement specific for personal use, as 'urjriov'
and 'd@oapoVv' are the names of two other plants.? Before talking about the three

recipes, we can take a look at the text and its translation:
OAAN oTOYIG - OUQAK[Ivov
EAalov EKTTAUVaG TT[e-
@pacuévov Ud[ajti o [
gye EUNOBaAcAUW [uNn-
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2 Fausti 2018: 17-18.



OM@AKIVOV EKTTAU[VOV
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Aluiou pepfog 111

aoafp 15[
af
30 ]I
Translation:

'‘Another thickening: after cleaning oil of unripe olives mixed with water, boil with 2
metia 6 asara of Mecca balsam wood, then, after removing the Mecca balsam wood,
add ... metia of chopped sweet flag and a lump of myrrh in aged, aromatic wine,
then, after removing the oil, strain it. Steep in the same way.



Thickening of rose oil: clean oil of unripe olives and boil with 2 metia 4 asara of
camel grass chopped in half and mixed with water. Boil while swirling by hand and

after straining, use. It is suitable for many purposes.

Thickening of lily oil: after cleaning oil of unripe olives ... first with water, boil with a

metion 6 asara of sweet flag ... to half ... 4 asara...”

The papyrus opens with the expression 'a@AAn ardwic'#, so it can be assumed that, in
the previous part — now missing — , there was another recipe. ‘210wi¢’, from
'oTU@wW' — 'to thicken' — indicates a specific preparation for thickening oils: it
consists of soaking and boiling different substances, in this case iris, rose and lily.
This formula is also mentioned by Dioscorides® in De materia medica 28 times.® In
this work, another term concerning medical recipes is 'okevaaoia’, from 'okevalw' —

'to prepare' — which denotes a more general preparation.’
The iris oil

Even if it is not specified, the first recipe in the papyrus is for iris, as can be
hypothesized from Dioscorides’ De materia medica 1.56. According to P.Oxy. 5242,

in order to prepare iris ointment, oil had to be cleaned from unripe olives mixed with

3 For this translation see Hirt, Leith, Henry 2014: 116.

4 This expression indicates a different recipe from the previous one. Another word used for this
purpose was the indefinite pronoun 'aAAo’, especially for medical recipes like the ones in the P.Oxy.
1088 (The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, vol. VIII). We can also find these expressions in Hippocrates, for
example in On the Nature of the Woman: 33 (Bourbon), where at 33.2 every recipe is introduced with
"“Erepov'. In other texts from the Corpus Hippocraticum '@AAo’, is also used (Hippocrates On Sterile
Women: 30).

5 There is little information on the life of Dioscorides and what we have comes from his work, De
materia medica: he was born in Anazarbus, Cilicia, around 40 AD and he was a military doctor in the
Neronian era. An important contribute to the study of this author is Riddle 1985. For De materia
medica see Wellmann 1958; for a translation see Beck 2005.

8 For example in 1.53 (‘'vapkiooivov &€ oruweig’, 'the thickening of narcissus') and in 1.56 (‘ipivou
oruyi¢ 'the thickening of iris').

7 In 1.43 Dioscorides talks about 'p0divou okeuacia' and in 1.52 about 'cougivou okeuaoia', the
preparation of rose and lily oil. According to TLG the term okeuacia occurs 29 times in De materia

medica.



water, and then boiled with 2 metia 6 asara of Mecca balsam wood.2 Then, the
balsam wood needed to be removed and a certain quantity of chopped sweet flag
and a lump of myrrh® had to be added in aged aromatic wine; finally, the oil had to be
removed, strained, and steeped. One of the most important ingredients was the oil of
unripe olives from a wild olive tree called 'korivo¢', preferred for thickening and

different from the cultivated type, the '‘éAda’.*?

As explained above, the papyrus does not state that the ointment came from iris, but
it can be hypothesized from De materia medica. Iris is the first flower discussed in
this work — after the preface in which Dioscorides presents his medical method —
and its description functions as a model for the entries that follow. In De materia
medica 1.1 Dioscorides recalls the physical characteristics of this plant: its leaves
are similar to the gladiolus', but bigger, wider and fatter ('...ugiCova 6¢ kai mAarurepa
Kai Aimapwrepa..."), and the ones near the stem are described as curved (‘émkauri')
and multicoloured (‘rroikiAa"). Iris could be white (‘'Acukd’), ocher (‘wypd'), yellowish
(unAiva'), purple (‘'rropeupd’) or light blue (‘kuavidovra'). Its articulated (‘yovarwdeig'),
stiff ('orepear’) and odorous (‘eUwdeic’) roots had to be cut and put in linen in order to
dry. The best species, according to Dioscorides, came from lllyria and Macedonia; it
was very small, yellowish, fragrant and spicy, with gnarled roots. Libyan iris is
described as white, bitter, and increasingly odorous during its growth, thanks to

being eaten by worms.!

8 For the balsam wood see Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.19; he seems to be describing rue
leaves; their juice is excellent when it is fresh and it is sometimes mixed with ointment of terebinth,
lily, honey, myrtle.

® The myrrh ointment is also called 'oraxr', from 'ord{w' 'to drip', because an oil flows from the myrrh
plant. Dioscorides describes it in De materia medica: 1.60, highlighting how it is very aromatic and
very expensive.

10 Fausti 2010: 161-162. The wild olive of the papyrus is probably the '@Bivorrwpic’, a wild autumnal
olive which is mentioned by Callimachus in the Hecale and is distinguished from the olive 'yepyépiuog’
and the 'mirupi¢': the first one is a black olive, the second one has the color of the bran; Callimachus
Hecale, fr. 36+37 (Hollis).

11 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.1.1: '‘éom &€ BeAtiwv n IAMupikn kai Makedovikr, kai tautng
Gpiotn n mukvoppilog Kai uttok6AoBo¢ kai SUCBPAUOTOC Kai TAH XPOa UTTOKIPPOS Kai aepddpa eUwdnsg

Kai 1] yeUoEl TTUPW(OEQTEPQ TrV TE OOUNV EIAIKOIVAS Kai ur) voTifouoa TTapuoUs T &v T KOTTTeEaOal



Dioscorides also shows the properties of the flower:

'dUvapiv 8¢ Exoual TTaoal BepuavTiKAv, AETITUVTIKAY, Gpuoloucal TTPOG BAxXag
Kai T& dugavaywya Uypa AetrtoTroloUaal. kabaipoual ¢ Tréyn Kai XoAdg
TroTI(OuEVal HED’ UOPOUENITOG OAKN dpax U@V ETTTA. €ioi O Kai UTTVOTTOIOI Kal
dakpuoTTIoloi Kai aTPOPOUG ivTal. PET 6Eoug O TTIVOUEVal BnNpIodRKTOIG
ApPrYyouUaC! Kai GTTANVIKOIG Kai OTTWHEVOIG Kai TTEPIYUXOUEVOIS R pryodol Kai TOIg

yovov TTpoIEPEVOIG, TUV Oivw &€ TToBegical youaiv Euunva.’

‘All irises have warming and attenuating properties that are suitable for coughs
and for thinning fluids hard to bring up. Seven drachmai in weight drunk in
hydromel purge thick fluids and bile. They induce sleep, they cause eyes to
tear, and they cure colic. When drunk with vinegar, they help those bitten by
wild animals, splenetics, people who have spasms, hypothermics or shiverers,
and those who ejaculate prematurely, and when drunk with wine, they draw

down the menses.'1?

Coming back to the comparison with P.Oxy. 5242, the thickening of iris is examined
in De materia medica 1.56, where Dioscorides reports two recipes. The second one

is very similar to the preparation exposed in the papyrus:

'oi O€" €Aaiou AiTpag évvéa olyyiag TrévTte, EUAoBaAoGuou AiTpag TTévTe ouyyiag
d00 KOWag, W eipnTal, oUvewe: €ita €AtV TO EUNOBAATAMOV TTPOCEUPBOAE
KaAGuoU Kekoppévou AiTpag évvéa ouyyiag Béka, auUupvng XOvOpoV oivw
TTaAAIG) EUPPEXWY EVWDEL, €iTa AaBWYV ék TOU €0TUPPEVOU EAaiou Kai
NPwaTIoPévou AiTpag Oéka TEGoOPAG EVATTORPEXE IPEWGS KEKOPMEVNG iTOV T(
oTaBU®, €0V AuEpag 00 kai VOKTAc 800, £ita é€iTTou BIaiwe Kai VEAVIKGIC. Kai &i
BOUAEI BUVANIKWTEPOV Eival, TOV ioov oTaBuoV Kai Bi¢ Kai TPIC OpoiwS

évattoBpéxwy Eitrou.'

'‘But others recommend the following procedure: boil nine litrai five oungiai olive
oil with five litrai two oungiai Mecca balsam wood, chopped as specified; then
removing the Mecca balsam wood, add nine litrai 10 oungiai chopped sweet

kivodoa. 1 O0& NIBUKN Asukni Té éaTi THV xpoav Tij TE yeUOel TTIKPA, OeuTepeUouaa «O& T OUVAUEL
maAaiouuevail 6¢ repndovidovral, e0wdéaTepal uévrol TOT€ yivovral.'

12 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.1.2. For this translation see Beck 2005: 5-6.



flag and a lump of myrrh moistened with aged aromatic wine; then taking 14
litrai of the thickened and aromatized oil, steep in it an equal weight of chopped
iris; leave it for two days and two nights and strain it by pressing hard and
vigorously. And should you wish to be stronger steep in like manner two and

three times the same weight of iris and strain.'*®

The same ingredients and procedures can be observed in P.Oxy. 5242 and De
materia medica. However, the units of measurement are different, since the ones
used in De materia medica are typical in the Greek world: the litrai, the oungiai
(corresponding to a twelfth of a litrai),’* and the cyatho, an Attic measure.*® Yet both
in P.Oxy. 5242 and in this passage by Dioscorides, 'oroyi¢' is used to define the
process of the recipe. Moreover, the use of several technical terms can be
highlighted, such as the verb 'éuBpéxw' — 'to bathe' — in De materia medica and the
simple verb 'Bpéxw' (only in P.Oxy. 5242, line 12); 'ékmA0vw', 'to wash out', (which
occurs six times in De materia medica); 'karaypiw', 'to anoint’; and 'apwuarilw', 'to
thicken'.*® The expression with which the recipe is introduced in the Dioscoridean
text, 'oi 8¢, is noteworthy: as Daniela Fausti has noted, it is frequently used in De
materia medica to refer to popular beliefs, which Dioscorides had come across in his

study of other ancient authors.!’

To sum up, it can be argued that Dioscorides' goal could have been the same with
that of the papyrus because they both explain how to prepare the oil, but what
distinguishes Dioscorides is the context. Dioscorides’ work aims to give a new ‘1¢éi¢’
‘order’ for medical remedies (as stated in De materia medica’s preface)!® and to

report information related to medical practice, such as the descriptions of substances

13 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.56.2. For this translation see Beck 2005: 40-41.

14 See LSJ, s.v. Aitpa: http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Isj/#context=Isj&eid=65723.

15 See LSJ, s.v. kUaBog: http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Isj/#eid=62307.

16 The term generally means 'to flavour', but Dioscorides uses it for the preparation of perfumes, which

required to add astringent substances to the essential oils. About perfume preparation see Fausti
2018: 17.

17 About the Dioscoridean method see Fausti 2017: 30-31.

18 Dioscorides De materia medica: praef. 5-6: 'uerd yap mAgiotng akpiBeiag Ta pév mAsiora o avTrowiag
yvovreg, 10 O0¢ €€ ioTopiag TAS TAOI OUUPWVOU Kai GVaKpIoEwS TWV TTap' EKACTOIC ETTIXWPIWY
dkpiBwoavreg Teipaodueda kai 1fj T1aéel dlapopw xpricacBar Kai Td yévn Kard 1a¢ OUVANEIC EKAOTOU

auT@v avaypdwaocbai.'


http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#context=lsj&eid=65723

and how to prepare 'papuaka’. Regarding the iris, after the recipe in De materia
medica 1.56, Dioscorides says that the best iris perfume came from Perge of
Pamphilia and Elis of Achaia, and had emollient (‘uaAakrikriv') and heating
(‘Gepuavrikriv') properties. He claims it caused the expulsion of fetuses and that it
opened the hemorrhoids; taken with vinegar, rue and almond, it was used against
chronic catarrh ('mpog kardppoug xpovilovrag') and polyps (‘'mpog 6laivag) by being
greased on the nostrils. If drunk in the quantity of one cyatho, it was suitable for
intestinal colic and it was diuretic (‘rrorel kai TPO¢ €ikewdn, Kivel kai olpd'); it was
administered to those who had difficulty vomiting and to those suffering from angina.
In addition, greased or mixed with honey, it relieved sore throats ('rpo¢ rpaxurnra
aprnpiac’) and it was administered to those who had drunk hemlock or ingested
mushrooms or coriander (‘0idoral kai TOIC KWVEIOV 1) LUKNTAS 1} KOPIOV TTETTWKOTIV').
Such additional information is not included in P.Oxy. 5242 but, since the text is
fragmentary, it is difficult to tell whether its overall intent was the same as
Dioscorides' or not. These considerations, as will be shown, also apply to the rose
and the lily, whose recipes in the papyrus can be compared with the De materia

medica.
The rose oil

The second recipe of P.Oxy. 5242 is for the thickening of rose, whose unguent is
called 'podivov’, a name that relates to the island of Rhodes.® As explained in the
text, the oil had to be cleaned from unripe olives and then boiled with 2 metia 4 asara
of camel grass, which had previously been chopped in half and mixed with water.
Then the mixture had to be boiled while being swirled by hand and, after being

strained, it could be used for different purposes, most of which remain unknown.

Like iris, the rose is also examined by Dioscorides in De materia medica, in passage
1.99. The juice had to be extracted from the most delicate roses by cutting the end of
the flower and, after being squeezed out, it could be stored and used as an eye
ointment (‘oUtwc¢ 1€ dmroTiBeaBai gic Tag opBauikag mepixpioeic’). The juice of the
roses, dried and boiled in wine, is described as effective for headaches, eye

19 The island was called this way because there were lots of roses there. Joret 1989: 117.

8



diseases, earache, pain in the gums, as well as anal and uterine pains.?° Roses
were often cut, without being crushed, and used for hypochondrium inflammation, for
excess fluid in the stomach and for erysipelas ('mpo¢ Umoxovopiwv @Asyuovac Kai
aroudayou mAGdov kai mpo¢ épuairéAara’). On the other hand, when dry, they were
sprinkled on the inner thigh and mixed with poultices, wound medications and
antidotes;?! they could even be used as eyeshadow (‘kaicrar &€ Kkai €i¢ &
kaAAIBAEpapa’). The flower in the center of the rose, if dried, helped the humors of
the gums ('mpo¢ oUAwv peupariououg’); the outside part, if drunk, was suitable for
intestinal problems (‘koiAiav péoucav') and it could stop bleeding (‘aiuaro¢
avaywynVv'). After this description, there is a recipe for a particular type of rose,

specifically from Rhodes ('000idec"):

'ai Aeyopueval 8¢ podideg okeudalovtal TOUTOV TOV TPOTTOV - POBWY XAWPLV
ABPOXWYV PEPAPAPUEVWY DpaxNag TEooapdakovTa, vapdou ‘IvOIkig dpaxuag
TTEVTE, OUUPVNG Opaxuag € Agia dvattAdoaeTal €ig TpOXioKoug TpiwBoAiaioug
Kai €v oKIG EnpaiveTal- atoTiBeTal 8¢ €ig kepapeolv Ayyeiov AKWvNTOV
TTEPIEOPNKWEVOV. EViol OE TTPOCTIOEADI Kai KOOTOU dpaxuag dUo Kai ipewg

IANAUPIKAG TO aUTO PioyovTeg JeTd PENITOG Kai oivou Xiou.'

‘The so called rhodides are prepared this way: 40 drachmai fresh roses, free of
moisture and withered, five drachmai Indian spikenard, and six drachmai myrrh,
ground up, are molded into small disks of three obols and are dried in the
shade; they are stored in an unpitched earthen jar sealed tightly all around. But
some add also two-drachmai costusroot and an equal amount of lllyrian iris,

mixing them with honey and Chian wine.'??

Dioscorides adds that women used those discs instead of garlands (‘rw rpaxiAw
avri 6puou ndurmvou') to remove the smell of sweat, and as ointments (‘cuyxpiouact’)

after bathing.

20 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.99.1: 'rroiel 0 TV ENpwv EWnBéviwy év olvw 1O GréBAIuua TTPOS
GAynua kepaAfic, o@BaAuwv, Wrwv, olAwv, OakTuAiou dmeuBuouévou, [éviépou] uNTPas TTEPQE
EyxpIduevov Kai mpookAulouevov.'

21 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.99.2: '‘énpa &¢ Acia mapaunpiois mpoamrdcosral kai GvOnpaic kai
ToQUUATIKAIS Kai AavTidoToIg pefyvural.'

22 Djoscorides De materia medica: 1.99.3. For this translation see Beck 2005: 70.



The thickening of rose oil, as in P.Oxy. 5242, is also discussed in De materia medica
1.43.1:

'podivou oKkeuaaia: oxoivou AiTpag TTévte ouyyiag OKTw, £Aaiou AiTpag €ikoal
oUyyiag TTévTe KOWAC Kai upaoag év Udart Ewe avakividy, £ita ArnBACAC €ig
TAG €ikool AiTpag Kai ouyyiag évte ToU éAaiou BAAE POdWV ABPOXWV APIOU®
XIANiwv TG TTETAAQ, Kai TaG XEipag EAITI Xpioag eUwWdEl AvaKivel TTAEOVAKIG
UTTOBAIBWY Apéua, ETTeTa €aaag TV vUKTa EKBAIBE. OTav &€ TO TpuyWOES
UtrooTh, GAAagov TO UTTOdEXOUEVOV AyYEiov, ATTOTIOEGO OF €ig KpaTipa PEAITI
KOTaKeXPIoPEVOV. BaAwy OF €ic AouTnpidiov T £CITTWOEVTA POdQ ETTiXEl AiTPAG

OKTW ouyyiag Tpeig ToU €0TuPpévou €Aaiou Kai TTaAIV EEiTTOU.'

'Preparation of unguent of roses: five litrai eight oungiai of camel hay, 20 litrai
five oungiai of olive oil. After chopping and softening the camel hay with water,
boil while stirring, then strain, add into the 20 litrai five oungiai of the oil the
petals of 1,000 unmoistened roses, and having rubbed your hands with
aromatic honey, stir several times applying gentle pressure. Then leaving it
alone overnight, express it. After the dregs have settled, change the receiving
vessel and lay it aside in a bowl that was coated with honey. Then placing the
pressed petals into a washing tub, pour over them eight litrai three oungiai of
the thickened oil and squeeze the liquid out again.'?®

After explaining the preparation, Dioscorides gives some additional advice: for the
optional addition of more rose petals to the first oil, it was recommended to use fresh
petals, because they made it stronger. However, rose petals could be added no
more than seven times, while the container had to be greased with honey each time,

and the oil had to be separated from the juice.?*

Mentioning again some popular practices, it is noted that some people only
immersed the petals of well-pounded roses in the oil and then changed the oil once a

week, putting it aside after changing it three times?>. Meanwhile, others thickened the

23 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.43.1. For this translation see Beck 2005: 32.

24 De materia medica: 1.43.3: "...4xp1 0¢ £BO6UNS éuBpoxiic Emdéxeral 1O EAaiov Thv éuBoAnv Twv
POOwWV, ETTeiTa O OUKETI- KEXPITOwW O Kai 1) Anvocg uéA. ..

25 De materia medica: 1.43.3:"...&viol 0¢ auTa pdva 1a poda BAdGoavreg évarroBpéxouat T éAaiw Kai

GAAGooovTeg map' nuépag mra Gxpi 1pitngs BpoxAs oUtwg amroriBevrai...'
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oil and added chopped sweet flag and aspalathus; still others, to give a more
beautiful colour to the oil and to prevent it from spoiling, added aspalathus and salt.

Finally, the properties of rose unguent are explained: it was astringent and refreshing
(‘Ouvauiv &€ éxer oTuTTTIKAV, Wuyxouoav'); it loosened the bowel and calmed heartburn
(‘Auver 6¢ kai koiAiav roTi{Suevov kai kadoov oBévvual aTouayou’). It was meant to be
used for deep wounds and cutaneous eruptions, and even for headache
(kepaAaAyiag EuBpeyua’), toothache (‘odovraAyiag 1€ diakAuoua'), and intestine and

uterus inflammations ('mpd¢ 1€ Eviépwyv EpEBITLIOUC Kai UOTERAS (PAEYLIOVAC)).

In the rose oil recipe in De materia medica, the term 'okevaoia’ can be found,
denoting a general preparation, as mentioned above. The first part is somewhat
analogous to P.Oxy. 5242, even if Dioscorides stops at the end of the thickening
process without describing the phase in which roses are added. However, in the
papyrus there is a clarification which is omitted in De materia medica: it is
recommended to mix with the hand ('1/j xepi"). Besides this, the context between the
two texts differs again: De materia medica is defined as a medical treatise which
intends to include as much information as possible about medical practice, while the
papyrus only attests the recipes without giving other details, at least in its extant

form.
The lily oil

The last oil examined in the P.Oxy. 5242 is the one from lily, but the text is
incomplete. Once again, the reader is instructed to clean oil from unripe olives and to
boil it with sweet flag. The text then becomes illegible, except for a fragmented
reference to 'the half of' some substance and to the measurement asara. However,
some observations can be made; for example, here the lily is called '‘covoivov, but

De materia medica uses synonyms, like 'kpivov' and 'Agipiov'?®

In particular, in De materia medica 3.102 there is a description of the flower’s
properties. It is mentioned that the leaves, if smeared, benefited those who had been
bitten by reptiles ('...17A¢ méa¢ 1& QUAAa dUvauIv Exel KATATTAQOOOUEVA EQTTETO

onkroig Boneeiv..."); if boiled, they were useful for burns ('mpo¢ karakauuara

26 |n 1.52 Dioscorides talks about 'couadivou okeuaaia' and in 3.102 about 'kpivov', but in both cases

the plant is also called 'Agipiov'.
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(eoBévra'); if those leaves were preserved in vinegar, they could be used as a
remedy for wounds. The juice of the lily leaves, mixed with vinegar and honey and
boiled in a copper container, was a remedy for old and fresh wounds ('rrpd¢ maAaia
EAKn kai mpéogara tpavuara’). According to the text, lily root — boiled and grounded
with rose ointment — could heal burns, soften the uterus, cause menstruation and
heal sores; if it was triturated with honey, it could heal tendon wounds and sprains,
purify leprosy, decrease dandruff, and reduce wrinkles; if shredded with vinegar or
hyoscyamus leaves and wheat flour, it could calm testicular inflammation.?” The
seed functioned as an antidote for reptile bites and, when crushed with wine, it could
relief erysipelas, with the leaves also having this property ('...70 8¢ omépua EpmeT@wv
ONYUATWV» TTOTNUA AVTIQAPLAKOV, EQUTITTEAATWY TE KATATTAQOUQ OUV oivw AsavBévra
10 1€ OTTéPUAa Kai T pUAAa..."). Dioscorides then recognizes that some people
supported the existence of a purple lily ('...@aoi 6¢ Tives kai mopeupd aven kpivwv
yiveoBai..."). Finally, it is noted that the most suitable species for ointments was the

one that grows in Syria, Pisidia and Pamphylia.?®

In chapter 1.52.1 of De materia medica, the thickening of lily oil is described, with the

same method used for the previous recipes:

'oouaivou okeuaaia, 6 £viol Acipivov kaAoTaiv: éAaiou AiTpag évvéa ouyyiag
TTévTE, KaAduou AiTpag TrévTe ouyyiag déka, opUpvnNg dPaxMHAc TTEVTE PUPACOG
oivw eVWdEI £We, eita ATTNBRCAC TO EAAIOV ATTOXEI KT KAPSAUWUOU
KEKOMPEVOU Kai BeRpeypévou UdaT duBpiw AITp@V TPIWV olyYIWV EE Kai ¢édoag
Bpaxfval aréOAIBe" kai AaBwv €k ToU éoTuPpéVoU éAaiou TPEIS RUICU AiTpacg,
Kpiva apiBu@ xiAia dmropuAAicag Beg €v AouTipl TTAQTET, U BaBET, ETTIXEAG TE TO
ENalov avakivel ToiG xepai HENITI KEXpIOUEVAIG. £A00G OE NUEPaV piav Kai vUKTQ,

TTpwi O& aveAdEVOG €ic kupTida EEiTTou.'

27 Dioscorides De materia medica: 3.102.2-3: 'n) ¢ pifa éwnOeioa Agiay ouv podivw TTupikauTta idrai
Kai uoTépav pyaAdooer kai Euunva dyer kai EAKN karouAoi auv uéAimi O& AsavBeioa velpwv SIaKOTTAS Kai
orpéuuara idrar kai GApous armokaBaipel Kai Aémpac kai TiTupa Kai Gxwpag ourixel, 16 1€ TEOoWITOV
kabBaiper kai Gpputidwrov Toiel aunyouévn: ouv b€l O¢ Agia fj oUv Uookuauou @UAAoIS Kai GAsUpw
TUpivw BpxewV QAgyovag mapaireiral.'

28 Dioscorides De materia medica: 3.102.3: 'évepyéorara O¢ yevvaral v 1] Zupig kai &v Moidia TAg

MNaueuAiag mpog 1hv 100 XPiouarog KaTaokeunv.'

12



'Preparation of unguent of lily, which some call leirinon: mixing nine litrai five
oungiai olive oil, five litrai 10 oungiai sweet flag, and five drachmai myrrh with
fragrant wine, boil; then filtering the oil, pour it over three litrai six oungiai
cardamom that was chopped and soaked in rain water and after allowing it to
become well soaked, strain. Then taking three and one-half litrai of the
thickened oil and after stripping the leaves of 1,000 white lilies, place them in a
wide basin, not a deep one, and pouring the oil over them, stir with your hands
having first coated them with honey. Leaving it alone for a day and night, in the

morning, transfer into a strainer and press out.'?®

Dioscorides adds that, once filtered, the oil needed to be separated from the water,
which would putrefy it, similarly to the rose unguent.®® Thus, it was necessary to pour
the oil in a bowl greased with honey, sprinkling it with fine salt and removing the
impurities that would have emerged on the surface. Then, the aromatic herbs and
the flavoured oil were poured, along with 10 '0Akag’ of cardamom, and stirred with
the hands.®! The process could be repeated, but the best ointment would be the one
obtained from the first squeezing.3? This first extraction, which was the best, was
then poured in a bowl with 1,000 white lilies and treated with the same procedure as
in the first pressing; two drachmai of good myrrh, two of cinnamon and ten of saffron

could have been further mixed.

Thanks to this information, acquired by Dioscorides’ research, popular beliefs about

the preparation of lily oil can be found, just like for iris and rose:

'0i O€" KPOKOU Kai KIVAPWHOU TO ioov KOWag anoag EUPaAe €ig TOV AouTthipa ped’
UdATOC Kai éTTiXEl TO TTPRITOV EKTTIEGOEV PUPOV, £iTa £60AC HIKPOV AVOAGUBaVE
€ic ayyeia Enpd, TTPOKEXPICTHEVA KOPUEN Kai opUpvn Kai KPOKW Kai JEAITI ueD'
Udatog dielpévolg TO &' auTd Troiel Kai £TTi TOO OeuTéEPOU EKTTIECUOTOG Kai TOD

TpiTou. £viol &€ TO atrAolv £€ €Aaiou BaAavivou i GAAou Kai Kpivou okeudloual.

29 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.1. For this translation see Beck 2005: 36-37.

30 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.2: '...0U yap Umouével wg 10 podivov, auvBepuaivouevov o€
avadei kai onmeral...'

31 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.2: ' ...avakiviioac xpnoiuwg 1aic xepoi...'

32 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.3: '...kai éoTal 1O pev TPATOV EKTTIEGOEV GPITTOV, EXOUEVOV OE

10 £EAC, TpiTOV O TO TEAEUTATOVY. ..
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OoKeT 0¢ dlagépelv TO v Dolvikn Kai £v AiyUTITW yIvouevov: apiaTov O€ £aTIV

auTol 16 6JoV KpivwV.'

'‘But others recommend to make it this way: having chopped and sifted equal
guantities of saffron and cinnamon, place them in the basin with water and pour
over them the first batch of strained unguent; then allowing a short time to pass,
transfer into dry vessels previously daubed with gum, myrrh, saffron, and honey
diluted with water. Do the same to the second and third pressings. Still others
prepare the unguent uncompounded, using oil from the nut of the ben tree or
some other oil and white lilies. The best is reputedly made in Phoenicia and

Egypt. It is excellent if it smells of white lilies.'33

The chapter ends stating that the best lily ointment was produced by the Phoenicians
and Egyptians. The concoction was useful for uterine problems, facial exanthems,
dandruff, eczemas and bruises; if ingested, it expelled bile from the intestine and it

stimulated diuresis.3*

As in the chapter dedicated to rose oll, in this one Dioscorides once again uses
‘okevaoia’ and not 'ordwic to refer to the recipe.®> Moreover, in De materia medica,
the chopped sweet flag is presented as one of the most important ingredients for the
preparation of this oil, like in the papyrus. However, the last part of P.Oxy. 5242 is

fragmentary, so it is impossible to extensively compare the two texts.
Iris, rose and lily in Theophrastus and Pliny the Elder

Now that the three recipes of P.Oxy. 5242 have been examined and compared to
Dioscorides', other texts in which the three ointments are mentioned can be noted.
The first author to consider is Theophrastus of Eresus, who lived between 371- 287
BC, about four centuries before the papyrus was written.®¢ As a student of Aristotle
and a Peripatetic philosopher, he talks about iris, rose and lily in his botanical

33 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.4-5. For this translation see Beck 2005: 37.

34 Dioscorides De materia medica: 1.52.5: '0okel 0¢ diapépeiv 10 €v Poivikn kai év AlyorrTw yivouevov:
apiarov 6¢ éotiv aurod 16 6Jov Kpivwy. duvaulv OE Exel BEPUAVTIKAY, UAAAKTIKAY, QVAOTOUWTIKNY TWV
mepi unTPAv HUCEWV Kai pAgyuov@y, Kai KaBOAou TTavTwy 0TI XPNTILWTATOV TTPOC TA YUVAIKETQ.'

35 As explained before, 'okeuaaia’ refers to a more general preparation and ‘ordwi¢’ to a specific one.
36 About Theophrastus see Sharples 2012 [1949]: 1461.
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treatises De odoribus and Historia Plantarum, paying particular attention to the
context of natural science.®” Theophrastus connects odors with botany (and not with
the human body)3® and describes the substances, their nature and their use in
everyday life. Therefore, the aim of these two works differs from P.Oxy. 5242, where
the intention is — for what can be understood from the surviving fragments— to
detail specific preparations of oils, and not to give information about the oils

themselves.

For example, regarding the iris, in De odoribus Theophrastus underlines its intense
fragrance, perceptible only up close, and its warm and astringent scent, that could
burn the skin.® Its root, before being processed, had to be left to mature in cold oil
for a minimum of three to a maximum of six years.*? The ointment made from iris,
'ioivov', became more intense if extracted from the dried root of the plant and not
subjected to heat.*! It was produced by very few ingredients and had diuretic and
laxative properties due to its heat; anchusa roots*? were often added to ‘joivov' as a
colouring agent.*® Theophrastus recognises ‘'jpivov' as a particularly long-lasting
fragrance, recalling a perfumer who had an iris perfume still in good condition after

twenty years.**

37 The first treatise is dedicated to the art of perfumery, the second one to the classification of plants
by their way of reproducing, the place where they grow, their physical characteristics and their
medical uses. For De odoribus see Squillace 2010; for Historia Plantarum see Amigues 1988.

38 Squillace 2014: 72.

39 Theophrastus De ordoribus: 32: '...6gpun 0¢ kai oTUTTTIKN Kai 1 ipI, KaB’ UTEpBoAnv O¢ Kai KA
véa o0oa kai 1OV xp@ra TV éoyalouévwy d@eAkor.. .

40 Theophrastus De odoribus: 34:'...oiov 1 loic €ic uév v épyaaiav dkudler uerd v ouAdoynv Tpia
£tn, kai diauéver O€ TAgioTov ypovov EE €m...!

41 Theophrastus De odoribus: 24: '...yiverar 5¢ 10 BéATiov ipivov éav i Enpd kai arupwroc 1 ipic:
aGkpareatépa yap n duvauic i) éav eupabsioa kai Tupouuévn...'

42 Anchusa, whose scientific name is Anchusa tinctoria, is a plant described by Dioscorides in De
materia medica: 4.23. Some also call it calyx, others onocleia; the leaves resemble those of lettuce
and the root has astringent properties.

43 Theophrastus De odoribus: 33: '...ouvepyel 0¢ kai 1fic dyxouang 10 pifiov gic Thv xpodav 1ol podivou
Kai 1fi¢ ipidog. ..

44 Theophrastus De odoribus: 38: 'uupommwAng 6é 11¢ épn map’ auT@ ueuevnkéval AiyUTrTiov UEV OKTW

£1n, ipivov &€ gikoat, kai € diauévelv BéATiov Ov T@v akualovrwy.'
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Theophrastus also gives some information about iris and iris oil in the Historia
Plantarum, especially in the fourth book discussing aromatic species. He points out
that these plants were not found in the northern regions of Greece — except for iris,
which grew in lllyria and on the Adriatic coast and which was superior to irises
growing elsewhere.*® Instead, the species found in warm Southern places grew in
contrast to medicinal plants.#¢ In the ninth book, iris is again mentioned: 'joivov' was

often made with the root of hellebore, due to its good smell.*’

Concerning the rose, Theophrastus in De odoribus explains that this flower showed
its perfuming properties as soon as it was picked. The oil thickened from the rose,
'060a’, was the lightest and weakest perfume, although it could eliminate other
smells and fragrances.*® Salt was added in its preparation, making it useful for
earache.*® To realise rose oil, '00divov', one needed rush, aspalathus and chopped
sweet flag, which had to be macerated in sweet wine.>°. Theophrastus also talks
about this unguent in book VI of the Historia Plantarum, noting the existence of
various species of this flower, distinguished for the number of their petals, their
harshness, the beauty of their colour and their perfume.>! Most of them had five
petals (‘revrapuAAa’), but some had twelve (‘dwdekdpuAia’) or twenty petals
(‘eikooipuAAa’), and others even reached a hundred (‘¢ékarovraeuAAa’); the latter grew
near Philippi, had very small internal petals, and some of them were neither scented

nor large ('...ouIKpa 0 oPAdPa Ta EVIOC pUAAQ...").

45 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 4.5.2: '...@apuakwoeIc yap Kai aural. Tov 6& e0wdWv o0UdEV v
rauraig, ARV ipic év 1A IAupidI kai Trepi TOv Adpiav - TauTn yap xpnoTtn Kai oAU Siapépouaa TV
Mwv...!

46 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 4.5.2'...GAA’ év 1oi¢ GAceivoic kai Toic TPO¢ peonuBpiav WoTep
avrikeiueva 1@ 0wWon...!

47 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 9.9.2: '...xpnaoiun &¢ kai mpdg 10 ipivov pupov dia v evwdiav...
48 Theophrastus De odoribus: 45: '...koupdrarov yap 6v kai doBevéararov deavilel T10¢ TV GAAwWY
oéouag érav mpouupiobwaot...'

49 Theophrastus De odoribus: 35:"'...10 8¢ p6dIvov Toic waiv dyaBov 611 év aAaiv i oinoig...'

50 Theophrastus De odoribus: 25: '...€i¢c 8¢ 10 p66Ivov oxoivov domrdAaBov kdAauov...'

51 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 6.6.4: ... T@v 6¢ p6dwyv moAAai diapopai ARBel e pUAAwWVY Kai

OAIyoTnTI Kai TPAXUTNTI Kai AIOTNTI Kai EUXPOIQ Kai evoauig...!
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Regarding the lily, Theophrastus in De odoribus just states that its ointment was one
of the lightest and that it was suitable for men, like p6divov.5? But it is in the Historia
Plantarum that more information about lily oil is provided: in Book Il it is called
'Agipivov', and it is described as having a white colour and a very pleasant perfume.>3
In Book VI, however, Theophrastus defines lilies as ' kpiva' and gives a brief
description: they only had one stem, which could be divided into two depending on

the location and climatic conditions; the root was large, fleshy and round.>*

Another ancient author who examines the three flowers listed in P.Oxy. 5242 is Pliny
the Elder, a natural philosopher contemporary to Dioscorides, who lived between 23-
79 AD.%® His Naturalis Historia, an encyclopedic work, aims to collect the knowledge
of the ancient world, from the cosmos to minerals, from animals to plants, from
geography to the position of man in the world.>® Talking about nature and vegetable
species, Pliny mentions the iris, the rose and the lily, giving some interesting
information about their characteristics and use. His intent is similar to Dioscorides
and Theophrastus', even if the Naturalis Historia deals with the entire natural world

and not only plants (to which Books XlII-XXIIl are dedicated).

Regarding the iris, Book XXI reveals that the best species was the lllyrian, including
both the red raphanitis iris and the white rhizotomos; African and Pisidian irises are
also mentioned. Pliny highlights the properties of iris rufa, which was considered the
best: it was helpful in infantile teething, for bites from spiders and snakes, for
headaches and vomiting.>’

52 Theophrastus De odoribus: 42:'...éAappodrara ¢ 10 POdIvov Kai 1) KUTTPoG, & Kai T0i¢ Gvopdal
paAiora apuodtrelv Sokel, kai TPOS ToUTOIS TO Kpivov...'

53 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 3.18.11: '...4v0Bo¢ 8¢ Acukov kai e0WOES Agipivov...'

5 Theophrastus Historia Plantarum: 6.6.8: '...piCav &¢ €xer ToAANV oapkwdn kai atpoyyuAnv...'

55 Since the three flowers are also dealt with in the work of Dioscorides, it is striking that Pliny and
Dioscorides are contemporaries and may have used the same sources for their writings, without one
mentioning the other. For Pliny the Elder see Purcell 2012 [1949]: 1162; Beagon 1992.

56 For Naturalis Historia see A.A. V.V. 1951-1972; Conte 1982-1988.

57 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.83: '...Iris rufa melior quam candida. Infantibus eam
circumligari salutare est, dentientibus praecipue et tussientibus taeniarumue uitio laborantibus

instillari...'
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Talking about the rose, Pliny notes that it grew from a thorn and not from a shrub; it
sprouted closed in an envelope, which later swole until it opened.>® As in P.Oxy.
5242, the thickening of rose is described: the flower was macerated with oil to obtain
perfumed ointments, and even eye drops.>® The best-known roses were the
Praenestinam and the Campanam, but there also were the Milesiam, the Trachiniam
and the Alabandicam. As in Dioscorides’ De materia medica, Pliny recalls the
astringent properties of the rose, but he distinguishes its three parts: the leaves,
called 'nails’; the flowers, in which the seed and the filament were found; and the top,

made up of the bark and the chalice.®°

Finally, Pliny reports the characteristics of the lily, noting its resemblance to the rose.
Two main species are listed, the white (‘alba lilia") and the red (‘rubens'); in particular,
Greeks called this last one ‘crinon’, which was highly appreciated in Antioch,
Laodicea and Phaselis.®* There was also a species from Italy®?; then, Pliny mentions
the purple-colored lilies, the so-called narcissi, which sometimes had a double stem,
a fleshy root and a large single bulb.52 The fact that Pliny offers more information
compared to Dioscorides can be explained with the structure of the Naturalis Historia
as an encyclopedic work, with the intent to include as much material as possible
related to the natural world. In the Dioscoridean treatise, the focus lies in details

concerning medical practice.

58 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.10.14: 'Rosa nascitur spina uerius quam frutice, in rubo
guoque proueniens, illic etiam iucundi odoris, quamuis angusti. Germinat omnis primo inclusa
granoso cortice, quo mox intumescente et in uirides alabastros fastigato paulatim rubescens dehiscit
ac sese pandit in calices, medio sui stantes conplexa luteos apices. Vsus eius in coronis prope
minimus est.'

59 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.10: '...Oleo maceratur, idque iam a Troianis temporibus
Homero teste. Praeterea in unguenta transit, ut diximus...'

60 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.73: 'Rosa adstringit, refrigerat. Usus eius dividitur in folia et
flores, capita. foliorum partes, quae sunt candidae, ungues vocantur. In flore aliud est semen, aliud
capillus, in capite aliud cortex, aliud calix.'

61 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.11:'...Laudatissimum in Antiochia ac Laudicea Syriae, mox in
Phaselide. '

62 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.11:'...Quartum locum optinet in ltalia nascens...’

63 Pliny the Elder Naturalis Historia: 21.12:'...Sunt et purpurea lilia, aliquando gemino caule,

carnosiore tantum radice maiorisque bulbi, sed unius; narcissum uocant...'

18



Conclusions

This article has discussed the interest in the art of thickening oils in antiquity, starting
from P.Oxy. 5242 and comparing it with other authors who talked about the same
topics, albeit in different contexts. First of all, while Dioscorides' De materia medica
has some similarities with the papyrus, there are significant differences, suggesting
that the two texts cannot be identified with one another. Regarding the similarities
with De materia medica, it can be hypothesized that the two texts originate from a
common exemplar or that one may have used the other as a source: examining their
possible relation wasn’t the aim of this article, but this could be a starting point for
future research. For what concerns the differences, instead, if Dioscorides' interests
mostly lie in medical practices, other authors discuss about oil-thickening in a context
of natural science: in Theophrastus, the three ointments are analyzed in two
botanical treatises, whereas in Pliny they are studied in an encyclopedic work which
comprises different sections, one of which is botany. Moreover, the preparation of
the ointments is described by Dioscorides, whereas Theophrastus and Pliny focus
only on aromatic plants and their uses. Therefore, their comparison with P.Oxy. 5242
helps understand the meaning of the papyrus itself, relating it to previous or following
evidence concerning the same substances. To conclude, this permits an
understanding of the ancient origins of an activity still practiced today, in recognition
that, after all, the ancient world was not so different from ours and that many aspects

of our society originated from that world, so far and so close to us.
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