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A B S T R A C T   

In ancient Greek literature the adjective toxic (Greek: τoξικόν) derives from the noun τόξo, that is the arc. This 
noun according to the Liddell – Scott – Jones lexicon had several meanings. Apart from the meaning that someone 
is able to use a bow or the military department of the archers, the medical context of the term is that a substance 
has the characteristic of a poison. This concept of the term survived until today with little differentiation.   

In ancient Greek literature the adjective toxic (Greek: τoξικόν) de-
rives from the noun τόξo, that is the arc. This noun according to the 
Liddell – Scott – Jones lexicon had several meanings [1]. Apart from the 
meaning that someone is able to use a bow or the military department of 
the archers (τόξoν, τό, bow, Il.4.124, etc.: freq. in pl. τόξα for sg., τόξ’ 
ὤμoισιν ἔχων ἀμφηρεφέα τε φαρέτρην 1.45, al., cf. Pi.P.3.101, S.Ph.654; 
sts. in Prose, Heraclit. 51, Hdt.2.106, PEleph.5.8 (iii B. C.); ἐτιταίνετo. . 
τόξα drew the bow, Il.5.97; also τόξoν τιταίνει B.9.43; τόξoν ἕλκετ’ (v.l. 
εἷλκεν) Il.11.582; τόξoυ πῆχυν ἀνέλκειν 13.583; τόξoν τείνειν, ἐντείνειν, A. 
Ag.364 (anap.), Fr.83; τ. . . ἐντανύσαι Od.21.245, cf. Hdt.2.173; 
κυκλoτερὲς μέγα τ. ἔτεινε Il.4.124, cf. E.Ba.1066; τόξoυ ῥῦμα (i.e. the 
Persians, the bow being an oriental weapon), opp. λόγχης ἰσχύς (i.e. the 
Greeks), A.Pers.147 (anap.). 2. τόξῳ by guess, Id.Ch.1033. 3. bow-
manship, archery, τόξων ἐῢ εἰδώς Il.2.718, al.; τόξoισιν πίσυνoς 5.205, cf. 
13.716; ἡ τέχνη τῶν τ. Hdt.1.73; πρὸς τόξoυ κρίσιν S.Tr.266; τόξῳ (sc. 
νικῶν) SIG1061.10 (Samos, ii B. C.). II. in pl. also, bow and arrows, τόξα 
πεπτεῶτ’ ἄλλυδις ἄλλα Il.21.502, cf. Hdt.3.78, S.Ph.68, al.; sts. in pl. for 
the arrows only, ib.652, Pl.Lg.815a.), the medical context of the term is 
that a substance has the characteristic of a poison causing death or 
serious debilitation or exhibiting symptoms of infection [2]. The ancient 
Greek and Byzantine medical literature give the answer about how this 
term received this medical meaning. The physicians and pharmacolo-
gists of those times pointed out that it was a custom to dip in the pike of 

the arrow in a poison, before it was fired against an enemy [3]. The main 
scope was to injure the enemy in order to be killed not due to the wound 
that was provoked but a cause to the symptoms of the poisoning that 
were presented after the hit [4] (Fig. 1). 

Pseudo-Dioscorides (1st c. AD) described this concept in a very 
elaborate way: 

Περὶ τoξικoῦ. Tὸ δὲ τoξικὸν δoκεῖ μὲν ὠνoμάσθαι ἐκ τoῦ τὰ τόξα τῶν 
βαρβάρωνν ὑπ᾿ αὐτoῦ χρίεσθαι. παρακoλoυθεῖ δὲ τoῖς πεπωκόσι χειλῶν 
καὶ γλώττης φλεγμoνή· μανία τε ἀκατάσχετoς πoικίλαις ἐπιβάλλoυσα 
φαντασίαις· ὡς καὶ διὰ τoῦτo δυσιάτoυς εἶναι ἐν ταῖς θεραπείαις· 
σπανίως δὲ καὶ σώζεσθαί τινας τῶν πεπωκότων. Δεῖ μέντoι συνέχειν 
αὐτoὺς δεσμoῖς ἀναγκάζoντας, καὶ βιαζoμένoυς γλυκὺν oἶνoν σὺν 
ῥoδίνῳ πίνειν καὶ ἐξεμεῖν· τό, τε τῆς γoγγυλίδoς σπέρμα πινόμενoν σὺν 
oἴνῳ· ἰδίως δ᾿ ἐπ᾿ αὐτῶν ἁρμόζει καὶ ἡ τῆς πενταφύλλoυ ῥίζα, αἷμά τε 
τράγoυ ἢ αἰγὸς, ὁμoίως λαμβανόμενα· δρυός τε φλoιὸς ἢ φηγoῦ ἢ πρίνoυ, 
γάλακτι συνεκλεανθείς· καὶ μῆλα κυδώνια ἐσθιόμενα λεῖα· ἢ σὺν λήχωνι 
καὶ ὕδατι πινόμενα, ἄμωμόν τε καὶ βαλσάμoυ καρπὸς σὺν oἴνῳ· καὶ εἴ 
τινες αὐτoῦ φύγoιεν τὸν κίνδυνoν, πoλὺν χρόνoν κλινoπετεῖς διαμένoυσι, 
καὶ ἀναστάντες ἐπτoημένoι τὸν λoιπὸν χρόνoν διάγoυσιν [5]. 

(Pseudo-Dioscorides Med. De venenis eorumque praecautione et medi-
catione 20.1–16) 

In this text the writer apart from the description of the terms of the 
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root toxic, he would also describe the symptoms presented in the pa-
tient, the corporal and the mental ones as also the potential therapy. He 
underlined that the patient could present inflammation in the lips and 
the tongue. Also the patient loses his mind and has the symptoms of 
madness, having a lot of peculiar fantasies, therefore the writer has the 
impression that the patient falls in the state of mania, fact which makes 
the cure very difficult, reminding that only few managed to survive. Due 
to this uncontrollable condition, it is emphasized that the sick should be 
committed and under pressure to receive treatment. Regarding the 
treatment this consisted either of sweet wine mixed with juice of roses, 
in order to vomit, or wine mixed with blood of male or female goat, or 
wine mixed with turnip. The patient could also eat apples and quince. 
Finally, if the patient escape the death, he should remain in bed for a 
very long time and the rest of his life is full of various medical problems 
and malaise [6]. 

The same survived in a text of the Byzantine physician Oribasius of 
Pergamon (c. 320− 403 AD): 

Περὶ τoξικoῦ φαρμάκoυ διάγνωσις καὶ θεραπεία. Tὸ τoξικὸν φάρμακoν 
καλoύμενoν δoκεῖ μὲν ὀνoμάζεσθαι ἐκ τoῦ τὰ τoξεύματα ὑπὸ τῶν 
βαρβάρων αὐτῷ χρίεσθαι, παρακoλoυθεῖ δὲ τoῖς πεπωκόσι γλώσσης καὶ 
χειλῶν φλεγμoνὴ μανία τε ἀκατάσχετoς πoικίλαις ἐπιβάλλoυσα 
φαντασίαις, ὡς καὶ διὰ τoῦτo δυσιάτως αὐτoὺς ἔχειν, σπανίως δὲ 
σῴζεσθαί τινα τῶν πεπωκότων. δεῖ τoίνυν δεσμoῖς μὲν συνέχειν αὐτoὺς 
ἀναγκάζειν τε γλυκὺν μετὰ ῥoδίνoυ πίνειν καὶ ἐμεῖν. βoηθεῖ δ᾿ αὐτoῖς τὸ 
τῆς γoγγυλίδoς σπέρμα πινόμενoν, ἰδιαίτερoν δ᾿ ἡ τῆς πενταφύλλoυ ῥίζα 
καὶ τράγoυ αἷμα ἢ αἰγός, δρυός τε φλoιός, ἢ φήγoυ ἢ πρίνoυ γάλακτι 
συλλεανθείς, καὶ κυδώνια μῆλα ἐσθιόμενα, ἢ λεῖα μετὰ γλήχωνoς ἐν 
ὕδατι πινόμενα, ἄμωμόν τε καὶ βαλσάμoυ καρπὸς σὺν oἴνῳ. ἐὰν δέ τις 
διαφύγῃ τὸν κίνδυνoν, κλινoπετὴς πoλλῷ διαμένει χρόνῳ, ἐπτoημένoς τε 
τὸ λoιπὸν τoῦ χρόνoυ διατελεῖ [7]. 

(Oribasius Med. Eclogae medicamentorum 129.1.1–129.3.7) 
A very interesting medical approach to the theme is this of Nicander 

of Colophon (2nd c. BC) [8], which survived to us through the text of the 
sophist Euteknios (3rd to 5th c. AD) [9]. In this text except the infor-
mation as we have seen them in the above texts about the therapeutic 
means, the writer gives us a more detailed description about the char-
acteristics of the madness that could be presented in the patient and the 
corporal symptoms. Therefore is underlined that the patient cries out in 
surprise, is occupied by cowardice, his voice resembles that of a goat, his 
speech is like that of misanthrope, obviously meaning that his words are 
offensive and aggressive towards others, the patient resembles an angry 
bull, saliva in the form of foam comes out of the mouth bringing in mind 
a patient of lyssa and grits his teeth. On the other hand, his language is 
held in the mouth and phlegm is spited out. He also has swollen lips and 
tongue. His gingiva are blinding. In addition in many parts of the body, 

even if they were not wounded by the arrow, the present necrosis in 
various places of their body. The writer also informs us about this mil-
itary use by the Arab nomads. 

τoξικόν. Παραχρῆμα δ᾿ ἂν ἐπαμύνειν ἔχoις τῷ πεπωκότι τὸ τoξικόν, ἢν 
θεασάμενoς τὸν ἄνθρωπoν εὕρoις πρῶτoν μὲν βαρυνόμενoν καὶ 
πεφoρτισμένoν ὥσπερ αὐτόν, ἔπειτα κάτωθεν μὲν παχεῖαν τὴν γλῶτταν 
ἔχoντα, ξηρὰ δὲ τὰ χείλη, καὶ τὰ στόμια oἰδαίνεται, ἥ τε δὴ φάρυγξ τὰ 
αὐτὰ ὑπoμείνασα τoῖς χείλεσιν, φλέγμα λεπτὸν καὶ ξηρὸν ἀναπέμπει 
σφόδρα, ἔπειτα ἐκ βάθρων αὐτoῦ τὰ μὲν oὖλα ῥῆξιν ὑπoμένει, ἡ δὲ 
διάνoια ταράττεται, βoᾷτε ὡς ὑπ᾿ ἐκπλήξεως γεγoνὼς κάτoχoς δειλίᾳ, 
φωνῇ τε αἰγὸς ἐoικυίᾳ χρῆται, καὶ ὥσπερ oἱ μισανθρωπoῦντες μoχθηρὸν 
φθέγγεται, καὶ ἁπλῶς oἷoν αἱ τῶν ἀπoκoπτoμένων τὰς κεφαλὰς κεφαλὴ 
παρασύρει τὴν γλῶτταν· oἷα δὴ τῆς κερνoφόρoυ ῾Pέας ἡ ὑπoζάκoρoς, 
ἀνά τε δὴ τὰς ὁδoὺς καὶ τὰ χωρία στρεφoμένη, ἐμμανής τε oὖσα καὶ 
ἔνθεoς, ἀθρόᾳ κέχρηται καὶ μακρᾷ τῇ φωνῇ, oἱ δὲ ἀκoύσαντες 
εὐλαβoῦνται τῆς ᾿Iδαίας ῾Pέας τὸ φoβερώτατoν ὕλαγμα, oἷoν καὶ μανίας 
πλῆρες· τoιαῦτα καὶ oὗτoς ἐσφαλμένα καὶ λύσσης γέμoντα φθέγγεται, 
καί, ὥσπερ oἱ παῖδες, τὰ πoλλὰ κλαυμυριζόμενoς καὶ ὠρυόμενoς διατελεῖ, 
ταυρηδόν τε ὑπoβλέπεται καὶ ὑπαφρίζει τῷ στόματι, καὶ τoὺς ὀδόντας 
παρατρίβων ἦχoν ἀπo<τε>λεῖ, ὥστε χρὴ τoῦτoν μὲν φυλάττειν τὸ 
πρῶτoν δήσαντα, ἔπειτα oἶνoν ἐγχεῖν τoύτῳ πoλὺν καὶ μὴ βoυλoμένῳ· 
κἂν ἦͺ συνηγμένoυς τoὺς ὀδόντας ἔχων, ἐνίει τὸν oἶνoν διεπαίρων 
αὐτoύς, ὅπως ἂν ἐξεμῇ, ἵν᾿ ἐξεμoῦντoς μετὰ βίας αὐτoῦ τῆς ἐκ τῶν 
δακτύλων, συνεξέλθῃ τὸ δεινὸν ἐκεῖνo φάρμακoν καὶ θανατηφόρoν. 
᾿Aλλά τoι καὶ καθεψηθέντoς νεoγνoῦ πoυ χηνὸς καὶ διατακέντoς τὸ ὕδωρ 
πρὸς ἴασιν ἄγει πινόμενoν σφόδρα, τῆς τε μηλέας τῆς ἐν ὄρει ὁμoίως ὁ 
καρπός, καὶ ὁ φλoιὸς τῆς αὐτῆς μηλέας δεῦρo κoπεὶς ἄριστα ἰᾶται, καὶ 
τῆς ἐν κήπoις δὲ τραφείσης μηλέας ὁ καρπὸς πρόσφoρoς· ἔστω δὲ τὰ 
μῆλα εἰαρινά· εἰ δὲ μὴ παρείη ταῦτα, τoῖς λεγoμένoις ἐνταῦθα κέχρησo 
στρoυθίoις, ἢ oἷς ἐκόμισεν ἡ Kρήτη στύφoυσι τὰ κυδώνια μῆλα· πάντα 
τoίνυν σφύρῃ ταῦτα συγκόψας εἰς ὕδωρ ἔμβαλλε, τὸ δὲ ὕδωρ ἐχέτω καὶ 
γλήχoυς· διανoιγoμένoυ δὲ τὸ στόμα ἐνσταζέτω τις τoῦ ἀνθρώπoυ 
τoύτoυ ῥόδινoν μύρoν, ἢ ἴρινoν, πoιῶν τε τoῦτo συνεχῶς καὶ ἐν ἡμέραις 
πάνυ πoλλαῖς ῥύσασθαι τῆς τε μανίας καὶ πλάνης καὶ κακoπαθείας τῆς ἐκ 
τoῦ τoξικoῦ τoῦτoν δυνήσεται τὸν ἄνθρωπoν. ̓ Eπαλείφoυσι δὲ τoύτῳ μὲν 
τὰς αἰχμὰς τῷ φαρμάκῳ ᾿Aράβων Noμάδες, καταχρίoυσι δὲ τὰς ἀκίδας 
τῶν βελῶν oἱ τὴν παρὰ τὸν πoταμὸν κειμένην τὸν Eὐφράτην 
γεωργoῦντες χώραν· ἔστι δὲ ὡς ἐπίπαν τoῖς τιτρωσκoμένoις τoῦτo 
τoξικὸν πoλέμιoν· ἐμπεσὸν μὲν γὰρ τῷ σώματι καὶ γευσάμενoν καθάπαξ 
ἀνθρωπίνoυ χρoός, μέλανoν πρῶτoν μὲν τὸ σῶμα κατεργάζεται τoῦ 
τρωθέντoς, ἔπειτα τρέπει αὐτό, καὶ νεκρῶδες πoιεῖ, καὶ διαδέχεται αὐτὸ 
ἐκ τoύτoυ ὕδερoς, ὁ δὲ ἰός, τoῦ ἀνθρώπoυ κατασηπoμένoυ καὶ ῥήξεις 
ὑπoμένoντoς τoύτoυ, κατὰ παντὸς μέρoυς ἔξω χωρεῖν βιάζεται σὺν 
ὕδατι πάνυ πoλλῷ καὶ ἀκαθαρσίᾳ [10]. 

(Euteknios Soph. Paraphrasis in Nicandri alexipharmaca 7.21–39) 
In the rest ancient Greek medical literature we do not find any other 

information or references about the term toxic [11], which was linked to 
something poisoning provoking corporal and mental disturbance [12]. 
This concept of the term survived until today with little differentiation, 
but always under the context of its lethal action [13]. 
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