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Speaking for Myself

Salivating rooms

SUNIL K. PANDYA

Dr M. K. Mani’s note on the proposal in 1757 for the creation of
Salivating Rooms in the ‘new hospital’ in Madras1 reawakened
interest in this unusual form of therapy for syphilis.

Arsenic was used in the treatment of syphilis around 1530, but
was discontinued once its toxic effects became obvious. For the
next 400 years, mercury was the principal component of prepara-
tions used in the treatment of syphilis. I recall the pharmacology
texts in the late 1950s providing this pun: ‘A night with Venus and
a lifetime with Mercury.’

Mercury was administered to patients by mouth, by rubbing
into affected parts of the body or by fumigation. It is this third form

of treatment that is relevant here. The administration of mercury
was intended to induce profuse sweating, and increased formation
and drooling of saliva. According to Hippocratic and Galenic
principles, sweating and salivation eliminated the venereal poison
or materia peccans. Galen had taught that the blood was filtered
in the brain and its impurities discharged through the cribriform
plate (the roof of the ethmoidal bone so-called because it re-
sembles a sieve—cribrum in Latin) giving rise to tears, saliva,
mucus and sweat. Drugs such as mercury, which caused lacrima-
tion, sweating and drooling facilitated elimination of the venereal
poison.

FIG 1. Mercury (and other materials) thrown onto charcoal to generate fumes to cause the patient to sweat out the pox’s toxins
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sixteen pounds of mercury was given in a single course of
treatment!

Treatment by fumigation was the least effective method and the
most gruelling. The naked patient was seated on a cane-bottomed
chair and covered with a blanket within a partly sealed cabinet. A
fire was then started underneath the cabinet, causing the calomel
under the chair to vaporize. Its fumes were carried under the
blanket along with steam.

The reckless administration of mercury until profuse salivation
occurred led to ulceration of the tongue, lips and palate; swelling
and softening of the gums; the teeth falling out and the very
jawbones crumbling. Worse, the syphilis progressed despite this
treatment. Not surprisingly, many preferred the disease to therapy.

Mercurial therapy for syphilis also appears to have given rise
to the derisory term quack. The dictionary defines this term as ‘a
person who dishonestly pretends to be a doctor.’ An example:
‘Running after quacks and mountebanks ... for medicines and
remedies’ (Daniel Defoe). Quack originated in the German for
quicksilver—quacksalber. Deborah Hayden2 noted that histori-
cally quacks were those who boasted about their toxic mercury
salves or quicksilver for the treatment of syphilis.

Readers may find of interest the reference to fumigation and
sweating in Shakespeare’s Measure for measure.3 In Act 3 Scene
2 we find this exchange between Lucio and Pompey.

LUCIO: How doth my dear morsel, thy mistress? Procures she
still, ha?

POMPEY: Troth, sir, she hath eaten up all her beef, and she is
herself in the tub.

The tub refers to a sweating tub that was used to administer
mercury through fumigation to treat syphilis. Indeed, it has been
postulated that Shakespeare’s knowledge of such treatment may
have been obtained first hand, when he himself was treated for the
big pox.4 Ross postulates: ‘Shakespeare’s late-life decrease in
artistic production, tremor, social withdrawal, and alopecia were
due to mercury poisoning from syphilis treatment. He may also
have had anasarca due to mercury-related membranous nephro-
pathy. This medical misadventure may have prematurely ended
the career of the greatest writer in the English language.’
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FIG 2. Title page of Venus Belegert en Ontset... (1685) by the
Dutch physician, Steven Blanckaert (1650–1702). Physicians
are shown using a variety of methods to expose syphilitic
patients to the healing effects of mercury. (Both illustrations
are taken from the website http://pacs.unica.it/biblio/
lesson4.htm)

The excretion of three pints of saliva a day was considered a
good response to treatment. When the patient would not produce
the required amount of saliva, more mercury was used. Up to
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