Cosmetics in the Ancient World: 1. Pigmenks bw: 5.B.F. Haag

The preparation and use of cosmetics dates
pack far into prehistory. We cannot tell
now many chousands of wvears ago men firse
pogan to smear coleoured pdgments on thedir
faces and bodies or to decorate themselwves
with tattooed designs, although we beliave
that these practices originaced in mepicel
and religicus beliefs. By the cime of the
earliesl near-eastern civilizations in
Mesopotamia and in Epypt, we can see that
medicine and social customs were both hel-
ping to expand che use of cosmetic sub-—
stances from mevely veligious origins. For
the reat of antiquity we find a close re—
laticnzhip between the salves and ointments
in the physician's medicine-chast, the
incenses and oils used by priests, and the
eveshadew, rouge, powder, lip- and nail-
colevring and perfume so liberally applied
by the elegant ladies {and even by the
dandies tee) of Imperial Rome, as Ovid or
Marcial rewvesl,

Most of the substances used In che pradustion
of all these expensive Ltems wers intended
for ene pr more of these purposes: to give
colour or scent, o give protectieon, or to
act as the wehicle for the active ingredients.
In this issue of Labvrinth we shall look at
the pigments wused fto provide coloured cos-
mebics in the ancient world. These were oc-
casfonally of animal erigin: the "purple
snail' provided rouge, while egg=yolks, milk
ar dricd leeches were ingrediencs in haiv=
ares and bleaches. More commanlky, various
minerals were ground to powder with little
pestles and moertars, mixed with some liguid
to farmn a paste oY a solution, and painted
on.  Many of these ware harmless or even
helpful co blemnlszhed sking: face=packs of
fine clay are stlll recomzended by cosmeti-
cians and skin-specialiste coday.  Much more
harmful was the use of white lead to make white face—powder by countless Gresak and
Boman ladies, some of whom were undoubiedly poisoned by sCeady use of i, as we now
bnow how readily lead is absorbed through the skim., 3Still, the s=fer use aof whice
crocodile-droppings, dried and ground for face-powder, hardly makes an appealing
alternative!



Soot from burning wvariows substances was an Important ingredient in eveshadows and
eyebrow and eyvelash darkeners (it is still used in mascara production), while the
presn copper compound, malachite, was used from vary early davs in Egvpt as an eyve-
shadow for the lower 1id, gelena (a dark grey lead compound} being wsed on the upper

lid. Qeecasionally red or y¥éllow ochre or yellow orpi=
ment {an earth and a mercury compound respectively)
were used as eye-paints oy powders, particelarly in
Mesopotamiz. Apparently 2ll these minerals were cri=-
ginally thickly applied s5 2 deterrent to the flies
and a defence, neot overly cffective, apainst the eve
diseases the flies helped fo spread.  Soon, however,
secial ideas of elegance and beauty rather than doc-
ters! recommendaticns seem to have encouraged the use
of eye make-up, and zubtler- and safer— cffects were
produced with burot almend shells, greenish resing ob-
tained from conifercues trees, or soot from charred
dakte-pits or burnt reosc-leaves.

The vegetable kingdom provided meny sources of pig-—

ment f£or cosmetic wse {though far more of scents

for perfumesd, and almost &ll of the oilz, pums and

vesins used azs wehiclez and fixatiwves for the cosmetics. (Ewen wigs, if not entire-
1y made of homan hair, were often built up or underpinned with wvegetable fibres such
gz lipen and cotten). The commonest calouring plant was probably the henna, which
was used mot only teo make the hair treatment we are Familiar with, buet o make rouge
end nail colowrs as well as a red paste spplied by Egyptian women to the palms of
their hands and the soles cof their feet. The juice of such varied plants as seaweed,
lichen, or aza feoetida (& strong=smelling herb) was also used Lo prodoce pigments
for rouges.

All of these plgments were cccasicnally used in water-soluble miwtures of such in-
gredients as honey, asses' milk, or egg-whites, especially if, as with henna, con-
ditioning of hair or skin was intemded as well as bleaching, tinting or dyeing.
More aften the [inely grownd pigments were mixed on a special palette ar in litble
marEars with fats or oils to produce a smoothly-spreading paste, or were simply
used a5 we might uvee tinted face-powders, bteing applicd with small sponges, balls
of wool, or festhers.

The elegant Roman sristocrat of the Fmpire was quite willing toe own net one, but

a dozen glaves who would specislisze in preparimg their mistress f[or socdal or for
intimate enccunters. Messcuscs, manicurists, hoirdressers, evebrow painters, per-
fumers, even apecial sleve-girls ¢o hold her fans, to beld ber wmirrors, to zelect
her jewela or her dresses were able to turn her out as a mivacle of perfectiom --
quite unrecognizable aa the womsn who went to bed ab pight o thickly smeaved with
a gressy face-mesk that her husband couldn't get near hex! Only if she had a
lover would she vetirve for the night in all her glovies, asg Ovid and later Juwcnal
both realised.

{fext issue of Lebyringh: Cosmetics: 2. Perfumes)



	Cosmetics_in_the_Ancient_World-1
	Cosmetics_in_the_Ancient_World-2

