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To the Editors of the Medical and Phyfical Journal, 

Gentlemen* 

Xf the following communication accords with the plan of " Tf:e Medical 
And Phyfical Journal" and ypu think it worth inferting, your notice of it 
will much oblige 

Yours, 
John Proctor, Jun. 

JL HE ungucntitm hydrargyri being a medicine much ufed, and the pre- 
paration of xit rather troublefome, feveral expedients have been tried to 

facilitate the procefsj mofl of which are, however, more or lefs exception- 
able, either on account of injuring the colour of the ointment, giving it a 
bad fmeil> or of being productive. of difagreeable effe&s in the ufing of it? 

fuch 
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uic'h arc the ol. fulphurat. the turpentines, &c. An improvement is noticed 
in No. 6, of the " Phil. Mag." which is, the addition of a very minute 

portion of flor. fulph. (fulph. fublimat.) which I find, upon trial, extin- 

guifhes the quickfilver very readily, but the ointment was of a bad' colour ; 
and a larger quantity of fulphur would probably make it almoft black. I 

was led to try a little empyreumatic or rancid fat, from the hint given in 
the following note in " Foura-cy's Chemijlry," vol, ii. p. 248, firft edition, 
and found it anfwer beyond any thing I had ever ufed before for this pur- 
pofe. It not only combines in a very fhort time with the quickfilver, but 
the colour of the ointment is equal, if not fuperior, to any that can be 
made with the pureft fat without this addition. " In this ointment, the 
particles of the mercury do not merely feem to be difiributed and interfperfed 
among the particles of the fat, without any adherence or chemical union: 
on the contrary, the oily matter of mercurial ointment very quickly becomes 
rancid; and we know that rancidity, or incipient acidification, is always the 

confequence of the combination of oil with fome other fubftance (now 
known to be oxygen, which it feems difpofed to abforb more quickly by 
being united with a metallic fubftance). When the ointment is old, if we 
^b a portion of it between two bits of paper, the whole of the oil is 

abforbed, without leaving any globules of mercury vifible behind it: but 

ivhen we treat mercurial ointment, recently prepared, in the fame manner, 
^ve can very readily perceive a great number of metallic particles quite 
diftin&. M. Beaume took equal quantities of mercurial ointment; one of 
^'hich was newly made, and the other become (lightly rancid by keep- 
lng. He kept both of them in a ftate of liquifaftion during eight days, in 
a degree of heat much below what could pofiibly decompofe the fat. The 

newly-made ointment allowed three drachms of mercury to feparate; the 
?ther, which was rancid, only one drachm and a half. All thefe obferva- 
tl?ns do not allow us to doubt of the-reality of the combination; they 
pointedly prove, that what we call the extinction of mercury in fat, is not 

purely the effect of mechanical divifion, fince thofe two fubftaiices exert a 
^0vv fpontaneous aftion upon one another, from which a more intimate 
union at length refiilts. This is much confirmed, by obferving the differ- 
ence in colour and confidence between old and new ointment. New made 

0lntment is of a very light colour, and extremely foft; while what has been 
k0pt for fome t*ime is much darker in colour, and much firmer in con- 

fidence: a fufficient proof of fome change in the intimacy of their union, 
"^e are in the next place to enquire in what ftate the mercury unites with 

fat, whether in form of a metal, or in form of a calx (oxyd). 
fc 
When old mercurial ointment is converted into a faponaceous com- 

pound by the addition of cauftic alkali, there is always a quantity of fluid 

mercury 
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mercury feparated from the mixture, the fat fcrfaking the mercurv to unittf 
with the alkali- Mercurial ointment is alfo decompofed by the aftion of* 
ether upon it. 

When a finall quantity of good mercurial ointment is put 
into a fiafe, which is two thirds full of ether and diftilled water, and the 

mixture frequently lhaken, the mercury foon begins to precipitate, carrying 
a fniall portion of fat along with it, which gives the mercury the appear- 
ance of a cal,x; but this fit foon difappears, and the mercury unites in the 
form of metallic globules, by fimply drying it upon bibulous paper. By 
this ana! y lis, we coileft aim oil the whole of the mercury in a fluid ftate. In 

reviewing all thefe fa?ts carefully, it feems probable, that the mode in 
' 

which mercury combines with fat, more refembles the amalgamation of 
the metals with mercury, than their difiolution in acids, as the mercury iJ 

taken up in a metallic ftate, and not calcined (oxydated); the fatty matter 

ferviiig the purpofe cf a folvent to the mercury in th6 preparation of mercu- 
rial ointment, in the fame way that mercury itfelf ferves the purpofe of 3 
fblveat to the other metals, in the combination of the different amalgams.3'. 

I have copied the whole of this note, for the purpofe of introducing fonie 
remarks upon it, which may perhaps explain more clearly the nature of 

this combination. I conuder mercury to be limply mechanically divided 

by being triturated (till totally extinguished) in pure fiiveet fit; for upon 

rubbing the.mixture upon the furface of any body which will either abforb 
the fat, or allow it fpace to be diffufed upon, the mercury prefently re-unites 
into final! globules, as in its original Hate; and this happens from the 

connexion between it and the dividing matter (fat) being deftroyed. But 

when the ointment has been kept fome time, no fuch effect takes place# 
becaufe the union becomes more intimate in confequence of the fat under- 

going a change, by which it really docs diffolve part, and in time, the 

whole cf the mercury ; and this change is no other than a gradual acidifi- 

cation, which it feems more readily to undergo from its combination with 
the mercury, by the abforption of oxygen from the atmofphere. The 

fmejl, wfyich would betray its rancidity, or acidification, cannot be per- 
ceived till all the mercury is combined with the febacic acid, when the 

fuperabundant quantity of fat, having no metal to neutralize, or rather to 

faturate its acid, will of ccurfe become fenfible to the fmell. As a proof 
of this, old mercurial ointment will readily take a confiderable addition of 

frefli mercury, and in this way I at once prepare the ung. hydrarg. fort* 

by adding a proportionable quantity of mercury to a weaker ointment# 

confifting of one part of the metal to four of fat. 

Led by this confideration of the nature of mercurial ointment, I found# 

upon trial, that a lmall portion of rancid fat extinguilhed a large one 
of 

?quickfilvef' 
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fjuickfilver, without communicating any xiifagreeable fmell to the ointment 
when made. Should the fat be any way ftiff or hard, it may be foftened with 
a little oil of the fame nature. Train-oil anfwers very well; as it iponta- 
DeauHy melts from the blubber, before it has undergone any change from 
heat, it is quite fvveet, and free from fmell: perhaps the large quantity of 
animal mucilage that is combined with it, may haften its change in the ordi- 
nary temperature of our climate in fummer; but, as in the cafe of other 
animal fats, its fmell is quite deftroyed, when combined with a metal. The 

caufe of the rancidity of oil, may furnifli fo'me hints for their edulcoration ; 
but, befides neutralizing and wafting their disengaged acid, it is necefiar^ 
to feparate the mucilage which is combined with them, either by preffure, or 
m tne procefs of obtaining them by boiling, and which is depofited from 
ftveral in confiderable quantity, on ftanding at reft for fome time. What 

is the precife difference between the mucilage of animal and vegetable 
?ils; and in what degree do they contribute to accelerate the rancidity cr 

putrefcency of thefe oils ??The firft of thefe ftates.I confider to be owing 
t0 the abforption of oxygen, and the other to the difengagement of volatile 
alkali. 

Cn the principles of the foregoing theory, 1 have tried with equal fuccels, 
*he efle?ts of rancid vegetable oil, in making the emplaft. litnarg. and have 
&und the procefs much fhortened when I have ufed this kind ot oil, and tlie 

plaifter, when made, equally good, if not better, than that made with fweet 
0lk Upon the whole, I confider the mercurial ointment to be a true febat of 

Mercury, combined with a more or lefs confiderable portion of uncombhud 
*"at> according to the length of time it has been kept. The experiment with. 

ether is nearly fimilar to the mixture of any other metal diffolved in an acid 
^ith this liquor. The folution of gold in aqua regia, and the tinct. ferri. 
lT1Ur. when mixed with ether, exhibit nearly the fame phenomenon, viz. the 
redu&ion of the oxyd, by the abllraciion of its oxygen. 

Jtis far from being confident with a true knowledge of chemiftry, to com- 
Pare the combination of mercury with fat to an amalgam ; there is not the 

diftant analogy between thefe two compounds. Were I to draw a com.-. 

Panfon. between a mixture of mercury with other metals, and any other 

fixture refembling it, I would beg leave to mention that of wax, refin, 

oil, which agrees exaftly with it, as to its ftate, though it differs mate- 
rially from it in the nature of its component parts. Mercury is in the one 

c?mpound exaflly what the oil is in the other; with refpeft to folidity, they 

^ffer in nothing from the other ingredients of their refpeftive combinations, 
ut 

being fluid at a lower temperature, or containing a greater quantity 
of 



of latent heat, a portion of which they yield to the other parts of the com* 

pofition, and fo form a mafs of an homogeneous confidence and appearance. 
The fimilarity is rendered ftill more conformable, if we fuddenly cool a 

mixture of the un&uous fubftances, when each of them will be diftin&ly 

perceptible, by the difference of confidence. 

Other chemical fubftances are capable of producing their effects in the 

fyftem by abforption, when externally applied, as well as mercury: arfenic 
and tartarised antimony have furnifhed feveral inftances of this mode of 

aftion. 


