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Annotation: 

We know antimony is about one-fifth as abundant as arsenic, contributing on the 

average about one gram to every ton of Earth’s crust. Its cosmic abundance is estimated 

as about one atom to every five million atoms of silicon. Small deposits of native metal 

have been found, but most antimony occurs in the form of more than a hundred 

different minerals. 
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If we look at the history of the antimony element, we can observe many interesting 

cases. For example, many wars have been fought over territory, some over pride or 

love or money. But in the 1600s a long and bitter war was waged over antimony. What, 

you might ask, is there to fight about in this apparently unremarkable element, a soft, 

greyish metal that doesn't even conduct electricity well enough to qualify as a true 

metal? It has its uses, but they are mundane: as an alloy component of battery electrodes 

and of pewter, and as a flame retardant. But at the heart of the Antimony War, which 

raged in France and Germany throughout much of the seventeenth century, was a more 

unlikely use of antimony.[1] Some doctors of that age believed that it was a vital 

ingredient in medicine. The advocates and opponents of this point of view didn't 

actually take up arms: they fought with pen in hand, sometimes denouncing one another 

in terms far more vitriolic than we'll find in the academic literature today. 

It’s very curious that the subject of this dispute should be antimony, because this 

element is actually rather toxic, causing liver damage in large enough doses. But 

pharmaceutical uses of antimony have a long history. In the ancient world it was known 

primarily in the form of its black sulphide ore, called stibnite, which the Greek 

physician Dioscorides recommended for skin complaints in the first century AD. The 

Egyptians, meanwhile, used stibnite as a cosmetic, applying it as a form of mascara. 

They called it kuhl, meaning 'eye-paint', and to the later Islamic alchemical physicians 

this became al-kohl. From its original meaning of powdered stibnite, this term came to 

designate any powder, and then a potent extract of any substance. In the early sixteenth 

century the Swiss alchemical physician Paracelsus called a distilled extract of 

wine alcool vini, from where we get the modern word alcohol: a long and strange road 

from eye make-up to intoxicating liquor. Paracelsus was particularly fond of antimony 
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compounds as medicines.[2-3] After his death, Paracelsus's chemical medicine was 

championed by many doctors in Europe, especially in France, and some of these made 

antimony their most prized remedy. One, a German salt-maker who wrote under the 

false persona of a fifteenth-century monk called Basil Valentine, published an entire 

book advertising antimony remedies in 1604 called The Triumphal Chariot of 

Antimony. Valentine admitted that antimony was poisonous - in fact he offered an 

apocryphal explanation for the name, saying that it derives from anti-monachos, 

meaning 'anti-monk' in Latin, because he once unintentionally poisoned several of his 

fellow monks by adding it secretly to their food in an attempt to improve their health. 

But he claimed that alchemy could be used to free the metal of its toxic effects and 

make it “a most salutary Medicine”. The Paracelsian chemical physicians were 

opposed by traditionalists who preferred the medical theories of the ancient doctors 

like Hippocrates, based on the idea that our health is controlled by a balance of four 

humours. This was partly a battle for academic power, [4] but the rival camps were 

also split along religious and political lines. So there was a lot riding on the struggle, 

and for a time it crystallized around the medical value of antimony. 

The pure form of antimony is used to make certain types of semiconductor 

devices, such as diodes and infrared detectors.  An alloy of lead and antimony is used 

in batteries, low friction metals, small arms and tracer bullets, cable sheathing as well 

as other products. Other compounds of antimony are also used to make paints, glass, 

pottery and ceramics. The toxicity of antimony can cause vomiting - but to its 

supporters, this was seen as a good thing. They would administer the salt antimony 

tartrate as a so-called emetic, a vomit-inducer that was believed to purge the body of 

other bad substances. Some doctors continued to prescribe antimony freely after the 

inconclusive Antimony War, and it has been suggested that a fondness for antimony 

remedies was what actually killed Mozart in 1791. By the nineteenth century it had 

become a favorites slow poison for murderers eager to conceal their crimes - a chemical 

villain almost as notorious as lead.  

In conclusion, it can be said that the history of the antimony element has been 

very interesting and full of problems. Currently, this element is used in many fields. 

Regardless of the field of application, it is necessary to look at the history of creation 

of this element. Because it’s properties and uses also go back to the history of its origin. 
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