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POISON

by Mike Dickman
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In previous articles, we saw how glass
makers created bottles with unusual
shapes, projectiles, colors and embossings
as a way to warn a largely-illiterate
population about poisonous contents, with-
out having to rely on labels and words.
Surely, one of the most interesting of these
non-verbal warning devices was the
infamous symbol of death: the human
skull. Today, along with the trick-or-
treaters during Halloween, we poison
bottle collectors love skulls, especially
when they're embossed on our bottles!

As everybody knows, the skull is the
bony framework of the head which
encloses and protects the brain. Originally,
the symbol of a human skull with several
bones laying beneath it was a positive
Christian religious symbol. Apparently,
the symbol derived from a legend that
Adam had been buried in a hill outside
ancient Jerusalem and that Jesus Christ
was crucified atop the very spot where
Adam's skeleton was buried. The religious
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Even if you couldn’t read English, you’d surely know
not to drink the contents of this bottle! It is extremely

iconography of the skull-and-bones was
widely recognized among early Christians
and was used in many mosaics and paint-
ings, as, for example, the famous mosaic
in the Church of the Dormition in Daphni,
Greece. Dating from the 11th century, the
mosaic shows a skull buried within a
mound of rocks underneath the Cross. The
skull-and-bones symbol also was
embroidered on vestments and used in
various religious contexts.

Over the ensuing centuries, however,
the symbolism changed, just as today's hip-
hop rappers use the word "bad" to mean
"good." Although the reasons are not clear,
the skull-and-crossbones symbol gradually
came to assume negative connotations.
According to William C. Ketchum, Jr., the
skull-and-crossbones symbol was known
as the "death's head" by the time of the
late Middle Ages, and was associated with
danger and death rather than religiosity
and piousness. Research by Griffenhagen
and Bogard reveals that in the eighteenth
century, after pirates
apparently had adopted
the symbol of a skull and
cross bones for their vil-
lainous Jolly Roger
flags, the Roman Catho-
lic Church expressly
forbade further use of
the symbol.
Presumably, its use by
pirates had solidified,
and irrevocably
changed, the connota-
tion from religious to
dangerous.

By the middle of
the nineteenth
century, the negative
symbolism of the skull-
and-crossbones was
well-established and
universal. In 1853, the
American Pharmaceuti-
cal Association adopted
a resolution that "all
packages or bottles
[containing poisonous
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substances] shall be distinctly labeled with
the word "Poison" or a death's head
symbol, conspicuously printed."
Embossed  death's heads on
poison bottles soon followed. According
to Roy Morgan, the United Kingdom
Patent Office issued a patent to G.F.
Langford in 1871 for a bottle which "may
be externally ornamented with a death's
head." Although today we know of four
surviving examples of Mr. Langford's
coffin-shaped poison bottle (the exceed-
ingly rare KU-36), none bear an embossed
skull. (But who knows what other
varieties of the KU-36 may be hidden in
an attic or dump?) Indeed, for all their
unusual and sometime bizarre shapes,
none of the many known types of British
poison bottles has a death's head symbol
molded onto the glass.

We Americans, however, made up for
our British cousins. From the late 19th
century until 1936, American glass manu-
facturers produced almost two dozen
different poison bottles with embossed
skulls and crossbones, not counting color
and size variations. Although there is one
known Australian bottle embossed with a
skull and crossbones (KS-58) and one
Canadian bottle (KR-83), both of those
bottles were designed and blown in
America by Whithall, Tatum and Com-
pany of New Jersey. Apart from several
types of German poison bottles bearing
embossed death's heads and a few French
bottles, however, every other known
poison bottle embossed with a death's head
is American. And the variety of the
American-made skull-and-crossbones
bottles is truly amazing, ranging from
grinning foolish-looking skulls to truly
terrifying visages! In addition, the unique
and spectacular figural bottle in the shape
of a human skull resting upon a base of
two crossed human legbones (the KU-10)
was patented in 1894 by Carlton H. Lee
of Boston.

The last American poison bottle to bear
an embossed skull and crossbones appar-
ently was the amber KO-3 iodine bottle,
patented in 1936, which in fact was the
last "classic" American poison bottle.
However, use of the death's head on
labels of poisonous substances continues
to this day, as a trip to your local
pharmacy will show.

The prices of skull-and-crossbones
bottles vary widely. At the low end are
the iodine bottles, which almost always
feature an embossed death's head and
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This skull (KU-19) looks positively
malevolent.

often embossed writing as well. There are
at least four such types of American
iodine bottles, which were blown in
different sizes (from 1/4 to 1-ounce) and
colors. The most common iodine bottle
(the amber KS-12) costs in the range of
$10-25, while the cobalt KR-3, which
bears a realistic, fearsome skull-and-
crossbones, may cost about $125.
Notwithstanding their relatively modest
value, the iodine bottles are blown-in-mold
and exhibit a wide variety of interesting
renditions of death's heads which collec-
tors have nicknamed the Baby Skull, the
Happy Skull, the Evil Skull, etc. At the
other end of the price spectrum is Carlton
Lee's cobalt figural skull (KU-10), often
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selling these days for $3,000 or more in
mint condition; this particular bottle, of
course, is an archetypical figural bottle in
addition to a poison bottle, and therefore
commands a great deal of interest. Al-
though the bottle is American, several ex-
amples have been found in defunct
British pharmacies.

Although I admit I'm biased, I think
that every bottle collector should have at
least one "death's head bottle" in his or
her collection.

Mike Dickman can be reached at:
120 Solana Dr., Santa Fe, MN 87501.
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