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Abstract

During the Islamic periods, the containers characterized by narrow or pear-shaped glass-body with
a round bottom and long drainage pipe or tube were known, but rarely have been studied. There
are three different hypotheses for applications of such containers. A cupping glass(Shakh-i hajamat)
for phlebotomize in medicine, “Alembic” for chemical or alchemical experiments, or containers for
pharmaceuticals and the production of cosmetics and perfumes which has been used for making
the materials and transfer them through tubes, or perfume containers as particular container for
cosmetics. It seems that if the container is placed from the opening on a surface, then its pipe is
wholly bent in the opposite direction of the body. Where it is taller than the body, it could be used
or applied as a cupping glass for phlebotomize in medicine or as a container for materials in
medications, cosmetics and perfumery. If the pipe is entirely straight and perpendicular to the body
or slightly curved, it could be used for all three applications mentioned above. In Islamic periods,
the Arabic word of KIMIA (elixir) was synonymous with alchemy and chemistry in the viewpoint
of technology and therefore, includes a variety of processes, including distillation of herbs and
medicinal oils, perfumes and rosewater, and fragrant oils and other substances. Some of tools and
equipment used for alchemy have been made of glass like the distiller. There have been many pacts
for using these kinds of container in the Islamic literature written by Abu Musa Jaber Ibn Hayyan
(Around 721 to 815 AD) and Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyya al-Razi (865 to 923 AD) who
were known as the greatest scientists in the history of chemistry and chemical technology in the
Islamic world. Their scientific and practical works have had a great impact on the scientists and
researchers of the next generations, both Muslims and Europeans. Many methods, such as
distillation and all kinds of basic related tools, such as Cucurbit (qar’a) and Alembic (al-inbiq) have
been attributed to Jabir Ibn Hayyan. However, al-Razi in his book, Kitab al-asrar or Secret of
alchemy, among the tools and devices for chemical processing (Tadbir) and distillation (Taqtir), has
mentioned to them and studied the Cucurbit and Alembic with an outlet pipe, a distilled liquid
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container, recipient (qabila) and a blind Alembic (without an outlet pipe) (anbiq al'acmaa). As a
matter of fact, the chemical composition of materials inside such containers discovered in Iran has
not yet been studied, while it is a critical issue for the characterization and application of these
containers. For the first time, one of such containers with a long and straight tube which was kept
in the Glassware and Ceramic Museum of Iran has been analyzed and processed by the Gas
Chromatography-Mass Spectrometry (GC-MS) technique. The analysis of chemical compounds
detected in this container revealed that it had been exposed to essential, and natural oils for a long
time. The GC-MS analysis of the washing solution led to the identification of 22 substances, where
the main identified compounds were: thymol, carvacrol, p-cymene and y-terpinene, fatty acids
(palmitic acid and stearic acid), and a significant number of substances of the waxes groups.
Thymol and carvacrol are the main substances of natural essential oils of Thyme, Savory and
Marjoram. Also, the findings of this research have proved the contact of the above-mentioned
container with natural essential oils, especially thyme. The ingredients found in this container could
be recognizable in many distillates. So, it can suggest that the container has been used as an
Alembic for distillation and extraction of vegetable and volatile oil substances in pharmacy,
cosmetics and perfumes. More analysis in the future on the contaminated materials within such
containers can give more clues and advantages for clarifying the more possible application of these
containers.
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Fig.1: Several Islamic and contemporary distillation containers
1-A complete Distillation apparatuses, Unknown provenance, 10th-12th-centuries AD, Science Museum, London [4]; 2-
Alembic, Dwin, Armenia, 9th-12th-centuries AD, History Museum of Armenia [5]; 3- Alembic, East Mediterranean, serce
Limani shipwreck, 11th-century AD, conservation laboratory in the Bodrum Museum of Underwater Archaeology [6]; 4-
Alembic, Europe, 2th-4th-centuries AD?, Victoria & Albert Museum (337-1900) [7]; 5- Alembic, Bam Citadel, Tower No.1,
9th-10th-centuries AD, Bam Citadel Museum [8]; 6- Retort, Iran?, 11th-12th-centuries AD, Glassware & Ceramic Museum
of Iran [9]; 7- Retort, 18th-century AD, the British Library [10]
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Fig. 2: Several types of Distillation apparatuses according to Islamic and contemporary texts
1- The image of Jaber Ibn Hayyan in a fictional painting from the end of the 4th century AD, with a Retort and a small
spherical Alembic with a straight tube [12]; 2- Two distillers for rose water and other ingredients in two methods, Written by
al-Kindi, 9th-century AD, Sulaimaniyah Museum Library, Istanbul [1]; 3- Two multi-retort rosewater distiller from
Damascus, Book of Nokhbat al-Dahr, Written by al-Dameshghi, 13th-century AD, Paris National Library [1, 11]; 4- Oil and

lipid distiller, Nezami's treatise, Written by Hasan al-Rammah, 13th-century AD, Paris National Library [1]; 5- Retort,
illustrated in an Arabic and Syriac manuscript, 17th-century AD, the British Library [1]; 6- A distiller illustrated in an Arabic

manuscript, 19th-century AD, the British Library [11]; 7- Several modern distillers [10, 13]
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Fig. 3: Image of the cupping glass and phlebotomize in the forty-seventh Maqama of Maqamat al-Hariri

1-Manusctipt of Patis National Library(Arabe 5847), 1237 AD [22]; 2-Manuscript of Leningrad Academy of Sciences / St.
Petersburg(s23), 1225-1235 AD? [19,21]; 3-Manuscript of Topkapi Palace Museum Library, (3493), 1242-1258 AD [20]
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Fig. 4: Several cupping glass with a curved tube
1-Neishabout, Sabz Pushan, 9th-11th centuries AD, A: National Museum of Iran, Islamic Period Museum (8246),B:
Metropolitan Museum of Art (40.170.132) [26]; 2-Gorgan, 10th-11th centuries AD, National Museum of Iran [23];
3- Unknown provenance, 9th-11th centuries AD, The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, London (GLS454) [16]
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Fig. 5: Alembic and cupping glass or container for composition of medicine and cosmetics and perfumes, with stretched
or slightly curved tube
1-Neishabour, Sabz Pushan, 10th-11th centuries AD, A: National Museum of Iran (20530), B-C: Metropolitan Museum of
Art (38.40.195)& No registration number [26]; 2-Gorgan, 10th-11th centuries AD, National Museum of Iran [23]; 3-Susa, A:
B-C: 9th-10th centuries AD, Louvte Museum [31]; 4-Qast-i Abu Nast, 9th-10th centuries AD, Louvte Museum(MAQS.705),
Early Islamic Period [29]; 5-Bam Citadel, Tower No.1, 9th-10th centuries AD, Bam Citadel Museum [30]
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Fig. 6: Alembic or container for composition of medicine

and cosmetics and perfumes, 9th-10th centuries AD,
Reservoir of Glassware & Ceramic Museum of Iran (659)
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Table 1: The chemical composition of solution extracted from sediment of the glass container

No Components Retention time(min) Retention index Composition (%)
1 Nonane 5.01 900 24.46
2 p-Cymene 5.59 1020 3.51
3 y-Terpinene 6.28 1051 10.96
4 Undecane 7.16 1100 2.84
5 Dodecane 9.06 1200 1.77
6 Salicylaldehyde 10.4 1250 2.9
7 Tridecane 11.62 1298 2.32
8 Thymol 12.41 1305 4.55
9 Carvacrol 12.79 1310 1.21
10 Tetradecane 14.65 1400 1.03
11 Pentadecane 16.98 1500 5.89
12 3,5-Di-tert-butylphenol 17.63 1520 2.59
13 Hexacosane 18.04 1600 3.95
14 Phytane 21.84 1706 6.22
15 Octacosane 22.03 1800 1.1
16 Nonacosane 22.77 1900 3.59
17 Docosane 26.23 1998 4.51
18 Palmitic acid 26.34 2010 3.13
19 2-methyl-docosane 27.05 2020 2.54
20 Steraic acid 30.11 2120 222
21 2-Methyl-eicosane 30.22 2126 2.53
22 Stearic acid 33.86 2360 2.78
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