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KOHL ALONG HISTORY IN MEDICINE AND COSMETICS 

The w o r d « k o h l » is Arabic in origin. I t h a s i t s de r iva t ives as verbs , ad jec t ives 
a n d n o u n s . Actual ly t h e Arabic ocul i s t is ca l led « k a h a l ». Kohl b e c a m e a loan w o r d 
in m a n y o r ien ta l a n d occ iden ta l l anguages . T h e b lack p o w d e r w a s cal led « m s d m t » 
in anc i en t Egypt ian , « c t h m » or « c o h m » in Coptic a n d « s t i m m i » in Greek. 

T h e use of kohl in Egypt d a t e s b a c k to p r eh i s to r i c t i m e s . Kohl m a t e r i a l w a s 
d i scovered in a rchaeolog ica l excava t ions , a n d i t s chemica l compos i t ion w a s 
ident i f ied by c o m p e t e n t inves t iga t ions . T h e s u b s t a n c e w a s found to be e i the r 
m a l a c h i t e green , w h i c h is a copper o r e f rom S ina i a n d t h e E a s t e r n Desert , o r 
galena, w h i c h is a greyish lead o re f rom A s w a n a n d t h e Red S e a zone. T h e idea 
t h a t kohl is p r e d o m i n a n t l y m a d e of a n t i m o n y is fal lacious. Kohl w a s found in t h e 
fo rm of smal l m a s s e s or a s p o w d e r ins ide different k i n d s of con t a ine r s m a d e of 
l inen, l ea ther , shel ls o r p lan t leaves . S o m e t i m e s it w a s found as p a s t e p roduced 
by t h e add i t ion of w a t e r o r r e s in . 

F requen t ly , koh l is ob ta ined by b u r n i n g a n a r o m a t i c res in , a species of frank­
incense , a n d shel ls of a l m o n d s . These a r e p u t on a piece of co t ton soaked in olive 
oil. The soot is rece ived on a p la te cover ing t h e vessel a n d is subsequen t ly 
s c r aped to be kep t in con t a ine r s of va r i ous m a t e r i a l s a n d shapes . They m a y be 
m a d e of ivory, a l abas te r , wood, faience, g lass , reed, t e r r a c o t t a , o r even bone. 
Tubes m a y be sigle o r t h e r e m a y be t w o to five ho l lows s u n k in a j a r m a d e of 
a l abas te r , s tone , s t ea t i t e , g r a n i t e o r porphyry . The cover r e s t s f i rmly on t h e r i m 
w i t h a w i t ty device . The j a r s m a y res t on s q u a r e s t a n d s suppor t ed on four legs. 
They a r e f requent ly o r n a m e n t e d w i t h f igures of apes o r u r a e i a n d a r e i n sc r ibed 
w i t h su i tab le t ex t s . 

The kohl s t ick is m a d e of wood, b ronze , g lass o r o t h e r subs t ances . I t is e i t he r 
d ipped in the p o w d e r tube or p u t in a special cavi ty . 

S ince t i m e i m m e m o r i a l , kohl rece ived g r e a t a t t e n t i o n for i t s m e d i c a l a n d 
c o s m e t i c benef i t s . I t w a s b r o u g h t f rom Asia a n d Africa a s a gift t o sovere igns 
t oge the r w i t h pe r fumes , incense , ebony a n d othe.- p rec ious m a t e r i a l s . Ment ion of 
kohl for t r e a t i n g eye d i seases is e n c o u n t e r e d in m a n y rec ipes in m e d i c a l papyr i , 
pa r t i cu la r ly in E b e r s papyrus w h e r e b o t h b lack a n d g reen koh l w e r e p r e sc r ibed for 
b lephar i t i s , t r a c h o m a , chalazion, p t e ryg ium, ca t a r ac t , conjunc t iv i t i s , ec t rop ion , as 
well as for p reven t ion of r e c u r r e n c e of t r i ch ias i s a n d for i m p r o v e m e n t of vision. 
Also it is r e c o m m e n d e d for h e a d a c h e a n d c o m m o n cold. Kohl is p repa red w i t h 
o t h e r i ng red ien t s in t h e fo rm of fine powder , o i n t m e n t or pas t e . 

Arabic l i t e r a t u r e a b o u n d s w i t h va luab le i n f o r m a t i o n conce rn ing different 
koh l m a t e r i a l s a n d the i r u se s in m e d i c i n e a n d cosme t i c s , a n d it is no t iceable 
t h a t t h e w o r d « k a h a l », w h i c h m e a n s « ocul i s t » is der ived f rom t h e w o r d « kohl ». 
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I n t h e Old T e s t a m e n t , kohl is m e n t i o n e d as a co s me t i c for t h e eyes in severa l 
t ex t s (Kings I I , 9 : 3 0 ; J e r e m i e h 4 : 3 0 ; Ezekiel 23:40). T h u s , i t is ev iden t t h a t 
l i t e r a tu re , s ecu la r a n d rel igious, pas t a n d p resen t , h a n d l e s t h e s u b j e c t of kohl f rom 
va r ious aspec t s : physica l , chemica l , a rchaeologica l , m e d i c a l a n d cosmet i c . 

At p resen t , kohl is sti l l wide ly u s e d in Egypt b y all c lasses of society, b o t h 
a s a co sme t i c a n d as a m e d i c a l agent . Lad ies u s e it for eye make-up b u t w i t h 
different m a t e r i a l s a n d t echn iques . The sub jec t is s h r o u d e d w i t h secrecy a n d 
i ts mys t e r i e s a r e t r a n s m i t t e d f rom one gene ra t i on t o t h e o t h e r w i t h add i t i ons 
depend ing on pe r sona l exper ience . 

N o w a d a y s , kohl is u s e d by t h e la i ty for i n f l amed l ids a n d w e a k eye lashes . 
The p o w d e r is e i the r h o m e - m a d e o r is o b t a i n e d f r o m apo theca ry shops w h i c h 
a r e a b u n d a n t all over t h e coun t ry . Kohl is d e e m e d of h igh qual i ty w h e n it c auses 
b u r n i n g sensa t ion on appl ica t ion . In th i s case , i t is m ixed w i t h o t h e r c o n s t i t u e n t s 
s u c h as Ipecacuanha , m a h l e b , aloes, m y r r h , n u t m e g a n d c rys ta l l ine cane sugar . 
On t h e seven th day af te r b i r th , kohl is applied by u s i n g a koh l s t i ck w h i c h is 
f i rs t p ie rced in to a n on ion bulb , t h e n dipped in kohl powder . I t is c l a imed by t h e 
la i ty t h a t t h i s p r o c e d u r e h a s a beneficial effect on t h e eyel ids a n d eyelashes even 
in l a t e r yea r s . S t r ange ly enough , on t h e s a m e day, kohl is a lso applied for t h e 
umbi l i cus t o help hea l ing . Like c i r cumcis ion , t h e p rocess acqu i red a s e m i r i t u a l 
s ignif icance. 

As a cosme t i c , kohl make-up is un ive r sa l , t h e eyes be ing t h e key to expres­
sion. Consequent ly , all possible m e a n s a r e a d o p t e d to e n h a n c e th i s p o w e r of 
express ion . The ques t ion ga ins s ignif icance owing t o t h e fa i lure of spoken l anguage 
to cope w i t h the des i red m e a n i n g s , a p rob lem w h i c h m a n solved f rom t h e d a w n 
of h i s t o ry by us ing devices , s imple o r e l abora te , to w i d e n t h e r a n g e of expres­
sion. Kohl in ae s the t i c s is a f a sc ina t ing topic . I t is t h e c o r n e r s t o n e of eye 
make-up . I t i m p a r t s t o t h e eyes f ea tu r e s r e q u i r e d for a t t r a c t i o n . Different s h a d e s 
a n d h u e s a r e respons ib le for t h e c h a r m e m a n a t i n g f rom t h e eyes w h i c h speak 
w i t h o u t u t t e r a n c e , u n m a s k h i d d e n feelings, confess l u rk ing pass ions a n d reveal 
sec re t s o t h e r w i s e un to ld . 
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