
Medieval Europe 
Atropine’s ability to readily absorb through skin
was exploited by witches as an ointment that
gives the sensation of flying when straddling a
wooden pole smeared with it (hence origin of
witches traveling through air on broomsticks)

1867
German scientists Bezold and Bloebaum
showed atropine blocked cardiac effects of
vagal stimulation

1872
German physiologist Heidenhain sbowed
atropine prevented salivary secretion
produced by stimulation of chorda
tympani

Present Day
Homegrown Solanaceae plants are of little
use these days as they are too dangerous.
However, synthesized forms of their
alkaloids, like Atropine, have ongoing use in
medicine, particularly in ophthalmology.

Early 1800s 
British colonists observed Indians burning and
inhaling the smoke of Jimsonweed to manage
asthma (anti-spasmodic properties) - and
introduced the use of Solanaceae alkaloids into
Western medicine

1831
German pharmacist Heinrich F. G. Mein
produced the first isolated form of atropine
in pure crystalline form

The History of Atropine:
4th Century B.C. 
Greek philosopher Theophrastus used
Mandrake for treatment of sleeplessness
(sedation) and as a love potion
(hallucinations)

1st Century A.D.
Greek physician Dioscorides described how
wine of Mandrake can be used as an
anaesthetic, to help treat pain and sleeplessness
during surgery - the term anaesthesia was first
described by Dioscorides

The use of nightshade preparations for
anaesthesia often in combination with opium
continued during Roman Empire era & Islamic
Golden Age, and continued in Europe until
superseded in 19th century by modern
anaesthetics

Some believe that use of nightshade wine
laced with Atropa belladonna, Mandrake &
opium was given to Jesus during the
crucifixion

Dioscorides

Atropa belladonna
(Deadly Nightshade)
Family: Solanaceae
Kingdom: Plantae

Native to: Europe & 
Western Asia

Atropine is an alkaloid that is naturally occurring and can be isolated from the Solanaceae (nightshade) plants - which
include Deadly Nightshade (Atropa belladonna), Mandrake & Jimsonweed among others.

In ophthalmology, atropine can be used topically as a cycloplegic & mydriatic in the management of uveitis, ciliary block,
amblyopia and slowing myopia progression in children. 

Its parasympatholytic (anticholinergic) action has been used in medicine to reduce saliva production during surgery,
manage death rattle, treat organophosphate poisonings, and control bradycardia including forms of heart block.  

Atropa - from Atropos, the third of the 3 Fate sisters in Greek methodology, who
cuts the thread of life (which her other sisters spin and measure) - in reference to
atropines poisonous trait. 
Belladonna - Italian for beautiful woman - in reference to atropines use by ladies
in Renaissance Italy (and more historically) to dilate pupils for cosmetic reasons.

Based on where atropine can be derived from: Atropa belladonna

1st Century B.C.
Cleopatra used atropine extracts from Egyptian
Henbane plant to dilate pupils to achieve
cosmetic appeal - a tradition carried out by
women in Renaissance Italy & later in Paris
during the late 19th Century A.D. 

1901
German chemist Willstatter
developed the first synthesized
version of atropine

THE HISTORY OF ATROPINE

Atropine’s Name Origin:

Current Synthesis & Use

Atropine can be synthesized by a reaction of tropine with tropic acid in presence of
hydrochloric acid.  
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