
Template ID: inquisitalanchor  Size: 36x48

Dr. Aishwariya Seshakumaran, MBBS, MMedOphth
Lions Eye Institute

Kohl: The Fine Line Between Beauty and 
Ophthalmology

Kohl is a traditional cosmetic which dates back to ancient 

Egypt and the Middle East, and it is still widely used today, 

particularly in Asia and Africa. In ancient Egypt, royalty 

valued kohl for its beauty and its health benefits, as it was 

believed to treat conditions such as trachoma, chalazion, and 

conjunctivitis. It also protected the eyes from glare, ultraviolet 

rays, and harsh desert sand.

What is Kohl?

A Glimpse into History: The 
Nile to Now
Ancient Egyptian royalty valued eyeliner, which was later termed 

Kohl by Arabs, using it as a treatment for common eyelid 

conditions as well as for achieving almond-shaped eyes. Egyptian 

queens and noble women applied it traditionally since the 

Predynastic Period of Egypt of 3100 BC, and in Papyrus Ebers, 

1550 BC, Kohl was used by all social classes; the quality of the 

kohl reflected social status, with lower classes relying on simple 

soot or lower-quality kohl. 

In Indian temples, sculptures and paintings often show celestial 

nymphs of the skies and trees using Kajal past around their eyes 

to create the illusion of larger, expressive eyes. In the modern day, 

kohl is not as often used for medicinal purposes, but primarily for 

beautification. The modern day kajal, is available in forms such as 

a pencil, gel, cream, liquid and cake. 

Anatomy of a Line
Ancient and medieval recipes commonly used the dark 

minerals galena (lead sulfide, PbS) and stibnite (antimony 

sulfide, Sb₂S₃) alongside pigments such as malachite and 

organic binders (oils, resins, plant extracts). Recent 

archaeometric work on museum kohl containers has 

demonstrated far greater diversity than previously 

assumed, revealing inorganic inputs beyond simple lead-

based minerals (including manganese- and silicon-bearing 

phases) and a substantial, under-studied contribution from 

organic (plant/animal) components. In contrast, many 

modern commercial and traditional preparations sold today 

are dominated by lead-bearing minerals (typically galena) 

or contain other hazardous elements (Cd, Sb and trace 

metals), with several surveys finding concentrations that 

violate EU/US regulatory limits.

The Dark Side of Kohl
Periocular hyperpigmentation is when the skin of eyelids 
become darker than normal, caused by lead and other heavy 
metals. This is due to the deposition of metal particles in the 
dermis and increased epidermal melanin production. A study 
conducted in 2009 by El Safoury et al. performed a 
randomised clinical trial on the treatment of periocular 
hyperpigmentation due to lead of kohl. This study consisted 
of nine females who complained of dark colouration of their 
eyelids, who were using regular kohl eyeliner. The study 
determined that kohl could cause periocular 
hyperpigmentation and D-PCN in low divided doses could be 
used to treat the condition. 

The medical literature reported that often infants and 
children, presented with plumbism; and upon investigation 
this was attributed to surma, where well-meaning relatives 
had applied surma to children as a traditional measure to 
beautify and protect the children from the evil eye, and sadly 
a number of these cases had resulted in fatalities. Controlled 
studies however, by Healy and Aslam concluded that 
transcorneal transportation does not occur, only alimentary.

Tracing Traditions
The Arabic name for eye makeup is kohl, also known as 

kuhl, kohhel, kohol and cohol, while in India it is known 

as surma or kajal, and in Nigeria, tiro. In the Middle East 

and North Africa, kohl was historically applied by both 

men and women not only for adornment but also to 

protect the eyes from glare and ward off evil spirits - a 

belief still echoed in rural communities from Egypt to 

Yemen. In South Asia, with roots in Unani and Ayurvedic 

traditions; early formulations often used soot from oil 

lamps mixed with ghee or castor oil, believed to 

strengthen and cool the eyes.

More Than Meets the Eye
Kohl has also been studied to treat blepharitis. A study 

conducted by Karbassi et al. in 2022, evaluated the 

effectiveness of kohl, compared with erythromycin 

ointment in treating staphylococcal blepharitis, a 

chronic eyelid inflammation caused by bacterial toxins. 

Thirty patients aged 6-70 years participated in a 90-

day, self-controlled, open-label trial, where one eye 

received kohl and the other erythromycin. Symptoms 

(itching, burning, redness, discomfort) and clinical 

signs (redness, plugging, swelling, crusting, eyelash 

loss, inflammation) were scored on a 0-4 scale at 

baseline and after treatment. Kohl-treated eyes 

showed substantially greater improvement: symptom 

reduction was 5.2 vs. 2.2, and clinical sign reduction 

7.4 vs. 2.46. Kohl’s efficacy is likely due to its 

antibacterial and anti-inflammatory properties, 

attributed to ingredients like sulphur, antimony, and 

zinc, which inhibit Staphylococcus growth and reduce 

inflammation.

Figure 6: Kohl Sticks

Figure 5: Staining of the conjunctiva and fornices due to kohl

Figure 2: Antimony used for kohl
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