
Teeth through Time
Today we can go to the dentist and know how to
look after our teeth by brushing regularly and
eating fewer sweets. But this wasn’t the case for
our ancestors. Melanie Parker from the British
Dental Association (BDA) Dental Museum looks 
at teeth through time…

Worms and Frogs!

From the Ancient Egyptians to the 17th century,
people believed that tooth-worms caused cavities
painful holes in teeth . To get rid of toothache ‘quack’

doctors ‘smoked’ out the ‘worms’! 

There were other
cra y cures too. Some
Romans took the
advice of one of their
famous writers, Pliny,
and went in search of
a frog in the middle 
of the night! Medieval
people prayed to 
the patron saint of
toothache sufferers, 
St. Apollonia. 

If these cures didn’t
work, then people 
had their teeth

extracted taken out . But there were no dentists!
Instead people used special tooth-drawers, the barber,
or even their local blacksmith. This was very risky as
the extractions often went wrong. Some historians
think that in the 17th century about one in ten deaths
not including those caused by the Plague  happened

after a dental procedure!

False Teeth and Horsehair Brushes!

People who lost all their teeth could have dentures
false teeth  made, as long as they could afford them!

The earliest dentures were made by the Etruscans
from modern-day Italy  in around 700 BC.

Traditionally dentures were made from elephant,
walrus or hippo ivory  later some were made with a
gold base and porcelain teeth. Archaeologists don’t
find many of these as they were often removed before
the person was buried so that the gold could be sold! 

Toothbrushes in the shape
that we know them first
appeared at the end of the
18th century. Archaeologists
usually only find the cow or

ox bone handle, because 
the bristles were made from
horsehair or pig bristles which
decay in the soil. The first
toothbrushes were expensive,
and many people were too
poor to buy them. Some
London schools started clubs for children to save up.
It took 10 weeks, paying 1 4d quarter of an old
penny  a week, to afford a toothbrush – that’s less
than £1 today!

Victorian Toothache and Dentists

People’s teeth actually got worse during ictorian
times. In Ashton-under-Lyne in Lancashire,
archaeologists excavated two graveyards, one with
burials dating from 1800–1850 and the other from
1850–1900. There were far more tooth cavities in 
the later skeletons. This is probably because in 
1900 people ate five times more sugar than they 
did 50 years earlier! 

Properly qualified dentists first appeared in ictorian
times. Your visit would be a bit different to today.
There were no electric drills, just foot-operated or
clockwork ones. Ouch! 

ow you know more about the painful teeth problems
people had in the past, and the cra y cures they
tried. So next time you are cleaning your teeth, spare
a thought for our poor ancestors! 

To find out more about teeth through time, why not
visit the BDA Dental Museum in London? It’s free to
get in and is open on Tuesday and Thursday
afternoons. Check out www.bda.org/museum for
more information and interactive games!

An early 19th century print showing
someone visiting a blacksmith to have a

tooth removed. ithout dentists and
pain relief, this was often dangerous!

A ictorian clockwork drill which
dates from the 1860s

YAC Attack Facts 
■ ot all the old toothache cures are weird and

useless. People used a spice called cloves to
numb the pain. It works so well they made a
proper medicine called ‘oil of cloves’, which 
can still be found as an ingredient in dentists’
cupboards today.

■ People who didn’t like the look of artificial teeth
made from ivory could have them made from
real human teeth! They are known as ‘ aterloo’
teeth after the famous battle in 1815 because
the teeth were often taken from dead soldiers. 

■ If you had wonky teeth there weren’t any braces
until about 1900, although Roman writers
describe people pressing on their teeth with
their fingers to try to move them. 

■ rill  aren’t new! The Mayans of southern
Mexico decorated their teeth with jade and
turquoise stones. They drilled holes in their
teeth using a bow drill and then the stone was
set in. Despite many tests, archaeologists still
don’t know what 
was in the cement
the Mayans used to
stick the gemstones 
in place. 
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This decorated Mayan tooth
has a turquoise stone inlay. 
It dates from about AD 800
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‘ aterloo’ teeth from the 
early-mid 19th century



In the past, there were no big dental
companies like today. ‘Tooth-drawers’ and
later dentists made their own mouthwashes
and dentifrices (toothpowders). Some of these
had very strange ingredients – lots of dentists
recommended urine (wee!) as a mouthwash,
and the Ancient Greeks suggested the head 
of a hare in toothpaste!!

These two mouthwashes don’t use such 
weird ingredients! Why don’t you have a go 
at making them?

Method:

1  Crush the peppercorns
using a pestle and mortar.
You could use a
mechanical grinder, or
ready-ground pepper, if
you don’t have a pestle
and mortar.

2  Tear the mint into small
pieces.

3  Measure out 2 cupfuls of red
grape juice into a mixing jug.
Add the crushed
peppercorns and mint.

4  Stir all the ingredients
together.

That’s it! You’ve made your
medieval mouthwash.
Medieval people would
have used wine rather than
grape juice, but it is a
similar idea.

Method:

1  Boil a pint of water in 
a kettle and set it aside
to cool in a mixing jug.

2  rind together the
fennel seeds, salt and
sugar using a pestle
and mortar.

This recipe is from a book of medicines for 
people to make at home. The original recipe
includes an ingredient called ‘limewater’ or milk 
of lime. It is actually made from a chemical called
calcium hydroxide and would have helped to
remove any dirt from the teeth. Its chemical
formula is Ca OH 2. e’ve left it out because 
it is difficult to get, and can be slightly harmful 
if swallowed.

So what do the mouthwashes taste like?!

YAC asked Ian who helps at the York YAC
Branch  to try the mouthwashes. He said that 
the medieval mouthwash “was fresh
because of the mint and the pepper
made it quite ‘tingly’, but the grape
juice was too sweet.” 

Ian said that the 1924 recipe “could
do with less salt! The fennel is
biscuity and overall it is better than
the medieval one. Actually it’s not
too bad!!”

Medieval Mouthwash

You will need:

■ 2 cupfuls of red grape
juice

■ A handful of fresh mint
■ 1 teaspoon of

peppercorns
■ Pestle and mortar to

crush the peppercorns
■ Spoon
■ Mixing jug
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Mouthwash from 1924

You will need:

■ 1 pint of boiled water,
cooled

■ 1 teaspoon of common
table salt

■ 1 teaspoon of fennel
seeds

■ Pinch of sugar

■ 3 drops of oil of
peppermint

■ Pestle and mortar 
■ Spoon
■ Mixing jug
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Marvellous Mouthwashes!

3  Add the ground
mixture to the boiled
water.

4  Add 3 drops of oil 
of peppermint or
peppermint flavouring
to the water, fennel
seeds, salt and sugar.

5  Stir all the ingredients
together.

That’s it! You’ve now
made your 1924
mouthwash.

Remember if you decide to try the mouthwashes yourself, 
do not swallow them! Rinse them round your mouth and spit
them out!! Make sure that the 1924 mouthwash has cooled
down before you try it! Have fun!


