Herbal Medicine Diploma Course

A Brief History of Herbalism
Lesson 1
The ancient Chinese, Indians, Egyptians, Babylonians, and Native Americans were
all herbalists. The oldest known list of medicinal herbs is Shen Nung’s Pen Ts’ao (c.
3000 B.C.), a Chinese herbal that is probably a compilation of an even older oral
tradition.
The ancient Greeks and Romans were also renowned herbalists. Surgeons travelling
with the Roman army spread their herbal expertise throughout the Roman Empire, in
Spain, Germany, France, and England. Dioscorides (c. 40-c. 90) and Galen (131-200
A.D.), both Greek surgeons in the Roman army, compiled herbals that remained the
definitive materia medica texts for 1500 years.
Through the Middle Ages, herbalism was preserved in the monasteries of Britain and
mainland Europe. Before the establishment of universities in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, monasteries served as medical schools. Monks copied and translated
many of the works of Hippocrates, Dioscorides, and Galen. Their “physick” gardens,
well-stocked with the most common and useful medicinal herbs, served as basic
training grounds for the next generation of physicians - monks and laymen alike.
Meanwhile, as a result of the Islamic conquest of North Africa in the seventh and
eighth centuries, Arabic scholars acquired many Greek and Roman medical texts.
Iranian physician Ibn Sina, also known as Avicenna (980-1037 A.D.), combined the
herbal traditions of Dioscorides and Galen with the ancient practices of his own
people in The Canon of Medicine (al-Qanun fi at-tibb). One of the most influential
medical texts ever written, Avicenna’s Canon spread through Europe during the
eleventh and twelfth centuries.
With the invention of the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century, the herbals of
Dioscorides, Galen, and Avicenna were mass-produced and made accessible to
people outside the palace, the monastery, and the university. Use of the herbals
required no specialized skills: readers simply gathered the herbs and applied them in
the prescribed manner and dosage.
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Parcelsus
Each physician-gardener who compiled a new herbal sought to revolutionize, or at
least standardize, the use of medicinal plants. One such writer was Theophrastus
Bombastus von Hohenheim, better known as Paracelsus (1493-1541). He
emphasized the importance of experience with patients and railed against blind faith
in the ancient physicians.
Despite his announced distrust of traditional herbalism, Paracelsus revived the firstcentury “doctrine of signatures.” According to the doctrine of signatures, every herb
has its own “sign.” The appearance of the plant, and its colour, scent, or living
environment indicated its medicinal use. Herbs used to cure jaundice, for instance,
included marigold and dandelion and other plants with yellow flowers, while pansies,
with their heart-shaped petals, were used for heart troubles.

Twelve signs of the Zodiac
A century later, Englishman Nicholas Culpeper (1616-1654) revitalized another
ancient facet of herbalism: astrology. Astrological herbalists connected herbs to
different signs of the zodiac. They treated specific ailments by determining what sign
and planet ruled over the part of the body that needed care and then prescribing an

© DaVinci College of Holistic Medicine, 2008

2

Herbal Medicine Diploma Course
herb of the same astrological sign. According to Culpeper, “he that would know the
reason of the operation of the Herbs, must look up as high as the stars.”

William Harvey
While Paracelsus and Culpeper promoted the doctrine of signatures and astrological
herbalism, medical practice was changing. Men like Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and
William Harvey (1578-1657) were transforming science from a speculative to an
experimental process. The new emphasis on experimentation did not mix well with
the revival of the doctrine of signatures and astrology: thus, biological and medical
science began to separate from traditional herbalism. Herbalists who focused on
classification and refused to acknowledge signatures and stars formed the science of
botany. Physicians who found Harvey’s circulation of the blood more useful than
Culpeper’s movements of the planets started what might be called scientific
medicine.
Vienna Dioscorides from De Materia Medica, 512
Greek physician Pedanius Dioscorides (c. 40-c. 90) was from Anazarbus, a small
town near Tarsus in what is now south central Turkey. As a surgeon with the Roman
army of Emperor Nero, Dioscorides travelled through Italy, Gaul, Spain, and North
Africa, recording the existence and medicinal value of hundreds of plants. He
compiled an extensive listing of medicinal herbs and their virtues in about 70 A.D.
Originally written in Greek, Dioscorides’s herbal was later translated into Latin as De
Materia Medica. It remained the authority in medicinal plants for over 1500 years.
The oldest known manuscript of his work is the Juliana Anicia Codex (ca. 512 A.D.),
housed in the Austrian National Library in Vienna. Listed as Codex Vindobonensis
Medicus Graecus 1, it is better known as “Vienna Dioscorides,” the oldest and most
valuable work in the history of botany and pharmacology.
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Dioscorides’ Materia Medica, c. 1334 copy in Arabic,
describes medicinal features of cumin and dill.
Since an original copy of Dioscorides’s herbal has never been found, we cannot be
certain that it included illustrations. It is certain, however, that, in 512 A.D., a
Byzantine artist illustrated Dioscorides’s herbal for presentation to Juliana Anicia, the
daughter of Emperor Anicius Olybrius. The artist seems to have based his work on
illustrations from the Rhizotomicon of Crateuas of Pergamon (1st century B.C.).

Kentaureion to lepton
Erythraea centaurium: Centaury
The genus of this herb was originally named Chironia after Chiron, a centaur of
Greek mythology who was famous for his knowledge of medicinal plants. According
to legend, Chiron healed himself with this plant after accidentally wounding himself
with one of Hercules’s poisoned arrows. Dioscorides alluded to the myth and
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prescribed Centaury as a treatment for wounds. He also recommended the herb for
lung disorders, namely “the old cough” and “blood spitting.”

Apsynthion Bathyprikon
Artemisia absinthium: Wormwood
Next to Rue, Wormwood is the bitterest herb. Dioscorides recommended it as a
stomachic, a vermifuge, a remedy for jaundice, and a flavoring for absinthe.
According to Dioscorides, absinthe was a popular summertime drink in Propontis and
Thracia, where they believed it maintained good health. Dioscorides also
recommended the use of Wormwood in clothes drawers to repel moths and mice.

Kyklaminos
Cyclamen europaeum: Cyclamen, sowbread
This herb gets its name (cyclamen means “circle”) from its bulblike, underground
stem. Dioscorides suggested its use as a purgative, antitoxin, skin cleanser, and
labor-inducer. When used as a purgative, juice from the tuberous root-stock was
applied externally, either over the bowels and bladder region or on the anus.
Dioscorides also mentioned its use as an aphrodisiac. Many English farmers called
Cyclamen “stag-truffle” or “sowbread” since they often observed deer and swine
digging up and eating the roots.
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Panax Heraklios
Ferula galbaniflua: Galbanum
The genus of this plant (panax means “universal remedy”) suggests its wide use
among the ancient Greeks. Dioscorides prescribed the milky juice of Galbanum for
ulcers, coughs, convulsions, ruptures, headaches, stomach pains, menstrual cramps,
toothaches, snakebites, and labor pains. Rubbed on the eyes as an ointment, it
improved eyesight. And taken with honey, Galbanum was a sure remedy for
indigestion and flatulence.

Physallis
Physalis alkekengi: Physalis, or Winter-cherry
The Physalis plant grows in many parts of the world: in Europe, China, South
America, South Africa, and in the United States. Often called the Winter-cherry or
“Chinese Lanterns,” physalis was used as a decorative and medicinal herb.
Dioscorides prescribed its stem as a sedative and its berries as diuretics. Mixed with
honey, Physalis was said to improve eyesight; with wine, it supposedly cured
toothache.

© DaVinci College of Holistic Medicine, 2008

6

Herbal Medicine Diploma Course

Rhodon
Rosa lutea: Rose
The beauty and fragrance of the rose secured its popularity in the ancient world. The
Greeks associated the rose with Aphrodite, the Graces, and the Muses. Dioscorides
recommended rose petal paste as an eye salve and suggested a decoction of rose
petal dust in wine for headaches, earaches, and hemorrhoids. He also prescribed a
rose hip decoction against hemoptysis.

Strychnos Megas Kepaios
Solanum nigrum: Black Nightshade
A relative of the notorious Atropa belladonna, or Deadly Nightshade, the Black, or
Garden, Nightshade is potentially harmful, but its poison is relatively mild.
Dioscorides recommended its leaves for treating skin diseases. He also suggested a
decoction of the plant’s leaves for earaches, indigestion, and internal bleeding.
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Drakontaia Mikre
Arum maculatum: Arum, or Cuckoo-Pint
Ancient physicians called this plant the Drakontaia Mikre, or “small dragon,” because
the central stalk resembles a serpent. According to Dioscorides, its shape revealed
its purpose as an antidote for snakebites. Rubbing one’s hands with Arum root was
supposed to make one unbiteable. Dioscorides also recommended the Arum root as
an expectorant. The leaves, “beaten small,” were to be used on fresh wounds.
Much of the early Greek medical knowledge came over from Egypt (8). In
Dioscorides work, De Materia Medica (ca. 55 A.D.),
a number of the recipes are the same as listed in Papyrus Ebers and prescribed for
the same ailments. Although Dioscorides was considered the absolute authority in
materia medica for over 1600 years, it is important to note that knowledge of herbs
and healing was handed down from one generation and culture to the next, and thus
belongs to no one man, woman, or individual, but to humanity.
As is well-known, the Greeks were highly skilled in medicine and materia medica.
The following sources come down to us from the ancient period of about 500 B.C. to
60 A.D.
1. Hippocrates: usually considered an entire school of "rational" or scientific"
medicine, though the individual may also have lived. Hippocrates may also
have been the first "nature doctor" in a more modern sense, for he utilized
simple natural remedies such as vinegar, honey, herbs, and hydrotherapy in
healing. He emphasized prevention and healthful living. Many works survive
and have been translated from the original Greek. The work that is of the
greatest interest to herbalists today is Dierbach's The Medicine of
Hippocrates (in German). All of the 257 drugs mentioned in this work are
listed and compared to modern Pharmacognosy texts by Riddle. Only 27 of
these are not listed as medicinal plants today, some of which are now
considered foods.
2. Theophrastus (340 B.C.) wrote on natural history and botany-his work Inquiry
into Plants survives and is available in English translation. He writes of many
kinds of plants and how they are used in medicine, how to grow them, and
many other observations.
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3. Pliny's (60 A.D.) Natural History is the largest compilation on plants from the
Greek period. Although Pliny was not very critical, he reports from the writings
of many authors whose work does not survive, so is a valuable resource for
the medicinal uses of plants in ancient medicine. Pliny lists more plants than
Dioscorides or any of the other ancient writers.

4. Krateus was a Greek herbalist who is considered the first person to produce
an illustrated work on medicinal plants. Pliny speaks of his illustrated "herbal,"
which does not unfortunately, survive. His influence is thought to be felt in the
De Materia Medica of Dioscorides, as well as other later works on medicinal
plants.
5. Dioscorides is the greatest and most influential ancient Greek writer on
materia medica. The influence on future generations, even until the 1700s,
cannot be overestimated. His work was considered absolute and was copied,
recopied, and commented on for 1600 years.
The earliest surviving manuscript is the Codex Vindobonensis from 512 A.D. This
magnificent work was illustrated with about 400 full-page hand-colored plates
and was made for the daughter of Flavius Anicius Olybrius, Emperor of the
West in 472. An English translation of Dioscorides (by Goodyer) was
published by Gunther, unfortunately now out of print, but available in libraries
and occasionally seen second-hand.
Middle Ages
Throughout the history of humans, science, art, and consciousness has been kindled
from time to time to an especially bright flame. During these times, knowledge and
awareness of health and disease increased dramatically, at times influencing people
for generations until the flame rekindled in another time and place. In the Middle
Ages, taken here to mean the long period between Greek and Roman culture and the
Renaissance, several "schools" of medicine which contributed substantially to the
progression of herbalism can be noted. But it must be remembered that these times
were built from the day to day practice of herbalism and investigation of the natural
world.
As has been mentioned before, it is mostly men who wrote down and compiled the
works we have to go by when considering the history of herbalism, but it was both
men and women who practiced and developed herbalism - perhaps women more
than men on a day to day basis.
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Payne, in his English Medicine in the Anglo-Saxon Times, supports this by saying
that in medicine (especially among the Germanic Tribes) was largely practiced by
women; and Tacitus relates that warriors wounded in battle brought their wounds to
their mothers and wives to be attended to. The following outline details briefly the
major sources of information during this period.
During the period from about 700 A.D. until 1300 A.D., the flowering of all branches
of knowledge was magnificent. Many works were written about medicine, health and
disease, pharmacy, and materia medica - most of which are extant, but in Persian.
Two works on materia medica have been translated into English (The Formulary of Al
Kindi and that of Al-Samarqandi) and are available. From them it can be seen that
the practice of herbalism was brought to a high degree of skill.

A patient taking barley water.
Theatrum sanitatis, 15th century

Anglo-Saxon Leechcraft (512-1154)
Leech was the collective English word for medical practitioners - those who practiced
all forms of healing.

Leechbook of Bald
Several works survive from Anglo-Saxon medicine - among them is the Herbarium
Apuleius (480-1050), one of the most copied herbal manuscripts, available in modern
English. This work contains recipes and uses of over 100 herbs. Another work
available in modern English is the Leechbook of Bald (925), containing many
formulas and herbal remedies in a fairly sophisticated system of therapeutics, but
many superstitious notions about how to apply herbal treatments as well. Meanwhile,
a number of generations of the family Myddvai practiced herbalism in a highly artful

© DaVinci College of Holistic Medicine, 2008

10

Herbal Medicine Diploma Course
degree; their herbal therapies were written down in the work, Physicians of Myddvai
(1250), which is available in modern English, though out of print.
The school of Salerno or Salernum (11th to the 12th century) in Italy was a famous
and influential medical and health center, epitomized by the work of the Christian
physician, Constantine the African, who is generally credited with the introduction of
Arabian medicine into Europe. Two works (in English) are notable, Experiments of
Cohpon (1080) and the famous poem of health, Regimen Sanitatis Salerni.

Uses of Herbs in Medical History
Egyptian Medicine
Papyrus Ebers - 1550 B.C
Greek Medicine
Hippocrates – 450 BC
Theophrastus – 340 BC
Pliny – 60 AD
Dioscorides – 160 AD
Middles Ages
Arabians
Al-Kindi – 850 AD
Al-Samargandi – 1210 AD
Saxon Leechcraft
Herbarium Apuleius – 480 – 1050 AD
Hildegard of Bingen – 1099 – 1179 AD
Physician of Myddvai – 1250 AD
Experiments of Cohpon – 1080 AD
Renaissance
Age of Herbalism
Paracelsus – 1493 – 1541 AD
Banks – 1525
Brunfels – 1542
Dodoens – 1554
Gerard – 1597
Parkinson – 1640
American Medicine
Colonial Medicine
Bartram – 1751
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19th Century Medicine
Barton – 1818
Bigelow – 1822
Eberle – 1822
King/Felter/Lloyd – 1898
Badianus Manuscript: An Aztec Herbal, 1552
The people of North and South America also used medicinal herbs. Over thousands
of years, the people of North and South Americans accumulated a vast store of
botanical and medical knowledge, a fact that surprised many European explorers
when they began their conquest of the Americas in the sixteenth century.
The Aztecs, for example, were expert herbalists. In 1552, during the early years of
Spanish rule in Mexico, two Native American students at the College of Santa Cruz in
Tlaltilulco, Martinus de la Cruz and Juannes Badianus, compiled a list of herbs that
had been used as medicines for centuries by the Aztecs. Martinus wrote, and
probably illustrated, the original Aztec text, and Badianus translated the work into
Latin. Today their work is called The Badianus Manuscript. Housed in the Vatican
Library, The Badianus Manuscript is the oldest known American herbal.

For Nose Bleeds: Atzitzicaztli
Urtica chichicaztli (Water nettle)
“The juice of nettles, ground with salt in urine and milk, poured into the nostrils stops
the flow of blood from the nose.”
The Mayans also used the juice of nettles to treat nosebleeds. References to the use
of nettles are found in the earliest pharmacopoeias of Europe. The water nettle,
sometimes called chichicaste, grows throughout Mexico, Central America, the West
Indies, and tropical South America.
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For Injured Body
Cortez and other Spanish explorers referred to the skill of Aztec doctors in
treating cuts and bruises. The following is a rather complex, multi-herb recipe
for the treatment of the “injured and roughly-handled body:”
The injured and roughly-handled body is to be anointed with a plaster made
of tlahcoteocacatl [“Goddess of carnal pleasure grass”], centzonxochitl [“400
flowers”], xiuhtontli [“little plant”], axocotl [“water sour fruit”], tlayapaloni
xiuhtontli [“little black paint plant”], the moss of any tree, cones of the cypress,
seed of nettles, and the ayauhquahuitl tree [“mist tree”—a variety of pine].
One who has been roughly handled and beaten is to drink juice well prepared
from the stalk of cohuanenepilli [“serpent tongue”], tlanexiaxihuitl [“bright
tree”], chicomacatl [“gum cord”], flower of axocotl, and yzquixochitl [“popcorn
flower”], tetlahuitl [red ochre stone], eztetl [bloodstone--a variety of jasper],
teamoxtli [“stone plant”], liver of the aquatic bird huexocanauhtli and a few
leaves of tlahtlanquaye [“joined stem--a kind of pepper], which are to be
ground in acid water.

For Lightning Stroke
One who is touched by heaven or struck by lightning is to drink a well-mixed
potion made from the leaves of trees, namely, ayauhquahuitl [“mist tree”--a
variety of pine] and tepapaquiltiquahuitl [“painted tree”], an unusually green
cypress, the shrub yztauhyatl [“salty water plant”], the herb quauhyyauhtil
[“wild or wood incense”] and teamoxtli [“stone plant”]. Whenever the potion is
to be given, it should be heated over the fire.
Then the body should be rubbed with a plaster made of the herbs papaloquilitl
[“butterfly eatable plant”], tlalhecapahtli [“earth/lowland wind medicine”]
quauhyyauhtli, tlatlanquaye, huitzitzilxochitl [“humming bird flower”] and
yztacocoxochitl [“white pine flower”], finally, containing all those herbs above
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which the lightning struck. . . . Besides, you shall instill a medicine into the
nostrils, composed of white pearl, the root of tlahtlahcotic [“having many
branches”--a purgative] and of all small herbs growing in a pleasure garden
which has at some time been burned. He shall be suffumigated with the good
odor of white incense, of the wax which is called xochiocotzotl [“flower pine
resin”] and of the herb quauhyyauhtli thrown onto embers.

For Cough: Tlacoxiloxochitl
Calliandra anomala (stalky cornsilk flower)
One troubled with a cough is to drink frequently the juice of the root of tlacoxiloxochitl
peeled and ground in water, with part of which, mixed with honey, the throat is to be
smeared. But if he spits blood, he is also to take this same drink before the midday
meal. And it would be somewhat useful if he would merely nibble the same root in
honey and chew it.
Ground and added to water, the flowers of this plant were said to improve eyesight
and heal ulcers. Aztec physicians prescribed a decoction of the root against diarrhea
and dysentery, and to relieve indigestion.

For Rumbling of the Abdomen
For one whose bowels are murmuring because of diarrhea, make a potion, let him
take it with an ear clyster, of the leaves of the herb tlatlanquaye [“jointed stem”--a
kind of pepper], the bark of quetzalaylin [“green water tree”], the leaves of
yztacocoxochitl [“white pine flower”] and these herbs tlanextixiuhtontli [“gaudy little
plant”], elocacatl [grain or maize], the tree tlanextia quahuitl [“bright tree”] ground in
bitter tasting water with ashes, a little honey, salt, pepper, and (stone) alectorium,
and finally picietl [“little fragrant tobacco”].
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