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Herbalism of Arabia 

By: Lady Esa inghean Donnchaidh 

Permissions and copyright:  Please feel free to utilize the research and sources compiled 

here.  The text you are reading was written by Yours Truly, and I have many hours of 

work put into compiling these sources in an organized and user-friendly scheme, so please 

be cool and site me as your source.  I’m sure you were going to do that, anyway, since it’s 

the ethical thing to do.   

 

Early Greek Influences 

Dioscorides in Arabic 

Pedanius Dioscorides (b. 40, d.90 AD) was a Greek physician and botanist, and author of De 

Materia Medica, a 5 volume herbal medicine text.  Dioscorides also served as a medic in the 

Roman army.  This impressive medical text describes approximately 600 plant, animal, and 

mineral substances and the over 1,000 medicines that can be made from them.  De Materia 

Medica was translated into Arabic during the Middle Ages (date undecided). 

Galen in Arabic   

Galen serves as a pillar of the limited documentation we have available on medicine and 

herbalism in antiquity.  Aelius Galenus, or Claudius Galenus, was born September 129 AD 

and died c. 200-216AD.  He was a Greek physician, surgeon, and philospher during Roman 

rule.  Galen's extensive research led to the established fields of both antatomy and 

pathology.  According to sources, it is only the Arabic translations of his work that survived 

until today (1929, M. Meyerhof).  Arabic translations of Galen may have been available to 

Islamic physicians as early as the 7th century , where they likely existed first in Persian or 

Syrian (Fuat Sezgin, 1970). According to Princeton University Press (2001,European 
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Knowledge and its Ambitions 1500-1700) Galen was first translated into Arabic by the 

Syrian Christian Hunayn ibn Ishaq between 830 AD and 870 AD. 

The Golden Age of Islam: The 8th-13th Centuries 

The Islamic Golden Age saw a surge in every form of art and science, but here we will focus 

on medicine as it utilized plant materials. 

Poppy (papaver somniferum) and hemp (cannabis sativa) were significant for their 

advancement in medicine.  Hemp was brought into Islamic Arabia via India, with heavy 

influence from Greek texts, likely Dioscorides (Hamarneh, 1972), where it was a treatment 

for earaches. 

From 800 to 1000 AD, poppy (opiates) was used strictly for medicinal purposes, albeit in 

seemingly high doses.  It was known to have been prescribed to treat pain caused by 

gallbladders tones, as a fever reducer, for indigestion, eye pain, headaches, tooth pain, 

pleurisy (inflammation and fluid retention in the chest and lungs), and as a sleep aid.  Abu 

al-Hasan Ali ibn Sahl Rabban al-Tabari  (Persian Muslim physician, b. ca.800-830 ,d. ca. 

850-870 ) writes that concentrations made from the leaves of the poppy plant were lethal 

and should be classified as poison (Hamarneh). 

Islamic medicine was leaps and bounds ahead the use of antiseptics.  These medieval 

Islamic practitioners had documented knowledge about the use of antisepsis to prevent 

infection in surgery and in procedures involving sick patients.  Examples of this knowledge 

in practice included washing the patient before and after medical procedures using rose oil, 

wine mixed with rose oil, salt water, or vinegar and water (Pormann, , 2007), and the 

pioneering use of mercuric chloride (yes, you heard right... mercury) to disinfect wounds 

(Fraise et. al., 2007).  For antiseptic, antibiotic, and antimicrobial properties, the following 

herbs were utilized: frankincense, myrrh, cassia, laurel family herbs.  As 

mentioned, poppy/opium was used for pain management, as well as other herbs 

including henbane, hemlock, soporific black nightshade, and lettuce seeds. 
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Also ahead of its time, Islamic medicine may have made use of anesthesia.  The pain 

management herbs mentioned above, particularly opiates, were observed to cause 

drowsiness and induce sleep.  These characteristics may have been applied to surgery, 

pioneering the practice of using anesthesia to prevent loss of consciousness before/during 

an operation.  This particular use of these drugs is conjecture on the part of many scholars 

in Islamic history. 

The apothecary- or pharmacist- became its own established profession separate from 

physicians in 9th century Islamic culture. Pharmacy was seen as "an aid [to medicine] 

rather than a servant" -Shapur ibn Sahl (d. 869 AD). 

Shapur ibn Sahl was a Persian Christian physician from the Academy of Gundisphapur who 

authored the first independent text on pharmacy ("antidotes") "Aqrabadhin," a 22 volume 

text.  This text remained an authority on pharmacy well into the 20th century. 

Female Practitioners 

Not surprising, female practitioners were sought out in the areas of gynecology and 

obstetrics, for the sake of decency and modesty (Pormann, 2009).  Two noteworthy female 

physicians from the ibn Zuhr family are documented to have served the Almohad 12 century 

ruler Abu Yusuf Ya'qub al'Mansur (NIH-NLM, 1998).  The first documented female 

surgeon appears in illustrations in the 1465 text, Cerrahiyyetu'l-Haniyya, or, "Imperial 

Surgery" by Turkish Physician Serafeddin Sabuncuoglu (Shatzmiller, 1994). 

This topic segues nicely into the concept of Prophetic Medicine, "al-tibba alnabawi," or "the 

medicine of the Prophet."  This doctrine provides the justification that men may treat 

women, and women may treat men, even if in doing so they expose the patients' genitals 

within the necessary practice of medical treatment (Pormann, 2009). 

Spices 

Strictly speaking, spices are not herbs.  In my mundane apprenticeship within traditional 

herbalism, spices are only included if they are used for medicinal purposes.  A very strict 
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definition of herbalism would exclude spices altogether.  I would like to include some 

information on the spice trade of the near east because it is so fascinating, and many spices 

were indeed used medicinally.  This is a small nibble of the available information on the 

Spice Trade during the Golden Age of Islam in Arabia.   

  

Spice Trade: Pre- 13th century 

  

Spice Route: the primary routes facilitating contact and trade between the cultures of 

continental EurAsia.  Spices were primarily from South Asia and transported both over land 

and over sea. 

  

Incense Route: Under Arab control, frankincense, myrrh, spices, gold, ivory, pearls, gems, 

and textiles traveled west from Africa, India, and the Far East.  Frankincense and Myrrh, 

sourced from trees exclusively cultivated trees in southern Arabia, Ethiopia, and Somalia, 

were of great interest to the Roman world and the Mediterranean.  The Incense Route began 

in Shabwah in Hadhramaut, the easternmost kingdom of southern Arabia, ending in the 

Gaza port on the Mediterranean Sea, located north of the Sinai Peninsula.  By land, the 

camel caravan crossed the Arabian Desserts and passed through the ports along the coast of 

southern Arabia, the western edge of Arabia's central desert about 100 miles inland from 

the Red Sea coast, creating a network of trade and culture exchange called "Arabia Felix;" 

named by Greco-Roman geographers.  We believe Strabo once stated that the caravan traffic 

was as great as that of an army on the move.  Pliny the Elder noted that the route was made 

up of 65 stages divided by halts for the camels.  The Nabateans (Kingdom of Petra) and the 

Arabs profited greatly from this trade route.  (2000, Department of Ancient Near Eastern 

Art, Metropolitan Museum of Art) 

 

Herbs of the Near East: An Index 

Frankincense 

Frankincense is a resin, not an herb, but a discussion of middle eastern herbalism would be 

incomplete without it.  Also called olibanum, this resin is primarily aromatic, used in 
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perfumes and incense. This resin comes from trees in the Boswellia genus, and the 

Burseraceae family; most commonly the Boswellia sacra, B. bhaw-dajiana, B.carterii, B. 

frereana, B. serratta, B. thurifera from India, B. papyrifera.  In Ayurveda, frankincense is 

used to treat arthritis.  It is also used within traditional medicine for digestive and skin 

ailments.    

Myrrh 

Also a resin, myrrh was a common trade item along the eastern routes.  Myrrh resin comes 

from trees of the Commiphora genus, commonly cultivated in Yemen, Somalia, and 

Ethiopia, in particular (the Mediterranean region and Arabian peninsula in general).  Myrrh 

can be used as an oral antiseptic, the oil is infused into wound ointments, and can be 

applied to irritated skin, wounds, and bruises.  Myrrh is antiseptic and tonic, commonly 

used in Ayurvedic, Unani, and Traditional Chinese Medicine.   

Cassia / Senna  

Cassia is a broud category of spices from the ground bark of a variety of evergreen trees, 

including Cinnamonum cassia, C. burmanni, and C. loureiroi (cinnamon species), 

Osmanthus fragrans (sweet olive), and the Senna varieties: Senna obtusifolia and S. 

artemisiodes.  Used as a cosmetic pigment for skin and hair (henna), this herb is also a 

digestive stimulant.   

Laurel family (Lauraceae) 

The Laurel family of herbs (including True Laurel, Sweet Bay, and Grecian Laurel) are 

utilized for their culinary and aromatic qualities.  These leaves are evergreen and native to 

the Mediterranean region and southeastern Asia. Hydrosols from the Laurus nobilis are 

astringent, and can be used in wound care, including rashes and histamine skin reactions 

(hives, rashes, poison ivy, stinging nettles, etc).   

Poppy (Opium) 
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Poppy seeds harvested from the Papaver somniferum (opium poppy) are utilized for 

culinary and medicinal uses.  The unripe poppy seed pods (not the seeds) carry the highest 

concentration of opium alkaloids, but all parts of the plant will carry some trace. 

Henbane 

Henbane (Hyoscyamus niger), also called stinking nightshade, was historically used as an 

anesthetic (as well as psychoactive properties- but that's my witchcraft class).  The plant 

originated in the Arab world and Asia, and is documented as far back as ancient Greece 

where it was used as a sedative and analgesic (once again, also utilized for psychoactive 

properties as used by the oracles in the Temple of Apollo).   

Hemlock 

Hemlock refers to plants of the Apiaceae family, specifically the two species of A. conium, 

known as "poison hemlock."  Also members of the Apiacea family are celery, parsley, and 

carrots.   

Black Nightshade 

Black Nightshade (Solanum nigrum) originated in southeastern Europe and Asia, later to be 

introduced to many new environments, including making it all the way to the New 

World.  Black Nightshade was documented in ancient Greece for medicinal uses, which 

extended throughout the Middle Ages. Black nightshade is a soporific (induces sleep), 

analgesic, sedative, and narcotic.   Some period documents may refer to Black Nightshade as 

Petty Morel, often used for sores and dropsy (inflammation and fluid retention of the soft 

tissue).  Ayurveda used black nightshade to treat dysentery, ulcers, and, other digestive 

ailments, as well as skin ailments, fevers, asthma, and tuberculosis, and as a laxative.  

Lettuce Seeds 

Lettuce (Lactuca sativa) is a member of the daisy family (Asteraceae) originating in Ancient 

Egypt who cultivated this weed into a usable crop.  This new crop produced seeds that were 
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pressed into oil.  Period sources referencing lettuce abound, including ancient and medieval 

herbals, Hildegard in particular.  Lettuce is a narcotic, also called "sleepwort" in Anglo-

Saxon references, so much so that the juice of the stems gained the nomer "lettuce opium." 

In Middle Eastern medicine specifically, this herb was utilized for the treatment of typhoid, 

rheumatism, coughs, and mental instabilities.   
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Further Reading 

The Writings of Hippocrates and Galen, available online 

at:   http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/hippocrates-the-writings-of-hippocrates-and-galen 

Translations and modern publications of Dioscorides:  

 De Materia Medica: Being an Herbal with many other medicinal materials, 

translated by Tess Anne Osbaldeston (2000). Ibidis Press: Johannesburg. 

 De Materia Medica, translated by Lily Y. Beck (2005). Hildesheim: Olms-Weidman. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1033715/
http://tim.sums.ac.ir/icarusplus/export/sites/tim/journal-club/download/female_patients_and_practitioners_in_medieval_islam.pdf
http://tim.sums.ac.ir/icarusplus/export/sites/tim/journal-club/download/female_patients_and_practitioners_in_medieval_islam.pdf
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http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/hippocrates-the-writings-of-hippocrates-and-galen
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 The Greek Herbal of Dioscorides ... Englished by John Goodyer A. D. 1655, edited by 

R.T. Gunter (1933). 

 De Materia medica : libri V Eiusdem de Venenis Libri duo. Interprete Iano Antonio 

Saraceno Lugdunaeo, Medico, translated by Janus Antonius Saracenus (1598). 

 

 


