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Unit 1 

Therapeutic plants from Antiquity to the end user (Hippocrates, Theophrastos Galenus, 

others). 

Summary  

Here are presented: The use of herbal medicines in treatment of diseases as is documented 
thousand years ago; the work of well famous therapist form antiquity till now days, and the 
most important theories of alternative healing today 

            Learning outcome descriptors 

By the end of the Unit, the trainee should be able to: 

            Knowledge, understanding and professional skills: 

1. Define the terms, medicinal plant, and medicinal use of herbs 

2. Discuss terms related to MP used from historical point of view and from 

antiquity till today 

3. Classify differences between contemporary theories of alternative healing 

General and transferable skills: 

1. Show good written and oral communication skills.  

2. Demonstrate general computer literacy 

3. Perform computer search to retrieve information from other  sources 

4. Show ability to use information retrieved for improving professional status 

5. Plan tasks and work independently 

6. Work in team with minimal guidance where appropriate. 

 

 

Unit 1 

Therapeutic plants from Antiquity to the end user (Hippocrates, Theophrastos Galenus, 

others). 

Archaeological records and written documents comprise the sources available for the study 

of the history of using medicinal (as well as nutritional and toxic) plant. Even in mythology 

we find records of herbal treatments. Master of Herbal Medicine is considered to be the 

Centaur named Chiron, who lived in Pelion and taught the medical god Asclepius. (Marketos 

S. 1997) 
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Apollo delivers Asclepius to Chiron. Goltzius, Hendrick, 1590, etching. Haarlem, Teylers Museum, KG 02499 

Remarkable are the references into Homeric epics, reporting the use of herbs for 

therapeutic purposes or for poisoning. In the Iliad is reported that, when Diomedes injures 

Ares, Zeus calls doctor Peionona, who nourished the angry Ares by using fig milk. In Odyssey, 

we read about the "nepenthe" that Helen received from Egypt and gave it to Telemachos to 

forget and not regret for the presence of suitors at his father's home. Witch Circe, knowing a 

great deal about herbs and their pharmaceutical effects, used so called magic drinks, in 

order to make Odysseus' comrades to forget about their mission. For the reason Hermes 

gave to Odysseus the “moly” so to be able to resist to the influence of Chirce's magical 

drinks (Skaltsa E., 2001). 

The history of ethnopharmacology dates back centuries. The first written reference in plant 

collection for therapeutic purposes was translated from cuneiform writing and attributed to 

the Sumerians at 4000 BC. Other written reports were discovered in China and Mesopotamia 

(3000 BC) and Egypt (2500 BC). The first "Botanology" was written in China in 2700 BC. The 

Chinese healers used 365 medicinal plants. Egyptian papyrus dated around 1700 BC 

mentions many common herbs used in medicine. In the Ramses III era, cannabis was used 

for treating eye diseases, poppy extract was used to soothe baby crying, and garlic was 

known for its healing properties. (Benedum J., Loew D., Schiler H. 2006) 

Hippocrates, known as the "father of medicine", was born in Kos around 460 BC. He is 

considered one of the most prominent figures in the history of medicine. The great 

philosopher studied human nature, body and its function, but also the effect of climate and 

environment on health. Hippocrates was influenced by the pre-Socrates philosophers, who 

believed that the world consisted of four elements: fire, water, air and earth, associated 

with the basic properties of warm, cold, dry and wet, and also associated with all four 

seasons. He categorized all foods and herbs according to their fundamental attributes - 

warm, cold, dry or wet, and believed that good health is maintained when these properties 

are in balance. 
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             Engraving by Peter Paul Rubens, 1638                         Statue of Hippocrates in Larissa Greece 

Hippocrates used plants and herbs in medical applications, because he deeply believed in 

the healing power of nature. Among approximately 256 plants he used, a lot of them still 

stand in the basis of modern medicines (Totelin L., 2009). 

Theophrastus has been regarded as the founder of botanology. He was born in 372 BC in 

Eressos, Lesvos, was student of Platon and after his death he followed Aristoteles, as valued 

him a lot. When in 323 BC Aristotle was accused of disrespect and was forced to flee to 

Chalkida, donated his library to Theophrastus and entrusted him with the direction of the 

Peripatetic school. Theophrastus remained in the faculty for 35 years and during that time 

he taught but also he left many manuscripts. Unfortunately, only two works of botanology 

have survived from his entire scientific work, of which the first one (chronologically) is titled 

"On the Causes of Plants". In his work, Theophrastus combined empirical knowledge and 

philosophical thinking (in terms of methodology). The basic principles of the study of plants 

were taken by Aristoteles, but he formulated the basic concepts of botanology and 

described the parts of plants in a very detailed and specific way, paying particular attention 

to the leaves and roots. Theophrastus’ work concerns not only botanology but also 

phytotherapy, because it also refers to their pharmaceutical uses. (Loeb Classical Library 

1980) 
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Historia plantarum, 1549 

Among the precursors of phytotherapy we can mention Heraclides Tarantino, a famous 

ancient Greek physician, who flourished in the 1st century BC. He was one of the most 

important representatives of the medical school of empiricists, and Galen called him 

Heraclides the empiricist. He used plants, especially opium, pepper and balm, and was 

reported to have experimented with the preparation of antidotes to poisonous plant 

(hemlock, Hyoscyamus, etc.). 

The one that is considered to be the greatest pharmacologist of antiquity is Pedanios 

Dioskourides (40-90 AD), who was an important physician, pharmacologist and botanist 

from Anazarbos of Cilicia, known mainly for the five-part work of " De Materia Medica with 

great Influence on pharmacology until 1600 AD. From his early years he was particularly 

inclined to study the plants and the herbs, and after the end of his medical studies he 

investigated the pharmacological properties of many plants, following the Roman army in 

various Mediterranean countries, serving as a doctor and having the responsibility of 

treating the wounded. Dioskourides recorded more than 1,000 pharmaceutical substances; 

the majority of them derived from plants. He knew the properties of the mandrake, its 

therapeutic value and its usefulness in premedication and narcosis (Scarborough J., 1982).  
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Dioscorides De Materia Medica Spain 12th 13th century 

He also observed and described the phenomenon of allergic shock caused by medicament’s 

use. The effect of his work extends over at least until the Renaissance period, and it is 

generally appreciated that Dioscouride's methods of observation provided strong bases for 

the evolution of pharmacological science.  

Claudius Galen (Pergamos, 129 - Rome, 199) dealt with most medical disciplines. Like 

Hippocrates, Galen believed that the four liquids - blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm, 

were cold or hot, wet or dry. In order to deal with a disease, a "counter" treatment, of the 

same intensity, had to be chosen. Thus, diseases that were warm and wet in third degree 

were treated with a cold and dry treatment in third degree. If the patient was cold and his 

nose was running, were used medicines and food that heated and dried. By rebalancing the 

juices, the body returned them to a healthy "neutral" state. 

 

Mural painting showing Galen and Hippocrates. 12th century; Anagni, Italy 
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He studied the healing properties of the herbs and produced various complex 

pharmaceutical formulations known in the literature as "galenical m" and the corresponding 

pharmacy it is called "galenical pharmacy". 

Avickens (980-1037), a famous Muslim philosopher and physician, is considered to be the 

most systematic representative of Islamic philosophy. Avicken's medical view is also based 

on the theory of 4 Hippocrates fluids. The most famous of about one hundred books that he 

wrote is the Cannes of Medicine, which has been a reference point for medical science over 

centuries. In this book, he describes 764 simple drugs and their pharmaceutical properties, 

based on the dangers of Dioscourides, Galen and some other Arabic and Indian origins. 

In Byzantium, Nicholas Myrepsos was excelled as a leading pharmacist (1222 - 1255 AD), 

who was a doctor, botanist, and doctor of the court of Ioannis Vatatzes, emperor of Nicaea 

(13th century). He was deeply acquainted with the medicinal properties of the plants and 

was the writer of the "Dynameron" work that includes 2656 medical prescriptions. In this 

work, raw materials, preparatory methods, dosage forms, proportion forms and substitutes 

were recorded. Also, in this work he tried to create terminology, which was used for 

centuries by European pharmacists. Until the 18th century this was the official 

pharmaceutical code of the West and the official textbook of the medical school of Paris. 

(Marketos S. 2008) 

Paracelsus (1493-1541), an amateur alchemist, was the son of a medical doctor from whom 

he took his first lessons and then studied medicine at the University of Vienna. He was 

scholar of platonic philosophy and alchemy, and traveled to Egypt, the Holy Land, to 

Constantinople and other places, seeking the knowledge of the alchemists. He was 

perspicacious, innovating, and a great revolutionary of his time. He opposed traditional 

writers like Galenos and Avickens, and was more a fan of Hermetic, Neoplatonic and 

Pythagorean philosophies. His approach was that there should be a balance of metal 

elements in the body and that diseases can be cured by the use of chemicals. The basic idea 

was that vital processes are of a chemical nature and that salvation depends on the 

balanced composition of fluids, which could be restored by using the appropriate drugs. For 

this reason, Paracelsus attached great importance to the preparation of drugs, in which 

study he devoted much of his life, combining experimental observations with alchemical 

perceptions. He used plants for his therapies and experiments, enriched his knowledge, and 

helped in discovering the healing properties of many plants. He also introduced herbal 

tinctures and extracts in medicine (Skaltsa E., 2005). 

German physician Christian Friedrich Samuel Hahnemann (1755-1843), who is considered to 

be the father of homeopathy, was a scholar of Paracelsus’s teaching. Hahnemann, by 

experimenting on himself, noticed that the skin of the cinchona causes a person's fever, and 

is known to cure sufferers of malaria. He also considered that the reason why the skin of the 

cinchona heals intermittent fevers is precisely that ability to cause similar symptoms in 

healthy organisms.  For six years, he experimented with other drugs, recording the 

symptoms they cause in healthy individuals, and by this way he establishes Homeopathy. 
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Cinchona succirubra                       Christian Friedrich Samuel Hahnemann 

He also gathered all of the previously known elements of toxicology, as he knew Latin, 

Greek, Arabic, English and French. All this knowledge was the foundations of Materia Medica 

(Pharmacology) of Homeopathy. Homeopathic pharmacology contains a lot of information 

on plant properties that have been used so far according to the principles of homeopathy. 

The study of the action of a plant was the reason for the creation and systematization of a 

new therapeutic system. Homeopathic remedies originate from plants but not all of them. In 

contrary to homeopathic theraries, phytotherapy uses dried plant material or extracts of 

plant parts, in certain therapeutic doses so as to treat the disease symptoms, in a way as 

conventional medicine does. The use of herbal medicines in an evidence- or science-based 

approach for the treatment and prevention of disease is known as (rational) phytotherapy. 

Homeopathy is not the only healing system that came from phytotherapy. Pol Henri's 

gemmotherapy is a sophisticated field of phytotherapy and was discovered by him in 1965. 

Unlike phytotherapy, which uses the adult herb, gemmotherapy uses only plant materials 

that are growing, i.e. plant embryonic tissues such as young roots, eyes, seeds, etc. These 

natural tissues are rich in growth factors, such as vitamins, trace elements, phyto-hormones 

and ingredients that are not always found in the mature plant. 

The flower remedies were initially discovered and applied by the English physician Edward 

Bach (1930). The original number produced by Bach has expanded by other therapists. They 

are made from flowers of plants, bushes or trees. They relieve people of emotional upset 

such as fear, panic, anxiety, depression, insecurity, lack of self-confidence, jealousy etc. They 

are based on the theory that every negative physic or mental state affects our defense 

system and becomes vulnerable to infections and diseases. Therefore the remedy is chosen 

according to the character, mood and feelings that cause disharmony in the individual. 

Although the history of phytotherapy is essentially identical to the history of pharmacy, at 

least until the Second World War, then begins a short 20 to 30-year decline when the 

"chemical revolution" dominates in medicine. At this time, the interest of the scientific 

community is turning to chemical preparations of fragments, and thus neglects 
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phytotherapy. But nowadays people recognize the benefits of phytotherapy and the lack of 

side effects of phytotherapeutic formulations, as compared to chemical drugs, and more and 

more scientists are forced to look for natural solutions offered by phytotherapy. That is why 

we believe that in the coming years, phytotherapy will flourish and regain the place it 

deserves in sciences. 
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