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Natural products, specifically from plants have been the basis of curing
human diseases. The history of medicine is rooted in the existence of human
civilization. The present day medicine system has evolved over the years by
the enduring scientific and observational efforts of researchers; however, the
basis of its development remains rooted in traditional medicine. Plant-based
medicines which were used as crude drugs now serve as the basis of novel
drug discovery. The indigenous knowledge of herbal formulations were
passed down from generation to generation which has significantly
contributed to the development of different traditional systems of medicine.
The present review gives a brief account of the history of the documented
history of medicinal plants from various sources.

Introduction
chapter on therapeutics apart from surgery.

Ayurveda is an Indian medical system which
includes diet and herbal remedies, apart
from emphasizing the body, mind and spirit
in prevention of disease and treatment
(Morgan, 2002).

Charaka Samhita dedicates 5 chapters to
dietetics ("Aharatattva"), stating that
wholesome diet is essential for good health
and to prevent diseases, while unwholesome
food is an important cause of diseases
(Priyadaranjan et al., 1980). ―Charaka
Samhita‖ gives a remarkable description of
the materia medica in ancient India.

The documentation of the Indian Ayurveda
system dates back to the 1st millennium BC
(Bhushan Patwardhan et al., 2004).
Multidimensional therapeutic uses of plants
in a traditional way were known in India
since the Vedic times as Ayurvedic system of
medicine. The Rig Veda (4500 and 1600
BC) one of the oldest repository of human
knowledge mentions the use of plants.
―Susruta Samhita‖ (before 1000 BC) written
in Sanskrit included a comprehensive

The Bower Manuscript (named after
Hamilton
Bower,
a British
Army
intelligence officer) is an early birch bark
document discovered near a ruined Buddhist
monastery
near
Kuchar in
Chinese
Turkestan. One of the earliest health science
anthologies ―Nei Ching‖ dates back to 1300
BC (Nakanishi, 1999). ―The Chinese
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Meteria Medica‖ was documented around
1100 BC (Cragg et al., 2001). ―Pen-ts’as
kang mu‖, a Chinese drug encyclopedia
records 1898 herbal drugs and 8160
prescriptions, was compiled during the Ming
Dynasty by Li Shih-Chen (1596 AD)
(Glaser, 2008). The ―Ebers Papyrus”, an
Egyptian script prescribes nearly 1000
substances and formulations, most of which
are plant-based medicines.

pharmacies
(8th
century).
“Canon
Medicinae” was medicinal document
compiled by Avicenna, a Persian pharmacist
(Cragg et al., 2000).
Due to the presence of a written knowledge
and proven theoretical principles, the
traditional medicinal systems such as
Ayurveda and Chinese Medicine were
constantly revised through centuries and
enjoy the faith of people till today. On the
other hand folklore medicine, shamanism
and herbalism have no documented evidence
and the medicinal formulations used are
mostly kept secret by their practitioners
(Brusotti et al., 2014). The Natural products
(secondary metabolites) from plant origin
have a proven track record of being the most
successful sources of potential drug leads
(Mishra et al., 2011).

―De Materia Medica‖ a Greek document
was compiled by Pedanius Dioscorides(100
AD) which elaborated methods of the
collection, storage and the medicinal uses of
various plant species. Theophrastus (300
B.C.), the Greek natural scientist and a
philosopher, mentioned about different uses
of
medicinal
herbs.
The
ancient
Mesopotamian civilization (2600 B.C.) has a
documented description of natural products
on clay tablets in cuneiform viz. extracted
oils from Cypress (Cupressus sempervirens)
and Myrrh (Commiphora species) which are
still being used in Eygypt to treat coughs,
colds and inflammation (Cragg et al., 2005).
The Arabs were the first to privately own

In conclusion, a narrow turn from natural
products to combinatorial chemistry during
the early 1990s has created some lacuna in
the development of new drugs from natural
sources.

Fig.1 A documented page of Susrutha Samhita
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Fig.2 Sanskrit language manuscript (Bower Manscript) is written on Birch leaves in the Late
Brahmi script, and contains some Prakrit.(11)

However, traditional knowledge represents a
cumulative experience of thousands of years
of therapeutic practice with exemplary trust
of people. The recent scientific studies
carried out by researchers also endorse the
traditional medical system.
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A continuous effort is needed to standardize
and optimize the traditional herbs apart from
identifying the active principle and continue
to be competitive with other drug discovery
methods. The world of plants, and indeed all
natural sources, represent a virtually
untapped reservoir of novel drugs awaiting
imaginative and progressive organizations
(Brahmachari, 2009).
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