
Kew Publishing
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew

BARBARA BÖCK, SHAHINA A. GHAZANFAR & MARK NESBITTBARBARA BÖCK, SHAHINA A. GHAZANFAR & MARK NESBITT

AN ANCIENT
MESOPOTAMIAN

HERBAL



FSC logo

PREFACE  9

A NOTE ON PLACE NAMES, DATING AND ORTHOGRAPHY 1 2 

part 1
INTRODUCTION 1 5 
1:  THE LAND BETWEEN THE RIVERS 1 5
 Landscapes 1 6
 Languages 1 9
 Writing 20
 The 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE 22
 The 1st millennium BCE 24
 The Persian and Greek empires 25

2:  SEEKING HERBS AND ROOTS 27
 Practitioners and patients 28
 Physic gardens 29
 Gathering from the grave 30
 Plant stores 3 1
 Preservation 32

3:  ADMINISTERING HERBAL MEDICINE 34
 Medicinal drinks and foodstuffs 34
 On the importance of beer 35
 Pills and suppositories 37
 Powders 37

CONTENTS

Project PGC2018-097821-B-I00 and PID2021-125678NB-I00 funded 
by MCIU/AEI/10.13039/50110, MICINAEI/10.13039/501100011033 
and FEDER A way to make Europe

© The Board of Trustees of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew 2023
Photographs © XXX

The author has asserted their rights as author of this work in accordance with  
the Copyright,Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any 
form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission of 
the publisher unless in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Great care has been taken to maintain the accuracy of the information contained in this work. However, neither the 
publisher, the editors nor authors can be held responsible for any consequences arising from use of the information 
contained herein. The views expressed in this work are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the 
publisher or of the Board of Trustees of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.

First published in 2023 by
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew,
Richmond, Surrey, TW9 3AB, UK
www.kew.org

ISBN 978 1 56581 231 4
e-ISBN 978 1 84246 799 2

Distributed on behalf of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in North America by  
the University of Chicago Press, 1427 East 60th St, Chicago, IL 60637, USA.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Design and page layout: Nicola Thompson, Culver Design
Project management: Georgina Hills
Copy-editing: Matthew Seal
Proofreading: Sharon Whitehead

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Short Run Press

The information in this book is intended to expand the reader’s 
understanding of the cultural heritage of plants and medicine. It 
does not purport to be, nor is it intended to be, a medical manual 
or a self-treatment guide for the use of medicinal or other plants 
and is not a substitute for advice from a healthcare professional. 
You should consult your medical practitioner before engaging in 
any of the information detailed in this book. You should not use 
the information in this book as a substitute for medication or other 
treatment prescribed by your medical practitioner.

The publisher, the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew and the authors 
and editors make no representations or warranties about the 
efficacy of the plants and compounds mentioned in the book, and 
specifically disclaim, without limitation, any implied warranties of 
merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose and any injury, 
illness, damage, liability or loss incurred, directly or indirectly, 
from the use or application of any of the contents of this book.
Furthermore, the publisher, the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew and 
the authors do not endorse the use of these plants for any of the 
applications described and are not responsible for any consequences 
arising from the use of this information for whatever reason.

For information or to purchase all Kew titles 
please visit shop.kew.org/kewbooksonline or 
email publishing@kew.org

Kew’s mission is to understand and protect 
plants and fungi, for the wellbeing of people 
and the future of all life on Earth.

Kew receives approximately one third of 
its funding from Government through the 
Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs (Defra). All other funding 
needed to support Kew’s vital work comes 
from members, foundations, donors and 
commercial activities, including book sales.



 Enemas and catheters 37
 Lotions, ointments, pastes and poultices 38
 Dressings 38
 Fumigations 39
 Medical instruments 39
 Measures and doses 40

4:  CUNEIFORM SOURCES 4 1
 Medical prescriptions 4 1
 Herbals (books of simples) 43
 Plant description texts (Šammu šikinšu) 45
 Plant glossary (Uruanna) 46
 Culinary texts 47
 Administrative records 48

5:  IDENTIFYING MESOPOTAMIAN HEALING PLANTS 50
 Language 50
 Comparing traditions 52
 Plants 55
 Archaeology 57
 Traditional uses 59

part 2
THE HERBAL 63
Black bryony I Dioscorea communis 63
Black nightshade I Solanum nigrum 67
Camel thorn I Alhagi graecorum  7 1
Cedar I Cedrus libani 75

Colocynth, Bitter apple, Bitter gourd I Citrullus colocynthis 80
Coriander I Coriandrum sativum 85
Cumin I Cuminum cyminum 90
Date palm I Phoenix dactylifera 93 
False carob, Syrian mesquite I Prosopis farcta 100
Fig I Ficus carica 104
Flax, Linseed I Linum usitatissimum 108
Garden rocket I Eruca vesicaria 1 1 1
Garlic I Allium sativum 1 1 4
Greater plantain, Ribwort plantain I Plantago major, Plantago lanceolata 1 1 8
Henbane I Hyoscyamus niger or H. albus 122
Juniper I Juniperus 126
Leek I Allium ampeloprasum 131
Liquorice I Glycyrrhiza glabra 134
Onion I Allium cepa 140
Pomegranate I Punica granatum 143
Poplar I Populus euphratica or P. alba 149
Red bryony I Bryonia multiflora 155
Sesame I Sesamum indicum 159
Sweet flag I Acorus calamus 163
Tamarisk I Tamarix 167

BIBLIOGRAPHY AND NOTES 175 

IMAGE SOURCES 191

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 192

INDEX TO DISEASES 193 

GENERAL INDEX  195


	1 AMH Intro pages.pdf
	2 AMH Part 2
	3 AMH End pages



