
With rhe cllre of victims of venom. From which will come mall)' secrets ofnatlire and 
medicille, with mall)' great experiences.) 

Ln spite of Monardes's claim to describe all the products coming from West Ln­
dies. the work was necessarily incomplete. A first attempt toward a systematic 
inventory of traditional New World Indian therapeutic lore was made by Martin de la 
Cruz in collaboration with Juannes Badianus. In 1552 these two Aztec Indians. who 
had been educated in a Spanish Catholic school, compiled in bOlh Latin and Aztec a 
list of diseases known to Aztec natives and the therapeutics traditionally used to treat 
them. The text was illustrated with 204 representations of plants. The manuscript. 
now owned by the Vatican Library-the so-called Badianus manuscript-was sent 
by the Vice-Roy of India, Don Francisco de Mendoza. to Charles V, King of Spain 
and Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. 

Yelthis valuable firsl hand report does nOi seem to have been used at the Spanish 
Court. It was not until 1570 that a systematic inventory of the New World resources 
was planned. In that year Felipe II. King of Spain and Emperor. sent Francisco 
Hernandez to the New World with the mission of gathering from local populations 
everything they knew about the natural resources of the New World. After three 
years of field work (February 1571 - March 1574), Hernandez wrote his massive 
Historia de las Plalltas de Nuem Espmia. 

Meanwhile, Orta had fled to India to avoid the Catholic Inquisition, and began 
studying India's traditional uses of medicinal plants. He discovered that they were 
very similar to those of classical Greek authors. Greek classical medical and thera­
peutic texts had been translated into Arabic during the 9th century A.D., and then 
diffused through the whole Arabic world, including India. In Goa. Qrta creuted a 
printing press and printed his work in 1563 under the title Coloqllios dos simples. e 
drogas he cousas mediri"ai.~ da Illdia, e assi dalgumas fnlfa.~ achadas /leila o/lde se 
traWIIl algumas cow;as IOcalltes a medirina, pratica, e OIl/ras casas boas, pem saber 
... (Conl'ersariol/s 011 simples, drugs and medicinal products from Illdia, and also 011 
some fruils ... where it is dealt wirh some things relared to medicine, practical, alld 
OIher things good to know ... ). 

The Portuguese Cirstobal Acosta met Ort<:l in India, brought Ona's work back to 
Spain and translated it into Spanish. Costa also published another work. in which he 
plagiarized Orta's Coloql/ios, though he added some new data and representations of 
plants. 

Unfortunately, these systematic and organized efforts had little or no impact on 
therapeutics-the European range of drugs was not transfonned, nor did the colonial 
troops and settlers in the New World absorb and use local medicinal resources. The 
case of Hernandez' encyclopedia is significant: the 38 volumes that the Profomedico 
brought to Spain contain copious infomlation about plants. along with dry specimens 
and plant representations. However, all this material was left unstudied in the King's 
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library at EI Escorial until King Felipe II. in 1580. commissioned his personal 

physician, the !lalian doctor Antonio Recchi. to prepare an abridged version. A 

Castilian translalion of this short version was published in Mexico in 1615 by 
Fancisco Ximencz (the Larin original text was not printed until 1651 in Rome). 

Hernandez' full manuscript was desltoyed in the fire that ravaged the EscoTinl in 

1671. 
French. Dutch and English settlements in North America came later than the 

Spanish explorations. They did not substantially contribute to the knowledge of the 

natural medicinal resources of the New World, being more oriented toward trade. 

The Virginia Company sculcd Jamestown in 1607. There. tobacco was successfully 

cullivaled from 1612 onward and traded to England seven years later. The Pilgrims. 

arriving on the Mayflower in 1620. largely modeled their daily life - including their 

therapeutic practices - on those of their homeland. all the more so because. in a first 

phase at least their subsistence was shipped from the Old World. 

In their transfer to the New World. colonists nt first merely continued their previ­

ous practice of therapeutics. According to a theory that had a certain success in a 
period of national rivalry. people had to use the typical resources of their own natural 

habitat. particularly the plants. which were supposedly provided with specific 

properties to treat local diseases (i.e.. those from the region of their birth). Already 

illustrated by the French doctor Symphorien Cham pier in his ROS(I Gal/iea (Paris. 

1514). the theory was repeated just before the beginning of the English colonial 

enterprise by an Englishman Timothy Bright. in the Treatise wherein is declared fhe 
sujJicieffce of English medicines __. (London. 1580). 

Settlers' drug lore was not. however, strictly limited to the resources of their na­

tive area, but included the European common flora. This was all the more so because 

texts circulaled all across Europe. first in Latin and then in vernacular translations. 

They created a common botanical and therapeutic knowledge. determined by the 

equation of local flora and therapeutic practices with those of previous works. be it 

ancient Greek treatises or more recent texts rooted in the classical tradition. Exchange 

of plants between the members of what has been rightly called "the Republic of 

Botanisu" created this feeling of community and the unity of therapeutic lore. 

The species transferred by colonists to the New World and acclimated there for 

therapeutic purposes thus were those described in herbaJs diffused throughout 

Europe. from the medieval Herbarills to Laguna and most recent English works. be it 

original trcatises or translations. 

The Underlying "Science" 

Therapeutic use of plants relied on a tradition dating back centuries. if not mil­

lennia. Knowledge was probably gained empirically by trial and error from the dawn 
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of Mankind onward. Across time and across cultures. people ate certain plants or 
brushed against cenain plams and observed that these actions had cenain effects - for 
good or ill. Ultimately. a body of lore grew up. the plants were named. the effects 
codified. and cenain plants were routinely paired with the amelioration of specific 
conditions. Later on. this kind of science was recorded by learned physicians. In the 
Western World. this was not the case until Hippocrates and his followers. the so­
called Hippocratic physicians, authors of the sixty treatises ascribed to Hippocrates 
himself. but written from Hippocrates' period to the 2nd century A.D. From this 
epoch onward. previous empirical knowledge was theoretically analyzed according to 
different systems. One of the most striking, was atomism applied to medicine (ca. 1st 
century. B.C. - 1st century A.D.). This said that the therapeutic efficacy of drugs 
results from an exchange of particles between the drugs and the substance of the 
body. 

Fundamentally. two systems prevailed: holism and materialism. Their general 
conceptual framework was provided by the so-called theory of four elements. The 
entire universe (the cosmos) was supposedly made up of four elements associated in 
couples (earth and air. water and fire) thai had opposile qualities (heavy and light, 
moiSI and dry). These elements and qualities combined 10 produce the basic Ouids of 
life-blood. phlegm. yellow and black bile-themselves associated with specific 
organs. Disease was due to a disequilibrium in the nature or quantity of these nuids. 
Therapeutics thus consisted in restoring the original equilibrium. Ill; basic principle 
was the law of the contraries (comraria colltrariis). Concretely. a deficiency or 
alteration of a vital nuid of the body had to be counter-balanced by a re-injection of 
this nuid by means of therapeutic substances. 

According to holism. the therapeutic activity of natural substances-mainly. but 
not only. plants-resulted from their inter-action with the four elements that consti­
tuted the world. For example. a plant was considered calefacient because it was 
particularly exposed to the sun and assimilated its warmth as if it was an element it 
could capture. According to materialism, the action of therapeutic substances results 
from exchanges of panicles as described above. During antiquity. holism was mainly 
represented by Dioscorides' De materia medica and materialism by Galen's works 
such as De simplicium medicamenlQrlllII tempert/melllis et facllitatibils (On the 
mixwres and properties ofsimple medicines). 

Galen's system constituted a complicated association of material of different ori­
gins. According to it, indeed, therapeutic substances contained not one. but two 
properties-in fact. a couple of opposites. Hence, the title of his work: On the 
mixtures ... of simple medicines. where mixture refers to the association of two 
opposite qualities in each matlcr. This association of properties was measured on a 
double scale of four degrees (one scale for each of the two opposite). As a conse­
quence, the zero degree did not represent the absence of the two opposite qualities. 



but their equilibrium. On the OIher hand. Galen's system relied on a certain form of 
materialism: the properties of therapeutic substances and their dynamic within the 
body was explained by the weight and structure of the particles the substances were 
made of. 

Galen's therapeutic theories were not widely diffused in Byzantium. nor in the 
Middle Ages. In the Arabic World. however. they were greatly praised and consti· 
tuted the specific reason why Arabic physicians could not determine the final 
property of compound medicines: if. indeed. an ingredient of a compound medicine 
associated two opposite qualities. what is the final property of the medicines that 
contain it? 

This type of speculation was transmitted to the late Middle Ages from the 12th 
century A.D. onward and further preserved and trans milled, so that they dominated 
the lield of therapeutics in the Renaissance. even though such a classicist as Leoni· 
ceno fought to reject the innuence of Arabic science and to return, instead. to Greek 
pharmacology. specifically. Dioscorides' holism. He did not fully succeed in his 
attempt. however. Therapeutic practice remained largely innuenced by Arabic 
preparations. 

While erudite physicians were involved in academic discussions and polemics. 
traditional healers continued to practice empirical therapeutics. They used remedies 
transmitted to them from the most remote past without any other jU5tificaLion than 
that they were told such remedies worked and that they did. The best example was 
the use of foxglove to treat cardiac pathologies by a traditiona.l English healer. whose 
secret William Withering revealed in his 1785 Accollllt of the FoxgIOl'e. and Some of 

Its Medical Uses. 


