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Herbal Texts
Herbals were usually books on a number of plant’s individual religious, 

medicinal, magical, culinary or household properties.  The Materia 

Medica, written in 65 A.D by Dioscorides, was a practical text that laid the 

foundation for much of the herbal medicine practiced until 1500.  When 

the Anglo Saxons came into Europe after the Romans, there was an 

influx of botanical books as well as the beginning of the use of herbals in 

England.  Some of the major works that were introduced included the 

Lacnunga, Leech Book of Bald, and the Herbarium.  These books served 

as a reference guide for various plants and their healing properties.  

There were vibrant illustrations as well as the most common places you 

could find the plants.

Lacnunga: One of the oldest of the English herbals, this text was an 

original work from the tenth century written in the Wessex dialect. 

Different from other texts, because there are numerous amounts of 

prayers and charms written throughout it. It shows the connection 

between medicine and religion as well as some pagan background.  

Leech Book of Bald: This was a medical manual of a Saxon doctor 

written in the vernacular form around 900-950 A.D. There was a use and 

special quality for every herb and plant described.  Some of the common 

techniques utilized involved “smoking” the sick with fragrant woods and 

plants.  Perfumes and scents were of common use during the Middle 

Ages. 

Herbarium: One of the oldest illustrated herbals that came from the 

Saxon times in England. Written by Apuleius Platonicus, which was most 

likely a fictitious name, the book opened up England to the herbal 

medicine of Southern Europe. The original was written around 400 A.D. 

and contained 132 chapters.  Each chapter contained the description of a 

plant or an herb, with  the name written in six different languages.  A 

short description of the plant followed along with where it grew and the 

disease it was considered a remedy to. 

Hippocrates and the Four Humors
In the Middle Ages, the practice of medicine was still very much 

rooted in the Greek traditions and influenced by Hippocrates 

and the four humors of the body. Later revised by Galen, the 

humors were the basis of diagnosis and treatment. The humors 

consisted of blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile.  They 

were connected with the four elements of the earth; earth, wind, 

fire, water and reflected whether someone was hot, cold, dry or 

wet.  It was thought that when an imbalance of the humors 

occurred, the patient would become ill and to cure them involved 

the task of reestablishing their balance.  The various herbal 

remedies prescribed were intended to supplement the patient 

and adjust their humors. Dietary regimens were also put on 

order for patients to keep themselves healthy, and herbals would 

supplement these dietary standards as well.  

The History of Herbals

The history of herbals dates back to as late as 430 

B.C. with the Druids. Botany had found a place in the 

hands of the Druid priests who were acquainted with 

the rudiments of the healing art, but also had some 

knowledge of physiology.  Most of the treatment they 

knew came from the Roman writers, particularly Pliny, 

and they were influenced by the Greeks as well.  

When the Anglo-Saxons came into Britain, the 

beginning of herbals had begun and the earliest 

botanical books began to appear. Medicinal plants 

and herbs were an important part in the 

pharmacopeia of the Middle Ages.  Much of the study 

of medicinal plants in the Middle Ages was done by 

the monks and their gardens in the monasteries.  

Religion always found a way to influence medicine 

throughout medieval times. 

Herbal Remedies
Herbals could be used alone in simple form or mixed 
together as a compound depending on the use.  Remedies 
could be made for the treatment of wounds, aches and 
pains, disease, and for cosmetic purposes. Below are some 
remedies from herbal texts. 

Buttercup: 1. For lunacy, take this plant and bind it with 
a red thread about the man’s neck under a waning moon in 
the month which is called April and the early part of 
October, he shall soon be healed. 2. For the black ulcer 
take this same plant with its root and pound them together, 
mix vinegar with, lay it to the ulcers.  It soon takes them 
away and makes them like the rest of the body.  (An 
excerpt from The Old English Herbarium.)
“Against lung illness and chest pain: take smallages’s 
seed and dill’s seed; crumble it, boil and mix with 
droppings of honey; add an amount of pepper and give 
him three portions having fasted for a night.”  (An excerpt 
from the Lacnunga.)
“For the enemy’s temptations, rudmolin is the name of a 
plant which grows beside running water, if you have it 
upon you, and beneath your bolster, and over the doors of 
your house, the devil may not harm you inside or outside.” 
(An excerpt from Bald’s Leechbook.)
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