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Nicknamed “the Raphael of Flowers,” Pierre-Joseph Redouté (1759-1840) is widely 
considered one of the greatest botanical artists ever. During his long life, he produced 
more than 2,000 botanical paintings of more than 1,800 plant species. Some of these had 

not been depicted for publication before, and many were published in volumes as copper stipple 
engravings. Redouté was one of few botanical artists to work independently of botanists, yet his 
work is highly faithful to nature.1,2 

Unlike some of his colleagues, who at least sometimes 
worked from dried, pressed herbarium specimens, Redouté 
depicted mainly live plants from gardens around Paris, 
which allowed him to achieve a remarkable level of refine-
ment. Also, unlike many of his contemporaries who often 
worked on an individual commission basis, Redouté had a 
studio with employees and numerous pupils, both young 
men and women, some from upper-class 
Parisian society.1 

Partly due to his pleasing personality, 
Redouté had rich and influential patrons 
from both the ancien and nouveau régimes 
who were willing to pay high prices for 
his artwork. These included Queen Marie 
Antoinette (1755–1793), wife of King Louis 
XVI (1754–1793); Empress Joséphine 
Bonaparte (1763–1814), first wife of Napo-
leon I (1769–1821); Empress Marie Louise 
(1791–1847), second wife of Napoleon I; 
and Queen Maria Amalia (1782–1866), wife 
of Louis Philippe (1773–1850), the last king 

of France.1,2 Redouté was highly influenced by the Dutch 
painters Jan van Huysum (1682–1749) and Rachel Ruysch 
(1664–1750).3

In 2019, Taschen, an art book publisher based in 
Cologne, Germany, published Pierre-Joseph Redouté: The 
Book of Flowers. This beautiful, 608-page catalog includes 
a selection of some of the finest engravings from Redouté’s 

Les Liliacées (The Lilies),4 all 169 engravings 
from his Les Roses (The Roses), and all 144 
engravings from his Choix des plus belles 
fleurs et des plus beaux fruits (Selection of the 
Most Beautiful Flowers and the Most Beauti-
ful Fruits),5 or “Choix” for short. Published 
in Redouté’s later years, between 1827 and 
1833, Choix mainly contains works that 
were selected to appeal to viewers and often 
printed from reworked plates from his earlier 
publications.1

By Connor Yearsley

Botanical Artwork of ‘the Raphael of Flowers'

Cover of Pierre-Joseph Redouté: The Book 
of Flowers. Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne.

China aster (Callistephus chinensis) engraving from 
Redouté’s Choix (1827-1833). Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 

All botanical engravings courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Taschen’s book provides a glimpse into the gardens 
and greenhouses of a bygone Paris. The text (in English, 
French, and German) includes biographical information 
about Redouté and was written by H. Walter Lack, DPhil, a 
professor at the Free University of Berlin and former director 
at the Botanical Garden and Botanical Museum in Berlin.1 
Some of the depicted plants in the book have ethnobotanical 
(including medicinal) uses, and 11 of these prints are 
featured here. HerbalGram is grateful to Taschen for gener-
ously providing these beautiful, historical engravings.

Redouté was born on July 10, 1759, at Saint-Hubert, a 
village in the Ardennes (then part of the Austrian Neth-

erlands but now in the province of Luxembourg, Belgium, 
which borders the present-day country of Luxembourg). His 
father was a painter, and eventually so were his two broth-
ers. He spoke Walloon, a Romance language spoken in the 
Wallonia region of Belgium, and he had little formal educa-
tion. At age 13, he left home with his paintbox to explore 
Flanders and other parts of the Low Countries (including 
present-day Belgium and the Netherlands). For the next 
decade, he was a wayfaring artist, gained some training in 
Liège (in present-day Belgium) and discovered the work of 
van Huysum in Amsterdam.1,2,6 

In 1782, he joined his older brother, Antoine-Ferdinand, 
in Paris, designing scenery for theaters. He began painting 
flowers at the Jardin du Roi, which was created by King Louis 
XIII (1601–1643) in 1626 as a royal garden of medicinal 
plants and is now called the Jardin des Plantes (part of the 
French National Museum of Natural History).7 Redouté’s 

artwork apparently caught the attention of Charles Louis 
L’Héritier de Brutelle (1746–1800), a wealthy official and 
botanist who took Redouté under his wing, taught him 
about botany and botanical illustration, gave him access 
to his large botanical library, and commissioned some of 
Redouté’s works. Redouté also met and befriended Dutch 
painter Gerard van Spaendonck (1746–1822), professor of 
flower painting at the Jardin du Roi, who had a large influ-
ence on Redouté and taught him about watercolor tech-
nique.1,2,6 

In 1787, Redouté went to London, where he depicted 
plants at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and learned about 
intaglio printing and how to create stipple engravings based 
on his paintings.1,2,6 With intaglio printing, the image is 
incised into the plate, and these incisions hold the ink (the 
opposite of relief printing, in which the raised areas of the 
plate are inked and printed). Stipple engraving uses dots 
instead of lines and allows for subtle nuances and elegant 
shading. This involves a roulette, a tool with a revolving 
textured wheel on a shaft with a handle. By carefully roll-
ing the roulette over the copper plate in different directions, 
many dot-like depressions are created. The density of the 
dots determines the relative lightness or darkness of specific 
areas of the print.1,2,8

For printing, the various colors of ink are applied by hand 
into the recessions of the plate, and the excess ink is wiped, 
often with tarlatan fabric, so ink is left only in the reces-
sions. The plate is then put on the printing press with a 
sheet of dampened paper over it, and the immense pressure 
from the rollers presses the paper into the recessions, pull-

Map showing some of the locations 
referenced in the article. 

Oil painting of Pierre-Joseph Redouté (1759–1840) by 
Baron François Gérard (1770–1837), a French Neoclassical 

painter and portraitist who was born in Rome and also 
painted portraits of Napoleon and Joséphine Bonaparte, 

among other prominent figures. Kodak Ektachrome 
photographic reproduction provided by the Royal 

Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium.
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ing the ink into the paper. The paper is then carefully and 
evenly peeled off to reveal the print. Each plate is printed (or 
“pulled” in printmaking terms) just once before it needs to 
be cleaned and re-inked for the next pull.1,8 Redouté mainly 
used this method for publishing his work. The process is 
time-consuming and therefore costly, so patrons had to be 
wealthy, and publication was by subscription.1 According to 
Lack, the copper plates, as a rule, were melted down after use.

In the late 1780s, probably at L’Héritier’s suggestion, 
Redouté was named draftsman to the cabinet of Marie 
Antoinette.2,6 He was then asked to assist van Spaendonck 
in contributing paintings to the Collection des Vélins (“the 
Parchment Collection”), which included depictions of plants 
from the Jardin du Roi and animals from the Ménagerie 
du Roi, the royal zoo in Versailles. After the French Revo-
lution, commissions remained high, as members of the 
nouveau régime took over the gardens of the ancien régime 
and wanted their plants captured for posterity. Around that 
time, Redouté collaborated on Plantarum historia succulenta-
rum, a work on succulent plants, with text by Swiss botanist 
Augustin Pyramus de Candolle (1778–1841). This included 
more than 170 copper engravings of Redouté’s work and was 
published in installments between 1799 and 1837.1,2 

Between 1802 and 1815, Les Liliacées, with 486 engrav-
ings of Redouté’s work, was published in many installments. 
Despite the title, it contains, in addition to lilies (Liliaceae), 
other plants found around Paris at the time, including 
irises (Iridaceae) and exotics like bromeliads (Bromeliaceae) 
and orchids (Orchidaceae). The texts were provided by de 
Candolle, Swiss botanist François Delaroche (1781–1813), 
and French botanist Alire Raffeneau Delile (1778–1850). 
Eighteen engravers contributed. Showing the significance of 
the work, Napoleon reportedly ordered two of his ministers 
to each subscribe to 80 copies of Les Liliacées and give them 
as diplomatic gifts of state.1,2,9

In 1799, Joséphine purchased Château de Malmaison, an 
estate near the left bank of the Seine in Rueil near Paris. 
For her lavish gardens and greenhouses at Malmaison, José-
phine spent huge sums on the procurement and cultivation 
of rare, novel, and exotic plants from around the world and 
hired Redouté to depict them in watercolors. This resulted 

in Jardin de la Malmaison, which was published in install-
ments between 1803 and 1805. It contains 120 engravings 
of Redouté’s work and text by French botanist Étienne Pierre 
Ventenat (1757–1808). Like Les Liliacées, this work was used 
as official diplomatic gifts. Joséphine paid Redouté a lavish 
salary of 18,000 francs per year, which allowed him to buy a 
small estate at Fleury in 1804.1,2 

Recording of plants at Malmaison continued with Descrip-
tion des plantes rares cultivées à Malmaison et à Navarre 
(Description of Rare Plants Cultivated in Malmaison and 
Navarre), for which Redouté painted 55 watercolors. French 
botanist Aimé Bonpland (1773–1858), who had traveled 
with Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859) through South 
America, provided the text. After Joséphine’s death in 1814, 
Redouté would never have another patron who paid so 
well.1,2

Between 1817 and 1824, Redouté’s most famous work, Les 
Roses, was published in installments. It includes 169 stipple 
engravings of roses (Rosa spp., Rosaceae) from Malmaison 
and other gardens around Paris. Claude Antoine Thory 
(1759–1827), a wealthy botanist and Redouté’s friend, 
provided the text. Some of the depicted rose cultivars report-
edly no longer exist. The popularity of Les Roses may partly 
be explained by its pleasing style, which largely avoided 
overly detailed botanical representation. The work became 
a symbol of the Restauration, the peaceful period after 
the French Revolution, Reign of Terror, and Napoleonic 
Wars.1,2,9 

In 1825, Charles X (1757–1836), king of France, made 
Redouté a member of the Légion d’ honneur, France’s high-
est order of merit. Later, Leopold I (1790–1865), the king 
of the Belgians, made him a knight of the Order of Leop-
old. Despite his notoriety, however, Redouté spent his later 
life in debt and thus worked right until his death. In June 
1840, at age 80, he died from a stroke at his Paris studio. 
In 1985, almost 150 years later, 468 of his watercolors sold 
at auction for $5 million, demonstrating the longevity of 
his work. As no buyer would acquire the entire collection, 
it was scattered.1,2,9 Now, Taschen’s book makes available a 
large sample of Redouté’s work, so what originally only the 
wealthy could enjoy can now be enjoyed by many.

“Squill” may derive from the Greek skilla, possibly related 
to Scylla, a sea monster in Greek mythology that terror-
ized the strait through which Odysseus traveled. In spring, 
maritime squill’s large bulb bears a rosette of broad, thick, 
leathery, dark green leaves. In early autumn, after the leaves 
have died down, a tall raceme (flower cluster) emerges with 
small, whitish flowers. These racemes are notable on dry, 
barren hillsides of coastal areas of the Mediterranean, where 
the species is native. A variety with red-tinged flowers is 
called red squill.10 The Ebers Papyrus, a 16th-century BCE 
Egyptian medical papyrus, reportedly mentions this species 
as a treatment for dropsy (edema, which is sometimes 
caused by heart failure).11,12 Greek physician Hippocrates 

(ca. 460–370 BCE) prescribed it for asthma, convulsions, 
and jaundice. It also has been used as a diuretic, expecto-
rant, and purgative.10 Use of this species, however, declined 
in the 19th century after digitalis, derived from purple 
foxglove (Digitalis purpurea, Plantaginaceae), was deemed 
preferable for treating heart failure.11 All parts of mari-
time squill contain cardiac glycosides, which are toxic to 
humans, rodents, and many other animals. Its bitterness 
prevents most animals from eating the plant, or it induces 
vomiting, but rats seem undeterred. In fact, Greek botanist 
Theophrastus (ca. 371–287 BCE) recommended the plant 
as a rat poison, and it is one of the oldest known rodenti-
cides. Its major toxicant is the cardiac glycoside scilliroside. 
Interest in maritime squill was renewed in the United States 
in the 1980s, as rats had developed resistance to anticoagu-
lant poisons.10-12 This species also has shown insecticidal 
activity.13

from Les Liliacées 
Drimia maritima, Asparagaceae
Maritime Squill/Sea Onion
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Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Although toxic, autumn crocus/meadow saffron has 
long been used for gout (a form of inflammatory arthritis) 

and other conditions. All plant parts contain the alkaloid 
colchicine.14,15 It is native to Europe and, like saffron 
(Crocus sativus, Iridaceae), flowers in autumn. Despite its 
name, it is not closely related to saffron or true crocuses, 
which belong to the Iridaceae family. The plant’s star-
shaped pink flowers emerge without foliage, hence its 
other name “naked ladies.”16 The genus name Colchicum 

derives from “Colchis,” the 
Black Sea region of Geor-
gia, possibly by association 
with mythological poisoner 
Medea of Colchis, as the 
plant is poisonous.14,16 
First-century Greek physi-
cian Dioscorides report-
edly noted the plant’s toxic-
ity. In the sixth century, 
Greek physician Alexander 
of Tralles recommended a 
plant, possibly a Colchicum 
species, to treat gout. In 
the 18th century, Nicolas 
Husson, a French Army offi-
cer, made a medicinal water 
that reportedly contained 
an autumn crocus infusion 
and used it to treat gout. 
Colchicine’s use eventu-
ally declined due to the 
narrow therapeutic window 
between its effective and 
toxic dose.14 Now, however, 
it is used to treat other 
inflammatory conditions, 
like Behçet’s disease (causes 
blood vessel inf lamma-
tion), familial Mediterra-
nean fever (causes recurring 
fevers and abdominal pain), 
and pericarditis (inflamma-
tion of the thin, sac-like 
membrane surrounding 
the heart).15,17 According 
to the preprint conclusion 
of a 2021 randomized trial 
on people with COVID-19, 
hospitalization and death 
rates were reduced in those 
who received a low dose 
of colchicine compared to 
those given a placebo,18 but 
more research is needed 
(see pages 40–43 in this 
issue for more details about 
colchicine and COVID-
19). 

Autumn Crocus/Meadow Saffron

from Les Liliacées 
Colchicum autumnale, Colchicaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Native to the Caribbean, Central and South America, 
and Mexico, this bromeliad is a long-lived tropical peren-
nial shrub that grows to two meters (6.6 feet) tall and 
three meters (9.8 feet) in diameter and often forms dense 
colonies. Its spiny leaves form a rosette that exceeds the 
inflorescence, its central leaves are bright scarlet during 
blooming, its flower petals are white with a pinkish 
blotch, and it has globose yellow berries. It is cultivated for 
ornament and was introduced to other Caribbean islands, 
Florida, Hawaii, India, and Sri Lanka. In some places, it 

is invasive; it displaces native plants and shelters invasive 
animals. It also hosts a virus that causes mealybug wilt 
of pineapple (MWP), a disease that can cause pineapple 
crop losses of up to 40%. This species often is used as 
a living fence on pasture and agricultural lands due to 
its dense leaves and rapid spread by stolons (runners), so 
the risk of MWP spread is greater if these hedgerows are 
near pineapple orchards. Leaves of B. pinguin are used for 
textiles. Its edible, acidic fruits reportedly taste like pine-
apple and usually are roasted or boiled to avoid mouth 
irritation.19,20 They contain vitamin C, ash, crude fiber, 
calcium, magnesium, manganese, and zinc21 and have 
been used to treat arthritis, intestinal parasites (possibly 
due to the presence of the proteolytic enzyme pingui-
nain22), and ulcers, and to make a diuretic “wine.”19 Fruit 
pulp preparations also have shown activity against several 
human-pathogenic bacteria.21

Wild Pineapple/Pinguin 
Bromelia/Piñuela

from Les Liliacées 
Bromelia pinguin, Bromeliaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Banana (Musa) species likely were domesticated 
millennia ago at the Kuk Early Agricultural Site, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, in New Guinea.23 Musa 
× paradisiaca is a hybrid of M. acuminata and M. balbi-
siana, the parents of most edible bananas. Its fruits are 
berries and usually sterile and seedless.24-26 The sheaths 
of its huge leaves overlap to help form a false stem, or 
pseudostem, which dies after flowering and fruiting. 
However, the roots send out suckers (offshoots) that 
form new pseudostems.26 Use of “elite” banana clones 
creates concerns, because a lack of genetic diversity may 
increase vulnerability to diseases like Fusarium wilt, 
a fungal disease.27 Musa × paradisiaca fruits are often 

plantains, or cooking bananas, which are high in tannins 
and, because of astringency, usually are cooked before 
eating, which turns their starch into sugar. Bananas are 
used in various dishes and to make alcohol, snacks, and 
flours. They provide potassium (which can reduce risk 
of heart disease and lower blood pressure), vitamins B6 
and C, and more. The pulp of unripe bananas is high in 
cellulose (which aids digestion), hemicellulose, lignin, 
and starch.24,25 The leaf and stem of M. × paradisiaca 
have been used to treat diarrhea, the stem for asthenia 
(weakness) and wounds, and the leaf for inflammation, 
headache, and rheumatism. Parts of M. × paradisiaca 
may have analgesic, antibacterial, antidiabetic, and anti-
ulcer effects,23 but more human studies may be needed. 
Research also has explored uses for banana waste. 
Banana peel powder, for example, can reduce silver ions 
to form silver nanoparticles, which show antibacterial 
and antifungal effects.25

Banana

from Les Liliacées 
Musa × paradisiaca, Musaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Europeans first cataloged pine-
apple on the Guadeloupe archi-
pelago in the Caribbean during 
Columbus’ second voyage in 
1493. Columbus named the 
fruit piña de Indes because it 
resembles a pinecone (from pine 
[Pinus spp., Pinaceae] trees). This 
explains the name “pineapple,” 
although in many languages it is 
called ananas, which derives from 
the Tupí term for the fruit.28 Like 
a pinecone, pineapple fruit exem-
plifies the Fibonacci sequence, 
a well-known mathematical 
sequence in which each number 
is the sum of the previous two (0, 
1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, etc.). 
Pineapple’s rind has three spirals 
of “hexagonal” scales, with eight 
parallel rows spiraling gradually, 
13 spiraling moderately, and 21 
spiraling steeply. These are Fibo-
nacci numbers.29 Pineapple origi-
nates from the Paraná-Paraguay 
river basin of Brazil and Para-
guay. The Tupí-Guaraní peoples 
were possibly the first to domes-
ticate pineapple, which was 
widespread in tropical America 
before Columbus arrived. Culti-
vation spread across the tropical 
world before the end of the 16th 
century, and pineapple came to 
symbolize wealth.28,30 In the 
18th century, the Dutch and 
English discovered how to grow 
pineapple in temperate climates 
using hothouses called “piner-
ies,”31 and pineapple was intro-
duced to Hawaii. It is high in 
potassium and vitamins A and 
C. Native Americans have used it 
as food, to make alcoholic bever-
ages, expel parasites, treat stom-
ach complaints, and stimulate 
menstrual flow. The fruit and 
stem contain bromelain, a group 
of enzymes that breaks down 
protein. Bromelain may inhibit 
clotting and growth of malignant 
cells, reduce inflammation, and 
help treat wounds, and has been 
used to tenderize meat.28 

Pineapple/Ananas

from Les Liliacées 

Ananas comosus, 
Bromeliaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Vitis vinifera, the common grape, is a woody vine 
native to southwestern Asia. Its tendrils (coiling thread-
like appendages) allow the species to climb to treetops or 
grow horizontally across low-growing plants. Its small, 
greenish flowers give way to big, sweet, brightly colored 
fruits (berries) that attract animals, which disperse the 
seeds.32 Today, about 10,000 varieties of this species are 
cultivated.33 Its fruits are used mostly for making wine 
but also eaten fresh or dried (as currants, raisins, or sulta-
nas).32 Grape was among the first domesticated fruits. 
Dated to about 8000 BCE, pottery shards of vats that 
once held wine were found in present-day Georgia in 

Transcaucasia.34 Impressions of grape leaves on the bases 
of ceramic pots (often created when prehistoric Greek 
potters stood the pots on mats of leaves to dry before 
firing) indicate grape’s use in places like southern Crete 
in the Early Bronze Age (ca. 3000 BCE to 2400 BCE).35 
Wine plays a part in the Epic of Gilgamesh (ca. 2100 BCE), 
an ancient Mesopotamian poem that is among the earli-
est known literary works.36 Vitis vinifera also has been 
used medicinally for millennia. Ancient Greeks report-
edly made use of wine’s antiseptic properties. Dioscorides 
noted medicinal uses for grape flowers, leaves, stalks, and 
tendrils.37 Much later, 18th-century Swedish botanist 
Carl Linnaeus noted the leaves as a treatment for stran-
guria (slow, painful urination) and tussis (cough). Both 
the fruit and seed contain polyphenolic compounds with 
beneficial antioxidant activities, and grape seed extracts 
may have cardiovascular benefits.33

Grape

from Choix
Vitis vinifera, Vitaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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The reddish-orange stigmas of this autumn-flower-
ing perennial have been used for millennia as a dye, 
fragrance, medicine, and spice.38,39 With only three 
stigmas per f lower, saffron is the world’s most expen-
sive spice, sometimes more expensive (by weight) than 
gold.38 About 250,000 stigmas are needed for one 
pound of saffron,40 which has a bitter taste and hay-
like fragrance.39 Unknown in the wild, saffron likely 
descends from the wild species C. cartwrightianus 
found in Greece. Saffron is depicted in Bronze Age 
Minoan frescoes on the Aegean islands of Crete and 
Santorini.41 The first known documentation of saffron 
is a seventh-century BCE Assyrian botanical reference, 
which indicates saffron for breathing difficulties, pain-

ful urination, menstrual disorders, and “diseases of the 
brain.”38 In the Bible, saffron is mentioned in Song of 
Solomon. Egyptian Queen Cleopatra (ca. 69-30 BCE) 
reportedly bathed in saffron-infused mare’s milk before 
seeing suitors.42 In Metamorphoses, by the Roman poet 
Ovid (43 BCE-17 CE), the mortal youth Crocus is 
turned into a crocus, or possibly saffron, after pining 
for the nymph Smilax.43 In the Middle Ages, saffron 
was used to treat the bubonic plague, and monks mixed 
saffron and egg whites to make a yellow glaze, which 
they used instead of gold to decorate manuscripts.42 
Today, though most saffron is grown in Iran and 
Spain,40 it is also cultivated in Vermont,44 among other 
places. In human clinical trials, saffron stigma extracts 
have shown benefits for depression and some symptoms 
of Alzheimer’s disease. Some research has explored 
using extracts of saffron petals, which also have antide-
pressant effects. The use of petals may make saffron a 
more affordable medicinal plant.38

Saffron

from Choix
Crocus sativus, Iridaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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With about 750 
species, the Ficus 
genus is one of the 
largest genera of 
flowering plants. Of 
these species, F. carica 
is among the most 
significant. Native to 
parts of Asia, it is a 
fast-growing shrub 
or small tree known 
for its foliage and 
fruit. The fruit is a 
syconium (a f leshy 
receptacle with many 
tiny flowers) and is 
pollinated only by 
the female fig wasp 
Blastophaga psenes, 
which enters the fruit 
to lay eggs. This fig-
wasp relationship has 
existed for more than 
80 million years.45 
Early evidence of 
human fig consump-
tion comes from Pre-
Pottery Neolithic A 
(ca. 10000-8800 BCE) 
archaeological sites 
in the Jordan Valley, 
north to the Upper 
Euphrates region of 
Turkey.46 In the bibli-
cal book of Genesis, 
Adam and Eve cover 
themselves with fig 
leaves after realiz-
ing their nakedness, 
though the biblical 
fig may be F. syca-
morus.45 Excavations 
of the Uluburun 
shipwreck, thought 
to be from the 14th 
century BCE and discovered in 1982 off the Mediter-
ranean coast of Turkey, yielded fig remains among the 
cargo.35 Carbonized fig remains were found at Pompeii, 
which was destroyed/preserved after Mount Vesuvius’ 
eruption in 79 CE.47 Now, human clinical trials show 
that fig may effectively treat atopic dermatitis, constipa-

tion, and warts. Fig is dense in nutrients and a good source 
of vitamins, minerals, carbohydrates, other sugars, organic 
acids, fiber, polyphenols, and the phytochemical abscisic 
acid (ABA).48 ABA may stimulate cellular uptake of blood 
sugar, which may be why a sweet fruit like fig seems to 
have better glycemic responses than refined sugars.49 

Fig

from Choix

Ficus carica, 
Moraceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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The roots of gentian (species in the genus Genti-
ana) contain some of the most bitter known natural 
compounds. The genus is named for King Gentius of 
Illyria on the Balkan Peninsula, who ruled circa 180–168 
BCE and reportedly discovered the medicinal value of 
yellow gentian (G. lutea) root. Like yellow gentian, stemless 
or trumpet gentian has been used in bitter tonics (to stim-
ulate appetite, aid digestion, and treat digestive ailments) 
and anti-smoking formulas. It also has been used to treat 
arthritis, jaundice, sore throat, and wounds. This peren-
nial is found in rocky meadows, on screes (slopes covered 

with small loose stones), and in alpine/subalpine conifer-
ous forests up to about 3,000 meters (9,843 feet) in Euro-
pean mountain ranges (the Alps, Apennines, Cantabrians, 
Carpathians, Cévennes, Pyrenees, and Sistema Ibérico). 
It typically grows to only four inches and is noted for its 
striking, upward-facing, trumpet-shaped, deep blue flow-
ers with green spots in the throat. Due to the plant’s short 
stem, the flowers appear to sit directly on the glossy, ever-
green basal leaves, which grow in a rosette that forms a 
tufted “carpet” or “mat.” The species name acaulis, mean-
ing “stemless,” is also a group name that refers to multiple 
short-stemmed gentian species, but stemless gentian differs 
from these other species in the shape of the leaves and 
flowers and markings inside the flowers. Stemless gentian 
is cultivated for ornament and depicted on the back of the 
Austrian one-euro cent coin.50,51 

Stemless/Trumpet Gentian

from Choix
Gentiana acaulis, Gentianaceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 



62  •  I S S U E  130  •  2021  •  www.herbalgram.org

Possibly native to Persia, this small tree can be 20 feet 
tall and is grown for ornament and its edible fruits.52 
Pomegranate pieces from the Early Bronze Age were found 
at Jericho and Arad, both in present-day Israel. Excavations 
of the Uluburun shipwreck yielded pomegranate remains. 
To the ancient Egyptians, pomegranate apparently symbol-
ized the promise of an afterlife, and a pomegranate-shaped 
silver vase was entombed with King Tutankhamun (died 
ca. 1325 BCE). Pomegranate remains from Motya, a Phoe-
nician site in western Sicily, indicate its cultivation there 
in the eighth century BCE.53 When Persian King Xerxes 
invaded Greece in 480 BCE, pomegranates, symboliz-
ing strength, reportedly adorned his soldiers’ spears. The 

Romans called pomegranate malum punicum, meaning 
“apple of Carthage,”52,54 and it is depicted in Roman 
iconography, including at the Villa of Livia and the Temple 
of Venus Genetrix, both in Rome.55 In ancient Greece and 
Rome, pomegranate symbolized fertility, perhaps due to its 
many seeds (“pomegranate” derives from Latin for “seeded 
apple”). In Greek mythology, Persephone was forced to 
spend part of each year in the Underworld after eating 
pomegranate seeds.54,56 Pomegranate is also significant in 
many religions. Some scholars suggest that a pomegran-
ate, not an apple (Malus sp., Rosaceae), tempted Eve in the 
biblical book of Genesis.53,54 The biblical book of 1 Kings 
states that pomegranates decorated the capitals of the 
pillars of King Solomon’s temple. Pomegranate has been 
used to treat digestive and skin disorders, intestinal para-
sites, and more. It is rich in antioxidant polyphenols like 
ellagic acid and punicalagins and may help prevent cancer, 
cardiovascular disease, and diabetes.56,57 

Pomegranate

from Choix
Punica granatum, Lythraceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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The opium poppy is 
among the oldest sources 
of medicinal and recre-
ational drugs. Opium 
(the dried, milky latex 
from the unripe seed 
capsules) has anal-
gesic, anti-diarrhea, 
hypotensive, and sedat-
ing effects. It contains 
the anodyne alkaloids 
morphine, codeine, 
thebaine, and more. 
Theophrastus, Greek 
physician Galen (129–ca. 
216), and Persian poly-
math Avicenna (980–
1037) all wrote about 
opium. Swiss physician 
Paracelsus (1493–1541) 
reintroduced opium to 
Western medicine. In 
the 1600s, English physi-
cian Thomas Syden-
ham introduced lauda-
num, an alcoholic tinc-
ture of opium, to treat 
pain, insomnia, and 
diarrhea.58 Around 
1804, German pharma-
cist Friedrich Sertürner 
isolated morphine from 
opium and named it after 
Morpheus, the Greek 
god of sleep and dreams. 
Morphine likely was the 
first alkaloid isolated 
from a plant,59-61 and its 
isolation helped launch 
the modern pharmaceu-
tical industry, wherein 
the first “modern” drugs 
were based on plant-derived isolates. Chinese immi-
grants brought opium smoking to the United States 
when they came to work on railroads and goldfields 
during the 1849 California Gold Rush.61 During the 
US Civil War (1861–1865), morphine and the hypoder-
mic syringe, recently introduced by Scottish physician 
Alexander Wood, aided many life-saving amputations 
but also caused a wave of “morphinism” (addiction).58 In 
1874, English chemist C.R. Alder Wright refined heroin 

from morphine. In the early 1900s, heroin was touted as 
a nonaddictive morphine substitute and was marketed 
as a cough medicine for children before its addiction 
potential was realized.58,60,61 British chemist Sir Robert 
Robinson determined morphine’s chemical structure, 
which partly earned him the Nobel Prize in Chemistry 
in 1947.59 Today, morphine, codeine, and Paregoric (an 
elixir containing camphorated tincture of opium) are still 
used in conventional medicine.58 

Opium Poppy

from Choix

Papaver somniferum, 
Papaveraceae

Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 
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Common primrose (Primula vulgaris) engraving from Redouté’s Choix (1827–1833). Courtesy of Taschen, Cologne. 


