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VRKSAYURVEDA OF PARASARA - AN ANCIENT
TREATISE ON PLANT SCIENCE

G. P. Prasad’, G. Neelima™, G. P. Pratap™ & G.K. Swamy™

ABSTRACT

Vrksayurvéda of Parisara is a great contribution to the Botany
in ancient India. N.N. Sircar and Roma sarkar edited this text with English
translation. Notes with comparative references of modern botany were
added. This book can be placed in all probability in between 1* century B.C
to 4" century A.D by its linguistic style. Many scientific branches of
Botany including origin of life, ecology, distribution of forests, morphology,
classification, nomenclature, histology and physiology were dealt in this
ancient work. Though it is presumed that this book was written by Pardsara
to teach Botany to preparatory to Ayurvéda studies to ancient Ayurvéda
students, it is true to the Ayurvéda personals and other disciplines related
to Botany of present day as well. Aim of this article is to attract the
attention of all scholars who are related to Ayurveda and Botany and to
feel the depth of the knowledge of ancient Indian botany.

Introduction

Literally Vrksayurvéda means “the science of plant life”. There exists another text
on the Vrksayurvéda atiributed to Sarapala (12" century A.D). As such, present text of
Parasara is presumed to be the older'.

Shree Jogendranath Sircar discovered the original manuscript. The hand written
copy of it is in possession of Romasarcar. It is written in Sazra (aphoristic) style. The
text is divided into six parts (Khandas) viz., Bijotpatti Khanda, Vanaspati Khanda,
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Vanaspatva khanda, Gulma ksupakhanda, Virudha vallikhanda and cikitsa khanda.
Crkitsak handa is now missing. Sanskrit text has been translated to English and provided
with comparative references in modern Botany by N.N. Sircar and Romasarkar. In
Bijotpattisitriyadhyava it was mentioned that Pardsara at Citravana of Himalayashas revealed
the total text as the answers to the questions of sages. It was also mentioned that this
Viksavurveda revealed by Brahma and embodied in the Atharvaveda.

IMPORTANT TOPICS IN THE TEXT MATERIAL OF Viksayurveda
I. Bijotpatti Khanda: Contains eight chapters.
Chapter 1: Bjjotpattisatrivadhyava

In this chapter the origin of life has been emphasized beautifully. Water transformed
to jelly like substance (Kalalam), which eventually formed an organic mass and later to
germ cell (adibijam) (verse 6). Other scientific descriptions, narrated in this chapter
were germination of sced, consciousness and sense of feeling of plants. broad
classification of plants like Vanaspat; Vanaspatva, Virudha-Valli and Gulma.
Chapter 2: Bhamivargasitrivadhyaya

The earth or land is divided into 3 major groups like Jangala, Anupa and Misradésa.
Jangala désa is a desert like land with scanty vegetation and limited water sources.
Baduara (Zizyvphus jujuba), Khadira (Acacia catechu) etc plants will grow in these lands.
andpadesa is an area with rivers, streams, lakes and seashores. This land is green grassy
with clay soil. Large trees, dense forests appear in this land. Misra désa is with mixed
features of Jangala and anapa'=-.
Chapter 3: Vanavargasatrivadhyaya

This chapter describes the forests located in different regions of ancient India.

These are

d. Caitrarathavanu
b. Kirdta

¢ Paficanada Pracya
d. Pracya
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e. Vedikarusaka
f- Angiréya

g. Kalingeya

h. Dasarpaka

1. Apardnta

J- Saurastra vana

Chapter 4: Vrksanga siatrivadhydya

This chapter deals with different parts of plant Viz Patra (leaf), Puspa (flower)
Phala (fruit), Mala (root), Twak (Bark), Kinda (stem), Sara (Heart wood), Swarasa
(sap), Niryasa (Exudation), Snéha (Oleaginous matter), Kantaka (Spine or prickle), Bija
(seed), Prarcha (Seedling) etc. Influence of pancha mahabhatas, (earth, water, fire, air
and space) on plant life was explained. Many morphological terms related to leaf parts
were described. The editors have mentioned the probable modern terminology.

They are as follows.

Patrapaksam (leaf blade) Vrantam (Petiole)
Patrasira (veins) Rasakosa (may be cells)
Marhi (Rachis), Vistara (tendril)
Pathika (leaf sheath) Upakasam (stipule)

Explanation has also been added to other terms. Different types of attachments
of petioles ( Vintabandhanam) were explained. Scientific nomenclature of different types
of leaves was given. Basing on the Sanskrit descriptions on this nomenclature, the
editors have suggested examples. Some of those are as follows

a. Arghyapatram: which is a receptacle used for offering flowers (verse 37)
eg: Stephania hernandifolia.

b. Juha patram: Juhu is a kind of ladle used to offer ghee in sacred fire.
c. Srva patram: Srva is a Vedic sacrificial instrument.
d. Vittavarha: circular leaf eg. Nelumbo nucifera.
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e. Mandaligra: leaf with round apex eg. Artocarpus heterophyllus

I Dirgadala: leaft with long lamina eg. Musa paradisica.

g. Virapatra: sword shopped leaf eg. Lillium sp.

h. Yugmapatra: leaf is deeply notched and appears as two eg. Bauhinia sp.
i Madakaparpa: frog shaped leaf eg. Centella asiatica

Similarly Sankuvaha, Gucchapatra, Simbiparna, Kacapatra, Aswakarnpa, Hastikarpa,
Hamsapadi, Paravatapadi, Nadiparna etc were described.'>?

Chapter 5: Puspangasatrivadhyaya

This chapter deals with flowers and its different parts. Modern nomenclature is
as under:

Vallari (inflorescence), Vrnta (pedicel), Jalaka (calyx), Dala (corolla), Késara
(stamens), Pargga (pollen), Kinjalka (anther), Parimal (fragrance), Makaranda (Nectar),
Bijadhara (ovary), Varataka (style), Sthalaka (Thalamus). Puspamala Sannivésa (floral
phyllotaxis), Jalaka (calyx), Upajala (epi calyx). Mocikam (spathe), Puspadalam (corolla).

Vullari (or) inflorescence has been classified into different types like Palasavallari,
Pankti Marjari (arrangerment in rows), Arkamajari, Catramarjari (like umbrellla),
Guccvallari (cluster inflorescence), Sankulavallari, Otu Pucika (cat tail like inflorescence)
ete.

Ditferent types of stamens (Késara), ovary (Bijadhara), style ( Varataka) are also
described; >34

Classification of flowers according to their location
l. Kuksi puspa (on axil) Kapda puspa (on the stem), Vallari puspa (as inflorescence).
2 By nature
Saphala puspa (Fertile flowers), Nisphala puspa (Sterile flowers)
3. Waktapuspa (open tlower), Avvakta puspa (closed flower).

4. Ravikanta puspa (Bloom during sunlight), Candra Kantapuspa (Bloom during night
times or moonlight).
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5. Rtu puspa — Seasonal flowers, Sadipuspa — All time available flowers.
6. Muktadala puspa (Polypetalous), Yuktadala puspa (Gamopetalous)

The plants were divided into groups (ganas). They are when equated to modern
plant families are as under:

Cutaganiva puspa-Anacardiaceae, samiganiva puspa-lLeguminaceae, Puplikaganiya
puspa-Rutaceae, Swastikaganiya puspa-Cruciferae Trpusaganiva puspa - Cucurbitaceae,
Kuhapuspaganiyva-Rhamnacecae, Odrapuspaganiya-malvaceae, Mallikapuspaganiya-
Apocynaceae, Vajrapuspaganiya-Pedaliaceae, Bhrrigapuspaganiya-Verbenaceae,
Kotarapuspaganiya-Convolvulaceae, Bhadrapuspaganiya-Meliaceae, Cltapuspadganiya-
Anacordianceae.

Chapter 6: Phalanga sitriyadhyaya

This chapter deals with fruits. Different types of fruits and fruit parts have been

mentioned.'->3+

Parts of fruits and their relevant modern terms:

Vrnta (peduncle), Jalaka (calyx), Valkalam (Fruit wall), Sa/aru (unripe portion),
Vartaka (locule), Bijapuplika (septum), Bijapuspa (placenta), Bjja (seed).

Based on consistency of fruit wall (Phalavalkalam) will be Mrdula (soft), Maiura
(hard), Angsala (fibrous), Sukacitam (hairy), Kanptaka (spiny), Kilaka (with projections),
Arbuda (irregular) Sandhita (Dehiscent) and Asandhita (Indihiscent) types.
Classification of fruits: based on shape, germination etc various classifications of fruits
have been mentioned. Some of them are
Phalgu phalam : fruit developed on round thalamus.

Kumbha phalam : pitcher type fruit

Tripusa phalam : fruit with three placenta
Srngi phalam : Horn shaped fruit

Triputa phalam : Fruit with three chambers

Guccha phalam : Aggregated fruit.

N R e oo~

Sami phala : Fruit with seeds in lateral rows.
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Chapter 7: Astanga satriyadhyaya

This chapter deals with eight plant parts namely Ma/am (root), Twak (the bark),
kanda (stem or trunk), Sara (the heart wood), Swarasa (the sap), Niryasa (exudates like
oleresinous substance), Snéha (oleaginous substances or essential oils), Kantaka (spine
or prickle). Different varities of roots like Kastika (woody), Kandika (fleshy), Granthika
(with knots), Pratanaka (spreading etc. are described in this chapter.)

Basing on structure of bark (Valkala) it is differentiated like Asgsuka (fibrous),
Patraka (paper like layers), Patala (bark with several layers), Mrdulaganiya (soft),
Kharaganiya (rough), Kantakaganiyva (with spines) etc types.

Different types of stems (kanda) are classifed as Darvika kanda (woody stem),
Kilaka (woody and spiny) Asraka kapda (triangular), Parvika (stem with numerous
segments like bamboo) Sausira (hallow stem) etc.

Elaborative scientific description regarding Sira (heart wood) Swarasa (sap),
Niryasa (exudation), Snéha (oleaginous substance) and Kantaka (spine or prickle) has
been mentioned in this chapter.'>?

Chapter 8: Dwiganiya Adhyadya

The author describes about seeds and seedlings. Seed or Bijja is divided to Kikhosa
(equated to seed coat) Bijamatrka (Cotyledon of seed), Bijasayam (Kernel), Bijapatra (First
leaf with in the seed). Different shapes and colors of seeds are also described in this
chapter.

Praroha, Udbheda and Ankura are synonymous and can be taken as sprout.

Scientific descriptions regarding development of seedling their nourishment,
vascular system of seedlings and seedlings types and their parts are also described.'*?

I1 Vanaspati Khinda
Chapter 1: Vanaspati nirvarnanadhyaya

The plants in which the flowers are invisible (Puspamvyaktam, Apuspavanta)
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were grouped as Vanaspati. 1t has been mentioned that majority of these plants produce
latex (Ksirivrksa). The invisible flower of this group is also termed as Gadhapuspa.
Majority of Ficus groups are included in this group. Many examples of plants of this
group have been mentioned in this chapter.!>
Chapter 2: Vrksagana samgrahadhydya

In this chapter Vanaspati plants have been subdivided like plants with reticulate
venation or parallel venation. Plants with or without latex, plants with proper floral
numbers or improper {loral number, with fertile or sterile flowers, with single seed fruit

and many seeded fruit etc."*!

Chapter 3: Trnavargadhyaya

Plants with parallel venation (Maudjaparpa), fibrous fruit wall (Angsuka
phalavalkal) are grouped under this chapter. It can be taken as the group of Palmae
family of modern era. The examples of this group quoted by Pardsara are Borassus
flabellifer ( 7ala), Cocos nucifera ( Narikela), Phoenix doctylifera (Kharjur), Areca catachu
(Kramukay etc. Other verities grouped in this 7rnavargabelonging to Graminae family.'?

IIl Vanaspatya Khianda
Chapter 1: Vanaspatya Vicaranadhyaya
Plants in which flowers are visible and bear fruits are grouped as Vanaspatya.

A, Carapuspa gana © Amra (Magifera indica) Bhallataka (Semecarpus anacardium)
ete plants with hypogynous ( Tundamandala) flowers and single seed are grouped under
this Ganpa. This family can be compared with Anacardiaceae. In the same way
characteristic feature of different families like Puplik puspagana with examples of
Matuluniga (Citrus medica) NMimbaka (Citrus acida) can be taken as rutaceae. Déva
puspagana with example of Jambiaka (Sygygium cumini) etc can be taken as Myrtaceae
family, Aksa puspagapa with example of Haritak/ (Terminalia chebula) etc can be taken
as Combritaceae, Kuha puspagana with examples of Ko/a and Badara (Zyzyphus species)
can be taken as Rhamnaceae and Mallika puspagana with example of Kutaja (Holarrhena
antidysentrica) etc resembles Apocynaceae family. !
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Samivarga : Sami vrksa bear Simbiphala (the legumes). These legumes are sub divided

into

1. Vakra puspa group with Visamaganiva (Heteromerous) and Tunda mandala
(Hypogynous) flowers ex: Paribhadra (Erythrina indica). This can be taken as
Papipillianaceae.

2 In the same way Vikarpika puspam can be taken as Caesalpiniaceae with the
characteristic feature of the group and example like Aragvadha (Cassia fistula).

3. Sika puspam can be taken as Mimosaceae with characteristic features like hairs

on flowers etc and examples like Sirfsa (Albizzia lebbeck)
IV Guimaksupa Khanda
Chapterl: Dalvajavargadhydya

These are the plants, which abound in a land that ever remains moist and clayey.
These plants are Rhizomatous (Kandarohakam), with tortoise shaped leaves
(Kamathacchadam) and causes itching (Kandula). This group will have spadix type of
inflorescence (Aksa manjari). It is again divided in to 4 types.

a. Manaka : Alocacia indica

b. Granthila : some Colocacia species
c. Kandula karpa : Centella asiatica

d. Valli Kandula : Colocasia antiquorum

In this chapter other varities of Ksupas (Shrubs) are also explained.'>*
A\Y Virudha Valli Khanda

This chapter mainly deals with climbers and creepers.’>* Some of the plant names
mentioned in this Khanda and the probable botanical names suggested by the editors are
as follows:

Candravalli - Hiptage madablata.
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Bhadravalli - Paederia foetida (Prasarini)
Kandavalli - Ipomoea paniculata ( Vidari)
Kasthavalli - Berberis aristata (Daruharidra)
Kantavallr - Asparagus racemosus (Satavari)
Cinnaruha valli - Tinospora cardifolia (Gudici)
Triputa valli - Opeculina turpethum (Trivre)
Akasavalli - Carrytha filiformis

Ksiravalli - Ipomoea paniculata
Gucchaphala valli - Vitis vinifera (Draksa)

Manju valli - Rubia Cardifolia (Manjistha)
Discussion

Some of the Sarras of the original text provide information, which is most scientific
to present era. The morphology, classification and nomenclature of plants, which has
been described in this ancient book, amazes the scientific world regarding the traditional
wisdom and command on plant science. Description of the origin of life shows ancient
scholars close monitoring of the nature and their zeal regarding evolutionary theories.

Classification of lands distribution of forests of this text shows the ecological
knowledge. Minute observations on plant morphological structures, their naming in a
scientific way like- leaf structures, flower types, leaf types, leaf parts, flower parts,
cellular structure of leaf etc are still amazing.

The scientific world should think how they developed these techniques in early
times. The total wisdom of this work shall enlighten the global scientific world for
further research in plant science. It is country pride that India has its seeds for world
developmental Botany in many facets.
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Eight plant parts description, seed, seedlings, classification of plants, histology
of leaf, physiological topics like transporting system etc. described in Sanskrit Slokas
satisfies many of the literary Palete.'*

Conclusion

There is a need of deep study of this text in multi disciplines including Ayurvéda.
Every scientific description should be highlighted to global level in order to make Indian
wisdom popular. Let the scientific world know that the origin of plant science lies in
Indian traditional knowledge. It is worthy to make this Vrksayurvéda as a subject in Post
Graduate and Under Graduate levels not only to Botany but also to Ayurvéda students.
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