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Tactics of nomenclature in Ayurveda: An up to date
review

Rajesh Kumar Mishra, Ramakant Marde, Anupam Srivastava, Geetika
Pahuja and Divya VIJ

Abstract

The urge for exploration is the inherent quality of man. Exploration of the nature for the betterment of
humanity made ancient seers to coin synonyms of the dravyas as per their medicinal uses, gross
morphological characteristics etc, such that there is no confusion in identifying and using the available
dravyas. With the advancement of time more and more number of plants were explored which were
somewhat similar morphologically but varying from each other in one or the other way. Thus, a need of
keen morphological description of plants aroused and modern science provided a number of tactics to
identify and classify the available flora. So, the methods of nomenclature witnessed a sea change from
the ancient times till today’s 21st century. So, the present work aims to discuss an up to date insight of
the tactics adopted for nomenclature of plants in chronological manner.

Keywords: Nomenclature, Namrilpagyana, Coining synonyms, Nighantu, Ayurveda

Introduction

Ayurveda is a body of wisdom designed to help people stay vital while realizing their full
human potential and not merely a system of treating illness. For the fulfilment of this novel
purpose, it urges to follow the inherent principles of nature. This urge to explore nature for
the betterment of humanity made ancient seers to coin synonyms of the dravyas as per their
medicinal uses, gross morphological characteristics etc, such that there is no confusion in
identifying and using the available dravyas at individual levels. With the advancement of
time more and more number of plants were explored which were somewhat similar
morphologically but varying from each other in one or the other way. Also with urbanization
a gap between the mankind and nature got created leading to a great loss of treasure some
morphological as well as medical aspects of traditional knowledge. Thus, to conserve and
cope up with vision of ancient seers a need of keen morphological description of plants
aroused and modern science provided a number of tactics to identify and classify the
available flora. Thus the methods of nomenclature witnessed a sea change from the ancient
times till today’s 21st century. So, the present work aims to discuss an up to date insight of
the tactics adopted for nomenclature of plants in chronological manner.

Nomenclature of Plants in Ayurveda [l

The need for identification of plants and exploring their medicinal values dates back to Vedic
era (2500 BC to 600 BC). So, a review is done right from Vedic era following with samhita
era and Nighantu era till modern era.

Vedic era

1. Classification of Plants given in Rgveda

The oldest treatise Rgveda, classifies plants into three groups, viz. trees (Vrksa), herbs
(ousadhi) and creepers (virudha).

2. Classification of Plants given in Atharva-veda
This treatise contains descriptions of numerous medicinal plants and classifies them into four
groups, viz. Atharvani, Angirasi, Daivi, Manusyaja.

Samhita era:

Classification of Plants given in Caraka-samhita (1st Century AD)
Acarya Caraka categorizes plants into four groups, viz. Vanaspati (Trees not possessing
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visible flowers), Vanaspatya (Trees possessing visible
flower and fruits), Ousadhi (Herbs withering after fruiting)
and Virudha (herbs with twining, crawling or climbing
stems) B

Classification of Plants given in Sushruta samhita (600
BC):

Acarya Su$ruta opines an identical classification as that of
Caraka. He gave the term Vrksa for Vanaspatya (],

Nighantu era

Classification of Plants given in Dhanvantari-nighantu
(14t century A.D.) 1,

There are innumerable drugs (medicinal plants either
explicitly mentioned or otherwise) and their nomenclature
either in Sanskrta or in Prakrta i.e. regional languages is also
innumerable. It appears that one drug especially medicinal
plant is known by a particular name. The other plant is also
known by the same name. Because this practice is followed
in the treatises and in the common usage therefore it cannot
be called as repetition. When it is found that such different
having similar nomenclature are mentioned in a single
formulation then the purpose, the reference, the treatise, and
the reasoning should be taken into consideration for their
proper usage.

One particular name given to many drugs while one drug is
known by many names. Thsese names are given according
to specificity, morphological characters and
pharmacological properties like rasa, virya, vipaka and
prabhava.

Somebody might have heared a single name of a plant and
he identifies the same plant by that particular name only.
While the other person identifies it by some other name and
the third one identifies the same plant which is known to
him and thus the names of plant vary in different regions.

Classification of Plants given in Rajanighantu (14"
century A.D.) ®

Rajanighant is one of the eminent nighantu in Dravyaguna
till date. This nighantu is also known with names “Nighantu
Raja”, “Abhidhana Chidamani”, “Dravyabhidhana gana
sarhgraha”. Without a shred of doubt this nighantu is the
king of all Nighantus as the name claims. The author
“Narahari Pandita” is the son of “Iswara Suri” belonging to
time period ranging between 13" to 17™ centuries. Though it
is not the first nighantu recognizing the importance of
nomenclature of plants but the concepts of coining of
synonyms for a particular herb were remarkably scientific
and were explained elaborately. To gain good knowledge
regarding the etymology, place of origin, the properties or
nature of drug, etc. sound scientific principles were geared
up in form of seven factors namely Rudhi, Swabhava, Desa,
Lanchana, Upama, Virya, Itarahwaya. An attempt has been
made to enlighten the preciseness of the author in coining
the synonyms in view of modern pharmacological and
clinical research on various herbs.

The preciseness of the author in coining the synonyms may
be seen while elaborating each aspect of nomenclature
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A. Riidhi: The names have no specific meaning but are
used traditionally in certain areas, e.g. Atarfisaka.

B. Prabhava: The names are assigned on the basis of their
peculiar inherent properties, e.g. Krmighna.

C. Des$a: The names are assigned according to the place of
availability/local names, e.g. Magadhi.

D. Lanchana: The names are assigned on the basis of the
special morphological characters, e.g. Citratandula
(Vidanga).

E. Upama: The names are assigned as per the similarity of
useful part to other familiar objects or animals etc., e.g.
Pancangula (Eranda).

F. Virya: The names are assigned as per the potency of
the herbs, e.g. Usana (Sunthi).

G. Itarahvaya: The names are assigned as the names

prevalent in other regions or based on other factors, e.g.
Indrayava.
He also classified herbs on the basis of karma or guna-
sadharmya into 23 Varga. Out of these 23 Varga he allotted
10 Varga for 780 vegetable drugs excluding 74 dravya of
Suvarnadi-varga.

Other Ayurvedic Scripts

Classification of Plants given in Manusmrti (600 BC):
[9,10,11]

Manu classified the plants into eight groups as

A. Ausadhi: Plants bearing abundant flowers and fruits
which withers after fruiting, e.g. Rice, Wheat, etc.

B. Vanaspati: Plants  bearing fruits without apparent
flowers, e.g. Ficus.

C. Vrksa: Plants bearing apparent flowers and fruits both,
e.g. Mango.

D. Guccha: Bushy herbs, e.g. Jasmine.

E. Trna: All types of grasses, e.g. Durva.

F. Gulma: Shrubs, e.g. Atibala.

G. Pratana: Lianes, e.g. Maljhana.

H. Valli: Twinner or such plants which need a support,

e.g. Guduct.

Classification of Plants given in Vrksayurveda (1Ist
Century BC or AD) -1l

The great scholar, Parasara compiled a book entitled
Vrksayurveda (The science of medicinal plants). In his
book, he describes 14 types of forests, morphology and
anatomy of plants along with a system of classification of
plants. According to Majumdar (1946), the system of
comparative morphology of plants described in this text was
more advance than any other classification method
established in western countries prior to 18th century. In this
system, plants are classified into Gana, Vibhaga or families.
Some of the common families are Samiganiya,
Swastikaganiya, Trapusaganiya, Kircapuspaganiya, and
Mallikaganiya which are now known as Fabaceae,
Brasicaceae, Cucurbitaceae, Asteraceaec and Apocynaceae
respectively.

A. Few example of assigning names compiled from
different Ayurvedic Scripts: 1225
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Table 1: Names assigned according to Prabhava (Effect)

Sr. | Basonyms | Synonyms | Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities

1. Ajasmgl Caksuya Beneficial effects on eyes Gymnema sylvestre (Retz.) R.Br. ex Sm.
2. Arka Kusthari Cures Skin disorders Calotropis gigantea (L.) Dryand

3. | Amlavetasa | Gulmaketu Cures Gulma Garcinia pedunculata Roxb.

4. Amalaki Vayastha Rejuvenator Phyllanthus emblica Gaertn.

B. Names assigned according to Swariipa (Habit):

Table 2: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms / synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned according to Swaroop (Habit)

Botanical Identities

S. No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms
1. Nagabala Prasarini Creeper in nature Sida veronicaefolia Lam.
2. Jatamansi Rhizome is covered with fibers like blackish grey matted hairs | Nardostachys jatamansi (D.Don) DC.
3. Kumkum Kesara Its stigma is known as Kesar Crocus sativus L.
4. Vansa Trnardja Largest grass Bambusa bambos (L.) Voss

C. Names assigned according to Avyava (External feature/ Morphological Characters): On basis of leaves (Patra):

Table 3: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of leaves (Patra)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Cangerl Tripadi Arrangement of three leaves or trifoliate leaves Oxalis corniculata L.
2. Sitivara Catugpatri Arrangement of four leaves or leaves quadrifid Marsilea minuta L.
3. Eranda Dirghavrnta Leaves with long petiole Ricinus communis L.
4. Bhenda Karaparnika Palmate shape of leaves Abelmoschus esculentus L.

On basis of flower (Puspa)

Table 4: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of flower (Puspa)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Satapuspa Satapuspa Many flowers in a floret Anethum graveolens L.
2. Campaka Swetacampa White colour flowers Plumeria alba L.
3. Campaka Raktacampa Red colour flowers Plumeria rubra L.
4. Ksirakakolt Kavert Due to variegated flowers Lilium polyphyllum D.Don.

On basis of Fruit (Phala):

Table 5: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of fruit (Phala)

S. No. | Basonyms | Synonyms | Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Mesarngi Mesarngi Due to Aries horns like shape of fruits Gymnema sylvestre (Retz.) R.Br. ex Sm.
2. Avartani Avartani Due to Aries screw like shape of fruits Helicteres isora L.
3. Kolagimbi | Prathu§imbi Due to long and flattened pod Canavalia gladiata (L.) D.C. Bean
4 Alabii Alabii Fruits either lies on the ground or onto its canopy Lagenaria siceraria (Molina) Standl.

On basis of Seeds (Bija):

Table 6: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of seeds (Bija)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Kutaja Indrayava Fruits have barley shaped seeds Holarrhena antidysentrica (L.) Wall.
Krsnabija Krsnabija Black coloured seeds Ipomoea nil (L.) Roth

On basis of Stem (Kanda)

Table 7: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of stem (Kanda)

S. No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
| Gudiici Cakrangt Due to succulent, cork or .grooveq stem or it climbs on a Tinospora sinensis (Lour.) Merr.
tree like a swirl
2 Nisotha Trivrta Triangular and three winged stem Operculina turpethum (L.) Silva Manso
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On basis of Root (Miila)
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Table 8: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of root (Moola)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms | Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Satavari Satamilt Numerous succulent tuberous roots Asparagus racemosus Willd.
2 Danti Danfi Roots are like elephant’s tusk Baliospermum montanum (Willd.) Miill. Arg

On basis of Latex (Aksira)

Table 9: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of latex (ksheer)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Ksirakakolt Payasya White color latex Lilium polyphyllum D.Don
2. Coka Swarnaksir Golden yellow color latex Euphorbia thomsoniana Boiss.

On basis of Glands (Granthi)

Table 10: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of glands (Granthi)

S- Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ Botanical Identities
No. synonyms
1. Vaca Sadagandha Rhizome has many nodes Acorus calamus L.
2. Granthiparnt Gathiwana Dueto ve.rtlclll.aster inflorescence or sepals Leonotis nepetifolia (L.) R.Br.
in axillary globose head

On basis of Spines or Thorns (Kantaka):

Table 11: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of thorns or spines (Kantak)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Goksura | Trikantaka | Fruits are armed with spines which injures the feet of grazing cattle’s Tribulus terrestris L.
2. Babiila Tiksnasaka Due to sharp spine Acacia nilotica (L.) Delile
On basis of Sap (Sara):

Table 12: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of Sap (Saara)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Rakta-candana Raktasara Dark red cooler of heartwood Pterocarpus santalinus L. f.
On basis of Bark (Chala)

Table 13: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of bark (Chala)

S. Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ Botanical Identities
No. synonyms
. _ . Buchanania cochinchinensis (Lour.)
1. Priyala Sthiilavalkala Due to thick stem bark MR Almeida
On basis of Hairs (Roma)

Table 14: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of hairs (Roma)

S. No. Basonyms
1. Kapikachhu

Synonyms
Kapiromaphala

Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms
legumes are covered with stiff hairs like those of monkey

Botanical Identities
Mucuna pruriens (L) DC.

D. Names assigned according to Guna (Properties):
On basis of Sound (Sabda):

Table 15: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of sound (Shabda)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Gunja Rattling sounds from ripened fruits Abrus precatorius L.
2. Sanapuspl Ghantarava Rattling sounds from ripened fruits Crotalaria juncea L.
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On basis of Touch (Sparsa)
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Table 16: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose

names were assigned on the basis of touch (Spasra)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Dhanvyasa Duhsparsa Presence of spines near leaves Fagonia arabica L.
2. Apamarga Kharmanjari Flower bears spinous bracteoles and pointed perianth Achyranthes aspera L.

On basis of External Appearances (Riipa)

Table 17: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of external Appearances (Roopa)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Manyjistha Raktayastika Red colored stem and root Rubia cordifolia L.
2. Manyjistha Yojanvallt Climber spreading extensively Rubia cordifolia L.
3. Catraka Due to umbrella shape pileus Agaricus campestris L.

On basis of Taste (Rasa):

Table 18: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose

names were assigned on the basis of taste (Rasa)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Katuka Tikta Rhizome is bitter in taste Picrorhiza kurroa Royle ex Benth.
2. Mirva Madhura Root is sweet in taste Marsdenia tenesisima Steud.
3. Amlika Amlapatr Leaves are sour in taste Tamarindus indica L.

On basis of Smell (Gandha)

Table 19: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose

names were assigned on the basis of smell (Gandha)

S. No.

Basonyms

Synonyms

Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms

Botanical Identities

1

Adari

Vitakhadira

Foul smell in root

Acacia polyacantha Willd.

On basis of Potency (Virya)

Table 20: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of potency (Veerya)

S. No.

Basonyms

Synonyms

Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms

Botanical Identities

1.

Marica

Usna

Hot potency of fruits

Piper nigrum L.

Names assigned according to action (Karma)

Table 21: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose

names were assigned on the basis of karma (Action)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Rasna Vatari Alleviates diseases caused due to vata dosa Pluchea lanceolata (DC.) C. B. Clarke
2. Endri Medhya Promotes intellect Bacopa monnieri (L.) Wettst.
3. Vidanga Krmghna Steadfast remedy for worms Embelia ribes Burm. f.

Names assigned according to habitat (Udbhava)

Table 22: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of udbhava (Habitat)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms | Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Gudact Kandaruha Regenerates from stem Tinospora sinensis
(Lour.) Merr.
2. Pasanabheda | Parpabija Regenerates from leaf Bryophyllum pinnatum (Lam.) Kurz.
3. Vanda Vrksadini Hemiparasitic in nature Dendrophthoe falcata (L.f.) Ettingsh.

Names assigned according to daily life use (Lokopyoga)
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Table 23: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of lokopyoga (Daily life use)

1\?(; Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities

1. Aswattha Yagika wood is used in sacrifices Ficus religiosa L.

2 Tiniéa Rathdruma heartwood is stony and is gsed for making different parts of Ougeinia oojeinensis (Roxb.)
chariot, cart etc. Hochr.

3. Vikankata | Sruvavrksa wood is used in sacrifices Flacourtia indica (Burm. f.) Merr.

Names assigned according to mystery (Akhyana)

Table 24: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms / synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of aakhyan (Mystery)

S. No. | Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Gudict Amrtsambhava Acc. To Ayurveda it is originated from nectar Tinospora sinensis
(Lour.) Merr.
2. Rudraksa Rathdruma Acc. To Hindu legend it is originated from tears of Lord Shiva | Elaeocarpus ganitrus Roxb.

E. Names assigned according to Historical Importance (Itihasaprasiddhi)

Table 25: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms / synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of Itihasprassiddhi (Historical Importance)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Pippala As$wattha In ancient time, horses used to rest under this tree Ficus religiosa L.
Bodhivrksa Rathdruma Gautama attained enlightenment under this tree Ficus banahaensis Elmer.

F. Names assigned according to marketing value (Vyaparika importance)

Table 26: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of Vyaparik importance (Marketing Value)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Hingu Valhika Imported from valhika desha Ferula narthex Boiss.
2. Marica Dharmapattan Imported from eastern Malay coast Piper nigrum L.

G. Names assigned according to place of origin (De$a)

Table 27: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of Desha (place of origin)

S.No. | Basonyms | Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Pippali Magdhi Plant grows mostly in damp regions of Magadha Piper longum L.
Marica Kalinga plant grows abundantly in Kalinga desha i.e. Orissa Holarrhena antidysenterica (L.) Wall.

H. Names assigned according to flowering and fruiting season (Kala)

Table 28: Basonyms, synonyms, Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms and botanical identities of few examples of plants whose
names were assigned on the basis of kala (Flowering and Fruiting season)

S. No. Basonyms Synonyms Probable reason of coining basonyms/ synonyms Botanical Identities
1. Kstrakakolt Sravant It blooms in Sravana (August) Month Lilium polyphyllum D. Don
Discussion description of plants aroused and the emphasis swapped

Without a shred of doubt, the tactics of nomenclature has
undergone tremendous changes from time to time as per the
needs. In ancient times, when everyone was in close contact
to nature and surroundings, the ancient seers did not felt the
need of morphological description of plants and hence they
coined Basonyms and synonyms on various basis so that
there is no confusion in identifying and using the available
dravyas at individual levels. With the advancement of time,
the curiosity led the scholars to explore more and more
number of plants of which were extremely different from
one another either in therapeutic activities or morphology.
Also with the urbanization, a gap between the mankind and
nature got created leading to a great loss of treasure some
traditional knowledge. Thus, a need of morphological

more towards taxonomic aspects from medical aspects.

Conclusion

Wearing the shoes of taxonomic aspects of nomenclature
along with the torch of synonyms coined by ancient seers
one may be able to preserve the treasury traditional
medicinal knowledge. Also, this may prove to be an
effective manner in terms of manpower, time and cost to
bridge the gap of knowledge in the field of drug
development.
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