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Economic Botany, 33(2), 1979, pp. 227-232 
? 1980, by the New York Botanical Garden, Bronx, NY 10458 

OPHELIA'S HERBAL 

LUCILE F. NEWMAN1 

Plant substances have long been known to be used for fertility regulation-as 
contraceptives, emmenagogues, abortifacients or fertility enhancers. In the 
course of a study of traditional fertility regulating methods, certain herbs and 
flowers were found to have persisted both geographically and over long periods 
of time. Herbs referred to in this study in present day Europe and the United 
States are the same as those described in the great Elizabethan herbals, and those 
were recorded originally in the materia medica of Theophrastus, Dioscorides, 
and Pliny, making a two thousand year tradition of plants used for the particular 
purposes of fertility regulation. Some of these familiar herbs and flowers, in 
particular rosemary, fennel, rue, pansies and violets must have been known as 
such to Shakespeare. In fact, an awareness that these herbs were used to regulate 
fertility may well enhance our understanding of Ophelia's litany of herbs and 
flowers in her discourse of unreason (Hamlet, IV, v, lines 176-183). 

Ophe. There's Rosemary, that's for Remembraunce. Pray love remember: 
and there is Paconcies, that's for Thoughts. 

Laer. A document in madnesse, thoughts & remembrance fitted. 

Ophe. There's Fennell for you, and Columbines: ther's Rew for you, and 
heere's some for me. Wee may call it Herbe-Grace a Sundaies; Oh you 
must weare your Rew with a difference. There's a Daysie, I would giue 
you some Violets, but they wither'd all when my Father dyed: They say, 
he made a good end; 

Previously perceived as bearers of complex meanings, her references to these 
herbs and flowers may be better read as a shocking enumeration of well-known 
abortifacients and emmenagogues. The suggestion is not made here that these 
methods were or are effective in provoking abortion or inducing menses, or that 
Ophelia was meant to have used them, but that they were widely known and 
subjects of commonly held belief to author and audience alike. 

THE HERBALS 

The classical scholarship of the previous century had made available to the 
English reader knowledge of the plant lore and herbal medicine of Hippocrates, 
Theophrastus, and Dioscorides, of Pliny, Galen, and Avicenna. In the Introduc- 
tion to his edition of Holland's translation of Pliny, Turner (1962: 12) has written 
"Holland made Pliny, in effect, an Elizabethan author, and as such he has had 
a considerable influence on English literature. Though Shakespeare seems to have 
known the 'Natural History' in Latin, he probably read Holland's version when 
it came out in 1601." Discovery of and travel to foreign lands had made available 
the plants themselves. Baker (1970: 23) notes that the Elizabethan Age "appears 
to have been a time of plentiful introduction of plants into gardens; one estimate 
is that over a hundred species were added to the list of medicinal herbs of foreign 
origin." The great epidemics of plague, the seemingly incurable venereal and 
other debilitating diseases required people for their own safety to know as much 

I Division of Biology and Medicine, Brown University, Providence, RI 02912. 
Submitted for publication June 26, 1978; accepted for publication November 20, 1978. 

This content downloaded  on Fri, 1 Mar 2013 21:33:26 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


228 ECONOMIC BOTANY [VOL. 33 

of therapeutics as was possible. "Physicke" gardens were popular (Beisly, 1864). 
In the decades before the writing of Hamlet, at least nine major herbals were 
published in English, and several of these had been issued in many editions. An 
"herbal" as described by G. H. M. Lawrence (1965: 1) is "a book on plants of 
real or alleged medicinal properties, which discusses the appearance of those 
plants and provides information on their medicinal importance and use." In her 
book The Old English Herbals Eleanour Sinclair Rohde (1922) includes a bibli- 
ography of all the herbals available in English by the end of the 16th century. 
Some of them were published by Banckes (1525), Turner (1568), Gerarde (1597), 
Batman (1582), Bullein (1562), Langham (1579), and the Grete Herball published 
by Treviris, issued in ten editions between 1525 and 1560 (Tabor, 1970). The art 
of writing herbals was collection of and discrete use of other sources and illus- 
trations. Belief was renewed and maintained by each reiteration (slightly differ- 
ently worded) of the benefits and "vertues" of particular herbs. Separate trans- 
lations of the classical writers also account for some variation. At the same time, 
books on physiology, anatomy, and medicine or "physicke" were also very pop- 
ular. Anatomy and principles of health care of Shakespeare's time are derived 
here from Vicary's Anatomie (1577) and Bordes' Breuiary of Helthe (1547). 

THERAPEUTICS 

These particular herbs were thought to act as emmenagogues, i.e., in the terms 
used in Elizabethan England, substances taken by mouth as tea or tisane, or 
applied locally with massage to induce menstruation, for "bringing down" the 
"64menses," "termes," "courses," "'sickness," "flowers," "floures," "fleurs," 
or as abortifacients, substances used similarly to provoke abortion. Then, as now, 
there is a fine line between starting a potentially missed menstrual period and 
avoiding an unwanted or inappropriate pregnancy, and the same substances were 
often used for both purposes. As Wolfgang Jochle, in "Menses-Inducing Drugs" 
(1974: 425), points out, "amenorrhea was perceived as a disease, but also there 
were abortifacient methods for the female part of society which tried to control 
its reproductive performance themselves." Stronger substances, used later in 
gestation and with greater risk were those with oxytocic properties used for 
" casting out" a dead fetus or "ye seconds" (placenta) and presumably also 
thought effective in casting out an unwanted embryo. Whether pregnancy could 
be real or imaginary is not at issue here. In any case, Ophelia's speech was 
capable of conjuring up images of pollution in the mind of the hearer and sug- 
gesting a dramatic change in her character from a former state of purity. 

Classical values about abortion and contraception were clearly stated in a trans- 
lation of Soranus: "The fruit of conception is not to be destroyed at will because 
of adultery or of care for beauty, but is to be destroyed to avert danger appending 
to birth" (quoted in Turnley, 1968: 15), and later by Pliny, "Thus have I shewed 
one receipt only, of all those that keep women from conceiving; which I may be 
allowed to do in regard to some wives, who being too fruitful and overcharged 
with childbearing, have some reason to play them a while and rest from teeming; 
and therefore may be pardoned, if they use some means therefore" (Holland's 
translation of Pliny, 1601: 305-6). 

Contemporary values were exemplified in Andrew Bordes Breuiary of Helthe 
(1547 Fol. IX) under Embria, "Eat good meates and drinks, and let such women 
have their lusts and beware of abortion," and under Abhortus, ". . . it is when 
a woman is delivered of her child before her time. . . . it may become by recipes 
of medicines as by the extreme purgations, potions, and other laxative drinks, of 
the which I dare not to speak of at this time lest any light woman should have 
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FIG. 1. Rosemary (Rosemarinus officinalis). 

knowledge, by the which willful abortion should happen. Also abortion may come 
of the multitudenes of the flowers of a woman." He proceeds to caution again 
and then to suggest two herbal methods-St. John's wort, and fennel with anise- 
"but the best is to be careful." Despite stated values against such action, the 
presence of the herbals and books of physick published in many editions each, 
suggests that the existence of easily available contraceptive and abortifacient 
substances was common knowledge. 

THE HERBS 

The herbs and flowers themselves appear in many of the sixteenth century 
herbals, notably those by Banckes (1525), Turner (1568), Batman (1582), and 
Gerarde (1597), and figure significantly in contemporary books of medicines, spe- 
cifically, Gaebelkhover's Boock of Physicke (1599) and Propositas His Practice 
(1588). Some of the references are cited here to give a sense of their pervasiveness 
and of their language. It was said of rosemary (Rosemnarinus off cinalis) (Fig. 1), 
in Turner (1568, pages unnumbered) it "bringeth down women's fleurs," in Ger- 
arde (1597: 1111) "The people of Thuringie do use the wilde rosemarie to provoke 
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FIGS. 2-3. Fig. 2. Fennel (Foeniculum vulgaris). Fig. 3. Rue (Ruta graveolens). 

the desired sickness." Fennel (Fig. 2) (Foeniculum vulgaris) was mentioned as 
a component in many "receipts," and in Turner (1568: 5) quoting Dioscorides, 
"it provoketh flowers." It was said of rue (Fig. 3) or herb o' grace (Ruta grav- 
eolens) in Batman (1582: 317, 318), that it ". . . putteth a dead childe out of the 
wombe and cleanseth the mother (uterus) and bringest out filth and uncleanness 
thereof, and purgeth and cleaneth the mother full clean . . . ," and again, "For 
Gravers, Lymners and Painters eat Rew because of the eien, and to sharpen their 
sight, but beware women with childe, lest they eat rue. For such meat slayeth 
the child in the womb." Gerarde (1597: 1072, 1076) stated, "Rue or herbe Grace, 
provoketh urine, bringeth down the sickness, expelleth the dead childe and af- 
terbirth, being inwardly taken or the decoction drunk . . . ," and "The juice of 
Rue drunke with wine, purgeth women after their deliverance, driving forth the 
secondine, the dead childe, and the unnatural birth." Turner (1568) suggested 
that rue "driveth floures," and said of wild rue that "it driveth down floures but 
it killeth the bryth," and, quoting Simeon Sethi, ". . . the juice of this herb is 
evil for women with child." Finally, Gerarde wrote of pansy (Viola tricolor), that 
its "tough and slimie juice" is used against the pox (syphilis) (Tabor, 1970: 84; 
Gerarde, 1597: 703-5), and of violet (Viola), Batman (1582: 331) wrote "Seede 
thereof casteth out conception of women . ... 

In the books of therapeutics "necessary to be used for the better preservation 
of the health of man" four recipes appear in the index of Prepositas His Practice 
(1588) for "provoking the flowers in women." The compound recipe titled "Mith- 
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radatum" (No. 88), is made up of a number of substances including rosemary, 
fennel, and rue. Two of the others are made of fennel (No. 203) and rue (No. 
212), the latter recipe noting, "this is so strong a medicine to purge flowers in 
women, that it will cause the child to descend if they use it often ...." Not 
mentioned in the index, Theriaca Galeni (No. 202) is described thus: "This is 
judged to be the chief and principall of all medicines [having] many uses . . . it 
provoketh the flowers stopped in women and delivereth a woman of a dead 
childe." Oswald Gaebelkhover's Boock of Physick (1599) includes 34 recipes 
"to provoke the menstrualles of women" including ones involving rosemary, 
fennel, rue and violet leaves, some to be drunk, some to be applied externally. 

A final note concerns Ophelia's presentation of rue, saying "Oh you must wear 
your Rew with a difference." If the presentation was to the King or the Queen, 
it suggests a double entendre. This herb was thought to have several "vertues" 
relating to reproduction. Beyond the use quoted above it was also known for its 
characteristic of suppressing desire. As described by Turner (1568), ". . . it des- 
troyeth the natural seed . . . ," by Gerarde (1597: 1075, 1076), "The leaves of 
Rue beaten and drunke with wine, are an antidote or medicine against passion as 
Plinie teacheth," and again, "Rue used very often whether in meate or drinke, 
quencheth and drieth up the natural seed of generation . . ."; by Batman (1582: 
318), "Rue is given against seminal flux, and against the service of Venus, and 
to them that dreameth of lechery." It was called the chaste herb. 

Various authors have discussed the complexities and interpretation of Shake- 
speare's therapeutics (Edgar, 1970) and bawdy aspects of the plays (Partridge, 
1955), and every era interprets anew the meanings of the plays themselves. This 
note is offered to broaden the perception of the usage of botanical references in 
Hamlet and to suggest another set of factors in the interpretation of Elizabethan 
literature in general. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

Advances in Microbial Ecology. Volume 1. Edited by Martin Alexander. 268 pp. 
illus. Plenum Press, New York, 1977. $24.50. 

This introductory volume in what is to be a continuing series focuses on five 
areas of microbial ecology: aquatic detrital food chains, ecological chemostat 
studies, nitrification and denitrification, the phosphorus cycle, and liquid waste 
treatment. Three of these reviews are noteworthy. Soil and agricultural research- 
ers will find the phosphorus cycle and the nitrification/denitrification papers per- 
tinent surveys of these areas. Also J. W. M. la Riviere's waste treatment article 
is excellent both as an introduction for the non-specialist and as a review of the 
microbial ecology of various waste treatment systems. 

Although the ecological study of microorganisms has been going on for close 
to 100 years it is only during the past few years that the subject has received the 
more general dissemination it has long deserved. I hope that the format and tone 
of this inaugural volume will be sustained throughout the coming series for these 
papers are reasonably complete, stimulating, and generally well referenced. 

DENNIS SWANGER 
Eastern Oregon State College 
La Grande, Oregon 
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