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SOME OF MEDICINAL HERBS’ NAMES IN TURKIC FOLK 
MEDICINE (BASED ON THE TREATISE DASTÛR AL-‘ILĀJ) 

NAZYM KAIRANBAYEVA, ZUBAIDA SHADKAM

Abstract. Traditional medicine is understood as a set of therapeutic and hygienic measures 
practiced in local human populations. This knowledge is based on the experience of one 
or a number of generations of people and was transmitted orally. Each more or less stable 
human population has its own set of therapeutic and prophylactic means and techniques. 
Almost every human civilization had its own established traditional medicine, which is to 
some extent reflected in written sources (the so-called medical treatises). These medical 
treatises are sometimes difficult to understand due to significant differences in concepts 
and terms in traditional and modern scientific medicine. The analysis of treatises is a serious 
scientific problem that requires the joint efforts of physicians, botanists, ethnographers, 
linguists and specialists in the field of pharmacy.
The article is presented a some of herbs in Turkic folk medicine and the main features of 
plants that are still used for the treatment of different diseases. As an object of scientific 
research there was chosen full-fledged medical treatise “Dastûr al-'ilāj”, which was written 
among the nomadic Turks at the beginning of the 16th century. Compared to the methods 
of traditional medicine used today, it was found that recipes used centuries ago are used in 
practice and world medicine today.
Keywords: medieval treatise, Dastûr al-‘ilāj, medical herbs, adyryspan.

Резюме. Традиционната медицина се разбира като съвкупност от терапевтични и 
хигиенни мерки, практикувани от местното население. Тези знания се основават на 
опита на едно или няколко поколения хора и се предават устно. Всяка повече или 
по-малко стабилна човешка популация има свой собствен набор от терапевтични и 
профилактични средства и техники. Почти всяка човешка цивилизация е имала своя 
утвърдена традиционна медицина, която до известна степен е отразена в писмени 
източници (т.нар. медицински трактати). Те понякога са трудни за разбиране поради 
значителните различия в понятията и термините в традиционната и в съвременната 
научна медицина. Анализът на трактатите е сериозен научен проблем, който изисква 
съвместните усилия на лекари, ботаници, етнографи, лингвисти и специалисти в об-
ластта на фармацията.
В статията са представени някои от билките в турската народна медицина и основни-
те характеристики на растенията, които все още се използват за лечение на различни 
заболявания. За обект на научното изследване е избран медицинският трактат Dastûr 
al-‘ilāj, написан сред тюрките номади в началото на XVI в. В сравнение с методите на 
традиционната медицина, използвани днес, беше установено, че рецептите, използ-
вани преди векове, съществуват и до днес в практиката и в световната медицина.
Ключови думи: средновековен трактат, Dastûr al-‘ilāj, лечебни билки.
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Introduction
Traditional medicine (also known as folk medicine) comprises medical 

aspects of traditional knowledge that developed over generations within 
the folk beliefs of various societies, before the era of modern medicine. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) deϐines traditional medicine by folowing 
words: “Traditional medicine includes diverse health practices, approaches, 
knowledge and beliefs incorporating plant, animal and/or mineral-based 
medicines, spiritual therapies, manual techniques and exercises, applied sin-
gularly or in combination to maintain well-being, as well as to treat, diagnose 
or prevent illness” (www.who.int). Traditional medicine is often contrasted 
with scientiϐic medicine.

Among Turkic tribes in history medicine has been a semi-secret, handed 
over ϐield of activity with a unique tradition. This ϐield, where scientiϐic med-
icine and folk medicine were carried out together in every period of Turkic 
history, is rich and ancient. A. Bayat, the author of the book “History of Medi-
cine”, examines Turkic medicine in 3 periods based on the entry of Turks to Is-
lam: Pre-Islamic Period, Islamic Period, Westward Orientation Period (Bayat, 
2016). It is clear that the period of intensive development of Turkic healing 
culture and abundantly preserved written relics is the second period – after 
the adoption of Islam.

Turkic medical treatises and “Dastûr al-'ilāj”
Medical texts have an important place in Turkic language and science his-

tory. While these works appeal to many disciplines such as medicine, sociol-
ogy, psychology, folklore, and botany in terms of content, they are a source of 
reference for language researchers in terms of language performance. These 
texts, which are among the important sources of Turkic history of medicine 
and science, are examples that show that Turkic has been operated as a sci-
entiϐic language in almost every period of history. In addition, the mentioned 
texts give the opportunity to follow the course of Turkic language relations 
due to the foreign elements they contain.

According to the researches a lot of medical texts are well-known in Turkol-
ogy, such as Esrāru’l-e Ṭıbbā (17th), Ṭıb Kitābı (17th–18th), Ṭıb-nāme-i Türki, 
Ṭıbb-ı Yūsuϔī, Ṭabīblik Kitābı, Risāle-i Ṭıbb (19th ), İĥyā’ü’ṭ-Ṭıbb-ı Sübĥānī Te’līf-i 
Seyyid Sübĥānḳulı Bahādur ḫān, Menāϔi‘a’l-İnsān (19th), Risāle-i Şifā’ü’l-Ebdān 
(1854), Ḳabā‘idü’l-‘İlāc, Ṭabībçılıḳ (20th), ect.

One of the full-ϐledged medical treatises written among the nomadic Turks 
at the beginning of the 16th century is “Dastûr al-'ilāj” (“Tradition/Methods of 
Treatment”, antique salon “Ampir” private fund 7.10 (152). BB. 1a-88b.) Ac-
cording to the manuscript versions, “Dastûr al-'ilāj” was written in 933 A.H., 
i.e. in 1526–1527, and the author of the work was Sultan Ali al-Khurāsānī, 
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known by the nickname “Tabib al-Khurāsānī” (“The Doctor of Khorasan”). We 
have very little information about the exact year of the author's birth, when 
and where he died, his activities, and his family name. Only Khoja Hasan Nisāri 
writes in his work “Muzakkir al-ahbāb” (“Remembrance of the Beloved”) that 
Sultan 'Ali al-Khurāsānī studied medicine from Maulana Hakim Shahrisiāb-
zī. According to the information in the text of the work, he was the physician 
of the Sultan Abu Mansur Kushkinshi Khan (colloquially known as Kushim, 
1432–1530) and his son Abu Sayyid Khan (1533), and wrote the work in Sa-
markand under the authority of Kushkinshi Khan and Abu Sayyid Khan. From 
the information in the text of the work, it is clear that he was the physician of 
the Sultan Abu Mansur Kushkinshi Khan (known as Kushim, 1432–1530) and 
his son Abu Sayyid Khan (1533), and the work was dedicated to the authority 
of Kushkinshi Khan and Abu Sayyid Khan in Samarkand. Having served as a 
doctor in the palace for more than twenty years, Sultan Ali al-Khurāsānī was 
suggested to write a book about the information he had collected from various 
books and their long-term healing experience by Kushkinshi Khan and his son. 
The author accepted the khan's offer and compiled this work in 1526–1527. 
These details are shown in the introduction of the work (Shadkam et al., 2021). 

The medical treatise “Dastûr al-'ilāj” describes the use of plant, domestic 
animal organs and products in the Turkic healing tradition. It is impossible to 
ϐit all of them in one article, therefore, while mentioning the beneϐits of plants, 
we will limit ourselves to the use of some medicinal herbs in Turkic medical 
practice. 

The treatise contains the names of the following medicinal herbs and fruits: 
adırısman, aḳ piyaz, aḳ çamġur, almurt, anar, arfa, artuç uruġı, aṣala uruġı, 
badreŋ, bādyan, buyan, benefşe, çuhla,gül-e angebin, ķabaķ uruġı, ḳaġun, ķavun, 
kenza, kereϔiş/ kerafş, kerķ, ķızıl/aķ ṣandal, küncüt, hizarisfand, ḫına, ḫuḫar 
uruġu, lale, labelab, maḥmūde, noḫut, safran, sarımsaķ, sarıġ ḥelile, şekatere, 
ṭarfa, terāngebin, ṭuba,ʿunṣul, üzüm, uravan, zeytün, zerdek, etc. 

One of the well-known herbs which is mentioned in the medical treatise 
“Dastûr al-'ilāj” (“Treatment Tradition”) is adyrysman (adyraspan). Adyrys-
man is a widely popular herb among the peoples of Central Asia. It is herba-
ceous plant with a woody underground root-stock belonging to the family of 
perennial plants, family Nitrariaceae, usually growing in saline soils in temper-
ate desert and Mediterranean regions. 

A common weed found in Persia, Central Asia, and the adjacent areas. Now-
adays it is well-known in Iran and is widely distributed and used as a medici-
nal plant in Central Asia, North Africa and Middle East (Moloudizargari, 2013). 
It grows in Central Asia, the southern European part of Russia, the Caucasus, 
southern Europe, North Africa, the Middle East and Mongolia, and China (En-
cyclopedia, 2011).
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This plant is translated from Arabic “harmal”, Lat. Peganum harmala; “wild 
rue” and known as “Espand” in Iran, “Harmel” in North Africa and “African 
rue,” “Mexican rue” or “Turkish rue” in the United States, “Adyraspan” in Ka-
zakhstan. Also it is popularly known by the names “belobok”, “isryk”, “bibik”, 
“adiraspan”, “ispand”, “khazorispand”, “isirik”, “harmal” and many others.

The practice of burning esfand seeds to avert the evil eye is widely attested 
in early classical Persian literature. This practice may have been inϐluenced by 
the association of esfand with haoma (q.v.), the sacred beverage of Zoroastrian 
lore. The continuity of Persian tradition has brought the ancient sacred plant 
into Islamic sources. A Shiʿite tradition states that there is an angel in each of 
the plant’s leaves and seeds. Its root drives away sorrow and magic, and the 
devil stays a distance of seventy houses away from homes in which it is kept 
(Omidsalar, 2012). 

Branches, leaves and ϐlowers of adyraspan are used for medicinal purposes. 
The famous scientist, doctor Abu Ali ibn Sina used it as a pain reliever when 
the sacrum is inϐlamed. Since ancient times, people have treated asthma by 
combining adyraspan seeds with ϐlax seeds. It is also mixed with black or red 
pepper to treat psoriasis and is used as a diuretic and diaphoretic. Adyraspan 
is boiled with yarrow ϐlowers, saffron, grass ϐlowers and with their help hy-
poacid gastritis is treated (www.sputnik.kz).

According to the treatise adyrysman gives a cure at Stomatology and some 
sickness like “sari su” (грек. kystіs):

– adırisman uruġı badyan uruġı hamesini soḳup un ḳılıp aġzına suyuda atale 
ḳılıp bar boynıġa çafılsa külli belalarnı yoḳ ḳılur ve yine naṣur yellerni tam ḳuru-
tur sarıġ su derdini revān ḳılur (8a/9-8b/1-4); 

– herkim erse sedefni almurt uruġ adırısman uruġını ķoşup un ķılıp tişige 
sürtse besiyar aķ bolġay aġzı ĥoşbuy bolġay (16b/5-7);

– eger bedbuylıķdın tiş aġırsa adırısman uruġını ve ṣalfanı soķup tişniŋ tübige 
salsa aġrıķı ḫoş bolur (55a/1-3);

– bir tutam ermen bir tutam adırısman bir tutam azġan monçaġı iki çuḫ-
la zecbe bir tutam muruni ķurumını ķalıyalıķ mıs ķazanda ķaynatıp uragulap 
ķazanı ķoyup aġzıġa bir nimerse yapıp üstide olturġuzup tirletmak kirek def’ 
bolur (23b/1-6).

One of the herbs that we still do not fully understand the miracle of healing 
is terangebin. Terangebin (Silybum marianum, نیبجنرت, Ar. terencubіn < Fars. 
Terengubіn, Kazakh “Alatiken”, Turkish “deve dikeni”) is a species of thistle. It 
has various common names including milk thistle, blessed milkthistle, Marian 
thistle, Mary thistle, Saint Mary’s thistle, Mediterranean milk thistle, variegat-
ed thistle and Scotch thistle. In Turkish language is also popular as “Kudret hel-
vası” (manna). This species is an annual or biennial plant of the family Astera-
ceae. This fairly typical thistle has red to purple ϐlowers and shiny pale green 
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leaves with white veins. Originally a native of Southern Europe through to Asia, 
it is now found throughout the world. This herb is used for radiculitis, arthri-
tis, convulsions, urinary retention, diseases of the liver, spleen, cholelithiasis, 
inϐlammation of the biliary tract, cholecystitis, hepatitis, colitis, hemorrhoids, 
allergic skin diseases, baldness, psoriasis, acne.

In the composition “Sıaft-i Matbuh-i Helile” by Şerafeddin Sabuncuğlu 
(1386–1470) terangebin is mentioned as “the sweet herb that falls on thistles 
at night” (Atici, 2003).

In the medical treatise “Dastûr al-'ilāj” (“Treatment Tradition”) terangebin 
is mentioned several times in recipes with camel`s organs like fat, urine, bile 
and etc. 

– Eger kimerseniñ yanı aġrısa quyan bolup tıña almasa tiveniñ miyesini 
terāngebin birle ḥall ḳılıp yese quyan aġrıqı defʿ bolur (9a/7-9) – Translation: 
If a person has a headache and cannot walk, if he drinks came’s fat mixed with 
milk thistle, he will be cured;

– Eger kişiniñ közi şab-kör bolsa tiveniñ zehresini terāngebin birle ḥall ḳılıp 
içse közi raūşan bolġay, eger ḫıra bolsa hem defʿ bolur (9b/1-3) – Translation: 
If a person’s eyes are temporarily blind, if he drinks camel’s urine mixed with 
milk thistle, his eyes will be opened, if his eyes are blind, he will be healed;

– Eger kişiniñ boġazı aġrısa tiveniñ ötini terāngebin birle ḥall ḳılıp yese şifā 
tapqay (10a/1-2) – Translation: If a person has a sore throat, he will be cured 
if he eats camel bile mixed with milk thistle.

Badyan (lat. Feoniculum vulgare) is a herbaceous plant with umbellate 
ϐlowers and a umbellate inϐlorescence, which belongs to the umbelliferae 
family. Essential oil is extracted from it. It is sometimes called fennel (black) 
(Musakulov, 1959). Like other medicinal herbs, it has various names such as 
“aramsarbas” in Kazakh, “fenhel” in Russian.

The history of this plant starts from the ancient Greeks and Romans who 
used it as medicine, food, and insect repellent. A fennel tea was believed to 
give courage to the warriors prior to battle. According to Greek mythology, 
Prometheus used a giant stalk of fennel to carry ϐire from Mount Olympus to 
Earth. Emperor Charlemagne required the cultivation of fennel on all imperial 
farms (Adams, Drost, 2022).

Foeniculum vulgare has been extensively used in traditional medicine for a 
wide range of ailments. Fennel is used in various traditional systems of medi-
cine like in the Ayurveda, Unani, Siddha, in the Indian, and Iranian traditional 
systems of alternative and balancing medicine. It is used to treat simple ail-
ments (e.g., cough/cold, cuts) to very complicated ailments (e.g., kidney ail-
ments, cancer). It also has a wide range of veterinary uses. F. vulgare is used 
in many parts of the world for the treatment of a number of diseases, for ex-
ample, abdominal pains, antiemetic, aperitif, arthritis, cancer, colic in children, 
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conjunctivitis, constipation, depurative, diarrhea, dieresis, emmenagogue, fe-
ver, ϐlatulence, gastralgia, gastritis, insomnia, irritable colon, kidney ailments, 
laxative, leucorrhoea, liver pain, mouth ulcer, and stomachache (Badgujar 
et.al., 2014).

In local and traditional medicine fennel is chieϐly used medicinally with 
purgatives to allay their side effects and for this purpose forms one of the in-
gredients of the well known compound liquorice powder. Fennel water has 
properties similar to those of anise and dill water: mixed with sodium bicar-
bonate and syrup, these waters constitute the domestic ‘gripe water', used 
to correct ϐlatulence of infants. Fennel tea, also employed as a carminative, is 
made by pouring boiling water on a teaspoonful of bruised fennel seeds. In the 
Indian Subcontinent, fennel seeds are eaten raw, sometimes with some sweet-
ener to improve eyesight (Rather et al., 2016). 

In the medical treatise “Dastûr al-'ilāj” badyan is mentioned several times: 
– adırisman uruġı badyan uruġı hamesini soḳup un ḳılıp aġzına suyuda atale 

ḳılıp bar boynıġa çafılsa külli belalarnı yoḳ (8a/9-8b/1);
– bir ‘ilacı ol kim igirni olcaŋnı arfa badyan suyı birle ķaynatıp bėrse def’ 

bolur (58a/4-5);
– ol kim penc badyan penc ‘aselni ėrkek ķoynıŋ göşti birle üç ser badyannı 

ķaynatıp şurbasını ķırķ kün içse şiş aġırıķı kėter (59a/5-7);
– sürki daruları bu turur yasmuġ iki mıśķal iki mıśķal olcaŋ iki mıśķal yegir 

on biş mıśķal piyaz üç mıśķal sarıġ ĥelile iki mıśķal arfa badyan iki mıśķal telħe 
uruġı iki mıśķal ħına uruġı iki mıśķal ķavun uruġı her ķaysıdın iki yer mıśķal 
cem’ ķılıp suķup şerbeti dinari ķaynatıp terengebin birle fıŝıķ terreniŋ suyı birle 
her kün üç mıśķal içse ķarnıda yıġılġan suları yoķ bolur (61a/7-9-61b/1-5).

Conclusion
The treatise “Dastûr al-'ilāj” is one of the works that shows the rich and 

deep-rooted tradition of traditional medicine of the Turkic peoples. Author 
Sultan Ali Tabib wrote this work based on 20 years of experience and ancient 
medical works.

The fact that the manuscripts of this work were widely distributed indi-
cates that the medicine contained in it was often used among the people, that 
the healing methods and medicinal herbs were widely used in it, and that the 
work itself was in great demand.

The works on such a medical topic, which had their own tradition, narrative 
language, and structure in the Middle Ages, are a data complex, a source of 
reference information, which provides several opportunities for researchers. 
These works allow conducting research not only in the history of medicine, in 
the ϐield of ethnomedicine, but also in many ϐields such as sociology, ethnog-
raphy, psychology, linguistics, folklore and botany, biology, pharmaceuticals.
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 Based on these ϐindings, it is possible to say that folk remedies have been 
used for hundreds of years and that the effects of some of them are also known 
in today’s medicine.

The article was written within the framework of the scientiϐic project 
“AR09259326 “Dastûr al-'ilāj” – source of ϐield medicine” ϐinanced by the grant 
of the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Kazakhstan.
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