


Herbal for mistakes, but after he reportedly found over one thousand Gerard sacked 
him and let the Herbal go to press as it was9. 

New College owns a copy of the 1633 
edition of Gerard’s Herbal, enlarged and 
amended by apothecary Thomas Johnson; a 
third edition was printed three years later. The 
1633 edition is 1630 pages long and contains 
1800 woodcuts, not all of which match the 
plant they are supposed to illustrate. The 
descriptions tend to be rather dull, but 
Gerard’s criticism of folklore is often quite 
amusing. One such example is his derision of 
those who ‘have little or nothing to do but 
eate and drinke’ who carved briony roots to 
resemble the ‘shape of men and women’ in 
order to fool ‘simple and unlearned people’10 

into thinking they were mandrakes.  Most of 
the plants listed in the Herbal are supplied 
with descriptions of their  appearance, where 
to find them, when in the year they grow, 
what names they are known by, their 

‘temperature’ and how they could be used. Although mandrakes, for instance, were 
commonly thought to increase fertility, Gerard dismisses this, showing that the 
arguments for such properties are flawed. Instead, he describes the mandrake as being 
primarily useful to ‘causeth sleepe’11 and purge ‘the belly exceedingly from flegme 
and melancholike humours’12.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
9John Gerard, http://penelope.uchicago.edu/~grout/encyclopaedia_romana/aconite/gerard.html. 
10 Gerard, John. The herball or Generall historie of plantes. London : Printed by Adam Islip, Joice 
Norton and Richard Whitakers, 1633. 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 

A plant found within the pages of the 
Herbal (unfortunately does not 
correspond with the plant illustrated).  

Illustration of a Mandrake from Gerards 
Herbal (1633). Remarkably reminiscent of 
the common conception of the mandrake as 
depicted in the Harry Potter films. 
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