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ABSTRACT:  In this paper the authors attempt to clarify the botanical identity of Tamalaki, a 
controversial herb used in Kerala, in Ayurvedic medicine. 

The correct identification of medicinal herbs 
used in ayurveda is one of the most serious 
problems confronting Ayurvedists as well as 
botanists.  The nomenclatural systems used 
by the ancient Indians-attributing different 
names to the same plant and same name for 
different plants together with the time ;apse, 
have caused considerable confusion in 
picking the medicinal herbs in various parts 
of the country by various people.  The 
importance of correct botanical 
identification of the medicinal herbs used in 
this system of medicine is now well 
recognized.  But the difference of opinion as 
to the identity of ‘genuine’ drugs among 
practitioners themselves makes this task 
extremely difficult.  It seems that 
standardization of raw drugs in Ayurveda is 
very remote or probably even impossible 
because neither the present-day practitioners 
nor raw drug collectors are sure about the 
genuineness of the herbs that they use.  On 
the part of the Botanists, the only possible 
help that they can render is to provide proper 
botanical identification of the herbs used. 

“Tamalaki”, known as ‘Kizharnelli’ in 
vernacular, is a very popular remedy for 

jaundice, besides being a constituent of 
many other drugs. The medical practitioners 
as well as modern authors of treatises on 
Ayurvedic herbs almost invariably and 
erroneously identify it as Phyllanthus niruri 
L. (Kirtikar & Basu 1918; Chopra 1956). 

The Indian material assigned to P. Niruri L. 
by Hooker (1887) has been subsequently 
identified to be P. fraternus Webster, and 
consequently some authors have equated 
‘Tamalaki’ with the latter (Anonymous, 
1981). However, our studies here have 
revealed that the commonly used drug in 
this part of the country is neither P. Niruri L. 
nor P. fraternus Webster. Moreover the drug 
is found to be a mixture of two different 
closely related species, namely p. amarus 
Schum. & Thonn. And P.debilis Klein.ex 
Willd. on the other hand, Phyllanthus niruri 
L.  has been previously considered as a very 
highly polymorphic / polytypic species 
including different elements and even now is 
very often confused with P.  amarus, P. 
debilis and p.fraternus. Prof.  Webster of 
California University has don considerable 
work on this genus an din a series of papers 
on ‘The revision of Phyllanthus of west 
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Indies’. Webster (1956-58) has recognized 
several sections and subsections under the 
genus.  The species forming the subject 
matter of this paper fall under two different 
subsections of the section Phyllanthus.  The 
subsect niruri Webster with its type species 
P.niruri L. is entirely an American group.  

The commonest species available in this part 
of the country and used as botanical source 
of ‘Tamalaki’ namely P.amarus and 
P.debilis belong to subsection Swartziani 
Webster and can be recognized form the 
subsect. Niruri Webster (to which P. niruri 
L. belongs) as follows (Webster ,1956-58): 

 

 

Cataphyllary stipules linear-lanceolate, 
branchlet stipules more or less involute; 
leaves conspicuously oblique at base, seeds 
verruculose ............................. Subsect. 
niruri. 

Cataphyllary stipules broader, branchlet 
stipules not involute, leaves scarcely if at all 
oblique at the base, seeds striate or ribbed 
............................... Subsect. Swartziani. 
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Provided below is a key to facilitate easy 
identification of the species involved; 
botanical descriptions and illustrations to 
species are also added to help the 
Ayurvedists. 

Key to the species: Leaves narrowly elliptic, 
acute or sub-acute, distant on the branchlets, 
fruiting perianth almost as long as capsule 
.......................P. amarus. 

Phyllanthus debilis Klein willd.  (Figs. 1-5) 
Erect delicate herbs, sometimes branched; 
the younger parts of the stem often angular; 
cataphylls upto 2x0.4 cm, narrowly oblong 
or elliptic, obtuse or subacute; cataphyllary 
stipules minute, short, ovate; banchlets 
amount 15 cm.  long, angular; leaves 
1.2x0.4 cm.  alternate, elliptic to oblong, 
acute or obtuse, much shorter than the 
cataphylls, very shortly peteoled; stipules 
ovate, minute; flowers in short cymules, 
pendant from the axils of leaves on the 
branchlets. Male flowers: Perianth segments 
5to6 obovate; stamens 3, filaments connate 
throughout; disc glands of 6 minute lobes at 
the base of the stamina column.  Female 
flowers: Perianth almost same as in male 
flowers, ovary subglobose with a lobed disc 
at its base, styles 3, spreading, each one 
again 2-lobed; fruits capsular, 6-valved; 
fruiting perianth almost as long as the 
capsule; seeds usually 6, blackish, striate. 

 This species is probably a native of south 
India and Sri Lanka and is now naturalized 
in Indonesia, Pacific islands and West 
Indies.  In Kerala, it is a very common weed 
in gardens, cultivated sandy fields and 
elsewhere.  

Phyllanthus amarus Schum.  & Thonn.  
(Figs. 6-9) Erect annual herb; stem usually 
terete; cataphylls obovate, obtuse or retuse, 
not markedly larger than the leaves on the 
branchlets; cataphyllary stipules lanceolate-
subulate, minute; branchlets less than 10 cm.  
long, angular; leaves upto 1.5x0.6cm 
alternate, closely arranged, broadly oblong, 
obtuse or retuse at apex; flowers in minute 
cymules, pendant from the axils of leaves.  
Male flowers: Perianth lobes 5 to 6, obovate; 
stamens 3, filaments completely connate 
with 5 to 6  rounded disc segments at the 
base. Female flowers: Perianth much shorter 
than the capsule; as in male flowers ovary 
minute, styles 3, lobes minute; capsule 
oblate, smooth; fruiting perianth much 
shorter than the capsule; seeds 6, blackish, 
concentrically striate. 

This species is a native of America and is 
now a circumtropical weed.  It is common as 
a weed in cultivated fields, gardens and 
waste places in kerala. 
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