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Abstract

After uninterrupted practice from the time of the Buddha, marked by ups and down,
Ayurveda remains a major national enterprise today. It continues to provide health care
to millions, accounts for a large segment of professional education and growing herbal
drug industry, and is recognised worldwide as Complementary and Alternative Medicine.
It has become a bandwagon attracting cosmetics, dietetics and even tourism. Its
encounter with Western Science began in the 16th century and the initial approach of
European scientists and physicians to Ayurvedic practice was shaped by taxonomy which
loomed large till 19th century. This period witnessed the endeavour of remarkable men
such as Garcia da Orta, Van Rheede, Roxburgh, Ainslie and others and the birth of
several scientific institutions in Kolkata. In the 20th century, a new window of
exploration opened through pharmacological and toxicological studies of medicinal plants
by RN Chopra followed by the rapid growth of natural products chemistry which gave
India a leadership position in the World. Towards the end of the 20th century, molecular
biology and immunology cast their mantle on Ayurveda, and these disciplines have placed
powerful tools in the hands of investigators to study ancient concepts and procedures,
which could not be done earlier. Ayurvedic biology is a new initiative comprising
research projects which adopt this strategy and shows high promise. Sponsored by the
Department of Science and Technology, the Task Force in Ayurvedic Biology supports
projects which employ basic sciences such as molecular biology, immunology and
biological chemistry to study the concepts, procedures and the mechanistic basis of
therapeutic activity in Ayurveda. An illustrative study on Rasayana, done by two groups
in India, will be discussed.
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