
Xylopia aethiopica

Xylopia aethiopica is an evergreen, aromatic tree, of the
Annonaceae family that can grow up to 20m high. It is
a native to the lowland rainforest and moist fringe forests
in the savanna zones of Africa.
The dried fruits of X. aethiopica (Grains of Selim) are
used as a spice and an herbal medicine.

1 Etymology

Xylopia is a compression from Greek ξυλον πικρον (xy-
lon pikron) meaning “bitter wood”. The second part of
the plant’s binomial name, aethiopica, refers to the origin
of the tree, in Ethiopia, though currently it grows most
prominently as a crop in Ghana.[2]

2 Distribution

X. aethiopica grows in Tropical Africa. It is present in
rain forests, especially near the coast. It also grows in
riverine and fringing forest, and as a pioneer species in
arid savanna regions.[3]

This species is present in the following countries:

3 Uses

Main article: Grains of Selim

X. aethiopica is used extensively in construction, African
cuisine and traditional medicine.
The plant’s bark is used to make doors and partitions.
The wood is known to be resistant to termite attack and
is used in hut construction: posts, scantlings, roof-ridges
and joists. The wood is also used for boat construction:
masts, oars, paddles and spars. In Togo and Gabon, wood
was traditionally used to make bows and crossbows for
hunters and warriors.[5]

An infusion of the plant’s bark or fruit has been useful
in the treatment of bronchitis and dysenteric conditions,
or as a mouthwash to treat toothaches. It has also been
used as a medicine for biliousness and febrile pains. The
bark, when steeped in palm wine, is used to treat asthma,
stomach-aches and rheumatism.[5]

In Senegal, the fruit is used to flavor café Touba, a coffee

drink that is the country’s spiritual beverage and the tradi-
tional drink of the Mouride brotherhood.[9] In the Middle
Ages the fruit was exported to Europe as a ‘pepper.’ It re-
mains an important item of local trade throughout Africa
as a spice, and flavouring for food and for medicine. The
fruit is sometimes put into jars of water for purification
purposes.[5]
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2 6 SEE ALSO

• CRC Handbook of African Medicinal Plants, by
Maurice M. Iwu, CRC-Press. ISBN 0-8493-4266-
X

• Gernot Katzer’s Spice Pages (accessed October 26,
2005)

•

This article incorporates information from this
version of the equivalent article on the French
Wikipedia.

5 External links
• Xylopia aethiopica inWest African plants – A Photo
Guide.
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