
Plate 608  Luffa cylindrica 

Cucurbita multiflora 

Sponge gourd, Egyptian cucumber, Vietnamese luffa 

Otaheite, Society Islands, 13th April – 1st June, 4th June – 

13th July, 1769. 

Luffa cylindrica is a very fast-growing climber having leaves 7-20cm across with three 

lobes. Flowers are bright yellow that produce fruits that grow to about 60cm in length, 

are oblong or cylindrical, smooth and contain many seeds. The fruit is brown when 

mature and dries on the vine to develop an inedible sponge-like structure. However, the 

young fruit can be eaten as a vegetable whereas the mature fruit is used to harvest 

seeds from which an edible oil can be extracted. The resulting oil meal used as animal 

feed and fertilizer. The spongy gourd is widely used as a scrubbing material leading to it 

being commonly named as a bath sponge or similar. Because of its bright yellow 

flowers, Luffa cylindrica is occasionally grown as an ornamental plant. However, it can 

be an invasive species if left to grow unmanaged therefore care should be taken 

regarding its ornamental purpose. It is not a threatened species itself due to its 

extensive cultivation but can threaten other plant species in an uncontrolled 

environment. 

Luffa cylindrica would have been well known to Banks and Solander when they 

collected specimens in the Society Islands in 1769. The plant was introduced to 

European botanists from its cultivation in Egypt in the 16th century under the name 

‘aegyptiaca’. It was first formally described by Johannes Vesling in 1638 who named it 

Egyptian cucumber and introduced the name ‘Luffa’. 

Johannes Vesling (1598-1649) was a German anatomist and botanist. In 1628 he was 

applied as an ‘Incisor’ at the medical college in Venice. It is unclear what this role of 

‘Incisor’ entailed but was probably something concerning dissection of bodies. In the 

same year he travelled to Egypt and Jerusalem where he was personal physician of the 

Venetian Consul. He also conducted extensive studies of the regional flora which 

included Luffa cylindrica. 

The wide distribution of Luffa cylindrica makes it difficult to identify its original 

indigenous location. However, it is thought to have originated in the Indo-Burmese 

region. 

Luffa cylindrica, as a vegetable sponge, possesses many applications in material 

sciences, textile industry, medical science, environmental and bioprocess engineering. 

Luffa fibres are obtained from the matured dried fruit, which are easily available, cheap, 

light-weight and biodegradable. The fibres have been used for hygienic scouring 

materials, packaging and car filters. It has also been used in the manufacture of hats, 

table mats, pot-holders, doors, flip-flops, and scarves. The fibre also has sound and 



shock absorbing qualities and is used in the manufacture of safety hats and armoured 

vehicles. Another application of Luffa fibre is in the purification of water and wine. Over 

recent years research and development has explored the potential of Luffa fibres in 

industrial effluent treatment and in cleaning heavy metals from effluents by adsorption. 

Adsorption relates to the adhesion of molecules of a gas, for example, to a solid surface. 

The high durability of the material has lent itself to be successfully used as an 

immobilisation carrier for enzymes used in the development of fuel cells in the fields of 

biotechnology. Additionally, the oil extracted from the seeds is increasingly used in the 

production of biodiesel because of its contribution to lower CO₂ emissions. 

The major commercial producing countries of cultivated Luffa cylindrica are China, 

Korea, India, Japan, and Central America. In particular, China grow Luffa Cylindrica for its 

medicinal and antioxidant properties. In oriental medicine Luffa cylindrica provides 

treatments for fever, enteritis, and swelling. Extracts from living plants are used in 

cosmetics, treatment of varicose veins by stimulating circulation. The consumption of 

young immature fruit as a vegetable, reportedly, is good for diabetes. In Israel, Luffa 

cylindrica has been in use since the time of the late Roman Empire. Young fruits were 

used for food and mature fruits used as bath sponges. Luffa cylindrical has been 

depicted in Byzantine art in the form of mosaics in churches and synagogues. Examples 

are the Kursi mosaic, Golan Heights and in the Beth Alfa synagogue. 

Robert Parkinson 
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