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What is It?

● The doctrine states that the physical properties 
of a plant will mimic its medical or other use, 
and so the appearance of a plant allows one to 
to surmise its use.

● This idea has developed in many different times 
and in many different cultures.
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Why Keep Inventing It?

● Supports belief in benefic spirits or gods who 
help humans to find medicines that will heal 
them

● Provides confidence that it will be possible to 
find an appropriate remedy for a condition

● Evidence for belief that the world is an orderly 
and rational place that can be comprehended
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Criteria for Classification of Plants

● Flower color and shape
● Leaf shape and branching patterns
● Astringency
● Growth form: runners or other propagation
● Medicinal properties
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Compare!

● Yarrow
● Woundwort
● Jupiter, Sun or Venus 

rulership

● Comfrey
● Woundwort
● Jupiter, Saturn, Sun, 

or Venus rulership
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Plants Used for Skin Problems
● Comfrey looks the part better than yarrow, 

because one doctrine of signatures idea is large 
leaves would be for a large organ – and the skin 
is the largest organ of all!

● Both are astringent, but yarrow is carminative, 
diaphoretic, and diuretic, while comfrey is an 
emmenagogue
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Have we changed classification 
criteria?

● Linnaeus (1707-1778) used mainly flower 
anatomy in his classification, which is still used 
on a gross level, with chemistry waiting to 
replace anatomy.

● Earlier, Europeans tended to use leaf anatomy.*
● The leaf system may change perception of what 

is related, and thus, how the doctrine of 
signatures may be applied, because similar 
looking plants might even be classified as the 
same plant.

*Stannard, Jerry. "A Fifteenth-Century Botanical Glossary." Isis 55.3 (1964): 358.
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What about Usage?

● Names like motherwort and 
lungwort refer to its medicinal 
use: motherwort (Leonurus 
cardiaca) does nor exactly 
look like a uterus! It was 
classified cold and dry by 
Galen, and was used for 
melancholy as a syrup 
(interesting, as the plant has a 
bitter taste). An herb of Venus, 
by most sources.
Image: http://www.nps.gov/wica/naturescience/images/Motherwort.jpg
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More About Motherwort

● Blagrave gave the Sun, not Venus
● Mint family
● Properties:

● Emmenagogue
● Carminitive
● Diuretic
● Culpepper's uses would now be that of a nervine; 

he also mentioned it for heart trembling, worms, 
cramps, convulsions, fainting, chest colds, and 
melancholy.
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More about Yarrow

● Achillea millefolia
● Herb cold in the 1st degree and dry 

in the 2nd degree (CU). Cold & Dry 
according to Galen (PO). The 
North American native species, A. 
lanulosa, has medically identical 
properties. Culpeper says that 
properties are the same as 
costmary. Contains salicyclic acid.

● Astringent, carminative, 
diaphoretic, diuretic.

  11

More about Yarrow
● Rulership:

● Ju: Gadbury & Ball
● Me & Su: Blagrave
● Ve: Ball, Gadbury, Culpeper

● Used for:
● Wasting diseases
● Cramps
● Fever
● Inconstancy
● Green wounds and bleeding   12

Jacob Boehme

“All whatever is spoken, written, or taught of God, without 
the Knowledge of the Signature is dumb and void of 
Understanding; for it proceeds only from an historical 
Conjecture, from the mouth of another, wherein the Spirit 
without Knowledge is dumb; but if the Spirit opens to him 
the Signature, then he understand the Speech of 
another; and further he understands how the Spirit has 
manifested and revealed itself (out of the Essence 
through the Principle) in the Sound of the Voice.”

Boehme, Jacob. The Works of Jacob Behmen. London, 
1764, Volume IV, p 15. 
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Signs and Signatures

● In the ancient world, signs were messages from 
the gods about future events, whether weather 
or otherwise.

● The whole Babylonian omen system was based 
on this kind of communication.

● We can understand the Doctrine of Signatures 
as potentially being understood as that same 
type of communication. 
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Signs show that the Gods are 
Benevolent

● “…When it is evening, ye say, It will be fair 
weather: for the heaven is red. And in the 
morning, It will be foul weather to-day: for the 
heaven is red and lowering. ” Matthew 16:2-3 from 
American Standard Version. (This is the original wording of our 
English version, "red sky at night, sailor's delight...")

● Signs separate us from a random universe.
● Mystics see signs everywhere because that 

means that [the] God[s] is[are] everywhere. 
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As Above, So Below

● This great occult expression gives the rationale 
of the doctrine of signatures.

● But then, why doesn't yarrow look like comfrey?
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Consider Strewing Herbs

● These were used to sweeten the smell of indoor 
areas often inhabited by animals as well as 
people, when cleaning was difficult, and baths 
were few.

● Our examples:
● Lavender
● Rosemary
● Rose petals
● Thyme
● Sweet woodruff
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Lavender (Lavendula spp.)
● Herb and root hot and dry in the 3rd degree 

(CU). Cold & Dry according to Galen (PO). 
Taste: bitter. Gerard warns not to use when 
there is an abundance of congestion. 
Emmenagogue. Diuretic.
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Lavender
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Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis)

● Evergreen shrub.  Hot & Dry according to Galen 
(PO). Herb and root is hot and dry in the 2nd 
degree (CU). Memory enhancing. Purges 
melancholy; can be administered in an oxymel 
(Anglicus).Taste: Pungent Bitter. Astringent. 
Carminative. Emmenagogue. Diaphoretic.
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Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis)
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Roses (Rosa spp.)

● As a strewing herb, the petals were used.
● Cold in the 1st degree, dry in the 1st degree 

(CU). Astringent. Used in a compound for 
purging blood. (Anglicus) Weak repercussive 
(Anglicus, page 39), as oil. Neutral Slightly Cold 
according to Galen (PO). Taste: Sweet 
Astringent. The rose hips used in Chinese 
medicine are R. laevigatae. Culpeper 
distinguished the rulerships thus: red roses to 
Jupiter, damask to Venus, and white to the 
Moon. Astringency comes with dried petals, not 
fresh. Dispursing properties (Celsus).   22

Roses (Rosa spp.)
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Thyme (Thymus vulgaris)
● Herbaceous perennial. Hippocrates finds it hot, 

and easily passed (H4, page 333). Herb and 
root hot and dry in the 3rd degree (CU). Hot & 
Dry according to Galen (PO). Taste: Pungent 
Slightly Bitter. Herb is extenuating (CU). 
Dispersing properties (Celsus).
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Thyme (Thymus vulgaris)
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Sweet Woodruff (Galium odoratum)

● Whenever woodruff was mentioned as a 
strewing herb, it was probably sweet woodruff. 
The Ramesey citation is for all herbs "helpful to 
obstructions of the liver." The sweet smell 
comes from coumarin. Gerard lists it for 
garlands to keep a house fresh. Its sweet smell 
is not so apparent in the ground, as dried.
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Sweet Woodruff (Galium odoratum)
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Summary of Properties

Herb Rulerships Functions Leaf Type Family
Motherwort Ve, Su pregnancy deeply divided Lamiaceae
Comfrey Ve, Su, Ju, 

Sa
woundwort large Boraginaceae

Yarrow Ve, Su, Ju woundwort tiny, many Asteraceae
Lavender Me, Su, Ma strewing tiny, many Lamiaceae
Rosemary Mo, Sun head needlelike Lamiaceae
Roses Mo, Ve, Su, 

Ma, Ju
head and 
eye

whole, lightly 
lobed

Rosaceae

Thyme Ve, Ju strewing tiny, many Lamiaceae
Sweet woodruff Ma, Ju strewing whorls, whole Rubiceae
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Could the Doctrine of Signatures 
work?

● There is no one-to-one relationship of one plant 
having one use.

● There is no necessary single rulership for a 
particular plant

● The Doctrine of Signatures would require some 
sort of one-on-one mapping, or at least many-
to-one mapping.
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How Were Astrological Rulerships 
Assigned?

● When I used the plants given in Culpeper's 
Herbal and tabulated them, it became clear that 
Culpeper's attributions of rulership were for 
medical reasons, not physical appearance.*

● What does this say about the doctrine of 
signatures? 

●Lehman, J. Lee. Essential Dignities. Atglen, PA: Schiffer Press, 1989, pp 67-93.
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Medical Function or Physical 
Appearance?

● Was the “signature” in question always a 
medical signature, not one based on physical 
appearance? 

● Could the “signature” have gradually changed 
from physical appearance to medical usage, 
and nobody noticed the change? 

● If, as we have already observed, all plants with 
similar properties don't look exactly alike, then 
it's simply impossible for the doctrine of 
signatures to both describe appearance and 
function.
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Archaeological Evidence

● Bennett studied the doctrine of signatures in a 
number of cultures and concluded that there 
actually is no evidence that it was ever used to 
classify plants, but that it still did have a very 
valuable function as a mnemonic device.*

● The appearance of a plant was not being used 
to decide upon its use, but, knowing its use, the 
appearance of the plant could be used to help 
to remember this information. 

●Bennett, Bradley C. "doctrine of signatures: An Explanation of Medicinal Plant 
Discovery or Dissemination of Knowledge?" Economic Botany 61.3 (2007): 246-55.   32

Strong Odor or Taste

● Bennett observed the prevalence of strong-
tasting or strong-odored plants in the various 
pharmacopoeias.

● This illustrates how herbalists have used smell 
and taste to identify plant properties:
● Astringency is a medicinal property that is useful, 

especially for skin problems that need toning, or 
conditions relating to the old term “binding.” This is 
often a result of tannins, which are extremely sharp 
tasting. Thus, taste is actually a good diagnostic of 
property - in this case, much more so than the 
physical appearance of the plant. 
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Would Traditional Societies even 
care if the Doctrine isn't “true?”

● The value of a mnemonic should not be 
trivialized.

● Any mapping system that helps aid memory has 
survival value.

● It is probably only a post-Aristotelian society 
that would care about total consistency anyway.
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Photo credits

● All photos by Margaret Meister or Lee Lehman 
unless noted.
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