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Chapter 1

Meeting Your
Herbal Allies

agical herbalism conjures images of bubbling cauldrons

and shimmering potions from childhood fairy tales, but

when you take a closer look, you discover that it’s not
something from the supernatural realm. Magical herbalism is
based on an ancient and intuitive understanding of the world that
you live in.

In this chapter, you find that magic, like science, operates on its
own system of rules. This chapter explores traditions of herbal
magic from around the world and the beliefs and concepts that
form the foundation of those traditions. You get to know some
of the most influential figures in Western Herbalism and dis-
cover how their theories and practices, which may seem rather
fantastical from today’s perspective, have formed the basis of
modern medicine.

Aligning Intention through Magic

Magic, in its most essential form, is the practice of aligning inten-
tion with unseen forces to produce change in the physical, mental,
emotional, or spiritual realms. Magic is one of humanity’s oldest
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beliefs found in every culture and is not merely superstition or
fantasy, but a complex system of interaction between the human
will and the subtle energies that permeate all levels of existence.
From occult, metaphysical, and spiritual perspectives, magic is a
technology of the universe, an ancient and evolving art that seeks
to harness the deeper laws of Nature, spirit, and consciousness.

In occult traditions — occult meaning hidden — magic is often
understood as the manipulation of hidden forces. Occult practice
involves ritual, symbolism, and the use of sacred texts, tools, and
formulas to influence reality. Practitioners view the universe as a
web of interconnected energies governed by universal laws, and
these laws are applied to affect magical acts. Magic, then, becomes
a disciplined method of working within these systems, using pre-
cise rituals, divine names, planetary timing, and esoteric symbols
to apply spiritual forces to create material effects.

The metaphysical perspective emphasizes magic as a natural
expression of the mind’s power to shape reality. Metaphysical
practitioners view consciousness as the primary creative force,
drawing on New Age thought — a movement focused on individual
spiritual awakening, psychology, and mysticism (inner transfor-
mation through communion with the Divine). Belief (acceptance
of something’s truth or existence), intention (will or desire
directed toward a goal), visualization (holding a mental image of
something), and vibration (the energetic frequency found in all)
are the core mechanisms through which reality is shaped. Accord-
ing to this view, thoughts are energy, and when focused with
clarity and emotion, they manifest outcomes in alignment with
the practitioner’s inner state. Magic, therefore, isn’t supernatu-
ral, but an extension of the laws of cause and effect operating on
more subtle planes.

In traditional spiritual contexts, magic is often viewed as a sacred
act that arises from communion with the divine, the higher self,
or the spirit world. Magic was part of humankind’s earliest reli-
gions and still exists today taking on new forms. Magic becomes
prayer in motion, ritualized reverence, and co-creation with spir-
itual allies, deities, ancestors, and elemental forces (the creative
and destructive forces of Nature). This approach emphasizes har-
mony, spiritual ethics, and the soul’s journey toward growth and
union with the greater whole. Magic isn’t just a tool for getting
what you want, but a way of living in alignment with spiritual
truth and cosmic balance.
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Across all these perspectives, magic is ultimately a participa-
tory art and spiritual science, one that calls the practitioner into
a deeper awareness of self, Nature, and the unseen patterns that
shape life. Whether through candle spells, herbal formulas, or
meditation, magic allows you to engage with reality in a way that
is co-creative.

Discovering that Not All Plants Are Herbs

While the terms plants and herbs are often used interchangeably,
they refer to different levels of classification. All herbs are plants,
but not all plants are considered herbs. A plant is a broad term
that includes all living organisms in the plant kingdom, ranging
from towering trees and ornamental flowers to grasses, shrubs,
and aquatic vegetation. An herb, on the other hand, is typically
defined as a plant with soft, nonwoody stems that is valued for its
flavor, fragrance, medicinal properties, or spiritual significance.
Herbs are often used in their fresh or dried form and may include
leaves, flowers, seeds, or roots, depending on the specific plant
and its purpose.

In medicinal and culinary contexts, herbs are highly prized for
their practical applications. Culinary herbs, such as basil, rose-
mary, and thyme, enhance flavor and aroma in food, while medic-
inal herbs, like echinacea, chamomile, and peppermint, are used
in teas, tinctures, and salves for their healing properties.

Unlike many other plants, herbs are often used in small quantities
but have potent effects. Their essential oils and other chemical
compounds that are responsible for an herb’s medicinal proper-
ties make them powerful tools in both traditional and modern
herbal medicine. While many trees and shrubs also offer medici-
nal value, they’re not always referred to as herbs unless the soft
parts of the plant are used for healing.

Spiritually, herbs have long held a central place in rituals, cer-
emonies, and energetic practices across cultures. Whether burned
as incense, placed in charms, or used in baths and anointing oils,
herbs like sage, mugwort, and frankincense are used to purify,
protect, and attract specific energies.

CHAPTER 1 Meeting Your Herbal Allies 9



While the distinction between plant and herb is useful in cer-
tain contexts, such as botanical classification or gardening, all
herbs are, fundamentally, plants. The terms are often used inter-
changeably in everyday language, especially when referring to
botanical materials used for healing, cooking, or spiritual work.
However, recognizing the unique role that herbs play within the
larger plant kingdom can deepen one’s appreciation for their
versatility and potency.

Treating Herbs as Magical Allies

10

In magical practice, herbs are far more than passive ingredi-
ents or symbolic additions to spellwork: They’re conscious, liv-
ing allies (a concept known as animism). Just as practitioners may
work with deities, ancestors, or elemental forces, herbs are part
of the vast network of spirits and energies that can be called upon
for assistance. Each plant carries its own intelligence, personality,
and spiritual essence. These plant spirits are ancient, wise, and
often eager to form relationships with those who approach them
with respect and sincerity. When you include herbs, roots, woods,
or resins in your rituals, you’re entering into a form of partner-
ship, inviting the presence and power of the plant’s spirit into
your magical workings.

Animism is the belief that all things possess a spirit or conscious-
ness. This worldview sees the natural world as animated by an
unseen spiritual essence, recognizing trees, rivers, rocks, animals,
and even weather patterns as sentient or spiritually alive. Rather
than placing humans above Nature, animism emphasizes inter-
connectedness, relationship, and reciprocity between all beings.
Rooted in many Indigenous and ancient traditions across the
globe, animism forms the spiritual foundation for viewing the
world not as a collection of inert objects but as a living web of
relationships in which each part holds meaning and agency.

In the context of plant-based spiritual practices, animism invites
the practitioner to engage with herbs, roots, and trees not merely
as tools or ingredients, but as conscious allies. Each plant is
approached with reverence, as a being with its own unique energy,
wisdom, and preferences. This perspective transforms magical
herbalism into spiritual partnership where you’re not using the
herbs but working with them.
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By honoring the spirit of the plant, practitioners can deepen their
intuitive connection, receive guidance, and build more effective
and ethically grounded rituals. Animism encourages you to listen
to the plants you work with, fostering a practice that is not only
spiritually enriching but also rooted in humility and gratitude.

Each herb has its own unique qualities and area of expertise.
Some are protective guardians, such as rosemary or basil, while
others are known for opening the heart to love, like damiana or
rose. Mugwort may enhance dreams and psychic insight, while
patchouli anchors spells in physical reality. Understanding these
energetic signatures allows the practitioner to work in har-
mony with the natural strengths of each plant. However, sim-
ply using herbs as tools is not enough — you must also honor
them as sentient beings, able to perceive or feel things. You can do
so through offerings, spoken gratitude, conscious harvesting, or
taking a moment to connect with the plant’s energy before use.
In doing so, you deepen your connection to the green world and
cultivate a more reciprocal and respectful form of magic.

Working with herbs in this way transforms spellwork into sacred
partnership. It reminds you that Nature is not inert or imper-
sonal, but filled with spirit and agency. When you treat herbs as
allies rather than objects, you unlock the full depth of their magic
and enter into a lineage of herbal wisdom that spans generations,
cultures, and lifetimes.

Discovering the Magic of Herbs

Humans have likely been aware of the magical, spiritual, and
transformative properties of herbs, plants, and fungi since before
humans had written language. Working with herbs hearkens back
to a time when people were still very much a part of Nature and
lived in harmony without the perceived separation that modern
society has forced upon them. Incorporating herbs into magical
practice is a powerful way to reconnect with primal natures and
the ability to cocreate with the universe.

The act of choosing, handling, and working with specific herbs
brings focus to your intentions and creates a tangible chan-
nel through which you can direct energy. Herbs serve as natural
transmitters of energy that help translate your thoughts, feelings,
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and magical goals into something that can move beyond the self
and take root in the world around you. This physical and spiri-
tual connection grounds your magic in the living world and helps
bridge the gap between the seen and unseen.

Thousands of herbs, each with its own associations, traditions,
and folklore, are available and vary widely depending on the
cultural or spiritual context. While many herbs carry broadly
agreed-upon magical themes, other associations are much more
specific, rooted in local customs, personal experiences, or the
teachings of a particular tradition. Magical herbalism is not a
one-size-fits-all practice and is rich with varied perspectives and
approaches, shaped by lineage, geography, and personal rela-
tionship. What works in one tradition may differ significantly in
another, and it’s this diversity that gives magical herbalism both
depth and flexibility.

While it is important to honor and recognize traditional knowl-
edge and have an understanding of the basic framework of the
system you’re working within, herbal magic is as alive as the
herbs that you work with, and personal insight and intuition is
just as valid and valuable.

Herbs aren’t just tools you use to express our intentions, they are
active participants in the magical process. When you engage with
them as conscious, living beings, you open the door to a deeper
level of communication. Just as you use herbs to speak to the
world, herbs speak back to you. Through meditation, intuition,
dreams, and direct experience, you can receive unique insights
into how a particular plant wishes to work with you. This recipro-
cal relationship allows your practice to evolve beyond what books
or traditions alone can teach.

Just as different schools of thought are in medicinal herbalism,
magical herbalism also allows for a wide range of interpreta-
tions and applications. A single herb may be used in vastly differ-
ent ways depending on the practitioner, their intention, and the
spiritual framework they operate within. This openness invites
experimentation, intuition, and individual creativity.
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Looking at Herbal Traditions

In this section, I look at a variety of herbal traditions from around
the world. While many more are out there, by covering just a few,
you can begin to see remarkable patterns emerge that point to
a shared, intuitive understanding of the energetic and spiritual
qualities of plants.

Despite vast cultural differences, many systems recognize herbs
not only for their physical effects, but also for their ability to
shift energy, balance emotions, and connect people to the sacred.
Noticing these commonalities helps you deepen your relation-
ship with herbs, allowing you to move beyond memorization and
toward intuition. By studying how various traditions perceive
herbal energetics (how the characteristics of an herb effect the
body), plant spirits, ritual uses, and symbolic correspondences,
you can begin to see the deeper nature of the plants themselves.
This pattern recognition invites you to cultivate your own insight
and sensitivity, honoring the wisdom of your ancestors while
developing a personal language of plant medicine rooted in rev-
erence and respect.

African Traditional Herbalism

African Traditional Herbalism is one of the oldest and most diverse
healing systems in the world, rooted in the continent’s vast cul-
tural, spiritual, and ecological landscapes. It encompasses a wide
range of regional practices developed over thousands of years by
various ethnic groups, each with their own rich traditions of plant
medicine, spiritual healing, and ancestral knowledge. Healers
serve as intermediaries between the physical and spiritual worlds,
using herbs not only to treat physical ailments but also to restore
spiritual balance and community harmony. These practices are
deeply holistic, viewing illness as an imbalance that affects both
body and spirit.

The diversity of African Traditional Herbalism reflects the
continent’s immense biodiversity and cultural complexity.
Remedies and rituals may vary significantly from one region or
ethnic group to another, yet many share common elements: the
use of sacred plants, spiritual diagnosis through divination, and a
deep reverence for Nature and ancestral guidance.
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This rich heritage has had a lasting influence on global herbal
and spiritual traditions, most notably in the Americas, where the
transatlantic slave trade carried African herbal knowledge into
systems such as Hoodoo, Santeria, and Obeah. Today, African
Traditional Herbalism continues to thrive both on the African
continent and across the diaspora (places where people have
been dispersed from their original homeland), preserving a living
legacy of healing, resistance, and spiritual resilience.

Ayurvedic medicine

Ayurveda originated in India more than 3,000 years ago. The
word Ayurveda comes from the Sanskrit words ayur (life) and veda
(knowledge or science), meaning “the science of life.” Rooted in
the Vedic spiritual tradition, Ayurveda developed alongside yoga
and other philosophical systems that emphasize balance, con-
sciousness, and harmony with Nature. Ancient Ayurvedic texts
detail thousands of herbal remedies, surgical techniques, and life-
style practices that are still in use today. Traditionally, Ayurvedic
knowledge was passed down orally through generations of heal-
ers and scholars before being codified in written form.

At the heart of Ayurveda is the belief that health is achieved by
maintaining balance between the body, mind, spirit, and environ-
ment. This system identifies three primary energies, or doshas:

¥ Vata (Air and ether)
¥ Pitta (Fire and Water)
¥ Kapha (Earth and Water)

These doshas govern physiological and psychological functions.
Each person has a unique constitution, made up of these doshas
in different proportions. Imbalances in the doshas are believed
to lead to illness, and treatments aim to restore equilibrium
through personalized combinations of diet, herbal medicine,
yoga, meditation, detoxification practices, and lifestyle adjust-
ments. Ayurveda continues to be a widely respected and practiced
system of medicine both in India and around the world, influenc-
ing modern integrative and holistic health approaches.
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Indigenous plant medicine practices

Indigenous plant medicine comprises many different traditions
across the Americas, developed over thousands of years by Native
American communities who cultivated profound relationships
with the natural world. In North America, Native American herb-
alism includes a wide range of healing practices passed down
through oral traditions, ceremonies, and apprenticeships. Heal-
ers, often referred to as medicine men or women, worked with
local plants to treat illness, maintain spiritual balance, and foster
connection with the land. Herbs like sage, cedar, sweetgrass, and
tobacco hold not only medicinal value but also ceremonial and
spiritual importance. These ancestral traditions have had a last-
ing influence on modern herbalism, holistic healing, and spiritual
practices, yet they remain deeply specific to the cultures that cre-
ated them and should be approached with respect and cultural
sensitivity.

In Central and South America, sacred plant medicine traditions
continue to thrive among Indigenous peoples who work with
powerful plant allies, such as ayahuasca, tobacco, wachuma, and
coca. These plants are not used casually but within specific cer-
emonial frameworks guided by experienced shamans or heal-
ers, who serve as mediators between the spiritual and physical
realms. These traditions emphasize ritual purification, ancestral
connection, and purging of unhealthy energies and offer healing
on emotional, energetic, and physical levels.

DECOLONIZING HERBALISM

Decolonizing herbalism means shifting away from a purely extractive
or commodified view of plants and instead approaching them with
respect for their cultural contexts, ancestral lineages, and spiritual
significance.

This process also includes giving credit to the communities who have
preserved this knowledge, supporting BIPOC herbalists, questioning
Eurocentric standards in herbal education, and being mindful of
cultural appropriation.
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As these Indigenous plant medicine practices gain global atten-
tion, it is crucial to recognize their cultural origins and avoid
appropriation. Engaging with Indigenous plant medicine should
always be done with humility, permission, and awareness of the
historical and spiritual significance these plants hold. Honoring
the knowledge-keepers and protecting the integrity of these tra-
ditions is essential to preserving their sacred value and ensuring
they are not exploited.

Traditional Chinese Medicine

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) is a comprehensive heal-
ing system that has been practiced in China for over 2,500 years.
Its roots lie in ancient Taoist philosophy and observations of the
natural world, emphasizing the interconnectedness of the body,
mind, and environment. TCM includes a variety of modalities,
such as acupuncture, gi gong (a practice working with the body’s
vital energy), qi/chi through gentle movements and focused
breathing to promote health and well-being, massage, dietary
therapy, and most notably, herbal medicine.

Herbal medicine is central to TCM and is guided by a sophisticated
system of herbal energetics. Rather than focusing solely on the
chemical properties of a plant, TCM classifies herbs based on their
energetic qualities, such as temperature (hot, warm, neutral, cool,
or cold), taste (sweet, bitter, pungent, sour, and salty), direc-
tionality (ascending, descending, inward, and outward), and the
organ systems they affect. For example, you might use a warming
herb to treat a cold condition, such as fatigue or poor circula-
tion, or a cooling herb to clear heat, reduce inflammation, or calm
excess yang (active/masculine) energy. This energetic framework
allows practitioners to tailor herbal formulas to an individual’s
unique pattern of imbalance, aiming not just to treat symptoms
but to restore harmony throughout the body.

The influence of Traditional Chinese Medicine has extended far
beyond Asia, shaping holistic health practices around the world.
Many commonly used herbs, such as ginseng, licorice root, and
astragalus, have been integrated into Western herbalism, while
TCM’s energetic approach has inspired more nuanced under-
standings of plant medicine in various traditions. As interest in
integrative and preventative medicine grows, TCM continues to
offer valuable insight into the subtle dynamics of health, empha-
sizing balance, harmony, and a deep respect for the natural world.
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Folk practices

Folk herbal traditions in North America are rich, varied, and deeply
rooted in the blending of Indigenous knowledge with European
and African influences. In the Appalachian region, herbal prac-
tices evolved from a combination of British Isles folklore, Native
American plant wisdom, and African folk healing. Appalachian
herbalists often relied on plants that were abundant in the moun-
tainous terrain, such as burdock, yarrow, black cohosh, and
yellow dock. These remedies were passed down through oral tra-
dition and family lineages, used not only for physical ailments but
also for protection, cleansing, and spiritual well-being. The use
of signs, charms, prayers, and moon phases to guide planting and
harvesting is common, reflecting a worldview in which Nature,
spirit, and health are intimately connected.

The Pennsylvania Dutch tradition, which stems from German-
speaking immigrants who settled in the region during the 17th
and 18th centuries, includes a unique blend of Christian mysti-
cism, astrology, and folk medicine. Known for practices such as
braucherei or powwow, Pennsylvania Dutch healers used herbs
alongside blessings, symbolic gestures, and Bible verses to treat
ailments and ward off harm. Common herbs in this tradition
include mugwort, tansy, comfrey, and plantain, often grown in
home gardens or wildcrafted. Herbal remedies were prepared
in simple, accessible ways and were seen as gifts from God that
worked in concert with faith and divine will.

In the Ozark Mountains, folk herbalism closely resembles that
of the Appalachians due to similar geographic and cultural roots.
However, Ozark traditions also emphasize the role of granny
women — folk healers who served as midwives, herbalists, and
spiritual counselors. Herbal knowledge was closely guarded and
often shared only within families or with trusted apprentices.
Plants like boneset, elderberry, and poke root were staples in the
Ozark herbal cabinet, used for both physical healing and magical
protection. As in other folk systems, spiritual beliefs were woven
into daily life, with herbal practices guided by dreams, signs, and
seasonal cycles. Together, these North American folk traditions
reflect a profound respect for the land and a deeply embedded
belief in the power of plants to heal both body and spirit.
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Wortcunning

Wortcunning is an Old English term that translates to plant
wisdom or herb knowledge, derived from the words wort
(meaning plant or herb) and cunning (meaning knowledge or
skill). In Anglo-Saxon England, wortcunning referred to the prac-
tice of using plants for both healing and magical purposes, blend-
ing herbal medicine with spiritual and mystical traditions. This
knowledge was passed down through oral tradition and written
texts, and it played a central role in the healing practices of early
medieval England. Practitioners of wortcunning were often called
leeches, a term that originally referred to healers rather than the
blood-sucking creature, and they held respected roles in their
communities as both herbalists and spiritual workers.

Much of what we know about Anglo-Saxon herbalism comes from
leechbooks, medical manuscripts compiled by monastic scribes
between the ninth and tenth centuries. The Leechbook of Bald, one
of the most famous, includes remedies using herbs, animal parts,
and prayers to treat a wide variety of ailments. These texts reflect
the blend of Christian, Germanic, and folkloric influences that
shaped Anglo-Saxon healing. One of the most fascinating sur-
vivals of this tradition is the Nine Herbs Charm, an Old English
poem found in the Lacnunga, a tenth-century collection of medi-
cal and magical texts. The charm invokes nine sacred herbs, such
as mugwort, nettle, and fennel, combined with incantations and
references to the god Woden, illustrating the fusion of pagan and
Christian elements. It was used both to heal and to protect, show-
ing that wortcunning was never just about the physical proper-
ties of herbs, but also their spiritual power and connection to
the divine.

Rootwork

Rootwork is a form of African-American folk magic and herbal-
ism rooted in the blending of African spiritual traditions with
Native American plant knowledge and European folk practices.
Emerging in the Southern United States during the era of slav-
ery, rootwork developed as both a spiritual and practical system
of survival, healing, and resistance. Enslaved Africans brought
with them a rich understanding of plant medicine and spiri-
tual practices, which they adapted to the new environment by
incorporating local herbs, roots, and minerals — often learning
from Indigenous peoples and borrowing from European folklore

PART 1 Planting the Seed



when necessary. Over time, this unique blend evolved into what is
now commonly referred to as Hoodoo, though the terms rootwork,
conjure, and Hoodoo are often used interchangeably depending
on the region and practitioner.

In the context of magical herbalism, rootwork places a strong
emphasis on the use of roots, herbs, and curios (natural or sym-
bolic objects) to affect change in one’s life whether for protec-
tion, love, money, justice, or spiritual cleansing. Plants such as
High John the Conqueror root, devil’s shoestring, and angelica are
considered powerful allies, each with specific uses and spiritual
associations.

Rootworkers create charm bags (see Chapter 2), oils, baths, pow-
ders, and candle rituals using these materials, often accompanied
by spoken prayers or psalms. While not a religion, rootwork often
draws upon Christian elements, especially the Bible, as a source
of spiritual authority, reflecting the syncretic nature of the tradi-
tion. Today, rootwork remains a vital and living tradition, passed
down through families and communities, continuing to serve as
both a magical and cultural expression of resilience, wisdom, and
connection to ancestral power.

Green witchcraft

Green witchcraft is a Nature-centered path of magical herbalism
that emphasizes working in harmony with the Earth, plants, and
natural cycles. It weaves together practical herbal knowledge with
intuitive, spirit-based approaches to magic, often drawing on
elements of kitchen witchcraft, conscious gardening, and plant
spirit communication.

At its core, green witchcraft is about forming a deep, reciprocal
relationship with the land and the plants that grow upon it. Green
witches often grow or wildcraft their own herbs, harvesting them
from the wild with their spiritual intentions in mind; prepare
teas, tinctures, and infusions; and use these botanicals in both
healing and spellwork. They may keep a garden as a sacred space,
tending it not only for nourishment and medicine but as a living
altar where offerings, blessings, and rituals are performed in
rhythm with the Moon, seasons, and natural world.

In green witchcraft, herbal correspondences are studied and
applied with both tradition and intuition. But beyond symbolic
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uses, green witches also engage in plant spirit work, treating
herbs as conscious beings with whom one can build a spiritual
relationship. Practices such as meditating with a plant, listen-
ing for its guidance, or journeying through trance work are com-
mon, rooted in the belief that plants have wisdom to share when
approached with respect. This belief blends seamlessly with spiri-
tual ecology, the idea that all life is interconnected and that heal-
ing the Earth is a sacred act. By incorporating magical herbalism
into daily life through cooking, crafting, gardening, and ritual,
green witchcraft becomes a living, evolving practice grounded in
both the physical and the spiritual.

Whether working from a windowsill garden or deep in the for-
est, green witches are stewards of plant magic, using their craft
to foster healing, harmony, and balance between themselves and
the Earth. Their magic is personal, Earth-honoring, and deeply
rooted in the cycles of growth, decay, and renewal reflecting the
green world itself as both teacher and ally.

Western herbalism

Western herbalism is rooted in the medical traditions of ancient
Europe and the Mediterranean. Its origins can be traced to
early Greek, Roman, and Egyptian medicine, where healers like
Hippocrates, Galen, and Dioscorides laid the foundation for
herbal theory and practice. These traditions were preserved and
expanded throughout the Middle Ages by monastic herbalists and
Islamic scholars, eventually influencing European folk medicine,
Renaissance medical astrology, and later, colonial-era healing
practices in the Americas. One of the earliest and most influen-
tial texts in Western herbalism, De Materia Medica by Dioscorides,
cataloged hundreds of plants and their medicinal uses, many of
which are still recognized today. Over centuries, Western herbal-
ism grew into a rich blend of formal medical systems and local-
ized folk knowledge, ultimately shaping the foundations of both
modern herbalism and allopathic medicine.

A central component of early Western herbal theory was the
humoral system, developed by Hippocrates and expanded by
Galen. This system proposed that health depended on the balance
of four bodily humors: blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile.
Each humor was associated with specific qualities — hot, cold,
wet, and dry — and illnesses were believed to result from excesses
or deficiencies of these elements. Herbs were classified by these
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same qualities, and treatments were designed to restore equilib-
rium. While humoral theory has largely been replaced by modern
biomedical models, its emphasis on constitutional balance and
energetics continues to influence traditional herbalism today.

In addition to humoral theory, planetary correspondences and
astrological herbalism (see Chapter 3) played a significant role
in Western herbal traditions, particularly during the Middle Ages
and Renaissance. Pioneers like Paracelsus and Nicholas Culpeper
developed systems in which plants were ruled by planets and
zodiac signs, with each celestial body influencing the medicinal
and magical properties of certain herbs. For example, Mars gov-
erned fiery, stimulating plants, such as nettle and garlic, while
Venus ruled over gentle, harmonizing herbs, like rose and violet.
Practitioners would consult astrological charts to determine the
best times for harvesting, preparing, and administering remedies,
believing that cosmic alignment affected both plant potency and
patient receptivity.

The Foundations of Medicinal
Herbalism in the West

In this section, I explore some of the most influential figures in
the evolution of Western herbalism and examine how their con-
tributions have shaped both traditional and magical approaches
to working with plants. From the foundational theories of
Hippocrates and the humoral system to the esoteric insights of
Paracelsus and the astrological correspondences emphasized by
Nicholas Culpepper, each of these individuals has played a critical
role in establishing the frameworks still used by herbalists today.
Their understanding of herbal energetics, planetary influences,
and the spiritual qualities of plants has deeply informed the
development of magical herbalism. From ancient Greece to early
20th-century practitioners like Maud Grieve, these trailblazers
have laid the groundwork for modern herbal practice, blending
science, folklore, and metaphysical insight into a living tradition
that continues to evolve.
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Hippocrates

Hippocrates (c. 460 BCE—c. 370 BCE) is often referred to as the
Father of Medicine and was a pioneering figure in the develop-
ment of Western medical thought. He is credited with shifting
the understanding of disease and healing from superstition and
divine punishment to natural causes and empirical observation.
Although much of what is known about him comes from later
sources and the Hippocratic Corpus, a collection of texts attrib-
uted to him and his followers. His legacy had a profound impact
on both medical and herbal traditions in the Western world.
Hippocrates emphasized the importance of diet, lifestyle, and the
use of natural remedies, in the maintenance of health and treat-
ment of illness.

One of Hippocrates’ major contributions to herbal medicine was
his development of the humoral theory, which proposed that the
human body is governed by four fluids or humors: blood, phlegm,
black bile, and yellow bile. Health, according to this theory, was
a state of balance among these humors, while disease was the
result of imbalance. Herbs were used to correct these imbalances
based on their perceived energetic properties: hot, cold, moist, or
dry; establishing a framework that would influence herbal and
medical practice for centuries. This approach laid the groundwork
for later systems of herbal energetics and was a cornerstone of
Greco-Roman medicine, continuing to influence European herb-
alism well into the Renaissance and beyond.

Pedanius Dioscorides

Pedanius Dioscorides (c. 40 CE-90 CE) was a Greek physician,
pharmacologist, and botanist whose work became one of the
most influential foundations of Western herbalism and medicine.
His most significant work, De Materia Medica, compiled around
50—70 CE, described over 600 plants along with their medicinal
properties, preparations, and applications. This text became the
authoritative herbal reference for more than 1,500 years, influ-
encing medical practice throughout the Byzantine Empire, the
Islamic Golden Age, and into Renaissance Europe.

Avicenna

Avicenna, known in Arabic as Ibn Sina was a Persian polymath
who lived from 980 to 1037 CE. He is considered one of the most
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influential figures in the history of medicine, philosophy, and
science. Avicenna’s most celebrated work The Canon of Medicine
became a foundational medical text in both the Islamic world and
medieval Europe.

In terms of herbalism, Avicenna placed great emphasis on the
energetic properties of herbs and their effects on the body’s
internal balance. He developed a complex system of herbal ener-
getics based on the theory of the four humors: blood, phlegm,
yellow bile, and black bile. Each herb was understood in terms of
its heating, cooling, moistening, or drying effects.

Hildegard von Bingen

Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179) was a Benedictine abbess,
mystic, composer, and healer whose writings made significant
contributions to Western herbalism and natural medicine. Living
in medieval Germany, she combined monastic healing traditions,
Christian theology, and empirical observation of Nature into a
holistic approach to health. Her major works on natural history
and medicine, including Physica and Causae et Curae, catalogued
the medicinal uses of plants, animals, and minerals. Hildegard’s
writings preserved valuable herbal knowledge through the Middle
Ages and continue to influence modern herbalists and magical
practitioners, blending practical medicine with spiritual ecology.

Paracelsus

Paracelsus, born Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von
Hohenheim (1493-1541), was a Swiss physician, alchemist, and
philosopher who played a transformative role in the development
of Western medicine and herbalism. Breaking away from the rigid
doctrines of Galenic and scholastic medicine, Paracelsus advo-
cated for a more empirical and spiritually informed approach to
healing. He believed that observation, experience, and the study
of Nature were essential to the practice of medicine.

Deeply immersed in alchemy, astrology, and esoteric philoso-
phy, Paracelsus believed that the healing power of herbs came not
only from their physical constituents but also from their spiritual
essence. He taught that everything in Nature carried a divine sig-
nature, a concept later known as the “Doctrine of Signatures,”
which revealed its intended use in healing.
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The Doctrine of Signatures also plays a role in magical herbalism,
covered in Chapter 2, which provides a sense both the medicinal
and magical properties of an herb.

John Gerard

John Gerard (1545-1612) was an English herbalist and bota-
nist best known for his influential work The Herball, or Generall
Historie of Plantes, first published in 1597. This extensive volume
was one of the most comprehensive English-language herbals
of its time, cataloging over 1,000 plants with detailed descrip-
tions of their appearance, habitat, and medicinal uses. His herbal
included many woodcut illustrations and became a widely used
reference for both laypeople and medical practitioners in the
early modern period.

Gerard’s contributions to Western herbalism lie not only in the
breadth of botanical knowledge he helped preserve but also in his
emphasis on practical application.

Nicholas Culpeper

Nicholas Culpeper (1616-1654) was an English herbalist, physi-
cian, and astrologer whose contributions to Western herbalism
remain highly influential. His most renowned work, The English
Physician (later expanded as The Complete Herbal), combined tra-
ditional herbal knowledge with astrological theory, making herbal
medicine accessible to the general public in a time when medical
knowledge was largely controlled by academic institutions and
the elite. Culpeper translated complex Latin texts into English and
challenged the exclusivity of medical knowledge, advocating for
the empowerment of common people to take charge of their own
health using the plants around them.

Culpeper’s most distinctive contribution was his integration of
astrological correspondences into herbal medicine. He believed
that each plant was governed by a specific planet, and that the
energetic and medicinal qualities of herbs could be better under-
stood through their celestial rulers.

Historically, astrology has played a role in medicinal herbal treat-
ment throughout history and is part of the systems of traditional
herbal medicine around the world. While planetary correspon-
dences were originally focused on an herb’s medicinal qualities,
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as we will see they also help to categorize an herb’s magical
qualities.

Carl Linnaeus

Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778), often referred to as the “father of
modern taxonomy,” was a Swedish botanist, physician, and
zoologist whose work laid the foundation for the classification of
plants and animals. Born on May 23, 1707, in Sweden, Linnaeus
had a lifelong passion for the natural world and dedicated his
career to bringing order to its immense diversity.

One of Linnaeus’s most significant contributions was the
development of binomial nomenclature — the formal system of
naming species using two Latin names. In this system, each plant
(or animal) is identified by its genus and species, such as Rosa
canina for the dog rose. The genus refers to the broader group to
which the plant belongs, while the species identifies the specific
organism within that group. This system not only simplified the
chaotic naming practices of the time but also created a universal
language that allowed scientists and herbalists across the world
to communicate clearly about plants and their uses.

In cases where multiple species exist within the same genus, the
abbreviation spp. (meaning “species pluralis”) is used to refer
collectively to all species in that genus. For example, writing
Mentha spp. would include all species of mint without specify-
ing a particular one, such as Mentha spicata (spearmint) or Mentha
piperita (peppermint). This is especially useful in herbalism when
a general property of a plant family is being referenced rather
than a single species. Linnaeus’s classification system, still in use
today with modern refinements, provided a critical framework
for herbalists to identify, categorize, and study plants for both
their medicinal and magical properties, ensuring consistency and
accuracy across generations of practitioners.

Maud Grieve

Maud Grieve (1858-1941) was a prominent English herbalist,
author, and educator whose work laid a critical foundation for
modern Western herbalism. She is best known for her monumen-
tal text A Modern Herbal, first published in the 1930s. This extensive
compendium offers detailed information on hundreds of medici-
nal plants, including their botanical characteristics, traditional
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TIP

and contemporary uses, preparation methods, and therapeutic
actions. Grieve compiled her herbal during a time when tradi-
tional plant medicine was at risk of being overshadowed by the
rise of pharmaceutical drugs, and her work served to preserve and
revitalize interest in herbal remedies in the 20th century.

You can view A Modern Herbal online at https://www.botanical.
com.

Connecting with Plant Intelligence

26

Plants have complex ways of communicating with one another
and their environment. One of the most fascinating examples
is found in the behavior of trees, which exchange information
through an underground system known as the mycelial network.
This network is formed by the subterranean part of fungi, thread-
like structures known as mycelium that connect the roots of trees
and other plants. Through these fungal networks, trees can share
nutrients, send warning signals about pests or disease, and even
assist younger or weaker trees by supplying them with needed
resources. This cooperative behavior reveals a level of mutual
support and awareness that challenges the notion of plants as
isolated, unconscious organisms.

The existence of such communication systems supports the idea
that plants possess a form of consciousness, not necessarily in
the human sense, but as a subtle awareness that enables them
to respond intelligently to their surroundings. Trees, for exam-
ple, can differentiate between their own relatives and unrelated
individuals, altering their growth patterns or nutrient sharing
accordingly. Plants can also react to touch, sound vibrations, and
even the presence of specific insects or animals, suggesting a kind
of sensory intelligence. In spiritual and animistic traditions, this
responsiveness is often interpreted as evidence of a plant’s spirit
or consciousness. By recognizing and honoring the ways plants
communicate in Nature, practitioners can cultivate deeper, more
respectful relationships with the botanical world, tapping into an
ancient dialogue that exists all around them.

Plants also communicate with humans through their color, shape,
scent, and growing habits — features that have long been used to
draw symbolic connections between the plant world and human
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experience. These natural traits allow you to make intuitive and
cultural associations that reveal a plant’s potential uses or ener-
getic qualities. Such associations are known as correspondences
and form the foundation for many systems of magical herbal-
ism. Correspondences can be categorized in various ways, includ-
ing astrological influences, planetary rulerships, and elemental
affinities, each offering insight into how a particular plant might
support specific intentions or rituals. Chapter 3 explores these
symbolic connections in greater detail.

Looking at Magical Plant Anatomy

The magical anatomy of plants refers to the idea that a plant’s
physical characteristics, such as its leaves, roots, flowers, color,
scent, and growth pattern, can offer valuable insight into its spir-
itual and energetic properties. For example, plants with thorns or
protective oils may be associated with warding and defense, while
those with heart-shaped leaves or fragrant blossoms are often
linked to love and attraction.

This concept is deeply rooted in the Doctrine of Signatures, a his-
torical belief that the form of a plant reflects its intended use,
both medicinal and magical. By observing a plant’s structure and
behavior, practitioners can intuit how it might be applied in rit-
ual or spellwork, using its physical form as a language through
which its spiritual essence is revealed. This symbolic interpreta-
tion allows you to engage with herbs not just as tools, but as living
allies with distinct magical personalities and functions.

Parts of a plant

The anatomy of a plant holds symbolic meaning about its occult,
energetic, and magical virtues. Each part of the plant reflects
a stage or force that plays a role in both physical and spiritual
growth. At the base, the roots represent the foundation, stabil-
ity, nourishment, and vitality. They ground the plant just as your
personal foundations ground you, making growth possible from
a place of security and sustenance. Roots are often viewed as the
seat of the plant’s spirit, the vessel of its power and potency.

Moving upward, the stem symbolizes growth and forward move-
ment. It supports and elevates, allowing the plant to reach for
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the light while distributing energy throughout the organism. The
leaves, often vibrant and full of life, are symbols of energy, power,
and dynamic force. They are where the plant breathes, gathers
light, and transforms it.

The leaves of a plant are most often used in the form of loose
herbs for both medicine and magic. The leaves echo the action
of magical practice and represent the process of channeling and
focusing personal power.

The buds of a plant are potent emblems of new beginnings, cre-
ativity, and untapped potential. They hold the promise of what is
to come, representing new ideas and ventures waiting to bloom.
Once opened, the flower reveals the spirit of the plant in its most
refined form, its essence and beauty. It speaks to the higher or
spiritual nature of a matter, serving as a metaphor for the soul
or purpose.

Finally, the seed holds the power of renewal and preservation. It
carries the memory of the plant, the potential for future life, and
the ability to begin again.

Each part plays an integral role in the greater cycle, offering deep
insight into Nature’s wisdom and its reflection in human life.

The language of flowers

The language of flowers, also known as floriography, is a symbolic
tradition in which flowers are used to convey specific emotions,
messages, or sentiments without the use of words. This practice
reached its height of popularity during the Victorian era, when
complex floral arrangements were carefully crafted to communi-
cate affection, grief, desire, secrecy, or forgiveness, among many
other feelings. Each flower held a specific meaning: Roses signi-
fied love, lilies purity, violets modesty, and marigolds grief. The
selection, color, and even number of flowers in a bouquet were
chosen with intention, allowing individuals to express deeply
personal emotions in a socially acceptable and often poetic form.

Beyond this historical context, flower symbolism remains an
important aspect of spiritual and magical practices. Flowers are
powerful carriers of emotional and energetic resonance, mak-
ing them ideal for use in rituals, offerings, charms, and divina-
tion. Their colors, shapes, and natural associations help evoke
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particular states of mind or call in specific energies. Whether
placed on an altar, infused in oils, or given as heartfelt tokens,
flowers continue to serve as a universal medium for expressing
the full range of human experience — grief and joy, longing and
hope, celebration and remembrance.

Flower petal numerology

A flowering plant is believed to be at the peak of its magical
potency. The flowers themselves contain the most refined version
of the plant’s spiritual energy and allow people to convey emo-
tions, sentiments, and messages through the careful selection and
arrangement of flowers and plants. In a time when direct expres-
sion of feelings, especially romantic ones, was often considered
improper or too forward, flowers offered a discreet and elegant
way to communicate. Each bloom carried a specific meaning and
even the color, number, and manner of presentation could alter
or enhance the message. Bouquets were often exchanged as coded
messages between lovers, friends, and family, with an entire
social language built upon the symbolism of Nature.

Flowers could convey a spectrum of human emotion, from joy
and admiration to grief, regret, or even rejection. For example,
a yellow rose might symbolize friendship or jealousy depending
on context, while a sprig of rosemary represented remembrance.
This symbolic language also intertwined with magical and folk-
loric traditions, where plants were believed to carry energetic
properties corresponding to their meanings. Today, the language
of flowers continues to influence floral arrangements, rituals,
and herbal magic, allowing plants to act as messengers of emo-
tion and intention, bridging the gap between the physical and
the symbolic.

The number of petals on a flower carries symbolic and magical
significance, reflecting the spiritual qualities and energetic signa-
ture of the plant. In plant magic, petal numerology is an approach
that combines sacred geometry and numerical symbolism to bet-
ter understand the nature of a plant spirit. Each petal number
expresses a unique frequency that can inform how the plant is
used in healing, ritual, or spiritual practice.

Flowers with two petals speak to the theme of duality. They teach
you to recognize opposing forces and strive for balance between
them. These flowers are often aligned with harmony between
polarities, such as light and shadow, self and other.
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Three-petaled flowers, on the other hand, encourage the
unification of body, mind, and spirit, fostering inner harmony
and holistic well-being.

Four-petaled flowers are deeply symbolic of balance and sacred
geometry. They correspond to the four directions, four elements,
and four seasons, making them powerful allies for grounding,
protection, and working within cycles. These flowers also echo
the medicine wheel and magic circle, emphasizing integration of
body, mind, emotions, and soul.

Flowers with five petals hold special significance in magical tra-
ditions. Representing the pentagram, they’re associated with the
life force, gateways, and transformation. These flowers tend to
exist on a spectrum — on one end, deeply healing, while others
are dangerously toxic. Their energy is often visionary, working
with the forces of initiation and protection.

Six-petaled flowers reflect the union of the Universe and the
individual, blending celestial and planetary forces into human
consciousness. The hexagram geometry they embody can be
viewed as a gateway used to invoke or banish planetary energies,
assisting in integrating cosmic wisdom and facilitating transfor-
mation, especially during times of transition or shock.

Finally, seven-petaled flowers are connected to the muystical
realms: fairies, spirits of Nature, and ancestral powers. Their
sacred energy opens portals to the unseen, making them potent
allies in magical and intuitive work.

Working with Herbal Energetics

30

Herbal energetics and herbal action are typically used in medici-
nal herbalism to refer to an herb’s medicinal properties, the way
it affects the body, and the specific body systems that it influ-
ences. For example, an herb like ginger, which has a fiery energy,
helps to stimulate the digestive system and can also be used
topically to stimulate blood flow to the surface of the skin. You
can see how its fiery energetics give ginger the herbal action of
getting things moving through its stimulating properties.
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As you become more familiar with the energetic correspondences
of herbs, you’ll develop a better sense of which herbs to incorpo-
rate into your rituals through your own intuition, matching the
characteristics of an herb with the energy of your intention.

TIP
Through an understanding of herbal action, you can also gain
magical insight into a plant’s energetics through its association to
particular parts of the body. For example, an herb with an affin-
ity for the heart would be useful in rituals for love, courage, and
heart healing, while an herb with a bitter action that affects the
digestive system would be helpful for spells to remove unwanted
energies or break unhealthy patterns.
Table 1-1 list commonly used terms that refer to an herb’s action:
1aBLE1-1  Common Herbal Actions
Herbal Action  What it does Examples
Adaptogen Helps the body adapt to stress and Ashwagandha, ginseng,
restore balance holy basil
Analgesic Relieves or reduces pain Meadowsweet, willow
bark, clove
Anti- Reduces inflammation and swelling Chamomile, turmeric,
inflammatory ginger
Antimicrobial Fights or inhibits growth of microbes, = Cinnamon, garlic,
such as bacteria, fungi, or viruses thyme
Antioxidant Protects cells from oxidative stress Sage, green tea,
caused by free radicals rosemary

Antispasmodic Relieves or prevents muscle spasms Black cohosh,

or cramps chamomile, valerian
Astringent Contracts tissues, reduces secretions,  Raspberry leaf, witch
and tightens skin or mucous hazel, oak bark
membranes
Carminative Eases digestive discomfort by Cardamom, fennel,
reducing gas and bloating peppermint
Diaphoretic Promotes sweating, aiding Ginger, elderflower,

detoxification and fever management  yarrow

(continued)
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TABLE 1-1 (continued)

Herbal Action  What it does

Examples

Diuretic Promotes urine production and Juniper berries,
supports the urinary system dandelion leaf, nettle

Emmenagogue Stimulates or regulates menstrual Angelica, yarrow,
flow mugwort

Expectorant Helps clear mucus from the Eucalyptus, mullein,
respiratory tract licorice root

Nervine Supports the nervous system, often Passionflower, lemon

calming or sedative

balm, skullcap

Stimulates blood flow to the surface
of the skin, creating warmth and

Rubefacient

Rosemary, cayenne,
mustard

redness
Sedative Calms the body and mind, often Lavender, valerian,
promoting sleep hops
Stimulant Increases activity of the body or its Yerba mate, coffee,
systems guarana
Tonic Strengthens or invigorates a specific Dandelion, nettle,
organ or overall vitality, preventing astragalus
illness, helping with stress or fatigue
Consult with your physician or a qualified herbalist before you
begin taking any new herbs internally to avoid any contraindica-
tions. The herbal actions provided here aren’t intended as medi-
rememger  Cal advice but meant to demonstrate the connection between

medicinal action and magical energetics.
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