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This study surveys the history, origin, and ethnobotanical evidence of why Myrtus communis L., Ocimum
basilicum L., Rosmarinus officinalis L., and Salvia fruticosa Mill. are used as ritual plants in the main
monotheistic religions (Judaism, Islam, and Christianity, but also Druze, Mandaeism, and Zoroastrianism).
All these aromatic plants are odoriferous, medicinal, and apotropaic. By reviewing about 180 selected
references, mainly from the Mediterranean basin, we compiled five tables with 313 citations on these ritual
uses in different territories and according to diverse religions. The use of these species in rites of passage is
found in all the main monotheistic religions and, in critical stages of the human life cycle, is related to
warding off the evil eye/bad spirits/Satan, demons, or witches. These ritual customs have deep roots in
ancient pagan cultures. The use of these plants in official religious ceremonies shows that different religious
ritual uses of myrtle in Judaism (as a compulsory part of the Sukkoth festival), basil in the Greek Orthodox
Church (mainly as a component of the Exaltation of the Cross), and rosemary mainly in the Catholic
Church (especially as a decoration in the church). The uses of the three-lobed sage for a ritual byMuslims in
the Holy Land are local and are not part of established religious ceremonies. While these plants have many
similar ritual aspects in different regions/religions, it seems that they can be used interchangeably, probably
as a result of syncretism and cultural migration of customs.

Key Words: Ritual plants, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, ethnobotany, rites of passage.

Introduction

A ritual plant is one (or parts thereof) that is used
in private or official ceremony/circumstances to
elevate/improve/create/touch a tunnel with gods/
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supernatural powers by individual/official religious
figures or as an integral part of well-established
official religious events. A “rude” classification of
ritual plants (not mutually exclusive) may include
sacred trees, hallucinogenic and narcotic plants,
incense, and aromatic plants (not as incense).
Aromatic plants contain odorous volatile sub-

stances. They constitute hundreds of organic com-
pounds including terpenoids, benzenoids, organic
sulfur, and nitrogenous compounds, which work at
different systems and organs of the organism (Skaria
2007). Aromatic plants are used for the psycholog-
ical and physical well-being of humans by promot-
ing natural healing and health. Aromatherapy is an
emerging art of healing through essential oil, which
has therapeutic effects on the body, mind, and soul
(Skaria 2007).
Religious uses of aromatic plants are often

justified by the value of these plants due to
their appreciable perfumes and by the benefits
that people claimed to gain from their com-
bustion. Indeed, a common characteristic of
medicinal, religious, and magic practices was
the healthy use of the smoke of aromatic
plants as incense (Brandon 1991; Merali et al.
2018; Mulas 2006). This generalization may be
exemplified by González et al. (2014), who noted
that the most documented curative rituals (in west-
ern Spain) are based on the smoke produced by the
combustion of certain aromatic or non-aromatic
plants.

STUDIED PLANTS

As the comprehensive list of plants related
to ritual uses in the world is far more than
can be discussed in a journal paper, we made
this review of the ritual uses of four aromatic
species focusing on rites of passage, birth, and
death around the Mediterranean basin. With
the aim to perform the study with a religious
point of view, we try to establish a comparison
for current and ancient uses, their similarities
and differences, and their possible syncretism.
Basing on the knowledge that myrtle has an
official role in Judaism (Nehemia 8:15), rose-
mary (Rätsch and Müller-Ebeling 2006) in the
Catholic Church, basil (Argenti and Rose 1949;
Parker 2011) in the Greek Orthodox Church, and
three-lobed sage (Dafni and Khatib 2017) in Pales-
tinian Muslims (Fig. 1), our inclusion criteria was
limited to these four plants. The ritual uses of these
plants in the main current monotheistic religions

are analyzed, along with other less common ones,
with notes on ancient Mediterranean and Middle
Eastern cultures.
Myrtus communis L. (Myrtaceae) is an aromatic

evergreen perennial shrub or a small tree that is
widespread throughout the Mediterranean region
and theMiddle East. It grows wild but is also widely
cultivated (Özkan and Gűray 2009; Sumbul et al.
2011), at least since Theophrastus (1916), due to its
aromatic properties, edible fruits, fragrant white
flowers, evergreen and culinary leaves, and uses in
traditional medicine (Özkan and Gűray 2009;
Sumbul et al. 2011). Its use as incense is well known
since the time of Gilgamesh (circa 2100 B.C.E.,
Gilgamesh, Table XI: 4; George 1999; Harris
2001).
In the ancient world (i.e., the region around

the Mediterranean and the Near East before
the fall of the Western Roman Empire), myr-
tle was dedicated to several goddesses. In Bab-
ylon (18th to 6th centuries B.C.E. in Meso-
potamia), it was dedicated to Ištar, the equiv-
alent to the Phoenician goddess Astarte (Blech
1982; Drucker 1914). In the Zoroastrian religion
(before the 6th century B.C.E., started in current
Iran), myrtle was dedicated to AhurMazda (Drower
1956; Haug et al. 1884); in Ancient Greece (12th
century–9th century B.C.E.) to Persephone, the
goddess carried off by Hades to become the queen
of the underworld and funerals (Lohman 1979) and
Aphrodite (Pausanias 1898; Staples 1998); in Rome
(8th century B.C.E.–5th century C.E.) to Venus
(Eitrem 1923; Hamilton 1814; Plinius 1938), and
to Mars (Macioti 1990), Minerva (Macioti 1990),
Bacchus (Gerola et al. 1962–1963), and as the
Flower of the Amazons (Cattabiani 1996; Macioti
1990).Myrtle was also the tree of Rome (Cattabiani
1996; Gerola et al. 1962–1963). Apart from this,
myrtle was used in victory crowns in ovations and
triumphs (Cattabiani 1996; Gerola et al. 1962–
1963; Plinius 1938). Herodotus (1922) wrote that
the Persians used it in sacrifices and to cover the
ground in celebrations. In Judaism, it is an essential
part of the “Four species,” which was used in the
Holy Land in the “Tabernacle” (Sukkot) feast since
Biblical times (Schaffer 1982).
Through the ages and in cultures, myrtle

symbolizes immortality and eternity in Ancient
Iran (Drower 1937), Greece (Ferber 1999; Rogić
et al. 2012), and the Middle East (Haddad 1969);
regrowth and vitality in Ancient Iran (Drower
1937); authority, beauty, and youth in Ancient
Greece (Baumann 1993; Folkard 1884; Wilson
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1809); and victory in Ancient Rome (Folkard
1884). In Christianity, myrtle was dedicated to the
VirginMary as it had symbolized purity and fertility
(Folkard 1884). In Ancient Greece, myrtle was
often used for decorating temple sanctuaries
(Baumann 1993) and gardens in Rome (Grimal
1984; Webber 1971). Myrtle is related to divinity
in Mallorca; it is also said that it delimits a sacred
space (Carrió 2013). Moreover, myrtle is a well-

known medicinal plant since the times of the Su-
merian civilization (Mesopotamia, c. 4500–c. 1900
B.C.E.) (Özkan and Gűray 2009; Sumbul et al.
2011) to current times, with a number of modern
ethnobotanical references (e.g., Tardío et al. 2018
for Spain).

Ocimum basilicum L. (Lamiaceae) is a widespread
cultivated plant, originated in Asia (all the Tribe
Ocimeae; Paton et al. 2004), although previous

a b c

d e f

Fig. 1. Pictures of the ritual use of the studied species. aAnOrthodox Jew examines the quality of a myrtle twig for it
use in the feast of the Tabernacle, Sukkoth (Jerusalem, 16.9.2014; Photo: Sakra Jen). b AGreek Orthodox priest, at the
Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, holding a bunch of sweet basil at the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross. (Jerusalem,
17.9.2012; Photo: Danchu Arnon). c Baptism in the Jordan River, water is sprinkled with a bunch of basil (Kasr El
Yahud, 18.1.2016; Photo: Danchu Arnon). d Rosemary and myrtle as apotropaic herbs in a circumcision ceremony of
the Karaites (an old small Jewish sect, Kfar Bilu, 3.5.2011; Photo Danchu Arnon). e Rosemary as decoration of the
Cross ofMay, a traditional fest in Spain in which crosses are decorated with plants and flowers (Noez, Spain, 16.5.2002.
Photo: Javier Tardío). f Salvia fruticosa planted on a Muslim grave (Arab El Aramshe, Northern Israel, 15.3.2000;
Photo: Amots Dafni).
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non-phylogenetic studies placed its origin elsewhere
in Iran (Aubaile 2012:17; Roxburgh 1874:464),
subtropical Africa, (Branca and La Malfa
2008:24), or central Asia.
Sweet basil has symbolized, through times

and cultures, mourning in Ancient Greece
(D’Andrea 1982:32) and love in Ancient Rome
(D’Andrea 1982:32), which is the basis for its
current devotion to love and courtship in Ita-
ly, Romania, and Moldavia (Skinner 1915:78–
79) and to mourning in Europe (De Cleene and
Lejeune 2003 I: 645–647). Basil is also a well-
known medicinal plant (Tobyn et al. 2011:222)
used at least since Hippocrates (c. 460–c. 375
B.C.E.) and Dioscorides (c. 40–c. 90 C.E.). It
became a widespread medicinal plant on a world-
wide scale (Adtani et al. 2014:250; Bilal et al.
2012:73). It is important not to confuse the plant
with the Holy basil, Ocimum sanctum L., as we will
explain below.
Sweet basil was well known during the Ancient

Greek and Roman civilizations, supposedly brought
by Alexander the Great (356–232 B.C.E.) to
Greece (Darrah 1972:4; Lupton et al. 2016:28),
diffused by the Arabs with the expansion of this
culture since the 7th century C.E. (Aubaile
2012:83) and to other parts of Europe by Charle-
magne (c. 768–814 C.E.; Onofrei et al. 2015:162).
Sweet basil is used as an inseparable com-

ponent of the festival of the Exaltation of the
Cross of the Eastern Orthodox Church, based
on the story of Saint Helena (c. 250–c. 330
C.E.), the mother of the Emperor Constan-
tine, who found the True Cross under this
plant (Argenti and Rose 1949 I:186; Parker
2011:30–31). According to the legend that arose
at the end of the 4th century, Saint Helena, during
her trip to Palestine (326–328 C.E.), chose a site to
begin excavating, which led to the recovery of three
different crosses. One of them was the Holy (True)
Cross. On this site, the Basilica of the Resurrection
(or the Holy Sepulcher) arose, consecrated on Sep-
tember 13th, 335 C.E. The following day, the feast
of the Exaltation was established (Tradigo
2006:155).
Rosmarinus officinalis L. (Lamiaceae) is a Medi-

terranean plant (Do Amaral and da Rocha 1972),
which was spread in ancient times to Ancient Egypt
and the Near East (Lev and Amar 2008). It was used
widely as a medicinal plant since the time of Ancient
Egypt (although it is not native in that country)
(Germer 1985; Janick 2002; Manniche 1989),
Greece (Aretaeus of Cappadocia 1898), and Rome

(Dioscorides 2003; EMA 2010), as well as in later
periods, up until today (Andrade et al. 2018;
Begum et al. 2013; Bonet 2014; EMA 2010).
In Ancient Greece, rosemary was thought to be a

gift from Aphrodite to mankind, and statues of gods
were garlanded with this plant (Baumann 1993). In
Ancient Rome, rosemary was consecrated to the
Lares—deities whose primary function was to pro-
tect the family home (Sofroniew 2016). Rosemary
led the souls in the hereafter for both pagans and
Christians (Cattabiani 1996; Lapucci and Antoni
2016). In Europe, rosemary was considered the
emblem of faithful remembrance (Pratt 1840).
Rosemary currently symbolizes both death and love
in a general way (D’Andrea 1982), remembrance
(Pratt 1840), eternity of the souls (Drake 1843;
Mason 1873), eternity (Whittick 1971), love and
fidelity (Latorre 2008; Waterman 1860;), nativity
(Webber and Symbolism 1971), and virginity (Rich
1998).
Rosemary is connected with several Christian

legends that relate this plant to the Virgin and/or
Jesus (Bonet 2014; González et al. 2012; Rätsch
andMüller-Ebeling 2006; Rohde 1922). This is the
very reason why rosemary was Christianized (Rätsch
and Müller-Ebeling 2006), as can be seen in its use
in various religious festivities. Its medicinal proper-
ties have been studied extensively and, therefore, is
found in most of the literature on medicinal plants
(e.g., Begum et al. 2013; Blumenthal et al. 2000;
Bruneton 1995).
Salvia fruticosa Mill. (= S. triloba L.f.)

(Lamiaceae) is an evergreen native shrub of
the central and eastern Mediterranean region,
distributed from Sicily and Cyrenaica through
the southern Balkan Peninsula (Albania and
Greece) to western Syria (Hedge 1972).
Three-lobed sage is common and abundant in plant
communities of garrigue and maquis in the eastern
Mediterranean region and the batha (Mediterra-
nean dwarf shrubs formation) formations of Israel
(Rivera et al. 1994; Zohary 1962). It is one of the
most commercially exploited sage plants, often re-
ferred to as Greek or Mediterranean wild sage
(Skoula et al. 1999). In Israel and Palestine, it
symbolizes purity and justice; thus, it has an impor-
tant role in daily rituals in the Muslim life cycle in
Israel—it accompanies each person as a main ritual
plant from birth for family feasts, weddings, and
funerals (Dafni et al. 2006; Dafni and Khatib
2017). Three-lobed sage is a common and very
popular medicinal plant in the eastern Mediterra-
nean (Rivera et al. 1994; Yaniv et al. 1982).
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Goals and Methods

The present study is an attempt to identify the
historical roots, origin, and ethnobotanical possible
explanations of why Myrtus communis, Ocimum
basilicum, Rosmarinus officinalis, and Salvia fruticosa
(= S. triloba) are extensively used as ritual plants in
monotheistic religions (Fig. 1). A bibliographic re-
view has been carried out in order to achieve data for
the ritualistic use of these plants over time in differ-
ent territories, focusing on the Mediterranean basin
and nearby territories, i.e., not misprizing other
territories mentioned in our references. We aim to
elucidate what is common and what is different in
ritual uses of these four plants among the main
monotheistic religions.

Results

We have attained data of the religious ritualistic
use of the four aromatic species in the main mono-
theistic religions of the Mediterranean (Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam), and three others
(Mandaeism, Druze, and Zoroastrianism), as well
as for ancient non-monotheistic religions from the
Mediterranean.

The results of the literature survey are presented
in Tables 1, 2A–C, and 3. In these tables, data from
Christian territories were grouped into a single col-
umn. To explore the differences among the diverse
Christian Churches (Catholic Church, Protestants,
Anglicans, Eastern Catholic Churches, Eastern and
Oriental Orthodox, etc.) or specific religious sects in
our studied territory, we encourage readers to ex-
amine these in the provided original references. We
mention some important differences in the ritual
use of our plants in the discussion.

A total of 312 citations have been included in the
tables from 178 references.

Discussion

The Use of Aromatic Species in Purification,
Good Luck, Disease Protection, Evil Eye Avoid-
ance, and Associations with Witches and Demons

As onemay see, all of these four aromatic species are
used as incense, for purification or disease protection,
or in good luck wishes, and against the evil eye,
witches, and demons, so to some extent they can be
considered apotropaic (Table 1). As sometimes it is
very difficult to differentiate between incense for
purification, good luck, protection, etc., we decided

to gather all the data into the same table. It can be
seen (Table 1) that the most widespread ritual use in
this category among the studied religions is for
myrtle, which has been used in all of the monothe-
istic religions since antiquity. Rosemary is used
mainly in Europe by Christians, with some refer-
ences to Sephardic Jews in Israel and Muslims in
Morocco (Table 1). The use of basil seems to be
limited to Christians, especially in south Europe
and the Balkans, and the use of three-lobed sage is
mostly confined to Muslims in the Holy Land.

THE USE OF AROMATIC SPECIES DURING THE

HUMAN LIFE CYCLE

Circumcision and Childbirth

Some of the uses from Table 1 can be considered
in relation to childbirth as “preventive” or “protec-
tors,” in the sense of protecting the newborn from
possible diseases and other misfortunes. Myrtle was
used in Ancient Greece and Rome against the evil
eye and, to a major or minor extent, is still used in
this sense by all the monotheistic religions. This
preventive use is in relation to birth in Holy Land
Christians, whereMuslims andDruzes use the plant
as a disinfectant to treat the delicate skin of babies
after circumcision (Dafni 2016).

From amedicinal standpoint,myrtle was frequently
used in the Orient as a disinfectant powder for chil-
dren (Harrison 1961), a use that is still relevant
today, at least in Greece (Hadjikyriakou 2007).
Myrtle is known as an aseptic and antibacterial plant
due to its chemical properties (Sumbul et al. 2011).
Thus, it is not surprising that it was used to stop
bleeding after circumcision by Muslims, Druzes,
and Jews (Table 2A). To a major or minor extent,
myrtle is used in this category by these religions, and
to a minor extent also by Christians; it is not used in
circumcision but in baby care (Table 2A).

Basil is used at childbirth by the Bulgarian,
Romanian, and Serbian Orthodox Churches.
South Slavs (at least, Bulgarians, Romanians,
and Serbians) used to put several apotropaic
plants in a newborn baby’s bathwater to pro-
tect the child, including basil (see Table 2A for
references). As with myrtle in Israel, Turkey, or
Lebanon, rosemary has been also used in North
Africa as an antiseptic and as a vulnerary remedy
for circumcision wounds. It is also used by some
Jewish sects, such as the Karaites, in the circumci-
sion ceremony (Fig. 1d; A. Dafni, pers. obs.). This
sect keeps only the commitments mentioned in the
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Pentateuch, including circumcision (Astren 2004;
Lasker 2004). One of us attended such a ceremony
in which myrtle and rosemary were put on the
pillow that carried the newborn during the ceremo-
ny, in order to prevent evil eye. On the other hand,
the antiseptic properties of rosemary are also well
known (Begum et al. 2013; Bruneton 1995).
On the other hand, three-lobed sage is used only

by Muslims in the Holy Land, Israel. When an
infant is born, he or she is placed on a bed of fresh
leaves of this plant while the mother drinks a “tea”
made from the leaves. On this occasion, a ceremony
called “maulad” is performed. Leaves of the plant
are mixed with barley and placed in the pockets of
the invited friends and relatives, with which an
incense is later elaborated at home and burned
against the evil eye and demons. It is placed on
burning coals and then the house is blessed with a
good fragrance and the demons are expelled (Dafni
et al. 2006; Dafni and Khatib 2017).
Therefore, it seems that the use of these aromatic

plants in circumcision and childbirth is for two
main reasons: they are antiseptics due to the pres-
ence of essential oil and considered protection
against possible incoming diseases and misfortunes.

The Use of Aromatic Species in Weddings

Of the studied plants, it seems that myrtle is the
most important “wedding plant” by all religions in
the Ancient East and the Mediterranean regions
since antiquity (Table 2B). The basis for this use
follows the tradition that myrtle was sacred to the
ancient goddesses of love (especially to Aphrodite in
Ancient Greece and Venus in Ancient Rome; see
“Introduction”), which explains why it has been
used at weddings since this period (Table 2B).
James (1952) argues that in Ancient Rome, the
“crowning of the bride and groom with crowns of
gold and silver, or olive and myrtle,” are common
elements in both marriage and royal coronation
ceremonies. In both rites (i.e., weddings and royal
coronation), as interpreted by Williams (2012),
these elements symbolize victory over the forces of
evil and death at a critical transition in society.
Moreover, myrtle is still used in weddings in mod-
ern Europe (Table 2B), e.g., as in Queen Victoria’s
marriage in 1840 (Nelson 2009; Rich 1998). It is
also considered useful in this rite due to its use in
evil-eye protection (Dafni 2016).
Another important wedding plant in the Mediter-

ranean is rosemary. Since the plant was dedicated to

the Virgin, in Christianity it was a symbol of virginity,
being worn by brides or carried in their wedding
bouquets (Rich 1998); it is still used for this purpose
in several European countries (Table 2B). For ex-
ample, in Spain, a branch is hung in the fiancé’s
window before the marriage (Blanco and Cuadrado
2000), and sometimes a small branch is placed in
the buttonhole of the fiancé’s jacket (G. Benítez,
pers. obs.).
Basil and three-lobed sage are not used as much.

Basil is only used in this rite by Bulgarian and Greek
Orthodox Churches and also as an ornament for the
groom’s headdress by some Muslims in Yemen
(Table 2B). In the Holy Land, incense of three-
lobed sage leaves is placed on burning coals. It is
used against the evil eye and to expel demons at
every Muslim wedding and at any other family feast
(Dafni and Khatib 2017).

The Use of Aromatic Species at Grave Sites and in
Funerals

Again, myrtle seems to be the most widespread
plant for this ritual use; it has been associated with
death and graves since antiquity by all religions
(Table 2C). In Ancient Greece, evergreen myr-
tle was also sacred to Persephone and therefore
can also be attributed to the sphere of death
(Blech 1982; Eichberger et al. 2007; Lohman
1979). It was laid on the dead body to protect
against the evil eye (Alexiou 2002). Twigs of myrtle
were placed on graves to symbolize the virtue of the
dead (Baumann 1993). Jewish forebears laid myrtle
“on the bed of the deceased in his honor” (Babylo-
nian Talmud: Rashi Beitza, 6a). Lauterbach (1940)
mentioned that this practice had double signifi-
cance: first, it drove away the demons who might
try to snatch the departed soul. Second, it provided
a vehicle for the soul to fly up to heaven. In North
Africa, myrtle was used in relation to funeral and
burial ceremonies because it is believed to be a
symbol of eternity (Westermarck 1926). Another
reason for the use of myrtle on graves in Turkey is
mentioned by Ray and Rauwolff (1738): “They
(visiting women) put some green myrtle in … the
tomb; and they are of the opinion that their rela-
tions are happier the longer these remain green and
retain their color.” According to Buckley (2002),
the Mandaeans in Iraq use myrtle in ceremonies to
honor their ancestors because it “preserves the soul”
and because of “myrtle’s evergreen life force.” It is
also used in the New Year Festival: “The symbolism

ECONOMIC BOTANY [VOL



T
A
B
L
E
2.

T
H
E
U
SE

O
F
M
YR

T
LE
,B

A
SI
L,

T
H
R
E
E
-L
O
B
E
D

SA
G
E
,A

N
D

R
O
SE

M
A
R
Y
IN

R
IT
E
S
O
F
PA

SS
A
G
E

R
el
ig
io
n/
pl
an
t

A
nc
ie
nt

re
lig
io
ns

Ju
da
ism

C
hr
ist
ia
ni
ty

Is
la
m

O
th
er
s

A
:B

irt
h
an
d
ci
rc
um

ci
sio

n
M
yr
tle

Is
ra
el
:1
6t
h
ce
nt
ur
y—

B
ar
te
nu
ra
19
91

(T
ra
ct
at
e
Sh
ab
ba
t1

8:
3)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
4)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
4)

Le
ba
no
n:

Se
ss
io
ns

(1
89
8:
7)

T
ur
ke
y:
Ö
zk
an

an
d
G
űr
ay

(2
00
9:
16
4)

D
ru
ze
:I
sra
el,

D
af
ni
,

(2
01
6:
22
4–
22
6)

B
as
il

B
ul
ga
ria
:S
ira
ko
va

an
d

D
im

itr
ov
a
20
03
:1
44
–

14
9)
;T

od
or
ov
a-
Pi
ro
go
va

(2
00
3:
55
);
Z
he
le
va

(1
99
8:
14
8)

R
om

an
ia
:B

ap
tis
m
w
ith

H
ol
y
W
at
er

—
Pi
er
on
ie
t
al
.(
20
12
:4
37
)

Se
rb
ia
:S
te
va
no
vi
ć
et
al
.

(2
01
4:
24
6)
;T

as
ić
(2
01
2:
53
)

R
os
em

ar
y

N
or
th

A
fr
ic
a:
B
ou
lo
s
(1
98
3:
11
)

T
hr
ee
-lo
be
d
sa
ge

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

an
d
K
ha
tib

(2
01
7:
Pa
ss
im

)
B
:W

ed
di
ng
s
an
d
m
ar
ria
ge
s

M
yr
tle

A
nc
ie
nt

G
re
ec
e:
B
au
m
an
n

(1
99
3:
51
);

C
on
no
rs
(1
99
7:
30
7)
;

Fo
lk
ar
d
(1
88
4:
45
5,
51
7)
;

M
as
on

(2
00
6:
28
);

R
og
ić
et

al
.(
20
12
:3
47
);

T
an
ne
r
(2
00
1:
26
2)
;

V
er
sn
el
(1
99
2:
44
)

A
nc
ie
nt

R
om

e:
Fo
lk
ar
d

(1
88
4:
45
5,
51
7)
;

Ja
m
es
(1
95
2:
53
)

M
es
op
ot
am

ia
,3
–5

ce
nt
ur
ie
s

A
D
,B

ab
yl
on
ia
n
T
al
m
ud

(B
ez
ah

6a
;K

et
ub
bo
t1

7,
a;
Sh
ab
ba
t1

50
b,
E
ru
vi
n
40
a)

Pa
le
st
in
e,
3–
5
ce
nt
ur
ie
sA

D
,

Je
ru
sa
le
m

T
al
m
ud

(P
ea
h,
1:
15
;

K
id
us
hi
n
12
c)

M
od
er
n
E
ur
op
e:
D
e
C
le
en
e
an
d

Le
je
un

e
(2
00
3:
I:4

43
–4
44
);

Fo
lk
ar
d
(1
88
4:
34
,3
9,
45
6)
;

R
ic
h
(1
99
8:
17
)

E
ng
la
nd
:B

ra
nd

(1
84
2:
53
)

G
re
ec
e:
B
au
m
an
n
(1
99
3:
51
)

It
al
y:
C
at
ta
bi
an
i(
19
96
:3
51
);

G
er
ol
a
et
al
.(
19
62
–1
96
3:
53
–5
4)
;

La
pu
cc
ia
nd

A
nt
on
i(
20
16
:2
71
);

M
ac
io
ti
(1
99
0:
11
5)
;

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
6)

Ir
an
:M

at
in

(2
01
3:
12
6)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
4)

T
ur
ke
y:
Ö
zk
an

an
d
G
űr
ay

(2
00
9:
16
0)

D
ru
ze
:I
sra
el,

D
af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
4)

M
an
da
ea
ns
:I
ra
q,

M
ar
co
vi
c
(1
98
1:
37
2)

B
as
il

B
ul
ga
ria
:S
ta
re
va

(2
00
5:
24
8)
;

T
od
or
ov
a-
Pi
ro
go
va

(2
00
3:
55
;Z

he
le
va

(1
99
8:
14
8)

G
re
ec
e:
La
w
so
n
(2
01
2:
32
8)
;M

on
ge
r

(2
01
3:
14
1)
;P

ar
ad
el
lis

(2
00
8:
22
9)

Ye
m
en
:C

at
on

(1
99
3:
37
0)

R
os
em

ar
y

A
nc
ie
nt

G
re
ec
e:
D
’A
nd
re
a
(1
98
2:
73
)
;

M
ar
ka
nt
on
is
et
al
.(
20
06
:3
8)

A
nc
ie
nt

R
om

e:
D
’A
nd
re
a
(1
98
2:
73
);

M
on
ge
r
(2
01
3:
12
9)

E
ng
la
nd
:M

on
ge
r
(2
01
3:
pa
ss
im

);
N
or
th
co
te
(1
90
3:
12
9–
13
0,
10
9)
;

Pa
rk
in
so
n
(1
62
9;
42
6)
;P

ra
tt

(1
84
0:
56
,4
9–
52
,5
9,
16
1)
;R

ic
h

(1
99
8:
17
);
T
ay
lo
r
(1
90
0:
14
0,
14
3–
5)

G
re
ec
e:
Pa
ra
de
lli
s
(2
00
8:
22
9)
;C

re
te
:

T
ay
lo
r
(1
90
0:
13
8)

Pa
le
st
in
e:
H
am

ish
Sp
oe
r
an
d

G
oo
dr
ic
h-
Fr
ee
r
(1
91
0:
23
9)

(C
on
tin

ue
d)

DAFNI ET AL.: MYRTLE, BASIL, ROSEMARY, AND THREE-LOBED SAGE AS RITUAL PLANTS2019]



TA
B
L
E
2.

(C
O
N
T
IN

U
E
D
).

R
el
ig
io
n/
pl
an
t

A
nc
ie
nt

re
lig
io
ns

Ju
da
ism

C
hr
ist
ia
ni
ty

Is
la
m

O
th
er
s

H
un

ga
ry
:R

om
an

et
al
.(
20
15
:6
0)

M
al
ta
:C

as
sa
r-
Pu

lli
ci
o
(1
95
1:
40
1)

Po
la
nd
:K

en
ne
dy

an
d

U
m
in
sk
a
(1
92
5:
53
,5
4,
57
)

Se
rb
ia
:L

od
ge

(1
93
5:
25
9,
26
0)
;

R
om

an
et
al
.(
20
15
:6
0)
;

St
ev
an
ov
ić
et

al
.(
20
14
:2
38
)

Sl
ov
ak
ia
:V

až
an
ov
á
(2
00
8:
65
,8
5,
13
9)

Sp
ai
n:

A
lc
ov
er
an
d
M
ol
l(
19
59
:5
52
);

B
la
nc
o
an
d
C
ua
dr
ad
o

(2
00
0:
12
2)
;G

.B
en
íte
z
(p
er
s.
ob
s.)

T
hr
ee
-lo
be
d
sa
ge

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

an
d
K
ha
tib

(2
01
7:
21
8–
21
9)

C
:D

ea
th
,f
un

er
al
s,
an
d
bu
ria
ls

M
yr
tle

A
nc
ie
nt

E
gy
pt
:G

er
m
er

(1
98
5:
41
–4
2)
;

H
am

dy
(2
00
7:
12
0)
;

O
ht
os
hi
(1
99
3:
28
)

A
nc
ie
nt

G
re
ec
e:
Le
m
bk
e

an
d
R
ec
kf
or
d
(1
99
4,

E
ur
ip
id
es
,E

le
ct
ra
52
8)
;

A
le
xi
ou

(2
00
2:
5)
;

B
au
m
an
n
(1
99
3:
54
);

B
le
ch

(1
98
2:
82
);

Fo
lk
ar
d
(1
88
4:
21
,5
4,
19
4)
;

G
ar
la
nd

(2
00
1:
11
6)
;

G
ra
ve
s
(1
95
5:
49
);

K
ur
tz
(1
97
5:
pa
ss
im

)
A
nc
ie
nt

R
om

e:
B
au
m
an
n

(1
99
3:
54
);
D
e
C
le
en
e
an
d

Le
je
un

e
(2
00
3:
I;4

42
);

Fo
lk
ar
d
(1
88
4:
46
5,
47
6,
48
7)
;

Fo
rs
te
r
(1
95
2:
49
);

Fr
an
k
(1
92
0:
30
);

H
ou
gh
to
n
(2
00
7:
15
5)
;

La
nc
ia
ni

(1
89
2:
82
,8
3)
;

M
ax
w
el
l-S
tu
ar
t(
19
72
:1
53
–1
54
);

In
di
a:
Je
w
s—

N
ee
de
l

(2
00
8:
67
)

Ir
an
:L

oe
b
(2
01
2:
20
9)

M
es
op
ot
am

ia
,3
–5

ce
nt
ur
ie
s

C
E
,B

ab
yl
on
ia
n
T
al
m
ud

(B
ez
ah

6a
)

M
or
oc
co
:J
ew
s—

B
en
-A
m
i

(1
99
8:
81
,2
56
)`

E
ng
la
nd
:P

ra
tt
(1
84
0:
10
9)
;

Sk
in
ne
r
(1
91
5:
26
0)
;

16
–1
7t
h
ce
nt
ur
ie
s:

D
ru
ry

(1
99
4:
10
2)

G
re
ec
e:
A
le
xi
ou

(2
00
2:
5)
;

O
ch
s
(1
99
3:
45
)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
9)

It
al
y:
C
at
ta
bi
an
i(
19
96
:3
51
);

M
ac
io
ti
(1
99
0:
11
5)

Sp
ai
n:

B
ar
al
la
t(
18
85
:8
6)
;

fo
r
fu
ne
ra
lw

re
at
h:
C
ob
o

an
d
T
ije
ra
(2
01
1:
17
4)
;S
an

M
ig
ue
l(
20
04
:2
92
)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

(2
01
6:
22
8)

Le
ba
no
n:

A
dd
iso

n
(1
83
8:
17
,1
8)

Sy
ria
:S
po
er
an
d
Sp
oe
r
(1
92
7:
13
1)

T
ur
ke
y:
B
ah
ar
et
al
.(
20
12
:1
12
);

B
ur
de
r
(1
82
2:
36
);
G
oo
dw

in
(1
98
8:
62
);
Ö
zk
an

an
d
G
űr
ay

(2
00
9:
16
5)
;

N
or
th

A
fr
ic
a:
La
ne

(1
83
6:
30
6)
;

Le
ge
y
(1
93
5:
10
9)
;M

og
hr
an
i

an
d
M
aa
ch
i(
20
08
:5
18
);

W
es
te
rm

ar
ck

(1
92
6
I:5

52
,

II
:p
as
sim

);
W
es
te
rm

ar
ck

(1
93
3:
10
9)
;

M
an
da
ea
ns
:I
ra
q—

A
ld
ih
isi

(2
00
8:
34
);

B
uc
kl
ey

(2
00
2:
39
)

Z
or
oa
st
ria
ns
:I
ra
n—

R
am

az
an
kh
an
e

(2
00
9:
16
2)

(C
on
tin

ue
d)

ECONOMIC BOTANY [VOL



T
A
B
L
E
2.

(C
O
N
T
IN

U
E
D
).

R
el
ig
io
n/
pl
an
t

A
nc
ie
nt

re
lig
io
ns

Ju
da
ism

C
hr
ist
ia
ni
ty

Is
la
m

O
th
er
s

M
ol
de
nk
e
an
d
M
ol
de
nk
e
(1
95
2:
14
4)
;

Pu
ck
le
(1
92
6:
16
7)

E
gy
pt
:R

om
an

pe
ri
od
;H

al
e
(1
83
3:
18
);

B
ur
r-
T
ho
m
ps
on

an
d
G
ris
w
ol
d

(1
96
3:
T
ab

15
4)
;E

ic
hb
er
ge
r
et
al
.

(2
00
7:
15
,3
3)
;G

ar
la
nd

(2
00
1:
11
6)
;

H
am

dy
(2
00
7:
11
8)
;R

ig
gs

(2
00
0:
13
0)

B
as
il

B
ul
ga
ria
:f
un
er
al
s—

K
iri
lo
va

(2
01
0:
26
0)
;M

ish
ev

(2
01
6:
15
9)
;S
ira
ko
va

an
d
D
im
itr
ov
a
(2
00
3:
14
4)
;

St
ar
ev
a
(2
00
5:
25
8)
;T

od
or
ov
a-

Pi
ro
go
va

(2
00
3:
55
);

V
ak
ar
el
sk
i(
20
08
:2
03
);

Z
he
le
va

(1
99
8;
14
80
)

C
yp
ru
s:
H
ad
jik
yr
ia
ko
u
(2
00
7:
30
5)

E
as
te
rn

E
ur
op
e:
D
ar
ra
h
(1
97
2:
6)

E
gy
pt
:S
ki
nn

er
(1
91
5:
59
)

E
ng
la
nd
:M

ed
ie
va
l—

D
ro
w
er
(1
95
6:
87
)

G
re
ec
e:
A
le
xi
ou

(2
00
2:
39
,1
22
);

D
e
C
le
en
e
an
d
Le
je
un

e
(2
00
3,
II
:5
4)
;C

re
te
:D

an
fo
rt
h
(1
98
2:
10
4)

Ir
an
:S
ki
nn

er
(1
91
5:
59
)

It
al
y:
B
at
in
i(
20
07
:6
1–
63
);

C
at
ta
bi
an
i(
19
96
:3
78
–3
79
);

D
e
C
le
en
e
an
d
Le
je
un

e
(2
00
3,
II
:5
4)
;G

ua
rr
er
a
(2
00
6:
14
5)
;

La
pu
cc
ia
nd

A
nt
on
i(
20
16
:1
00
)

R
om

an
ia
:P

ie
ro
ni

et
al
.(
20
12
:4
37
)

Se
rb
ia
:S
te
va
no
vi
ć
et
al
.(
20
14
:2
46
)

R
os
em

ar
y

A
nc
ie
nt

G
re
ec
e:
D
’A
nd
re
a

(1
98
2:
73
);
Pu

ck
le
(1
92
6:
18
3)

A
nc
ie
nt

R
om

e:
D
’A
nd
re
a

(1
98
2:
73
);
Pu

ck
le
(1
92
6:
18
3)

E
ur
op
e:
D
e
C
le
en
e
an
d
Le
je
un

e
(2
00
3
I:6

47
)

C
yp
ru
s:
V
ic
ke
ry
(1
98
4:
18
4,

18
7,
18
8)
;H

ad
jik
yr
ia
ko
u

(2
00
7:
29
1)

E
ng
la
nd
:P

ar
ki
ns
on

(1
62
9:
42
6)
;

B
ra
nd

(1
84
2:
49
,1
60
,2
12
–1
);

E
gy
pt
:S
ki
nn

er
(1
91
5:
59
)

Ir
an
:S
ki
nn

er
(1
91
5:
59
)

Is
ra
el
:D

af
ni

et
al
.(
20
06
:3
)

(C
on
tin

ue
d)

DAFNI ET AL.: MYRTLE, BASIL, ROSEMARY, AND THREE-LOBED SAGE AS RITUAL PLANTS2019]



of… fresh myrtle is linked with the idea of fertility
and life triumph over death” (Drower 1936). This
view was also expressed by Muslims in Israel (Dafni
2016). As it was summarized by Ferber (1999),
“Myrtle is an evergreen and thus suggestive of life’s
power against death… perhaps for this reason it was
frequently used in garlands and crowns and to deck
tombs.”Myrtle is currently still used in crowns and
to decorate tombs in several circum-Mediterranean
countries, from Spain to Israel and Lebanon, in-
cluding North Africa, Iran, Iraq, and as far as India
(Jewish communities; see Table 2C). Basil is used in
funerals only by different Christian sects in Europe
from England to Egypt (Table 2C). For instance, in
Serbia, where many customs are connected to the
cult of the dead, when somebody dies, a bunch of
basil is put into their hands, and when going to the
graveyard, a bunch of basil is put on the cross. It is
believed that the basil helped the Serbian people
avoid the epidemic of the plague that devastated
Europe in the late Middle Ages (Stevanović et al.
2014).
Rosemary was used in funerals in Ancient Greece

and Rome and is still mainly used today by Chris-
tians in Europe; however, its use is quite rare for
Muslims from the Middle East (Table 2C). De
Cleene and Lejeune (2003) explain the use of rose-
mary in funerals in Europe: “It was in fact ... that its
aroma conserved the dead body and that its ever-
green leaves guaranteed immortality. Since incense
was expensive, there was a preference for the aro-
matic rosemary in religious ceremonies in antiquity,
especially burial.”
On the other hand, garlands of the three-

lobed sage for incense are left at the graves of
saintly Muslim people in Israel (Fig. 1f), as well
as in front of sacred trees, for the private use of the
visitors who pray and burn incense in honor of the
holy (Dafni 2011). In Israel, Salvia fruticosa is relat-
ed to the angels; when a person is deceased, the
angels come to visit him and because it is believed
they like good odors, this is one of the reasons why
the plant is placed and planted on graves (Dafni
et al. 2006). This view is related to the common
belief that angels go to judge the dead person in his/
her grave (Granqvist 1965; Spoer and Spoer 1927).

Why Myrtle, Basil, Three-Lobed Sage, and Rosemary
Are Used in Rites of Passage

People who are in a liminal phase of any rite of
passage are seen as vulnerable to a range of
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misfortunes, malevolent forces, and illnesses (Grimes
2000; Turner 1969; van Gennep 1960). The like-
liest moments for suffering an attack from the evil
eye are during intermediate phases of rites of passage
like birth, circumcision, marriage, or pregnancy
(Burkhalter Flueckiger 2015; Lauterbach 1940;
Louw 2007; Myrvold 2004; Obladen 2017; Peters
1990; van Gennep 1960).

Simms (1992) has documented the importance
of myrtle at the rites of passage: “…scholars seem
quite aware of myrtle’s importance to the ceremo-
nies and even associate its use with prophylactic
power against evil spirits, these efforts to ease the
transition from one state of living to another with
fragrant odors….” Thus, there is significance to
Drower’s (1937) words: “… smelling of the per-
fume of the myrtle … implied symbolism of ever-
green immortality, and of the resurrecting forces of
spring, germination, and growth.” Although this
conclusion was related to the Mandaeans, it could
be expanded to explain the broad use of myrtle in
many ceremonies in different religions.

The Serbian botanist Josif Pančić (1814–1888)
wrote about basil (cited by Stevanović et al. 2014):

“...this plant is to our people much more
beloved from many others that are higher in
growth, with more beautiful flowers and
smells. That is because basil follows the Serbs
through all the serious events in life: from
birth, where a bouquet of basil sanctified in
the holy water is put in the cradle near the
head, until his death, where his sister or cous-
in plants it on the grave....”

These authors summarized the importance of
basil in the lives of the Serbs: “It followed people
from their birth, when a bunch of basil was put on
the pillow of the newborn baby, until death, when it
was planted on the grave site.” In Bulgaria, basil is
the only multipurpose plant in the family rites
(birth, marriage, and death); it marks the period of
transition and its usage in rites with water and fire
confirms the cleansing function of this plant
(Sirakova and Dimitrova 2003). In Romania, it is
“one of the most important plants connected to the
human life cycle” (Butură 1979).

Regarding rosemary, there is a belief that this
aromatic plant keeps evil spirits at bay, which might
otherwise exercise their harmful influence at life’s
important rites of passage (birth, marriage, and
death) (De Cleene and Lejeune 2003; Thiselton-

Dyer 1889). Its usage in rites of passage, with roots
in ancient cultures, is mainly related to Christians
(Table 2A–C).

On the other hand, one of the most popular
plants against the evil eye in Israel, as dried leaves
or as incense, is the three-lobed sage (Dafni et al.
2006; Dafni and Khatib 2017). The reasons for its
use are as follows: “it expels the Satan and the evil
eyes… by placing three–lobed sage on the graves, a
connection is sustained from birth to death … the
three–lobed sage accompanies man in all stages of
his life” (Dafni et al. 2006). At every wedding, and
at any other family feast, incense of three-lobed sage
leaves is placed on burning coals. It is used against
the evil eye and to expel demons (Dafni et al. 2006).
Apart from Israel and connected with the protective
reputation of this species, in Greece, the plant is
sometimes set on fire in a house to cleanse it
(Huxley and Taylor 1984). This protective reputa-
tion can be the cause of the tradition of planting
S. fruticosa around houses in the country near Car-
tagena, Spain (Rivera et al. 1994).

Considering the concept of vulnerability to ex-
ternal dangers during rites of passage, and the virtue
of all the mentioned species to protect against the
evil eye (Table 1), this may explain the use of all of
these species in the ceremonies of childbirth and
circumcision, wedding, and funerals. All of the
abovementioned plants are known in different cul-
tures and religions as apotropaic.

THE PLANTS IN RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND OFFICIAL

CEREMONIES

As mentioned in the introduction, myrtle has a
regular, official role in Judaism (Fig. 1a) and Man-
daeans’ ceremonies. Without such an official role,
Christians use it for ornaments and decorations in
religious fests and processions, and to decorate the
traditional nativity scene in Spain, Portugal, and
Greece (Table 3).

Basil is widely used especially in the Greek Or-
thodox Church at Exaltation of the Holy Cross on
September 14th (Fig. 1b) to which basil is dedicated
(Table 3, see above). In Serbia, basil and its pleasant
perfume symbolizes the benediction of the Holy
Spirit (Stevanović et al. 2014). According to Tasić
(2012), themotive for using basil in church rituals is
because it is considered “a flower dearest to folk.” In
Spain, basil is used as an ornament in several reli-
gious fests and processions, and its use seems to be
of relatively recent origin (post-Muslim period) and
was incorporated into medieval Christian practices
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from the 16th century on (Alcover 1975). In the
Holy Land, the plant is also used in the baptism
ceremony (Fig. 1c), where water is sprinkled with a
bunch of basil. In Spain, many celebrations with a
religious basis (although syncretic/mixed with other
folk traditions) include the use of basil as a good
luck wish (Carrera, 2009; Pellicer 2000–2004).
Several species of basil, especially tulsi (Ocimum

sanctum), are regarded as the most sacred plants in the
Hindu religion, and therefore basil (tulsi) is found in
almost every Hindu house throughout India (Rai
1992). The leaves are used for different ceremonies
(including births and weddings) and sacred rituals,
as well as in funerals (Chaudhuri and Pal 1997;
Simoons 1998). The explanation is that “the wind
that carries the aroma of tulsi spreads purity wher-
ever it blows. It may also be cultivated at burial
places” (Rai 1992). Therefore, it seems reasonable
thatO. sanctum, which does not grow in theMiddle
East and Europe, was replaced by O. basilicum for
almost the same ritual uses (Table 3) and was also
incorporated very early by the Greek Orthodox
Church. Simoons (1998) had already mentioned,
concerning basil vs. tulsi, “… one cannot ignore the
striking parallels between India, Iran, and Mediter-
ranean lands in the association of basil with love and
marriage. He also added: “Recalling the widespread
Hindu use of holy basil in connection with death
and burial are reports of similar associations for
sweet basil in lands of the west.”
Due to the legends that relate rosemary to the

Virgin Mary and Jesus (see above), the plants are
widely used, mainly as a decoration, especially by
the Catholic Christians in Spain (Fig. 1e) and the
Greek Orthodox Church in Greece (Table 3). The
ritual use of rosemary in rites of passage (Table 2B–
C) could be viewed as a continuation of classical
customs and it was, supposedly, intensified as a
result of the “Christianization” of the plant some-
where in the Middle Ages in relation to the legends
relating it to the Virgin Mary and to Jesus (Crump
2013; Rätsch and Müller-Ebeling 2006).
The three-lobed sage is called “blessed” in Arabic.

The source of the Arabic name (Miramyieh) is a
legend telling of Mary on this same flight to Egypt,
her son in her arms. In the heat of the day, when
Mary sat to rest under the three-lobed sage bush,
she picked some leaves and with them wiped her
perspiring face. Mary was refreshed by their good
scent and she blessed the plant; since then, it has
been called after her. Another version is that “she
had a pain in her belly; then she placed a three–
lobed sage leaf in her mouth and she felt relief. Since

then the plant has been named for her” (Dafni and
Khatib 2017). The ritual uses of Salvia fruticosa is,
so far, a local tradition, which is limited to Muslims
in the Holy Land. All of the uses are related to
popular customs but not to any official ceremony.

ASPECTS OF SYNCRETISM

Plants are used ritually from very ancient times in
relation to broader religious concepts relating to
“life, or to the world, the underworld, or hereafter”
(Simoons 1998). No one can ignore that “the over-
whelming importance (of plant use) in those ritual
relationships was a desire for good health and pros-
perity; a fear of violence, evil, impurity, death, and
decay; and concern with one’s prospects after death”
(Simoons 1998). Due to the specific characteristics
and uses of these plants, it is not surprising at all that
“a new religion may … take over ritual uses of
plants” (Simoons 1998). Thus, it is very logical to
assume that new religions adopt old, already “prov-
en” plants, or use plants having similar properties.
Classen et al. (2002) already mentioned that just as
aromatics traveled to Greece and Rome from the
East, there is no doubt that many aromatic customs
also came via the same geographic route. The ritual
use of Ocimum sanctum in Asia and O. basilicum in
theMediterranean (the logical substitute) could also
have had the same route.
All four aromatic species are related to Heaven

and Paradise in the different religions, probably due
to their sweet odor, purification abilities, medicinal
value, evergreen qualities (except basil), and sym-
bolism and/or use as incense (see above).
According to our results, myrtle is the most

widely used ritual plant in rites of passage and
ceremonies through time, regions, and religions.
The Babylonian Talmud relates paradise as a “gar-
den of myrtle” (Babylonian Talmud 1860–1880,
Tractate Shabbat, 104a). According to the legends
of the Kabbalists, myrtle has the power to dispel
even the stench of Hell (Yalkut Shimoni, Genesis,
paragraph 20). Westermarck (1933) mentioned
that “Barakeh (a divine blessing) is ascribed ... to
the myrtle, which has the scent of paradise,” and in
another place, “the laurel and the myrtle are holy…
leaves or twigs are boiled in water, and with this
water, mixed with Moorish ink, charms are written
for various purposes…. The myrtle has the scent of
Paradise, liked by the angels” (Westermarck 1926).
The Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said
that Adam fell down from Paradise with three
things: the myrtle, which is the chief of sweet-
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scented flowers in this world; an ear of wheat, which
is the chief of all kinds of food in this world; and
pressed dates, which are the chief of all fruits of this
world (Elgood 1962; Goodwin 1988; Littell and
Holden 1838). A Muslim tradition holds that
Mohamed’s sword was made of the leaves of the
myrtle of Paradise and brought down to earth by
Adam (Sezgin 1967). This tradition reflects the
story about Moses’s stick, which is also said to have
been made of the myrtle (Sezgin 1967; Wheeler
2002). Of the three main religions, Christianity
has the least relationship with this plant, except in
some areas, such as for weddings and funerals, and
concerning some official religious ceremonies.

The sacral aspect of basil can be exemplified by a
Serbian legend, which states that Paradise is full of
basil, or by the popular Serbian proverb, which says
that “the soul of a goodman smells like basil” (Tasić
2012). Similarly, O. sanctum in India is “… the
meeting point of heaven and earth” (Gupta 1971).
“The tulsi is, as is said, on earth, in paradise, and in
the netherworlds difficult to obtain…. Whoever
merely sprinkles a single drop of water on the tulsi,
he shall reach, freed from all sins, paradise” (Gupta
1971). The possible relations of the ritual use of
both Ocimum species were previously exposed, but
those with regard to myrtle were not. According to
the review of Marwat et al. (2011), many of the
commentators of the Quran identified the Ar–
Rehan (Sura 55. Ar–Rahman, Ayah 10–13; see
Farooqi 1992) as Ocimum basilicum. As a plant
mentioned in the Islamic sacred text, one should
expect some more ritual uses in this religion than
the only mention in Yemen for weddings

(Table 2B). But the Arabic name for Ocimum spp.
and Myrtus are similar: mainly rayhan for the first
and rihan for the second (Boulos 1983; Leclerc
1877–1883), other authors used rihan for both
(Ghandi and Husain 1994), meaning “the aromat-
ic.” This may have led to the Spanish vernacular
name for myrtle—arrayán (from al–rihan). In our
opinion, the similar name in Arabic can be an
explanation for the frequent employment of myrtle
and the lack of use of basil in Muslim rites of
passage. The old tradition of both plants could have
merged into one.

In the case of rosemary, we know of its use since
ancient times as a substitute for incense (Grieve
1931; Hadjikyriakou 2007), which is still being
practiced in some churches, sometimes not only as
incense but also as an (aromatic) ornament in im-
portant ceremonies (Tables 1 and 3). Starting with
some ritual uses in ancient times related to weddings
and burials, the plant was later Christianized
(Rätsch and Müller-Ebeling 2006) and became an
important symbol of this religion in some terri-
tories. With minor uses in Islam and Judaism, it
remains more or less related to Christian churches.

On the other hand, in someMuslim territories, the
most important cemetery plant is the three-lobed sage.
When locals were asked why they used this plant in
cemeteries they answered the following: (1) “The
angels like a good odor and come to the fragrant
plants, and they also transfer the prayers to the dead.
When a person is deceased, the angels come to visit
him and they like good odor—that is why we put
Salvia there” (Dafni et al. 2006). This note is related
to the common belief that angels go to argue with

Myrtle Basil Rosemary Three-lobed sage

Good-luck, 
disease 
protection
R.P.: Birth -
circumcision
R.P.: 
Weddings 
R.P.: Death, 
funerals 
Religious 
ceremonies

Fig. 2. The use of myrtle, basil, rosemary, and three-lobed sage in several rituals among the main monotheistic
religions of the Mediterranean basin, sorted chronologically by its appearance (Judaism, Christianity, Islam). Light gray
for few (two or less) references, dark gray for well-documented uses. R.P.: Rites of passage.
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the dead person in his grave (Granqvist 1965). This
plant seems to be ritually important only for Mus-
lims living in the Holy Land.

Conclusions

The four aromatic species are all well known as
odoriferous, medicinal, and apotropaic. The use of
these four aromatic plants (Rosmarinus officinalis,
Myrtus communis, Ocimum basilicum, and Salvia
fruticosa) in rites of passage is found in all the
monotheistic religions (Fig. 2) and is related to the
expulsion of the evil eye/bad spirits/Satan, etc., in
these critical stages in the human life cycle. These
customs have deep roots in ancient pagan cultures.
The use of aromatic plants in official religious

ceremonies shows that different plants are currently
related to different religions: myrtle to Judaism, basil
to the Greek Orthodox Church, and rosemary to the
Catholic Church, with some minor overlapping. The
Muslims and the Druzes have no official religious use
of aromatic plants. It is noteworthy to mention that
while myrtle is a compulsory part of the Sukkoth
Jewish celebration and basil is a main component of
the Exaltation of the Cross in the Greek Orthodox
Church, rosemary is used mainly as decorum in var-
ious Christian churches. The use of the three-lobed
sage ritual is found in local customs but by nomeans is
it a part of established ceremonies.
While all four plants have similar uses in different

regions/religions, it seems that these plants can be
used for very similar ritual uses, probably as a result
of cultural migration of customs and syncretism.
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