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Myrrh is perhaps one of the most ancient, 

and precious, of plant species which we 

use in aromatherapy practice today. Its use 

as a perfume and medicine outdates that of 

many other plants. From ancient royalty to the 

common man, myrrh has alleviated all sorts of 

problems over time.

Myrrh has uses in both herbalism and 

aromatherapy, in addition as a perfume 

fixative and scent agent for natural perfumery 
products. The many variations of extracts 
available means that myrrh probably has had a 

place in the herbalist’s, aromatherapist’s, and 

perfumer’s tool box for a long time. However, 
myrrh is not a cheap commodity and it should 

be used with great thoughtfulness, given both 

the extract process and its sustainability. With 
this in mind, this article discusses the profile 
of myrrh itself and some alternative choices for 

use in place of myrrh.

The original recipes included in this article 
give you the basis to make products for various 
winter skin care conditions and they can be 
adapted to suit your needs or the needs of 

your clients. Where appropriate, there is an 
alternative to the suggested myrrh ingredient.
Myrrh may not be such an easy-to-grow plant 
in our gardens, like some other species, but 
understanding how it grows, where it comes 
from, and the types of extracts derived from 
this particular species will give you a greater 
respect and a basis for decisions of use for this 

most ancient, and valuable, of commodities.

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name:  
Commiphora myrrha (Nees) Engl.4

Accepted Botanical Synonym: 
Commiphora myrrha var. molmol Engl.4

Botanical Family: Burseraceae.

The Ancient Gift of Myrrh  
(Commiphora myrrha (Nees) Engl.)

By Sharon Falsetto, BA (Hons), NAHA Certified Professional Aromatherapist® 
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Conservation Status of Myrrh

Common myrrh or guggul (Commiphora wightii) 

should not be confused with myrrh (Commiphora 

myrrha). Common myrrh (Commiphora wightii) is 

listed as critically endangered on the IUCN Red List.5,6 

It is sometimes used interchangeably with myrrh 

(Commiphora myrrha).7

At the present time, there is no listing for myrrh 

(Commiphora myrrha) on the IUCN Red List. 

However, the extraction method involved in 

processing myrrh resin is complex and should be 

considered with regard to sustainability and use. 
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The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

Plant Characteristics 

Myrrh is a small to medium-sized tree which 

is deciduous. It is a prickly plant with several 
distinguishing characteristics:

• Leaves: Leaves are oval and have three 

leaflets (the leaf-like part of compound 
leaves) on each leaf.

• Flowers: Flowers are yellow-red in color 

and have four petals. 

• Branches: Knotted.

• Gum: Myrrh is renowned for the oleo-gum 
resin which exudes from the bark of the tree.

Plant Distribution 

Myrrh is indigenous and cultivated in 
countries such as Yemen, Somalia, Ethiopia, 

Djibouti, Oman, and parts of Kenya. It grows 
in thickets in sparse, arid scrubland. However, 
if the climate and geographical location is 
right, it can be grown in other places around 
the world. It is tolerant of both drought and 
frost, making it available to various regions.8 

Garden Profile

The Garden Profile for myrrh is limited due to 
the narrow window of opportunity to grow 
it successfully in countries such as the United 
States and Canada.

How to Grow: It is usual to start the growing 
process of myrrh with either seeds (spring) 
or from cuttings (fall). It likes to grow in the 
sun (given its indigenous roots). Myrrh is 
adaptable to various soil types including sand, 
loam, and clay, but with a preference for well-

drained and alkaline-based soils.8 Myrrh trees 

suffer little damage from fungi and insect 
issues, unlike many other garden plants.9 

Plant Zones: 10 – 12.7

Historical Use

Myrrh stretches far back in time to the ancient 
civilizations of the Egyptians, Greeks, and 
Romans. Most texts cite its use as far back as 
3,700 years. Yet is myrrh as we know it today 
the same species which was used in the past? It 

is thought that perhaps (bisabol) myrrh (Com-

miphora erythraea) was the species used in 

ancient times and not that of (hirabol) myrrh 

(Commiphora myrrha) which is in use today.10 

What’s in a Name? The Origin of Myrrh

Various sources cite the original meaning of the 

botanical species used commonly in aromatherapy 

practice, and from which we can assume its common 

English name was probably derived.

Myrrh (Commiphora myrrha,  

Commiphora molmol) Word Derivatives:

Commiphora: Gum-bearing, myyrha: Bitter, molmol: 

Bitter in Somali.1 

Murr: Bitter in Arabic.2

Myrrh Botanical Synonyms:

The list of botanical synonyms for myrrh is long. 

These include:

• Commiphora molmol (Engl.) Engl. ex Tschirch 

• Balsamea myrrha (T. Nees) Oken 

• Commiphora coriacea Engl.

• Commiphora rivae Engl.

• Balsamodendron myrrha Nees.3

However, the accepted botanical synonym for myrrh is 

listed under the Botanical Profile section on page 33. 
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The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

The ancient Egyptians used myrrh for 
embalming bodies. They also used it in their 
cosmetic and perfume products.11 Myrrh was 

one of the ingredients used in the Egyptian 
perfume named Kyphi.2 Peace Rhind discusses 

that myrrh was actually present in several 

ancient perfumes such as “stakte, the simple 

uncompounded perfume of ancient Egypt, and 
several compounded therapeutic perfumes 

of ancient Rome such as Mendesium, which 

was also used to ease aching muscles, and 
Metopion, which was used to treat dry skin.”2 

Another perfume called Murra was used for 

both the hair and skin.

Myrrh has been used as an incense, to purify 

the air, as an anointing oil, and for its ability 
to heal pain, wounds, and in skin care. The 
Chinese also used it for hemorrhoids and 

menstrual cramps, and it has even been used 

to combat leprosy.11 

The Different Extracts of Myrrh12, except where noted otherwise

Type of Extract Description Aroma

Resin (Oleo-
gum): Source of All 

Other Products

The crude extract which naturally occurs in the tree 
trunk. Usually round or tear-shaped of yellow to dark 
brown-red color.

Warm, balsamic, sweet, spicy.

Absolute Prepared from the resinoid, usually with alcohol, but 

sometimes with a hydrocarbon solvent. Dark red-
brown to orange in color.

Warm, balsamic, spicy.

CO
2

The crude resin is extracted by the carbon dioxide 
(CO

2
) method.

Warm, earthy, smooth. 
Strong tenacity.13

Essential Oil Steam distillation of the crude resin. Pale yellow-

orange or amber in color.
Warm, spicy, rich. Good fixa-

tive.

Hydrosol Steam distilled from the crude resin.14 Woody, sweet, resinous.15

Resinoid Extracted from the crude resin with ethyl alcohol, 
benzene, or petroleum ether. Dark red-orange-brown 
in color. Extremely viscous. Used as a fixative in 
perfumery or further broken down into an absolute or 
tincture.

Warm, woody, balsamic, 
spicy.16

Tincture Prepared from the resinoid, usually with alcohol. Similar to resinoid but in  

dilution.

Chemistry Profile

As the table below shows, there are many 

different types of myrrh extracts. For the sake 
of simplicity, we will look at the chemistry 
profile of the actual plant and essential oil. You 
can assume that the hydrosol chemistry profile 
will be very similar to that of the essential oil, 

given the similar extraction process. However, 
the hydrosol will be predominately water-

based, which does alter the exact chemical 
components.

Myrrh Plant: Chevallier7 describes the key 
constituents of myrrh as “gum (30 – 60%), 
acidic polysaccharides, resin (25 – 40%), 
volatile oil (3 – 8%), including heerabolene, 
eugenol, and many furanosesquiterpenes.”

Essential Oil: Peace Rhind states that the 

essential oil is predominately composed of 

sesquiterpenols and a significant ketone called 
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curzerenone.2 She adds that the chemistry can 

vary depending on variety.17 Lawless breaks 
down the chemical constituents of myrrh 

essential oil into “heerabolene, limonene, 

dipentene, pinene, eugenol, cinnamaldehyde, 
cuminaldehyde, cadinene, among others.”11 

Tisserand and Young list furanoeudesma-1, 
3-diene, furanodiene, and lindestrene as key 
components over 10% in the essential oil 
make-up.18

Aroma Profile

As shown in the table of The Different Extracts 
of Myrrh, myrrh can vary in aroma depending 
on the extract. However, note that the key 
scent words for myrrh can be identified as 
warm, spicy, rich, earthy, woody, sweet, 

and balsamic. This is quite a wide range of 
descriptors! Interestingly, myrrh is at the latter 
end of the spectrum with regard to balsamic.19 

In addition, you might notice a medicinal, 
camphoraceous note as the aroma fades and 

goes into the dry down stage. For this reason, 
many of my students and clients state that 

myrrh is not a favorite fragrance. However, 
it is a great fixative (meaning it will “hold” 
a scent in place) and blended with the right 

earthy, grounding, and even floral notes, it can 
add depth and value to a blend aromatically 

and therapeutically.

Therapeutic Properties

It is important to remember which type of 

extract you are looking at, when comparing 
therapeutic properties of myrrh (in addition to 

the plant species from which is was extracted), 
as differing chemical components (and/
or percentages of each) may alter particular 
therapeutic properties.

The following table represents the main 
extracts used in the practice of aromatherapy/
herbalism. In all cases consult a certified 
aromatherapists and/or herbalist on dosage 
and contra-indications for use.

Type of Extract Therapeutic Properties/Uses
Absolute As a fixative in perfumery.
CO

2
As a fixative in perfumery but may also be used in a similar way as the essential oil.

Essential Oil Anti-inflammatory, anti-microbial, antiseptic, anti-fungal, astringent, carminative, 
anti-catarrhal, expectorant, stimulant (digestive), uterine, vulnerary. Used for eczema, 
wounds, wrinkles, mature skin, athlete’s foot, arthritis, asthma, bronchitis, gingivitis, 
coughs, gum infections, diarrhea, flatulence, amenorrhea, colds, athlete’s foot.11 Also 

used for “dysentery, hyperthyroid, and to calm sexual excitement.”20

Hydrosol Anti-microbial, anti-fungal, astringent, cicatrisant. Used for wounds, cuts, skin support.15 

Powder (Ground 
from the Resin)

Antiseptic, antispasmodic, astringent, carminative, emmenagogue, expectorant, stimu-

lant. Used for mouthwash, pain, menstrual congestion, flatulence.21

Tincture Astringent, antiseptic, digestive tract healing. Used for sore throats, canker sores, gingi-
vitis, and gastric ulcers.7

The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

Ancient Resin vs. Essential Oil

Myrrh resin used thousands of years ago may have 

had similarities to present day essential oil usage.

“Although the ancients used the resin, which also 

contains commiphoric acids and heerabo-myrrhols, 

rather than the essential oil, we can see similarities in 

its current usage.”19

Jennifer Peace Rhind, Fragrance and Wellbeing
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The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

Cautions for Use

The main caution for using myrrh, in all 
the ways mentioned under the Therapeutic 
Properties section of this article, is to avoid 

use during pregnancy. Myrrh may act as an 
emmenagogue, which makes it useful in the 
treatment of amenorrhea, but likewise may 
stimulate premature labor.11, 18, 21a

Clinical Studies

Clinical studies supporting the therapeutic 
properties of myrrh are varied. I found the 

following positive research studies and extracts 
analyzing the various properties of myrrh 
while researching this article:

Anti-fungal: An abstract from a study 

carried out by Batool Z Ali, at Baghdad 
University, entitled Evaluation of myrrh 

(Commiphora molmol) essential oil against 
some storage fungi, summarized that when 

tested against three storage fungi, Aspergillus 
flavus, A. niger and Penicillium citrinum, 
the “results showed inhibitory effect of the 
oil against tested fungi with the increasing 
concentrations.”22

Anti-microbial: An abstract from a study 

looking at the “combined additive and 
synergistic antimicrobial effects” of several 
frankincense and myrrh species (including 
myrrh (Commiphora myrrha) and opopanax 

(Commiphora guidotti) concluded that 

there were indeed greater synergistic anti-
microbial effects when two or more of 
these species were combined, in particular 

frankincense (Boswellia papyrifera) and 

myrrh (Commiphora myrrha). The study, 

Myrrh (Commiphora spp.)
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The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

The additive and synergistic antimicrobial 
effects of select frankincense and myrrh 
oils – a combination from the pharaonic 
pharmacopoeia, was carried out by S. de 

Rapper, S.F. Van Vuuren, A.M. Viljoen and E. 

Dagne.23

Anti-inflammatory and Analgesic: The 

anti-inflammatory and analgesic therapeutic 
properties were tested in myrrh (Commiphora 

myrrha) in a study entitled Anti-inflammatory 
and analgesic activity of different extracts 
of Commiphora myrrha, conducted by 

Shulan Su, Tuanjie Wang, Jin-Ao Duan, Wei 
Zhou,Yong-Qing Hua, Yu-Ping Tang, Li Yu, 
Da-Wei Qian. An abstract from this study 
concludes: “These data demonstrated that the 
EE [85% ethanol extract] and EPE [petroleum 
ether extract] possess analgesic and anti-
inflammatory activities and may support the 
fact that traditional application of this herb 

in treating various diseases associated with 
inflammatory pain.”24 Consult the study for 

further information on the methods used.

There are numerous other clinical studies 

available online if you take the time to search 
for them. Many state that further research is 

needed due to limited data and control groups 
but it is encouraging to see that science is 
starting to catch up to long-held traditional 
uses and beliefs for the use of myrrh in 

medicine.

Alternatives to Myrrh

If you would prefer not to use myrrh due to 

ethical or sustainability reasons, or you are 

unable to use myrrh during pregnancy, the 
following alternatives maybe suitable for 
use instead. The suggestions made refer to 
the essential oil, CO2 extract, and hydrosol. 

Bisabol Myrrh and Hirabol Myrrh

Bisabol Myrrh: Commiphora erythraea

Hirabol Myrrh: Commiphora myrrha

The distinction is an old reference to the presumed 

major chemical components between these two 

species, bisabolene and heerabolene. However, it is 

now thought that opopanax (Commiphora guidotti) 

was the true source of bisabol myrrh.26

Infused Myrrh Oil

Use this recipe in the Infused Myrrh and Rosewater 
Lotion for Face recipe or the Anti-inflammatory 
Body Oil recipe.

This method uses both the hot and cold infusion 
methods for infusing oil.

Ingredients:

Use 1:1 proportions of resin and oil.

2-oz. organic myrrh (Commiphora myrrha) resin

2-oz. sunflower (Helianthus annuus) oil

Directions for Making: Add the myrrh resin to 

a small mortar and grind with the pestle until the 
resin is broken down into a powder. 

Hot Infusion: Add the resin powder to a Pyrex® 
jug. Add 2-oz. of sunflower oil. Using the bain marie 
method, heat the resin and oil on very low heat on 
the stove top for six hours. Check periodically that 
the water has not completely evaporated from the 
pot and add more if necessary. After six hours, take 
off the stove top. 

Cold Infusion: Pour the mixture (including the resin 
powder) into a glass mason jar. Allow to cool and 
then fix the lid. Sit the jar on a sunny window ledge 
for three weeks. Check and shake daily. After three 
weeks, strain the resin powder from the oil. Store 
the oil in a glass mason jar in a cool, dark place.
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The Ancient Gift of Myrrh continued

Anti-inflammatory Body Oil 

(Using the Recipe for Infused Myrrh Oil)

This is a potent blend to alleviate inflammation and 
general aches and pains which may occur during 
the winter months. The recipe yields approximately 
4-oz. of product.

Carrier Oils:

1-oz. infused myrrh (Commiphora myrrha) oil

1-oz. apricot kernel (Prunis armeniaca) oil

1.5-oz. sweet almond (Prunis dulcis) oil

0.5-oz. borage (Borago officinalis) oil

Essential Oils:

7 drops myrrh (Commiphora myrrha)*

13 drops ginger (Zingiber officinale)

15 drops lavender (Lavandula angustifolia)

5 drops vetiver (Vetiveria zizanioides)

*substitute with patchouli (Pogostemon cablin)

Directions for Making: Combine carrier oils 
together in a glass or PET bottle. Add essential oils. 

Cap and shake thoroughly to mix. Store the blend 
in a cool, dark place.

Instructions for Use: Pour a dime-sized amount of 

the blend into your hands and massage over body, 

or in a place of inflammation or pain. Use as needed.

Cautions: Avoid use in pregnancy unless 

substituting myrrh essential oil with patchouli 
essential oil. Possible phototoxicity. Possible skin 
sensitivity. Discontinue use immediately if skin 

irritation or sensitivity occurs.

Infused Myrrh and Rosewater Lotion for Face 

(Using the Recipe for Infused Myrrh Oil)

This recipe is a decadent mix of infused oil, hydrosols, 
and cocoa butter to combat winter skin, wrinkles, 
and dry air. The recipe yields approximately 4-oz. of 
product. The base recipe for the cream is adapted 

from the Basic Lotion Recipe in my book Authentic 
Aromatherapy.27

Note: This recipe uses the 4:1 ratio of Liquids: Solids. 
If you would like a more cream-like consistency, 
adjust the ratio to 3:1 of Liquids: Solids.

Ingredients:

0.5-oz. cocoa butter (Theobroma cacao)

0.5-oz. emulsifying wax 

1-oz. infused myrrh (Commiphora myrrha) oil

2-oz. rose (Rosa × damascena) hydrosol

1-oz. myrrh (Commiphora myrrha) hydrosol

Directions for Making: Add the cocoa butter to a 

Pyrex® jug. Using the bain marie method, heat up 
the Pyrex® jug to melt the cocoa butter. Once the 
cocoa butter is melted, add the emulsifying wax. 
Once the emulsifying wax is melted, add the infused 
myrrh oil. Keep on low heat while you gently heat the 
rose hydrosol in a separate small pan on the stove 

top, until barely warm. Take the melted butters/oils 
and wax off the heat. Whisk the mixture, using a 
hand whisk, on low-medium setting. Slowly pour 
the slightly warmed hydrosol into the mixture while 
whisking. Whisk for between five and ten minutes 
until the mixture becomes white and milk-like in 
consistency. Add the optional essential oils. Whisk 
for another ten to twenty seconds. Spoon or pour 
the mixture into a glass jar. Cap when cooled. Label 
the jar. Store in the refrigerator and use within two 
to three weeks. Note that the mixture will thicken 
once it is refrigerated.

Instructions for Use: Apply a dime-sized amount 

to fingertips and massage gently over face, avoiding 
getting into eyes. Use twice a day, after washing, 
as part of your daily skincare routine.

Cautions: Discontinue use if sensitivity occurs.

Myrrh (Commiphora spp.)
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The choices made are based in part on my 

experience as an aromatherapist, chemical 
components, aroma, and/or therapeutic 
properties.25 Further research might be 
required, depending on what, and why, you are 
substituting for. Contra-indications for use are 
also listed:

• Patchouli (Pogostemon cablin)

• Texas cedarwood (Juniperus ashei)—Avoid 

in pregnancy. Possible skin sensitivity.
• Virginian cedarwood  

(Juniperus virginiana)—Avoid in 

pregnancy. Possible skin sensitivity.
• Ylang ylang (Cananga odorata)

• Opopanax (Commiphora guidotti).

Conclusion

Myrrh is an ancient, precious, and somewhat 

mysterious gift that we should treat with 
respect and reverence in our aromatic work. It 
is versatile and has an alluring aroma in more 
ways than one. If you choose to use myrrh 

in your work, use sparingly and combine 
with other essential oils, CO2s, hydrosols, 

absolutes, and tinctures for different aromas, 
therapeutic action, and sustainability.
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