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The Wisdom of Sage  

(Salvia spp.) 
By Sharon Falsetto, BA (Hons)  

NAHA Certified Professional Aromatherapist®

Sage is a broad term given to a myriad of 

plants within the Salvia genus. When we talk 

of sage, it is important to distinguish exactly 

which sage species we are referring to. Salvia 

is the largest genus of plants in the Lamiaceae 

family, with a total of 900+ species,1 many 

of which are used aromatically or in herbal 

medicine. 

To give you an idea of what sage may, or 

may not, be a reference to, it is beneficial to 
take a look back through history to see some 

examples of the Salvia species. White sage 

(Salvia apiana) is a well-known plant to the 

south western United States. It was used 

significantly as a medicine for various ailments 
by Native Americans. Original settlers to the 

area also made use of white sage leaves as a 

purifying smudge stick for the body or home.2

Garden sage (Salvia officinalis) is probably one 

of the most ancient Salvia spp. to have been 

used in what is today modern-day Europe. The 

ancient Romans regarded it as a herba sacra, 

a sacred herb. Its botanical cousin clary sage 

(Salvia sclarea) was also highly regarded in 

Medieval Europe.3

And here in Arizona, where I now live, there 

are various Salvia spp. grown locally to attract 

hummingbirds, such as Salvia greggiis 

and Salvia elegans with their bright red 

flowers. These two species are a haven for 
the hummingbirds in my garden during the 

summer months!

So, as you can see, sage is a common term 

for many different kinds of plants. In this 
profile, we will take a closer look at both 
garden sage (Salvia officinalis) and clary 

Sage (Salvia spp.), Image credit: Savannah Rose/NAHA

A Medieval Saying: 

“Cur moriatur homo cui 
salvia crescit in horto?”4

Why should a man die 
whilst sage grows in  

his garden?
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sage (Salvia sclarea), two 

of the most popular types of 

sage used in aromatherapy 

and herbal medicine. We will 

also look briefly at Spanish 
sage (Salvia lavandulifolia). 

Unless otherwise stated, where 

the term sage is used in this 

profile, it is a reference to the 
three types of sage discussed 

herein.

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Salvia spp.

Main Species: Garden, 

common, true, or kitchen 

sage (Salvia officinalis), clary sage, (Salvia 

sclarea), Spanish or lavender sage (Salvia 

lavandulifolia).

Botanical Family: Lamiaceae.

Plant Characteristics 

Garden or Common Sage 

Garden sage is traditionally an evergreen, 

perennial herb of up to two to three feet in 

height. However, cultivars may vary slightly in 

color, shape, and size.

Flowers: Deep blue or violet-colored spikes 

of flowers which are a magnet to pollinators 
such as bees in the summer months. 

Leaves: The leaves are soft and silver-green 

in color. They are usually lanceolate or oblong 

in shape. They have hairs on the underside of 

the leaf. 

Clary Sage  

Clary sage is a biennial or perennial herb 

which may grow up to six feet in height.5 

Flowers: The flowers of clary sage are blue 
or purple in color, again on tall spikes which 

attract the bees in summer. The spiked flowers 
may remind you of lupine (Lupinus albus). 

Leaves: The leaves are large, green, and 

hairy. The edges are serrated.

Spanish Sage

Spanish sage is an evergreen, herbaceous 

herb with a strong aroma very similar to spike 

lavender (Lavandula latifolia), hence its 

synonym lavender sage.

Flowers: The flowers are lavender-purple in 
color and are similar to garden sage. However, 

the flowers grow on a short inflorescence, and 
are few in number.

Leaves: The leaves are narrow, lanceolate, 

and white-gray in color.

Plant Distribution 

The Salvia spp. discussed here are indigenous 

to the Mediterranean region of Europe, 
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although each species can now be cultivated 

worldwide in similar growing conditions and 

climate. They have also naturalized in many 

corners of the world and are a staple in many 

herbalists’ and gardeners’ gardens. 

Garden Profile

How to Grow from Seed: The Salvia spp. 

can be grown from seed. Start seedlings off 
indoors about six weeks before the average 

last frost date for your area, or direct sow in 

the garden after all danger of frost has passed. 

You can also transplant from small cuttings. 

The plant will die back in autumn, or when 

the first frost arrives. However, new growth 
should appear in the spring again. I always 

tend to leave cutting back the dead plant until 

early spring to give some protection to the new 

growth, in case of a late frost.

Plant Zones: 5 -9.5  

Garden Benefits: Sage attracts beneficial 
pollinators such as bees to the summer garden. 

As mentioned previously, some Salvia spp. 

may also attract hummingbirds. Depending 

upon the species of sage, the aroma can range 

from light (which requires the rubbing of the 

leaves between your hands to experience it) to 

strong (able to be detected as you walk by on a 

warm, summer day).

Historical Use

It is generally reported in historical texts that 

the botanical name for sage – Salvia – is 

derived from the Latin salvere, meaning to 

save. It is thought that the common English 

name of sage came about through the French 

terms, sauja, sauge and old English sawge.6

As mentioned earlier on in this profile, several 
varieties of sage have been used by Native 

American people, in addition to the ancient 

Chinese, the Aztec people of Mexico, the 

ancient Greeks and the ancient Romans.

The seeds of clary sage were historically used 

to help with eye problems, hence its botanical 

name Salvia sclarea, clear eye.7 It was also 

an herb associated with easing menstrual 

problems, respiratory complaints and digestive 

issues.

Common sage (Salvia officinalis) was indeed 

a bit of a “cure-all” in days gone by and was 

used in teas, vinegars, and poultices for 

maladies such as headaches, throat and mouth 

infections, and as a wound healer.8 Sage was 

highly regarded in folk medicine use and was 

often used by women healers in childbirth, 

during menstruation, and during menopause.

Spanish sage (Salvia lavandulifolia) was 

a powerful tool in combatting infections, 

including that of the Black Death (1348 – 

1350). It was also used in the treatment of 

digestive issues and rheumatism.3

Medieval herbalists such as John Gerard (1545 

– 1611/12) and Nicolas Culpeper (1616 – 1654) 

wrote about the use of sage in their respective 

Herbals. Gerard recorded that “…it quickenth 

the senses and memory,” a statement which 

will be examined more closely below under 

Therapeutic Properties. 

Chemistry Profile

The key constituents of the plant of common 

sage (Salvia officinalis) are reported to be: 

“Essential oil (1-2%), diterpenes, triterpenes, 

phenolic compounds (including rosmarinic 

acid) and tannins.”9

The key constituents of the plant of clary 

sage (Salvia sclarea) are “0.1% volatile oil 
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(consisting mainly of linalyl acetate and 

linalool), diterpenes, and tannins.”7

Common sage (Salvia officinalis) essential 

oil is predominately made up of the ketone 

thujone, which makes it unsuitable to use 

in epilepsy or with convulsions. It also 

contains the oxide 1.8 cineole, monoterpenes 

(camphene, limonene, myrcene and others), 

phenols, esters, and alcohols,10 making it 

a complex mix of chemical components. 

Common sage essential oil should also be 

avoided in pregnancy and with high blood 

pressure.

Spanish sage (Salvia lavandulifolia) essential 

oil contains a high percentage of ketones 

(camphor), alcohols (linalool and terpineol), 

oxides (1.8 cineole), and monoterpenes 

(myrcene, camphene, pinene and others).10 

These components make Spanish sage 

essential oil yet another complex mix of 

ingredients. Avoid the use of Spanish sage 

essential oil during pregnancy.

Clary sage (Salvia sclarea) essential oil is 

predominately composed of the ester linalyl 

acetate. However, it also contains alcohols 

such as linalool, sclareol, and terpineol, 

in addition to the ketone 

camphor, and sesquiterpenes 

caryophyllene and germacrene. 

It includes other chemical 

components as well, 

making clary sage 

essential oil perhaps 

just as complex as its 

botanical cousins. Clary sage 

essential oil should also be 

avoided during pregnancy. 

Some sources recommend 

avoiding the consumption 

of alcohol with the use of clary sage essential 

oil as it may increase drunkenness due to a 

narcotic effect.11 Clary sage essential oil also 

has several chemotypes.12 

Aroma Profile

The Salvia species is not the first choice of 
perfumers – or even aromatherapists when 

it comes down to aroma! Keville, in The 

Aromatherapy Garden, describes the aroma 

of clary sage (the plant) as “pungent and 

musky, yet also sweet and sour. It has an odd, 

underlying scent similar to sweat – almost 

like culinary sage doused in a clingy, sweet 

perfume.”5

Indeed, many of the students who take my 

aromatherapy program often express a dislike 

for the essential oil of clary sage, despite its 

therapeutic value. Personally, I have found 

this particular essential oil to grow on me 

over the years and, as Keville advises in her 

book, mix a tiny amount of the essential oil 

with other more pleasing aromas in either an 

aromatherapy or perfume blend.

The Wisdom of Sage (Salvia spp.) continued
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The three sage essential oils discussed in this 

article all have an herbaceous scent, yet this 

is off-set by various other notes within the 
particular oil:

• Common Sage: herbaceous with a 

fresh, spicy, even 

camphoraceous aroma.

• Clary Sage: herbaceous 

with a sweet, slightly 

nutty aroma.

• Spanish Sage: 

herbaceous with a 

camphoraceous,  

piney aroma.

The only way to decide 

which sage essential oil you 

prefer, with sole regard to the aroma, is to test 

each one out, both on its own and in a blend of 

complimentary oils.

Therapeutic Properties

Spanish sage essential oil may be useful 

in slowing down the loss of short term 

memory. In a research study (conducted 

by Tildesley NT, Kennedy DO, Perry EK et 

al) at Northumbria University in England, 

Spanish sage was used to assess both mood 

and cognition in a placebo-controlled, double 

blind, balanced, crossover method. The 

study was limited in that only twenty-four 

participants took part, but results showed 

that the administration of Spanish sage 

improved both mood and memory among the 

participants that were given it.13

According to literature issued by Dilston 

Physic Garden in Northumberland, England,13 

various clinical trials and plant research have

 been carried out at Newcastle-Upon-Tyne 

University with regard to common sage.

In one such study, common sage essential oil 

was analyzed by gas chromatography mass 

spectrometry (GC-MS) and assessed for anti-

microbial and antioxidant 

properties. Significant 
anti-fungal and antioxidant 

activity was noted in tests 

involving Candida albicans. 

Anti-bacterial activity was 

also noted in tests involving 

Escherichia coli and 

Salmonella typhi (Bozin B. 

et al).

Another study (Geuenich 

S. et al) tested aqueous 

extracts of sage which showed high and 

concentration-dependent activity against HIV-

1 in T-cell lines, primary macrophages and 

herpes simplex virus type 2.

However, when deciding whether to 

use common sage as an essential oil for 

aromatherapy use, it is often recommended 

to choose clary sage essential oil first, as it 
has very similar properties, without the high 

thujone content of common sage essential oil. 

Common sage essential oil can also be used 

interchangeably with rosemary (Rosmarinus 

officinalis) essential oil.

Both clary sage and common sage are available 

for aromatherapy use as a hydrosol. Catty, in 

her book Hydrosols: The Next Aromatherapy, 

recommends the use of common sage hydrosol 

for chronic fatigue, balancing the autonomic 

system, and regulating the menstrual cycle. 

However, avoid using it with high blood 

pressure and during pregnancy.14

The Wisdom of Sage (Salvia spp.) continued
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A comparison between the similar uses of clary 

sage and Spanish sage as an essential oil is 

shown below:

The Therapeutic Properties of Clary 
Sage and Spanish Sage Essential Oils

Clary Sage 

(Salvia sclarea)
Spanish Sage  
(Salvia 
lavandulifolia)

Stress and depression Stress and mental 

fatigue

Amenorrhea, 

dysmenorrhea, labor 

pain

Amenorrhea, 

dysmenorrhea

Muscle and joint pain Arthritis, muscle 

and joint pain, poor 

circulation

Acne, oily skin Acne, eczema, 

dermatitis, cuts

Hormonal support 

(menopause)

Asthma, coughs

The Wisdom of Sage (Salvia spp.) continued

Summary of Cautions for Using Sage
In all instances, I do not recommend using any 
of the sage species (as an essential oil, hydrosol, 
herb, or other) with babies and children under 
10 years of age. There are other, more suitable, 
alternatives.

Essential Oils/Hydrosols:
Common Sage: Choose clary sage first. Avoid 
in pregnancy. Avoid in epilepsy. Avoid with 
high blood pressure.

Clary Sage: Avoid during pregnancy. Avoid 
with alcohol use.

Spanish Sage: Avoid during pregnancy. Use in 
moderation.

Herbal Medicine: Consult a certified herbalist 
for individual use.

Common sage is used in herbal medicine as 

an antiseptic, astringent, nerve tonic, to clear 

mucus, and as an estrogenic.9 Clary sage is 

used in herbal medicine for digestive issues, 

for menstrual difficulties and to calm hot 
flashes during menopause.7 

Conclusion

The Salvia species is great in number and 

complex in chemistry. Each type has both 

similar and different uses, so it is important 
that you learn as much as you can about 

each one before using it as an herb, essential 

oil, hydrosol, or other type of medicinal or 

aromatic blend.

This profile is meant to be an introduction to 
each type of Salvia discussed here. I encourage 

you to do further research on the particular 

type of sage which has resonated with you! 

Whether you choose to grow sage as a plant in 

your herbal garden, use it as an essential oil or 

hydrosol, enjoy this ancient plant species as 

many others have done before you.
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Lift Me Up Inhaler 

When you are in need of a lift or pick-me-up during 

periods of stress and depression.

Adapted from my Sage Aromatherapy Short 
Course (not currently available – to be revised 
and incorporated into Georgie’s Secret GardenTM 

subcription club in 2020). 

Essential Oils:

3 drops bergamot (Citrus x bergamia)

5 drops clary sage (Salvia sclarea)

10 drops sweet orange (Citrus sinensis)

Directions for Making and Use: Pre-blend the 

essential oils required for the blend in a glass beaker. 

Add the wick from the inhaler to the essential oil 

blend and allow it to fully absorb the blend. Avoid 

touching the soaked wick with your hands (use 

gloves if necessary) as you may have a reaction. 

Insert the soaked wick into the inhaler. Make sure 

that you fix the bottom cap on securely. Your inhaler 
is now ready to use! 

Make sure that you cap it when not in use and affix 
a label with the contents for reference.

Cautions: Avoid contact with mucous membranes. 

For inhalation purposes only. Avoid use in pregnancy. 

Avoid use with alcohol.

Spring Cleaning Blitz Spray

Sage, along with its two cousins, rosemary and 

thyme, are great little helpers with spring cleaning! 

This cleaning spray is suitable for work tops, bath 

tubs, and sinks. Avoid spraying onto woodwork or 

wood floors.

Hydrosol:

2-oz. witch hazel (Hamamelis virginiana)

One Tablespoon pure grain alcohol 

Essential Oils:

5 drops sage (Salvia officinalis)

5 drops thyme (Thymus vulgaris ct. linalool)

5 drops rosemary  

   (Rosmarinus officinalis ct. cineole)

10 drops lemon (Citrus x limon)

Directions for Making and Use: Blend together 

the hydrosol, alcohol, and essential oils in a spray 

bottle. Shake before use. Spray a couple of times 

onto the bath tub, sink, or work top. Wipe down 

with a clean sponge or cloth. Allow to dry.

Cautions: Keep out of the reach of children and 

pets. Avoid in pregnancy. Avoid in epilepsy. Avoid 

with high blood pressure. Avoid spraying onto skin.
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