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Plants have long been used to treat illness and ailments, and today active 

compounds in plants are extremely important to medical research. Our synthetic 

over-the-counter medicines began with plant-derived compounds. The cultivation of 

plants for medicinal purposes has existed for thousands of years, across many 

civilizations. The medicinal properties of plants were identified by ancient 

Egyptians, the Romans, Medieval monks, Native Americans, and nearly any 

civilization you can think of. Knowledge and need of medicinal plants in the late 16th 

century to teach apprentices of medicine came together to inspire the physic 

garden.   

The Doctor is In: Physic Gardens 
 

Michael Symes’s Glossary of Garden History defines a physic garden as a garden of 

medicinal plants, which is historically connected to the development of botany. 

Physic gardens were closely related to botanical gardens, but the term ‘physic’ 

became attached due to the cultivation of herbs with medicinal qualities. While the 

cultivation of plants for medicine has long been used, some of the earliest 

documented physic gardens popped up in Italy and England during the late 16th 

century.  

            
Univ. of Cincinnati’s Medicinal Herb Garden,      Sheffield Garden’s herb garden, Wyndmoor, PA, 

Cincinnati, Ohio, 1977. Elise H. Warrington, photog.      May 2000. Emilie S. Lapham, photographer. 
 

While intended for medical apprentices, physic gardens can also be credited with 

influencing the modern herb garden. The Glossary of Garden History defines an 

herb garden as a garden for the cultivation of herbs primarily for medicinal or 

culinary purposes. Herbs are common to everyday gardens. They add beauty and 

aromatics, are essential to cooking, and provide relief for a number of common 

internal and external ailments. Many of today’s modern herb garden varieties were 

also grown in historic physic gardens including lavender, sage, rosemary, garlic, 

thyme, aloe, and fennel. Growing a garden for medicinal purposes is an opportunity 

to explore plants and learn about how we can care for ourselves naturally.              
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