
Rue - Loved by Swallowtail Butterflies, Not So Good for Humans 
Ruta graveolens 

 
Herbaceous perennial 
Rutaceae family        
Native to Balkans and Crimea 
Zone 4-8 
Size: 2-3ft high, 2-3ft spread 
Bloom: yellow, June to July 
Full sun 
Little water required 
Cut back to 6 or 8 inches in the spring 
Considered poisonous both internally and externally 
 
History: Greeks believed rue improved indigestion.  Roman carvers, painters, and engravers took rue to 
improve their eyesight. It was also used for centuries as an antidote to poison and to treat gout, rheumatism, 
and sciatica.  Internally, it was used to treat “nervous” heart problems, hysteria, worms, gas pain and colic, 
and to improve appetite and digestion.  Women used it to correct irregular menstrual cycles, ease menopausal 
symptoms, and to induce abortions.  
 

As so know as:  witchbane, herb of grace, garden rue, German rue, mother of herbs 
 

During the 16th and 17th centuries, it was scattered across benches and floors of courtrooms to prevent “jail 
fever.” It is sometimes referred to as the “herb of grace” because it is associated with sorrow and repentance.   
 
Some folklore uses include hanging rue at all entrances to a house to ward off evil spirits.  Rue juice spread 
around entrances and on walls was thought to keep fleas away and burning rue was used to keep snakes 
away.  This idea may have come from the fact that weasels eat rue before fighting snakes.  
 
Today rue is considered a poisonous plant.  Taking an improper dose internally can lead to violent cramping, 
vomiting, mental confusion, convulsive twitching, even death.  When exposed to sunlight, rue can cause 
sensitivity to the sun making a person more susceptible to severe sunburn.  With or without exposure to sun, 
contact with rue can cause rash and blistering; however, most reported cases of this reaction occur when the 
plant has been bruised before contact with the skin. Rue contains glycosides, furocoumarins, alkaloids, tannin, 
and essential oils.  It is the furocoumarins that cause the photosensitization as well as hepatotaxicity and 
nephrotoxicity.  Its culinary uses are limited because it is toxic.    
 
Safe uses:  The black swallowtail butterfly is attracted to rue and lays its eggs on the leaves of the plant.  Its 
caterpillar is yellow, chartreuse, and black and can quickly defoliate the plant. It also provides a breeding area 
for parasitic wasps (Encarsia formosa) These wasps are a natural control for whiteflies in greenhouses.  It can 
also be appreciated for its blue-green foliage and its hardiness in the herb or ornamental garden.   
 
Sources: 
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