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“As for the time of gathering [the flowers], let the planetary hour, and the planet they come of, be observed” 
 
“The admirable Harmony of the Creation is herein seen, in the influence of the Stars upon Herbs and the 
Body of Man”   
 
Nicolas Culpeper, 1653 
 
 
Since the dawn of time and even before agriculture began, humans have observed the sun, moon, and the planets and 
lived according to their rhythm. Local European folklore is still rich in advice on how to plant with these cycles: “don't 
plant your potatoes with the waxing moon!” my elderly farm neighbor warns. This old folk wisdom has been 
reconfirmed in the newer bio-dynamic research. While the original authority on the bio-dynamic method, Maria Thun, 
does not acknowledge the waxing and weaning moon, researchers such as Lily Kolisko, Spiess, and Zuercher have 
confirmed the ancient wisdom. The below is based on the Agenda Biodynamique Lunaire et Planetaire by Pierre 
Masson, who collated all the studies available, along with the relevant information from the famous “Astrological 
Doctor” Nicolas Culpeper's 1653 Complete Herbal and English Physician enlarged, as well as what my elderly 
neighbors in rural France had to share. 
 
In this approach, we take the view of the earth being the centre of the universe. We approach it  experientially – the tree 
does not care who is spinning around who. The tree only cares whether or not the sun is rising or setting. As far as the 
tree is concerned, it stands still while the planets revolve around it.  
 
The Planetary Impulse 
 
Whenever we work with the plant or open the soil, it lets in the planetary impulse of that moment. Sowing, planting, 
cutting, pruning, harvesting, even working the soil around a plant leave this impulse – or better sum total of different 
impulses - on the plant like an imprint.  
 
The Daily Solar Cycle 
 
“Plants eat light.” Dr. Vasad Lad 
 
Why are the sun and the moon the most important to consider? First of all, the sun dictates day and night and the 
seasons – there is nothing we can change about that and no constellation can override this very basic rhythm. The moon 
and sun represent the primordial water and fire, the yin and yang. The cyclic solar day is the basic model for all the 
other cycles: as the sun rises from midnight to noon, it takes the energy and life force up with it. As it sinks from noon 
to midnight, the life force in plants and soil life follows it back down into the ground. So we have a basic movement of 
rising and falling with the sun, much of what we follow by rising out of bed in the mornings and falling back into it at 
night. This means that the sun takes the life force into the above ground parts of the plant with it up to noon, thus it is 
best to pick them then, and down with it from noon up to midnight. Subsequently, a salad picked in the early mornings 
will hold up fresh much longer than one picked in the afternoon, and radishes picked in the mornings wilt very fast but 
hold up well when picked at dusk. 
 
 
The Solar Year 
 
The same is true for the year – the life force rise from winter solstice to summer solstice, and goes back down thereafter 
up to December 20. This means that the sun takes the life force up with him into the above ground parts of the plant 
from winter to summer solstice, and then back down with it under ground. The local folk wisdom advises that one 
should no longer work the earth nor sow after november 11. 
 
The solar year is the long, and the day the short cycle of the sun. This is the basic pattern, and it is the same for the 
planets, the only difference is that their cycles all have different length of duration. What makes matters complicated is 
that they overlap in an ever changing way.   
 



 
The two solar (left) and lunar (right) cycles according to their shared patterns 
 
 
The Lunar Cycles 
 
The moon is uniquely important to plant life, because the moon rules the waters – the tides of the ocean for example – 
and water is the prime ingredient of plants. Like the sun, it also determines whether or not we have light and can see, 
which for the plants means photosynthesis and growth. There are two major cycles concerning the moon, the waxing 
and weaning and the ascending and descending moon. They are not at all the same. For beginners, it is advisable to start 
working with one, later adding the second lunar cycle to avoid confusion. 
 
The waxing moon from new moon to full moon is a period of increased growth, not just of the moon, but also of cell 
proliferation. Folk wisdom says that all fruits that come through a flower such as tomatoes, strawberries, etc. should be 
sowed and planted after the new moon. Timber cut at this time is initially heavier but dries faster. As the energy favors 
the above ground plant part, this is a bad time to plant potatoes. Plants that have been cut back will regrow fast and 
plentiful, hence this is a good period for harvesting herbs. Seeds sown at this time germinate fast, especially from the 
fifth up to the second day before Full Moon. On days leading up to Full Moon, foliar feeding is most effective and 
assimilated fastest. 
 
The day of Full Moon is unfavorable for sowing seeds. The famous herbalist Maurice Messegué  learned from his 
herbal family tradition that “the full moon takes all the strength away from the herbs”. He avoided harvesting them at 
that time.  
 
The weaning moon is the time to plant or sow all root vegetables or herbs, like carrots, beets, or burdock according to 
fold wisdom. It is also the ideal time in winter to cut timber and wood for musical instruments. 
 
The days before New Moon and the day of New Moon itself is not advisable to sow. Folk wisdom says that the first 
days after New Moon, once the crescent moon has just reappeared, are ideal for any kind of sowing and planting; 
however bio-dynamic research regards these days as slightly unfavorable for sowing. 
 
The ascending moon has nothing to do with the waxing moon; it is the fact that the moon makes progressively higher 
arcs in the sky as it passes in front of the zodiac from capricorn to gemini, and progressively smaller arcs as it passes in 
front of cancer up to Sagittarius. The latter is called the  descending moon. It is easily observed with the naked eye by 
looking where the moon is two nights in a row at the same hour. It will be standing visibly higher or lower the next 
night. The ascending moon is a time of increased life force in the above ground part of the plant. It is a good time for 
sowing. Therefore, all harvesting of above ground plant parts is best done with the ascending moon.  
Folk wisdom says that during the ascending moon, one should not cut back plants, shrubs and trees, but rather during 
the descending moon.   
 
As the descending moon takes the life force down below the ground, this span of about two weeks has been called 
plantation time. It is ideal for planting and transplanting (especially of plants that dislike being moved, as they will 
bond well with the soil in their new location), as well as for harvesting roots. It also encourages the catabolic activities, 
so it is the time to put up a compost or spread out mulch to be integrated into the soil structure. This is also a good time 
for pruning, as in that way, one avoids cutting off much life force with the sprigs; however if one tries to take cuttings 



for grafting or rooting, they should by the same reasoning been taken during the ascending moon, abd kept to be 
replanted during the descending moon. Maria Thun in her bio-dynamic research overemphasized this cycle, denying the 
effect of the waxing and weaning moon. This cycle overlayers with the other ones mentioned.   
 
Seeds are not said to be affected by this cycle, as they do not have a polarity of the leaves versus the roots that this 
could be acting on. Only sprouts with a rootlet fall under its dominion.  
 
Note: While in the days gone by, the countryside people clearly knew the difference between the waxing and weaning 
versus the ascending and descending moon, nowadays the last rural dwellers start to confuse the two. I think this 
confusion happens all the more easily, because those two have almost identical implications for working in the fields – 
waxing moon is similar to ascending moon, and weaning to descending. It is certainly true that if those two overlap, 
that is: the moon is both, ascending and waxing, or descending and weaning, these effects potentiate one another. 
Should they be contrary, such as the moon be waxing and descending, these effects diminish one another.  
 
The Progression of the Moon before the Zodiac 
 
Every day, the moon falls behind a little before the zodiac. She stays in each sign for about two days. These twelve 
signs are a threefold repetition of the sequence of the four elements: fire, earth, air, and water. It has been observed 
since the dawn of time that when the moon is before any of those signs, the influence of the element of the sign 
becomes stronger than the other ones. If we ask how come that the four elements are repeated in the same sequence 
three times, my best answer is that nature needs a dynamic balance to go on, and dynamic rhythms provide just that. If 
the succession of the elements did not come in such a balanced repetition, how could it not have throw something off 
badly in the long run? 
 
Each element enhances the energy or life force of one particular plant part: 
fire – fruit (fruit need warmth to ripen) 
earth – roots (roots grow in the earth) 
air / light – flowers (flowers need light to blossom) 
water – leaves (the leaves are the plant part that is juiciest and that evaporates the most water) 
 
This means in practical terms, whether sowing, planting, or harvesting on a fire day,the fruit and seed quality will be 
superior in quality and life force. 
 
In turn, each of these elements enhance the formation of the corresponding plant part – a hot summer will bring many 
seeds; a rainy summer favors lush greenery.  
 
Oppositions and Trines 
 
Full moon is a simple example for the sun and moon being opposite of one another, in opposition. Oppositions are 
generally regarded as positive, also positive on the plant growth. Bio-dynamic research has researched that especially 
the opposition of moon and saturn is positive for sowing, transplanting, and certain bio-dynamic preparations (Silica). It 
is a time of balance between the moon ruling plant calcium and saturn ruling plant silica. 
 
In a trine, two planets stand at a 120° angle to one another, at the same angle as in a equilateral triangle. If one can 
visualize the sequence of the sign of the zodiac, it becomes clear that they then all find themselves in sign ruled by the 
same element. It is a constellation of elemental balance. Trines therefore reinforce the impulse of one element, such as 
water (hence leaf) in a beneficial way.  
 
Unfavorable Times 
 
Lunar and planetary knots, as well as conjunctions and occultations are unfavorable for any work with plants, and they 
are marked as “no-no” times in the bio-dynamic calendar as they diminish the life force.  
 
Apogee and Perigee 
 
These are the moments of the moon being farthest and closest respectively of the earth on its orbit. With the moon 
representing water we can understand that when it is closest to us during perigee, the influence of the water element is 
strong. While this stimulates vigorous growth, it also encourages plant disease, especially fungi. Apogee brings a strong 
influence of the air / light element, so caution need be in climate zones with strong sunlight. 
 
Considerations for Harvesting 
 
The most important thing to remember for harvesting is that a predominance of water will diminish the quality of 



almost anything, and certainly its shelf life – be it dried herbs, juices, jellies. The only exception may be tinctures made 
with a high alcohol content. However, even in that case, the medicinal quality of most herbs will not be in its prime, but 
rather watered down. All herbs that are aromatic or contain oils or resins, will be of much better quality when harvested 
on a fire day, alternatively an air day. Seeds also benefit from being collected on a fire day (unless they are taken to 
propagate – in that case, seeds for a root crop are best taken on an earth day). 
 
Culpeper, well versed in his astrological almanacs, recommends “gather all leaves in the hour of that planet that governs 
them”, and he repeats the same for every other plant part. This information is not covered in today's bio-dynamic 
calendars, however the astrologers amongst you could find them in an almanac. Cupeper notices again and again that 
the medicinal potency of herbs gathered, as well as their shelf life, depend on the fire / water balance. Living in a cool 
and humid climate, he gives lengthy instructions on drying the herbs by the fire, as well as states that “such as grow 
upon dry grounds will keep better than such as grow on moist”, or “such herbs as are full of juice, will not keep as long 
as are drier”, or “having gathered the herb, would you preserve the juice of it, when it is very dry (for otherwise the 
juice will not be worth a button)...” (1653, 282 ff) He also recommends to dry the herbs in the sun (fire!). This was not 
the usual recommendation of his time, as it was to carefully shade dry herbs. However, Culpeper was an astrologer, and 
as such held the power the sun could bestow in high esteem. He argues “for if the sun draw away the virtues of the herb, 
it must need do the like by hay, by the same rule, which the experience of every country farmer will explode for a 
notable piece of nonsense.” (ibid., 282). I will admit that living in a similar climate, I ended up drying herbs on rocks by 
the southern wall in the full sun, and if like he says dried completely in one sunny day, they will neither bleach nor 
seem to lose any medicinal potency. 
 
Cupeper recommends to harvest barks in the Spring “because then they come off easier” (ibid., 285), and we can also 
state that now the life force has risen back into them, along with the sap. We can appreciate that as the time when the 
sun rises fastest, and the life force is in the above ground plant parts. 
 
Culpeper on Harvesting Roots 
 
Nicolas Culpeper criticised his fellow doctors for just following the ancient treatises, and forgetting experience and 
reason. Very no-nonsense himself, he puts forth this compelling debate:  
 “Give me leave to be a little critical against the vulgar opinion, which is, That the sap falls 
down into the roots in the Autumn, and rises again in the Spring, as men go to bed at night, and rise 
in the morning; and this idle talk of untruth is so grounded in the heads, not only of the vulgar, but 
also the learned, that a man cannot drive it out by reason. I pray let such sapmongers answer me this 
argument: If the sap falls into the roots in the fall of the leaf, and lies there all Winter, then must the 
root grow only in the Winter. But the root grows not at all in the Winter, as experience teaches, but 
only in the Summer. Therefore, if you set an apple-kernel in the Spring, you shall find the root to 
grow to a pretty bigness in the Summer, and not be a whit bigger next Spring. What does the the sap 
do in the root all the while? Pick straws? 'Tis as rotten as rotten post. 
 The truth is, when the sun declines from the tropic of Cancer [summer solstice], the sap 
begins to congeal both in the root and branch; when he touches the tropic of Capricorn [winter 
solstice] and ascends us-ward, it begins to wax thin again, and by degrees, as it congealed.” (ibid., 
284).  
 
Transformation of the Harvest  
 
The biggest factor in the transformation of our harvest is again whether or not the water element is in balance. I have 
noted that apples and onions, for example, do not keep as well after a cold and rainy summer (overpowering water 
element). Every gardener knows not to touch the vegetables and flowers when it is raining or they are wet, nor to throw 
up the earth around the potato plants at that time. This is known to risk fungal plant disease, which appears when the 
water element is out of balance, when the plant tissue is too wet.  
 
In rural France, it is said to press the apples for cider (apple juice was kept as cider or vinegar only, not as juice) with 
the descending moon. “I still hear my father say in local vernacular 'we won't press the apples now, the moon will come 
back around: we'll do it with the descending moon'”, says my elderly farm neighbor lady. The bio-dynamic research has 
shown that the descending moon stimulates all fermentation, as well as breaking down of organic matter. This is the 
time to put up your compost heap, to mulch and make fermented foods or medicinal wines. 
 
The Other Planets 
 
One reason that the other planets are less important in agriculture is as follows: mercury and venus are so close to the 



sun, they move so fast that they shift position faster than the farmer can practically follow. On the other hand, mars, 
jupiter and saturn have such large orbits, jupiter for instance takes 12 years to complete his. That means in practical 
terms that it takes jupiter 12 years to come back to the same position within the zodiac, and who wants to wait that long 
to compare results with those from a time long forgotten. For those who know how to work with the planetary angles, 
we have the some oppositions and the trines observed in the bio-dynamic calendar. Beyond that, one would have to 
consult an astrological almanac. Culpeper says “Such as are artists in astrology, […] such I advise: Let the planet that 
governs the herb be angular, and the stronger the better; […] let the Moon apply to them by good aspect...” (ibid., 282) 
 
Identification with the Earth 
 
In times gone past all over Europe, the Earth was thought to be alive, a living being. The physical earth was her physical 
body, and any work with that was an intrusion into her living being. The body of the earth was sacred. We find the last 
remnants of this idea in rural folk wisdom, where it was thought forbidden to work the earth on sacred days, such as 
Easter Sunday, Ascension Day, or Pentecost. Even cows were left to calf alone. Working the fields on a day like that 
was considered harmful to the crops. Superstition or not, this has been confirmed by numerous bio-dynamic studies. 
 
The Weather 
 
The weather and climate, as well as the microclimate of the spot represent their own elemental balance, and that plays 
into the overall result. Even on a day where all the other factor show a strong warmth element and it should therefore be 
a good day to pick hawthorn berries, if it has been cold and pouring rain for days, this will be greatly diminished. 
Accordingly, Culpeper points out that roots keep better the drier they have been when harvested. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The different planetary bodies and their cycles have various effects, and the effect in any given moment can be thought 
of as the sum total of all of them. We consider the position of the moon in front of the zodiac to determine which plant 
part has the highest life force, as well as the lunar and solar cycles to see whether the life force is in the above or below 
ground parts. If only one factor encourages the life force to be underground, and all others above, it is a good day to 
pick above ground herbs.  
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