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ABSTRACT

Background: During the ancient times, saffron (Crocus sativus L.) had
many uses around the world; however, some of them were forgotten
throughout the history. But saffron’s uses came back into attention during
the past few decades, when a new interest in natural active compounds
arose. It is supposed that understanding different uses of saffron in past
can help usinfinding the best usesfor today. Objective: Our objective was
to review different uses of saffron throughout the history among different
nations. Results: Saffron has been known since more than 3000 years ago
by many nations. It was valued not only as a culinary condiment, but also
asadye, perfume and as amedicinal herb. Its medicinal uses ranged from
eye problems to genitourinary and many other diseases in various cul-
tures. It was also used as a tonic agent and antidepressant drug among
many nations. Conclusion(s): Saffron has had many different uses such as
being used as afood additive along with being a palliative agent for many
human diseases. Thus, as an important medicinal herb, it isagood candi-
date with many promising potentialsto be considered for new drug design.
© 2011 Trade Sciencelnc. - INDIA
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INTRODUCTION

Saffronisaspicederived fromthedried stigmas of
Crocus sativus Linné, which was known by ancient
nations and has remained among theworld’s costliest
substancesthroughout thehistory. Theflower’s natural
fiddshavebeeninthe 30°- 40° North latitude. Its flow-
ering period extendsover 2 or 3weeksin October or
November (depending on geographicd differences), in
which the flowers are picked by hands; the dark red
sigmasare separated manudly and thenthey aredried.
The stigmasfrom about 100,000 flowersarerequired

to makeakilo of puredried saffroni*4.

Saffron hasbeen used by different nationsfor dif-
ferent purposes such asaspice, adyeand aperfume®.
During dmost four millennia, saffron hashad thelargest
number of application among al medicina plantsand
has been used in the treatment of 90 medical indica-
tiond®. Nowadays, many researches are being done
on therapeutic and other applications of thisprecious
spice; thus, we havereviewed themodern studies”. In
addition, there have been somereviewsabout histori-
cd featuresand gpplication of saffron®89 evenif with-
out areference’®. However, aneed for acomprehen-
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Svereview about the saffron’s uses throughout the his-
tory isobvious, especialy when it comestothemedici-
nal and historical usesof Iranian saffron, asthereislittle
known about it intheinternational literature. Under-
standing different usesof saffronin past may help usto
find new waysof usingit.

RESUTS

According to thehistorica findings, itisnot clear
that wherewasthefirst placethat saffron wasgrown
and which nation wasthefirst onewho used it. Thus
thefollowing order isaccording to the historical back-
groundsof theregionsor countries.

SaffronintheMiddleEast

Historical data show that saffron was used as a
medicinein the Fertile Crescent betweentheTigrisand
the Euphrates-wherethefirst known completeciviliza-
tion emerged. In M esopotamia, saying magic words
and performing symbolic gestureswhileprescribingand
using drugswasaroutine, they believed that thesewould
givethedrugsthe power to heal. Their materiamedica
was similar to other nations of the sametimeand con-
sisted of substancesfrom animal, vegetableand min-
eral kingdomslikefig, onion, garlic, saffron, mustard,
myrrh, cypress, sat, milk, meet andfat of different ani-
mals, etc®1-13,

Later Assyriansand Babylonians (2 millennium
BC) used saffron in treatments for dyspnea, prob-
lemsof head, menstruation, delivery and painful urina:
tion. Thefirst documentation of saffron’s medical use
wasfound in Assurbanipal library (668-627 BC); in
inscriptions dated back to 12* century BCI®*9,

Saffron in Egypt

Inancient Egypt, (3100 BC—476 AD) saffron was
imported from Creteand one of itsimportant useswas
in medicineand was mentioned in ‘The Ebers Papy-
rus’. It was used in the treatment of disorders of eye,
menstruation and urinary system and alsotoinducela
borf2151¢l |t s said that Cleopatra (69-30 BC!1)
bathed in milk and saffron(.

Saffronin Crete

One of the frescoes of Bronze Age (3000-1100
BC) at Akrotiri, Theradepicts Crocuscartwrightianus

and itsactive principle, saffronl®'¥ that isbelieved to
bethewild saffronwhichismostly distributedin Greece
inAthicaand The Cycladesregion and istheancestor
of cultivated saffron?%. Thefresco showstheline of
saffron production: plucking blooms, collection of sig-
mas and offering themto agoddess. Thelower part of
fresco showsawoman whoisusing saffron for treat-
ment of her bleeding foot. It’s hypothesized that this
fresco showstheimportance of saffron anditsmedici-
nal use; itisalso possibletothink that thegoddessgave
saffronthecurative power, or that shehasgiven saffron
to human asagift®.

Inafrescointhepa aceof Minosat Knossos (about
1700- 1600 BC), Crocus sativus is shown being
picked by young girlsand monkeys?-2,

Greek saffron

In ancient Greece (about 2000 - 146 BCI114.23),
Saffron wasaroyal dyeandwas used asaperfumein
saloons, courts, theaters and bathrooms; later itsuse
spread among ordinary peopl€??4. Another use of saf-
fron was as a herbal remedy?!. Hippocrates (5-4"
century BC), Erasistratus (4-3 century BC), Diokles
(3 century BC) and Discorides (1% century AD) used
saffron for medical purposesliketreating eye diseases
(painful eye, corned disease and cataract, purulent eye
infection), earache, tooth-ache, ulcers (skin, mouth,
genitalia) and erysipelas, they believed that it has styp-
tic and soothing propertieg®819,

Iranian saffron

Thefirst fields of saffron were near Zagros and
Alvand mountainsduring theKingdomeof Media(708-
550 BC*31420) 'but thereis not enough information
about how they used saffron*524, Itisthought that an-
cient Persianswereoneof thefirst nationswho culti-
vated saffroninstead of using only thewild flowert4,
NowadaysIranistheworld’s largest producer of saf-
fron (about 85% of world saffron production) with the
most production in Khorasan region.

Inancient Perga, they used to disperse saffron, gold,
flowersand sweetsd ong the parade routesand inwed-
ding celebrations. Another use of saffronwasasanin-
gredient of incense, along with a oeswood (Oud) and
ambergrig®.

Saffron was not only preciousand valuable-they
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used it asagift amongwith gold, but alsowasaspiri-
tual item; so they used it to scent the body of dead
people, towritetheprayersand rulers’ orders and also
to paint the bookg“.

Saffron wasnamed as Kurkum or Karkam during
the Achaemenid dynasty (550 BC- 330 BC) and was
used dong with cardamom and cinnamon for prepara
tion of refreshing and strengthening drugs. Aninscrip-
tionin one of Achaemenid king pal aces showed that
they used about 1 kg of saffron everyday, for making
saffron bread, in scented body oil for kings*® andasa
dyefor shoesand clothes of king and ‘The Immortal
Troop’29,

During Parthian Empire (256 BC -224 AD?) and
Sassanid dynasty (226- 641 AD™) they used to ex-
port saffronto China, Rome, Indiaand Greece amongst
other goods*. During Parthian dynasty, they used saf -
fron among theingredient of aroyal perfume, afacia
refreshing oil for kingsand ritual leadersand asoin
cooking®#7, During Sassanid dynasty, they used to color
paperswith saffron for playing chess; in addition, King
Khosru Parviz (591-628 AD) ordered that hisletters
should bewritten on pieces of papers perfumed with
rosewater (Golab) and saffron. They used saffron as
aningredient of variousfoods, for topping and for dye-
ingsilk, fabric and rugg??.

Saffronfounditsway to Ferdowsi s epic poems (one
of themost famous poetsof Iran) aswell. For example
when Freidoon triumphed over Zahhak, heordered that
firebelighted and ambergrisand saffronbeignited. They
al so scattered saffron and coin around the street when
they cel ebrated thewinning of Rostam over Touranian.
Another useof it wasin hand and finger printing; like
when Savash’s son was born, his mother put the hand of
the sonin saffron water and pasted it on apaper and sent
the paper to Siavashi?, Thefinger printingwith saffron
wasacustom during Timurids Dynasty (14" — 16™ cen-
tury AD) aswell; the kings used this way to accredit
ordersand contracts®. They dso used saffronand henna
to makeinksand color the papersduring Timuridsand
Safavid (1500-1722AD) DynastiesS.

Saffronwasdtill aroutinegiftin ceremoniesduring
Qajar Dynasty (1794-1925 AD); but with increased
import of cinnamon, saffron’s uses declined and people
used cinnamonintheir food®™. Still nowadayssaffronis
an essential ingredient of many traditional disheswith
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rice (like Chelow Kabab) and desertslike saffronrice

pudding (Sholezard), Sohan, Zulbiaand Hava. Insome

regionsof Iran, they a so make saffron tee and saffron
bread aswel |81,

Oneof saffron’s important uses was in Traditional
Iranian Medicine(TIM). Saffronisconsidered ashot
and dry. Some of saffron’s uses in TIM aref3-3:

- General: Invigoratethe body, strengthen senses,
elevatesmood; if used with wine, it can both en-
hancetheintoxication and prevent hangovers. Its
odor ishypnotic. Theexternal useof ground saf-
fronisgood for mgor externd bleedings. Itisanti-
inflammatory and can be used for swellings, otitis
and wounds. It has been one of the mgjor compo-
nents of strengthening drugs.

- Cosmeticsand skin: It canimprove complexion
and can be used for thetreatment of erysipelas.

- Head and neck: It can be used to cure obstruc-
tionsingdebrain. If itisboiled, thetopicd useof its
water isgood for severe headachesand insomnia.

- Eye If usedlocaly (collyrium), it can strengthen
eyesight and can prevent it from being affected by
morbid matters. It isuseful in day blindness, lacri-
mation and keratitis. Also applying ground saffron
over conjunctivitiscan beuseful. Another use of it
can bein bluediscoloration of theeyesdueto some
other allments.

- Heart: Itiscardiotonic and can help other drugs
reach the heart and other target organseadily.

- Respiratory system: It can strengthen respira-
tory system. Its odor and its oil are good for
digphragmitisand pleurisy.

- Gastrointestinal: It strengthensliver and stom-
ach and can be used to cure obstructionsinside
liver and spleen. It isan emetic drug and can de-
crease appetite. With appropriate drugs, itisgood
forand pain.

- Joints: Theloca useof itswater extract with ap-
propriate drugsisgood for gout andjoints.

- Genitourinary: Itisadiuretic; also, it can purify
kidney and bladder. If used with honey, it canfa-
cilitate passage of rend stone. By putting onestigma
inurethra, it can cureobstructed urination. Itisaph-
rodisiac. It canfacilitate hard delivery and delivery
of placenta; it can also cause abortion. It isgood
for uterusul cersespecidly if used withwax or yolk
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andtwotimesoliveoil. With appropriatedrugsitis

good for uteruspain. It canregulatemenstrud cycle

aswdll.

Saffron ail (mixtureof saffronwith six times (w/w)
oliveail or sesameoil remainingfor fivedayswith daily
stirring, and filtration after that) isapreparation of it
andissedative. Itisalso usedlocally for treatment of
uterusand other organsulcers. It isused for nose em-
brocation andisgood for pleurisy. Saffron’s leaves can
be used to treat new wound and can prevent organs
from being affected by morbid matters.

Saffron’s side effect (headache and weakening of
sensesif used over along period) can be prevented if
used with Pimpinella anisum L. and Sekanjebin.
Saffron’s safe dose is less than 2 Dirham (about 6 g), if
it isused in the amounts of 3 Dirham (about 9 g) or
above, it can be lethal due to excess happiness and
exatation.

Roman saffron

In ancient Rome (753 BC- 364 AD when it was
divided into Eastern and Western Empiré™4), saffron
wasused asagift, perfumeor dye of robe hemsamong
royaty and later anong ordinary people. They so used
it to scent their public halls, baths and theatersand to
spread it along parade routg?4824,

Other usesof saffronwereinreligious ceremonies
(they burnt saffron asan offering to their godsand god-
desses¥), in colored decorative®? and as one of the
ingredient of Amomum which wasoneof themainaro-
maticsin aRoman winerecipe and ascent of men’s
hair. They a so believed that adding saffrontotheir wine
will prevent hangover324, Heliogaba us (202-222 AD)
also used saffron bathg*..

Saffron had medicinal usesaswell. They useditto
refreshfacia skin, tordieveliver fromthedominance
of bile, to treat coughs and diaphragmatis, and asan
eyeanti-inflammatory agent™.

| ndian saffron

Somebdlievethat saffron wasfirst introduced to
India by ancient Persians®*, its exact date is un-
known, but Wan Zhen (a Chinese medical writer),
described Kashmiri saffron by 3 century AD. A Bud-
dhist legend dates saffron plantation there back to
the 5" century BCEl,

e, ReViaN

Inancient India, rich peopleused alot of saffronto
show their royalty; they used saffron perfume on the
roya personor asanair freshener, they dyed their robes
and even usedit just asdecor. TheIndian nobility may
havelearned these costumesfrom the ancient Greeks
and the Romans. Saffron isalso animportant part of
traditional Indian cel ebrationslikewedding ceremony
wherethey useit asdecor, as saffron pastefor thebride
and guestsandin food and drinkg!.

Saffron hashad asignificant rolein all religions
branched out fromHinduism. Itisessentid in perform-
ing someritudss, the Buddhist monks have adopted the
saffron color asthe most important one. Saffronisused
to anoint deitiesof Hindu pantheon and to dot forehead
of aworshiper™,

Another useof saffron hasbeeninherba formula-
tions, Ayurvedic medicineand homeremedies. Saffron
iscond dered astonic, immunostimul ator, antipoisonous,
gphrodisiac, cardiactonic, livotonic, nervinetonic, car-
minative, diaphoretic, diuretic, emmenagogue,
lactogogue, febrifuge, timulant, sedative, rlaxant, anti-
stress and anti-anxiety. Thereforeit canbeusedina
variety of diseasesand conditions|like“>-42:

- General: Generd dehility, dcoholism, inflamma:
tion, diabetes, children’s disorders of unknown eti-
ology, insect bitesand stings, edema.

- Skin: Acne, phthigs, skindiseasesand wounds. It
aso can givebrightnessto the body.

- Head and neck: Headache, depression, mental
disorders, weak eyesight

- Respiratory: Asthma, cough, sorethroat and cold.

- Gadrointestinal: Enlargedliver, splenicdisorders,
vomiting and dyspepsia, prolapse of anus.

- Genitourinary: Infection of urinary bladder and
kidneys, mengtrud irregularity and dysmennhoreg;
impotency. Itisa soan activator/generator of sperms

- Others: Arthritis, gpoplexy, neurasthenia.

Saffronin China

Some historiansbelievethat saffronfirst cameto
Chinawith Mongol invaderd?, but the Chinesewere
referring to saffron asKashmiri origin plant in 3 cen-
tury ADB., Saffronisnow cultivatedin Chinaand named
ashong hua GRLAE, $LEEAE ), fan hong hua (& 41 4)
and zang hong hua (55 41 ¢ ). Seffronisused asaspice
and to color foods, it isalso considered as an herbal
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remedy. It iswarm and mostly isused with other herbal
drugs. Itseffects on body are as bel ow(43:4:;

Itisaheart stimulant; it can decreasetheres stance
of coronary arteriesand improvecirculation. It can pro-
videblood flow and nutritionto the heart. It can prevent
coagul aionandlarge amounts can destroy blood clots.

If usedinsmal amounts, it canincreasethecircula-
tion and therhythmic contraction of the pregnant uterus,
whilelargeamounts can cause constriction and spasm
of uterus. Therefore, it must not beusadin heavy menses
and pregnancy.

It can lower lipidsand can be used asan anti-bac-
terial, anti-fungal, analgesic, diuretic, immune
stimulant, anti-inflammatory, anti-spasmodic,
emmenagogue and diaphoretic.

Saffron can protect brain from oxygen deprivation;
it can beused in case of broken bones, didocatedjoints,
sprains, painful joints, purpura, eczema, rheumatoid
arthritis, and mead es; it can al so beused for trestment
of enlargement of theliver and spleen.

Saffronisasousedinthetrestment of disordersof
nervous system. It can be used for relieving asthma,
pertusisandinflammationsandisgood totonify someach.

M oder n saffron cultivation in Europe

Saffron cultivationin Europe declined after thefdl
of Western Roman Empire (5" century AD) and for
severa centuries saffron cultivation wasrare. Saffron
came back to Europe by the Muslim in 10" century
AD23, During the middle ages, saffron wasrare and
highly in demand; it wasthereason of “Saffron War” in
14 century when ashipment of saffron was hijacked.
In Nuremberg of 15" century, harsh rulessuch aspyre
were set to prevent saffron adulterationf®?!,

Saffronisoneof thehistorica ingredientsin Euro-
pean medicineand cuisine and nowadaysthe spiceis
still used for traditiona fish and seafood dishesin Italy,
France and Spain and is used in the German saffron
cake ‘Gugelhupf’424,

Spanish saffron

Modern saffron cultivation in Europe began in
Spaininthe 10" century AD after Muslim campaigns
in 712 AD. After conquering Iran, Muslims brought
the knowledge of cultivating saffron from Persiato
Spain. Later the proliferation of saffron began to
spread throughout Europe?®. Today Spainisthebig-

Natural Products

gest exporter of saffronintheworld. It produces about
5tonseach year, but it also imports saffron from Iran,
Greece and Morocco, to supply its market?!. Every
year, asaffronfestival (FiestadelaRosadd Azafran)
takesplacein Spain, consisting of competition for the
best saffron dish and saffron picking contest. In Spain
there are many disheswhich need saffron; the most
important oneis Padl[a2224,

England

Although saffron was mentioned in apharmaco-
poeiainthe 10" century AD in England, datashow that
it was brought to England in the 14" century. In 16"
century, atownin Essex changed itsnameto Saffron
Walden wherethey cultivated and exported saffron.
They ad'so used it asadye, aspice and for seasoning.
Although nowadayssaffron cultivationinthisregionis
rare, therearetill paintingsof saffron flower in Parish
Church and on guard clothes. There hasbeenremained
somerecipesfor saffron cakesand breadsfor festivals
and saints’ days(2452449,

Saffron hasbeen mentionedin the Cul peper’s Com-
plete Herbal; whereit has been written that saffronis
growing mainly in Walden in Essex and in
Cambridgeshire. Saffron was supposed to strengthen
theheart (in norma amounts), quicken thebrain, com-
bat difficult breathing and jaundicg*“.,

Other countries

Somehistorical datashow that first harvest of saf-
fronin Turkey was about 13"-14" centuriesAD. The
town of Safranbolutook itsnamefrom saffronasit has
beenthemainlocal producer.

Nowadays Iranisthe first producer of saffron;
other countriesare: Spain, India, Turkey, Greece, Mo-
rocco, China, France, Italy, Germany, Japan, Russia
and Pakistan?4,

CONCLUSION

Saffron is a spice known by many ancient
civilisationsfor itsvarious properties; especialy the
medicinal uses. Although someof them have beenfor-
gotten throughout theyears, thereisanincreasinginter-
estinre-understandingitsuses. Theresultsof thisstudy
can behdpful inusing traditional medica knowledge
for production of new and modern drugsinthe eraof
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re-interestinherbal medicine.
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