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Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.), which 
also goes by the names of coriander leaf 

or herb, is the lesser-known leafy part of an 
ancient plant revered for its spicy seed. Yet, the 
leaf of coriander (Coriandrum sativum L.) has 
some important constituents and therapeutic 
uses, both in herbal and aromatic medicine. It 
is also one of the few true “green” notes of the 
natural perfumer’s palette.

Finding verifiable information on the leaf 
of coriander in comparison to the seed is 
challenging, but I managed to collate some 
evidence of promising therapeutic properties 
for this leafy, green, bright herb just as spring 
arrives! Discover some little-known facts about 
cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) in this 
review of the current research and texts.  

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Coriandrum sativum L.1

Synonyms: Chinese parsley,5 coriander herb,6 

coriander leaf.7 

Botanical Family: Apiaceae (Parsley): 
Previously known as the Umbelliferae plant 
family.4
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Plant Zones: Annual.8

Plant Profile 

In the words of Keville, cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) is a plant which is “too small, 
wispy, and short-lasting to do much for garden 
design.”8 However, although short-lived, this 
dual-purpose plant gives up both seed and 
leaf for use in aromatherapy, herbalism, and 
perfumery.

In general, cilantro (Coriandrum sativum 
L.) has the following recognizable traits. Pay 
particular attention to the leaves, for the 
purpose of this profile:

Overall Appearance: Grows up to a height 
of 20 inches,9 with a uniquely, strong aroma 
(more on that in the Aroma Profile). 

Leaves: Green, usually tri-pinnate, narrow, 
and more dissected as they reach the umbel at 
the top of the plant stalk.10 The young leaves 
are harvested for cilantro.

Flowers: Flowers are arranged in typical 
Apiaceae plant family pattern as a compound 
umbel. Elpel compares an umbel to the shape 
of an “umbrella,” where “at the end of each 
flower stem there is [another] umbel of smaller 

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.),
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Leafy, Green Cilantro continued

Identification of Cilantro  
(Coriandrum sativum L.)

In most instances, you will probably be 
growing cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
in your garden from seed, so you should 
be able to correctly identify the plant 
as it grows. However, be aware that the 
Apiaceae plant family has many similar 
looking plants, including deadly species 
such as water hemlock (Cicuta douglasii) 
and hemlock (Conium maculatum L.), 
enticingly, yet fatally, similar to carrot 
(Daucus carota).4

Cilantro Botanically Translated

Coriandrum sativum L.1

•  Coriandrum (kor-ee-AN-drum): Taken 
from the Greek word korios, meaning 
“bedbug.”2

•  sativum (sa-TEE-vum): Translates to 
“cultivated.”2

•  L.: An abbreviation of Linnaeus, 
referring to Carl Linnaeus (synonym, Carl 
von Linné). Botanical names require the 
name of the original author of a plant 
species, hence the abbreviation L. after 
Coriandrum sativum.3

•  Apiaceae (ay-pee-YA-see-ee): 
Apiaceae, or parsley family, members 
consist mostly of herbs.4

stems, making a compound umbel.”4 Minute 
flowers are white or pink in color,9 resembling 
the characteristics of lace.11

Fruit: The fruit (or seeds) of Coriandrum 
sativum L., start green and then turn to brown. 
These are the seeds which are extracted to 
make coriander (seed) (Coriandrum sativum 
L.) essential oil. Seeds mature from the  
flowers as they die and are plentiful but tiny. 
Keville recommends cutting the umbel from 
the plant, before the seeds mature, and placing 
inside a paper bag. Once the seeds mature, 
they will fall off and you will have safely 
collected the seeds.8

Plant Distribution

Chevallier writes that cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) is indigenous to southern Europe 
and western Asia,9 while Mabey adds eastern 
Europe to its native ancestry.12 It’s worth 
remembering that cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) is widely cultivated around 
the world today, so any ideal climate will 
accommodate it quite happily. Cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.) is also naturalized in 
North America.5

Garden Profile 

How to Grow Cilantro: Cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.) can easily be 
grown from direct seeding in the garden, or 
a garden pot, while the soil (and weather) is 
still cool. Although it loves full sun, cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.) is a cool-season 
plant, so it is best started early and harvested 
before the height of summer heat. It likes to 
be kept moist. As Keville comments, it is quick 
to mature and will bolt as soon as the heat 
arrives.8 If you are harvesting for the leaves, 

you need to harvest while they are still young 
and fresh, before bolting (and flowering) 
happens.13 Harman recommends succession 
planting to maintain a longer time span of 
cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) leaves.13

Garden Pollinators: Bees are  
attracted to the flowers of cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.).8
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Leafy, Green Cilantro continued

Historical Profile

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) is a 
plant of antiquity, dating back to ancient 
civilizations such as Egypt, China, the Roman 
Empire, and Greece for its medicinal uses. 
Archaeobotanical discoveries have found that 
it may date back much further than this and 
was one of the first cultivated (medicinal) 
plants (alongside wheat (Triticum spp.), 
flax (Linum usitatissimum), and lentil (Lens 
culinaris)) to arrive in Egypt from Palestine 
“in prehistoric times.”14 Chevallier writes that 
it “has been used throughout Asia, northern 
Africa, and Europe for well over 2,000 years.”9 

In fact, several sources,9,12 cite the listing of 
Coriandrum sativum L. in the Egyptian Ebers 
Papyrus (c. 1550 BC). Lawless also adds that 
the seeds of Coriandrum sativum L. were 
found in the tomb of the ancient Egyptian 
pharaoh of Rameses II (c. 1303 BC – 1213 BC).11

According to Keville, cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) was thought to be the “secret of 
happiness,”8 although it was mixed into an 
aromatic brew and combined with wine!

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) found 
early uses in both medicine and as a culinary 
agent for flavoring and preserving. It was a 
common cultivated plant in Roman Pliny’s 
(AD 23/24–79) time. The ancient Romans 
used it as a flavoring agent for cooked meat 
while the ancient Greeks, under the guidance 
of Hippocrates (c. 460 BC–c. 370 BC), used 
Coriandrum sativum L. for skin inflammation, 
stomach disorders, heartburn, and fainting. 
Dessert adorned with its leaves was believed to 
provide a good night’s sleep.14

Interestingly, the Chinese have used the whole 
herb “for dysentery, piles, measles, nausea, 

toothache and for painful hernia,” preferring 
not to separate seed from leaf.11

Chemistry Profile

Leaf: Leung and Foster write that the “leaves 
[of Coriandrum sativum L.] contain less 
volatile oil than the fruits.”5 They further write 
that the essential oil of the leaves (commonly 
called “volatile oil” in much of the literature 
cited) is mainly composed of decyl and nonyl 
aldehydes, in addition to linalool.5 Other 
constituents of the leaf include proteins, 
fats, sugars, vitamin C, coumarins, flavonoid 
glycosides, caffeic acids and chlorogenic acids.5 

Leung and Foster are one of the few texts 
which specifically separate out the fruit (seed) 
chemical components from the leaf chemical 
components.

An interesting study on the essential oil 
composition of cilantro, conducted by Potter,15 

recorded that “Substantial quantitative 
differences were observed between the two 
cilantro samples and in the leaf isolated at 
different growth stages.” It concluded that the 
chemical composition of the leaf oil may differ 
due to ontogenic factors.

Essential Oil: Arctander adds that “coriander 
herb oil” is predominately made up of 
decylaldehyde (decyl aldehyde)6 compared to 
the main component of linalool in coriander 
seed (Coriandrum sativum L.).7

Hydrosol: Harman writes that the “likely 
components: [of Coriandrum sativum L. are] 
Linalool, geraniol, camphor.”13  In personal 
correspondence, Harman clarified that this 
information was regarding the seed vs. the leaf 
hydrosol. No data was available for the leaf 
hydrosol. 13a
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Comparison Between Predominant Chemical Constituents for Leaf and Seed 
Essential Oils of Coriandrum sativum L.5-7,9,11,16,17

Chemical Component Leaf Seed
Alcohols (Linalool) 4.3%-17.5%7 37.7%16 

55%-87.5%5,7,9,11

Aldehydes (Decyl Aldehyde et al.) Predominant5,6  

>70%17
Small11

Traces6 

<1%16

Leafy, Green Cilantro continued

Aroma Profile

Herb: Keville eloquently describes coriander 
seed (Coriandrum sativum L.) as “spicy and 
almost fruity, combined with some sharp 
pepper, a dash of floral scent, and nutty 
aroma.” She continues “the leaves have a 
similar aroma, but one that is fuller and not  
so sharp.”8

Essential Oil: Although there are some 
similarities between the aroma of both the 
seed and leaf essential oil of Coriandrum 
sativum L., the leaf has a distinctly greener 
aroma than the seed. I would describe cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.) essential oil as a 
warm, herby-green note, fresh, with a hint of 
carrot seed (Daucus carota) essential oil.18 It is 
most distinctly a top note essential oil.

Cilantro or Coriander Essential Oil?

Cilantro is a term more commonly 
used by Americans. The catch-all term 
“coriander” is used by Europeans for both 
seed and leaf of Coriandrum sativum L. 
Here’s how I remember the difference 
with regard to aroma:

• Leafy, green cilantro
• Spicy, seed of coriander

Perfumery: Moriel19 classifies the scent of 
cilantro as green with a subcategory of “sharp/
cut grass” from a perfumery perspective. 
Arctander describes it as an “interesting and 
powerful odor” which is why it “could very 
likely find use in perfumery.”6 Although he 
adds (at the time of writing in 1960) that 
this probably wouldn’t be an economical 
source due to the low cost of the synthetic 
production of decyl aldehyde (the main 
component of cilantro (Coriandrum sativum 
L.) essential oil). However, this mindset might 
be different today, as more and more people 

seek true natural perfumery ingredients (not 
synthetically sourced). 

Hydrosol: Catty states that there is a 
“dramatic difference between [the aroma of] 
the herb-and-seed variety [of hydrosol] and 
the seed-only variety.”20 She expands on this 
statement by writing that the herb-and-seed 
variety is extremely cilantro-like aromatically. 
I had difficulty finding verifiable information 
on the leaf-only availability of the hydrosol.

Coriander seed (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
© Sharon Falsetto
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Leafy, Green Cilantro continued

Therapeutic Profile

Herb: Chevallier and Maby write that corian-
der seed (Coriandrum sativum L.) was his-
torically used as a spice and herb for culinary 
dishes by various cultures.9,12 However, this use 
might be because of Coriandrum sativum’s 
actions on the digestive system. Mabey lists its 
use (leaf nor seed specific) for flatulence issues 
and stimulation of the appetite.12 Chevallier 
adds that an infusion of cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) leaves can help relieve cramps and 
bloating. Nervous gut tension is settled by the 
herb infusion.9

Leung and Foster state that young cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.) leaves are used 
widely as a garnish in culinary dishes. In addi-
tion, the whole herb “is also used in stomach-
ache, nausea, measles, and painful hernia.”5

Keville states that “the herb is currently being 
studied for its ability to help relieve anxiety, 
depression, and the oxidative stress that occurs 
with Alzheimer’s disease.”8

Essential Oil: There is much research and 
literature about the therapeutic properties 

of coriander seed (Coriandrum sativum 
L.)  essential oil but little about cilantro leaf 
(Coriandrum sativum L.). However, some 
studies are emerging. Therapeutic properties 
include antifungal, antioxidant, antibacterial, 
and antilisterial. See the Clinical Research 
section of this article for references and 
expansion on these properties. 

Hydrosol: Harman lists the therapeutic 
properties of coriander seed (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) hydrosol as “Carminative, anti-
microbial, digestive tonic, detoxifying.”13  

No information was available for cilantro 
(Coriandrum sativum L.). Catty believes that 
coriander seed (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
hydrosol vs seed-and-herb (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) hydrosol works better for mild 
constipation, bloating, and flatulence.20

Safety Profile

Cautions for Use

Herb: None noted in literature reviewed.

Essential Oil: None noted in literature 
reviewed.

Hydrosol: None noted in literature reviewed.

Why Does Cilantro Taste of Soap?

Some people have a strong aversion 
to the taste of cilantro (Coriandrum 
sativum L.) and attest to it either 
smelling or tasting like soap.8 There 
may be a scientific reason for this 
phenomenon. In addition to the 
presence of “soapy-flavored aldehydes,” 
in cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
leaves,21 a certain number of the 
population possess a genetic variant 
found in their olfactory receptors which 
leads them to perceive this “soapy” 
odor or taste.22
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Leafy, Green Cilantro continued

Editor’s Note: Remember that clinical 
studies need to be read in context 
with many factors including size of 
study, control methodology, number of 
participants and location. The following 
studies are extracts or summaries 
of studies and their stated perceived 
outcomes. Research each study fully and 
correctly to learn more.

Clinical Research

The following studies are an example of 
cilantro’s (Coriandrum sativum L.) clinical 
research use:

•  Antioxidant and Antibacterial: A dual 
study, by Peter Y.Y. Wong and David D. Kitts, 
using parsley (Petroselinum crispum) and 
cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) extracts 
demonstrated radical-scavenging activity, 
ferrous ion-chelating activity, and inhibition of 
Bacillus subtilis and Escherichia coli growth 
through various tests.23

•  Antifungal: In a study entitled Coriandrum 
sativum L. (Coriander) Essential Oil: Antifun-
gal Activity and Mode of Action on Candida 
spp., and Molecular Targets Affected in Hu-
man Whole-Genome Expression, it was found 
that cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) leaves 
“had strong antifungal and anti-adherent 
activity against Candida spp., as well as anti-
proteolytic activity against C. albicans…”24  

•  Antilisterial: Another study, Antilisterial 
Properties of Cilantro Essential Oil, concluded 
that “Cilantro oil is a potent antilisterial plant 
extract with potential applications as a food 
preservative or in the formulation of disin-
fectants for the control of Listeria monocyto-
genes in the food processing environment.”25

•  Alzheimer’s Disease: A 2016 study in The 
American Journal of Chinese Medicine, Co-
riandrum sativum Suppresses Aβ42-Induced 
ROS Increases, Glial Cell Proliferation, and 
ERK Activation, showed results that suggested 
that “C. sativum leaves have antioxidant, anti-
inflammatory, and ERK signaling inhibitory 
properties that are beneficial for patients with 
AD [Alzheimer’s Disease].’26

Cilantro in Full Profile

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) is sure to 
add a bright, green note to your herb garden 
in color, texture, taste, or therapeutically. 
And it is relatively easy to grow, even if you 
have limited space. If you can’t grow the 
herb, consider seeking out the essential oil or 
hydrosol to add a certain je ne sais quoi factor 
to perfume blends, or promising therapeutic 
value for spring health.  
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  Leafy Green Bath Fizz or Foot Soak

Passionate about Patchouli continuedRecipe Card:  Leafy Green Bath Fizz or Foot Soak
print-out-and-keep

A fresh, green bath fizz or 
foot soak which will invig-
orate, cleanse, and/or 
relax you for the spring 
season!

This recipe makes ap-
proximately 25-oz. of 
product. 

Equipment:

• weigh scales

• large mixing bowl (to 
mix everything together)

• one Pyrex® jug

• three mixing bowls (to separate out  
ingredients after weighing)

• small pan

• large spoon for mixing

• stove top

• glass Mason jars to store the bath fizz/foot 
soak. Choose size/s which works for you.

Ingredients:  (By weight)

6-oz. (120 g) citric acid

12-oz. (340 g) bicarbonate of soda

5.75-oz. (163 g) arrowroot powder

0.5-oz. (14 g) cocoa (Theobroma cacao) butter

2 tsp. powdered green clay

Ingredients:  (By volume)

22.5 mL cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
sunflower (Helianthus annuus) oil

Essential Oils:

35 drops cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.)

25 drops geranium (Pelargonium graveolens)

The Infused Oil

Step One: Make the  
Cilantro Infused Oil

Note: You will only use a 
proportion of the finished oil 
to make this recipe as listed 
below. You will need a 4-oz. 
jar to make this infused oil.

Ingredients:

4-oz. (120 mL) organic sunflower 
(Helianthus annuus) oil

Organic cilantro (Coriandrum sativum L.) 
leaves (dried) (enough to fill a 4-oz. jar. They 
will shrink significantly from fresh to dry leaf)

To Make: 

• Dry out the cilantro leaves by spreading 
them out on tissue paper on a flat surface. 
Depending on your climate, this may take 
a few days. You want them to be free of 
moisture before infusing them in the oil.

• Add the dried cilantro leaves to a clean, 
clear jar (such as a Mason jar). Pack it full.

• Pour in the sunflower oil until it covers all 
the leaves.

• Cap and label the jar.

• Store in a dark closet for 6-8 weeks,  
remembering to shake the jar gently  
intermittently.

• After 6-8 weeks, strain off the cilantro 
leaves, and repour the infused oil into  
another jar. Label.

• Store in a cool, dark place until you are 
ready to use the oil.

Photo this page: Leafy Green Bath Fizz with Cilantro 
(Coriandrium sativum L.) leaf © Sharon Falsetto
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Passionate about Patchouli continuedRecipe Card:  Leafy Green Bath Fizz or Foot Soak
print-out-and-keep

Step Two: Make the Bath Fizz or  
Foot Soak

Pre-blend the essential oils together in a 
small, glass beaker. Set to one side.

Weigh out and measure the ingredients. 
Separate them into different mixing bowls. 
Place the cocoa butter into the Pyrex® jug.

Add the arrowroot powder, citric acid, and 
the bicarbonate of soda to the large mixing 
bowl and mix with a spoon. You may want to 
wear gloves if you have sensitive hands due 
to the use of citric acid. Set to one side.

Heat up a small pan of regular tap water 
on the stove top. When the water is hot, 
add the Pyrex® jug with the cocoa butter. 
Slip the handle of the jug over the edge of 
the pan so that the jug is resting above the 
above water (Bain Marie method).

When the cocoa butter has melted, add in 
the cilantro-infused oil, and stir. Take the 
mixture off the heat.

Add the essential oil blend and stir.

Add the liquid cocoa butter, basil-infused 
oil, and essential oil mix to the mixing bowl 
containing the arrowroot powder, citric acid, 
and bicarbonate of soda. Stir together with 
a spoon until the oils have absorbed into 
the dry ingredients. If necessary, use clean 
hands to “rub” the mixture together thor-
oughly. Make sure that you don’t have any 
clumps.

Add 2 teaspoons of powdered green clay and 
lightly mix together.

Pour the finished contents into suitable glass 
Mason jar/s. Label with contents and date.

Make sure that the jar is airtight and kept 
away from moisture before use.

Recipe and photos pp.16-17 © Sharon Falsetto. 
Permission is given to use this recipe for personal 
use but not for commercial reproduction or gain.

To Use the Bath Fizz or Foot Soak

Add two scoops of the bath fizz to a steaming 
bath. Alternatively, use as a foot soak. Swirl 
and enjoy.

Cautions: For adult use only. Possible skin 
sensitivity. The dilution rate of the essential oil 
blend in this quantity of product is low  
but discontinue use immediately if irritation 
occurs. 

Photo this page: Leafy Green Bath Fizz with Cilantro 
(Coriandrium sativum L.) and Geranium (Pelargonium 
graveolens) leaves © Sharon Falsetto



Sharon Falsetto, BA (Hons), is a UK-certified aromatherapist through the Penny 
Price Academy of Aromatherapy. She has lived in the United States since 2006 
and is the founder of Sedona Aromatics: The Garden School Online.TM Sedona 
Aromatics is both a NAHA approved school educator and a NAHA approved 
continuing education provider.

Sedona Aromatics follows the L3C business model concept, a low profit approach, 
by providing community aromatherapy scholarships for courses and affording 
aromatherapy education to more during challenging times. Sedona Aromatics also 
launched the online Botanical Aromatherapy™ membership school at the onset of 
the pandemic in 2020.

Sharon has worked within the healthcare industry since the 1990’s. She has been 
writing and editing professionally since 2008 and is both a published author and 
editor in aromatherapy. With a graduate degree in business (with honors), she is 
well situated to help aromatherapy businesses navigate changing times through 
professional copy writing, editing, and consulting.

Sharon is an intuitive aromatherapy blend formulator. As a continuing student 
in the study of herbalism for home and garden use, and natural perfumery, she 
also believes in integrating herbal and scent knowledge within her aromatherapy 
formulas and teachings.

Sharon works from her garden studio in Sedona, Arizona, surrounded by her 
one-acre homestead and aromatic gardens. She is the author of Authentic 
Aromatherapy, the chief editor of the NAHA Aromatherapy Journal, the NAHA 
Director Coordinator, and the NAHA regional director for Arizona. You can visit 
Sharon’s website at: www.sedonaaromatics.com

This article originally appeared in the NAHA Journal AJ585 and it is re-published 
according to the NAHA Writer Guidelines 2021-22 copyright statement.
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