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Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) is probably 
one of the most familiar culinary herbs 

in your kitchen cupboard. It’s so familiar that 
you may not actually know its true origins and 
how it came to be there. Basil has a myriad 
of chemotypes, with an extensive family 
of close relatives and offshoots of cultivars 
and varieties, making this familiar culinary 
aroma one of the most complicated plants to 
understand aromatically. 

Basil is very easy to grow in a pot on a kitchen 
windowsill, or in your spring herb garden, 
so getting to know this plant “in person” is 
something you can do quite easily, if you are 
so inclined. It’s used in both aromatherapy 
practice and herbal medicine and, to a lesser 
extent, in natural perfumery making. I think 
that it’s one of the most versatile aromatics 
for your toolbox and worth getting to know 
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The Scientific Name for Basil Translated

Ocimum (OS-i-mum): The Greek name for 
an aromatic plant (Lamiaceae).1

basilicus (bass-IL-ih-kus)/basilicum:  
“With princely or royal properties.” 2

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Ocimum basilicum L.3

Synonyms: Ocimum basilicum var. 
basilicum,4 sweet basil, common basil, 
European basil, French basil.5 

Chemotypes: estragole (methyl chavicol), 
linalool, methyl cinnamate,6,7 (methyl) 

eugenol.7,8

Botanical Family: Lamiaceae (Mint).

Plant Zones: Annual.

Examples of the Complexity of the 
Genus Ocimum

The genus Ocimum L. consists of 70 species 
and subspecies.9  The table on the next page 
shows just a few examples of the popular close 
species and cultivars/varieties of sweet basil 
(Ocimum basilicum L.). There are in fact many 
other close species of Ocimum basilicum, as 
well as a multitude of cultivars and varieties.

more intimately if you haven’t already done 
so. Here’s more information about this most 
complex of aromatics.
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The Sweetness of Basil continued

Plant Profile 

Cultivars and Varieties

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) is a small, annual 
herb which is commonly found in herb gardens 
worldwide. Its adaptability to grow almost 
anywhere has spawned a number of cultivars 
and varieties. A cultivar is a new plant bred 
from the original plant by human interaction. 
An example of this is Ocimum basilicum 
‘Genovese Gigante,’ a popular basil cultivar 
grown in herb gardens. A variety is a random 
plant within “the geographical range of a 
species or subspecies [may be] recognized as 
varieties.”11 An example is Thai basil (Ocimum 
basilicum var. thyrsiflorum). Varieties occur 
naturally in nature whereas cultivars require 
human intervention.  

Overall Appearance: Basil is short (up to 2 
feet in height) with a square stem.5,12

Leaves: Glossy green, large ovate leaves.5,12

Flowers: Two-lipped pink-white flowers 
situated in whorls, typical of Lamiaceae plant 
family characteristics.5,12

Essential Oil: A steam distillation of the leaves 
(and flowering tops) produces an essential oil.

Plant Distribution

Basil is native to the tropics of Asia and Africa,9 

most likely India.12,13 Like many plants and 
herbs throughout history, basil made its way 
to other countries, such as Greece, through 
warfare campaigns, specifically Alexander the 
Great (356-323 BC) in this instance.12,13

It made its way into English country gardens 
(probably by way of the Romans), Italian pesto 
dishes, and French cuisine, each nationality 
embracing this most ubiquitous of herbs as 
their own. Its spicy aroma, however, gives 
a clue to its roots for those not acquainted 
with its origins. Basil has spread worldwide 
and wherever you go in the world, this small, 
unassuming herb may be hiding in plain sight.

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) is grown from 
seed, although it is a tender annual and cold 
will put a premature end to its short life.

Garden Profile 

Basil is most successful when grown from seed 
indoors. I have unsuccessfully tried to grow it 
direct sown outdoors and it is a slow (or non) 
starter if not given the “right” conditions to 
grow in.

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.)
Close Species Popular Cultivars/Varieties

Hairy basil (Ocimum americanum L. var. 
pilosum (Willd.)6

Genovese basil  
(Ocimum basilicum ‘Genovese Gigante’)

Holy basil (Ocimum tenuiflorum L.)6 Dark opal basil (Ocimum basilicum Purpurascens’)
Lemon basil (Ocimum × citrodorum Vis.)6 Thai basil (Ocimum basilicum var. thyrsiflorum)
Basil thymol  
(Ocimum gratissimum thymoliferum)10

Cinnamon basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Cinnamon’)

Licorice basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Licorice’)
Mrs. Burns’ lemon (Ocimum basilicum var. citriodora 
‘Mrs. Burns’ Lemon’)
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The Sweetness of Basil continued

How to Grow Basil: Sow basil seed in seed 
pots indoors 6 – 8 weeks before your last 
frost date for your area. Basil requires several 
hours of sunlight per day to germinate and 
grow and it needs soil with a pH of 6 – 7.5. 
Do not overwater.14 Before transplanting the 
seedlings outdoors, make sure that the outside 
temperature is warm enough. A temperature of 
80-90 degrees F is optimum for basil, as it’s a 
tropical native. Plants also need to be gradually 
hardened off before transplanting into the 
outside herb garden.

Garden Benefits: Basil works well as a 
companion plant, particularly when planted 
with tomato (Solanum lycopersicum). It can 
repel flies and mosquitoes15 (a therapeutic 
benefit of the essential oil as well) and like 
many plants attracts pollinators such as bees 
and butterflies.

Greek Basil Translated

basileus: Greek word meaning king.16

basilikon: Greek word meaning royal.16

ocimum: Derivation of Greek words 
meaning smell or sharp, a name bestowed 
by Theophrastos, a reference to its 
aroma.13

Historical Profile

Basil has quite a tale to tell historically. Due 
to translations of both its Greek and Latin 
names, one theory postulated that basil was 
historically used in royal circles.16 However, 
Heilmeyer suggests that the ancient Greeks 
did not revere basil as a “royal” herb.13 Indeed, 
the Greeks didn’t hold much stock with basil 
symbolically believing that it symbolized 
misfortune. They even went as far as chastising 
the seeds at planting time, by shouting at 
them, believing the bad treatment would 
produce more bountiful plants.16 

Perhaps a more surprising association is one 
with scorpions. It was believed that where 
basil was planted, it would attract scorpions.17 
Ancient Greek physicians such as Dioscorides, 
Hippocrates, and Pliny recommended using 
basil for melancholy, diarrhea and nausea, 
and “fainting spells, excessive drowsiness 

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.)

and headaches,” respectively, and in various 
formats.13  

Keville18 writes that the ancient Egyptians 
were already using basil much as we use the 
essential oil today by burning it (the herb) 
with myrrh (Commiphora myrhha) to relieve 
headaches.

Basil earned a reputation as a strewing herb 
(scattered on the floors of houses to rid it 
of unpleasant aromas and to repel pests) in 
England16 where it was planted in kitchen and 
medicinal gardens, an act most likely inherited 
from the Romans, during their time of the 
occupation of Britain (AD 43 – AD 410). The 
Romans enjoyed planting basil in their herb 
gardens.13 

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) was in popular 
use in Far Eastern medicine. Common uses 
included “respiratory problems such as 
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bronchitis, coughs, colds, asthma, ‘flu and 
emphysema.”5 However, wider use included 
use “as an antidote to poisonous insect or 
snake bites” and “against epidemics and fever, 
such as malaria.”5

It is no secret that the Italians love adding basil 
to pesto sauce, perhaps in an attempt to snag 
a potential lover. Keville writes that “a pot of 
basil on the porch [also] puts out an invitation 
to one’s lover” and “a suitor can proclaim his 
intentions by wearing a basil sprig.”18

Chemistry Profile

Herb: Chevallier12 lists cineole, methyl 
cinnamate and “other terpenes” as a minor 
part of the constituents of sweet basil. He also 
states that basil contains approximately 1% of 
volatile oil. Mabey19 adds that in addition to the 
essential oil which basil contains, it also has 
tannins and basil camphor.

Essential Oil: In the course of my research 
on basil, I came across an interesting extract 
online from the book, Handbook of Herbs 
and Spices,20 which stated that, “The time of 
the harvest [of basil] plays an important role 
in the quantity and quality of [essential] oil 
produced.” Like many essential oil extractions, 
geography, climate, and timing all affect the 
end result. In basil’s case, the authors P. 
Pushpangadan and V. George go on to state 
that, “The crop is usually harvested on bright 
sunny days in order to achieve a good oil yield 
and high-quality oil.” Maximum yield time was 
a harvest between 8.00 h and 12.00 h. If the 
shoots were stored for a long period of time 
(before extracting essential oil), it was found 
that linalool content within the plant made a 
significant increase: 45.18% to 86.80%.20 Peace 
Rhind21 lists the main chemical components 
of basil essential oil as linalool, eugenol, 
1,8-cineole, and methyl chavicol. This aligns 
with the major chemotypes of basil, which can 
be affected by elements of weather, geography, 
harvest procedures and times, and storage 
length, as indicated in the previous paragraph.

Tisserand and Young6 list three main 
chemotypes of basil: ct. estragole (73.4—
87.4%), ct. linalool (34.4%), and ct. methyl 
cinnamate (58.0—63.1%). 

Clarke22 states that sweet (or French) basil 
(Ocimum basilicum L.) has a higher linalool 
content when compared to exotic basil 
(Ocimum basilicum L.) which has a higher 
methyl chavicol content. Again, this can reflect 
the various factors which change the resulting 
chemistry of the essential oil, based on location 
in this instance. Exotic basil is found mainly 
in the Comoro Islands.5,23 The Caddy profiles 
confirm this projection of constituents with 
a significant difference between phenols 

The Sweetness of Basil continued

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.)
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The Sweetness of Basil continued

Comparison of the Aroma of the Two Main Chemotypes of Basil Essential Oil 
(Ocimum basilicum ct. linalool, Ocimum basicilicum ct. methyl chavicol) 

Essential Oil 
Chemotype

Essential Oil Aroma

Linalool Light, woody, floral,16 spicy, sweet,10 fresh, green, slight balsamic 
undertone23

Perfumery Use: Chypre, green, modern aldehydic,9 clear herbaceous24

Methyl Chavicol 
(Estragole) 

Sweet, herbaceous, anisic,16 camphor10

Perfumery Use: Licorice24

Unstated Sweet, spicy, herbaceous22

(methyl chavicol (estragole)) and alcohols 
(linalool).10 Arcantander23 adds that the exotic-
type basil is often produced as the ct. methyl 
cinnamate and it is not the preferred type of 
basil for perfumery use (ct. linalool is the usual 
preference).

In all resources researched, it is clear that 
the two main chemotypes of basil (Ocimum 
basilicum L.) are ct. linalool and ct. methyl 
chavicol (estragole) for essential oil use in 
aromatherapy.

Aroma Profile 

The aroma of basil as a plant when compared 
to the essential oil can be quite different. 
Keville18 describes the aroma of the plant as a 
“spicy, clove scent, with [a] hint of mint and 
pepper.” 

Basil is a top note essential oil. Basil ct. linalool 
is described as clear to pale yellow in color by 
various sources. Basil ct. methyl chavicol is 
described as yellow to pale green in color.

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.)
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The Sweetness of Basil continued

Therapeutic Profile

Herb: Chevallier12 states that basil is primarily 
useful for digestive issues such as indigestion, 
flatulence, colic, nausea, vomiting and 
stomachache. Because of “mildly sedative 
action”12 basil is good to use with nervous 
conditions such as anxiety, depression and 
insomnia. Use the leaves to repel insects and 
to treat bites and stings, much like geranium 
(Pelargonium graveolens) essential oil.

Tierra25 lists basil’s therapeutic properties 
as “carminative, antipyretic, stimulant, 
alternative, diuretic and nervine.” He suggests 
using the herb as a tea for flu, colds, fevers, 
indigestion, nausea, vomiting, and other 
related digestive and nervous issues.

Essential Oil: Basil essential oil’s therapeutic 
properties include as an analgesic, anti-
inflammatory, immune support, antioxidant, 
antispasmotic, antibacterial, digestive, 
expectorant, emmenagogue, febrifuge, tonic, 
nervine, and galactagogue.5,21,26 

Use basil essential oil for nausea, vomiting, 
muscle pain, arthritis, headaches, fatigue, 
clearing the mind, exhaustion, amenorrhea, 
flu, asthma, in skin care, stress, depression, 
insect bites, insect repellent, coughs, gout, 
flatulence, and “promotion of emotional 
connection with others.”5,9,21,26 

Energetics: Battaglia states that basil is 
“a warming oil which tonifies Yang and 
strengthens the Shen.”9

Safety Profile - Cautions for Use

Herb: None noted, although individual 
situations may vary.

Essential Oil: The main caution 
associated with sweet basil (Ocimum 
basilicum L.) essential oil is regarding skin 
sensitivity. It also very much depends 
on the main chemotype of the essential 
oil in question. Most sources cite basil 
ct. estragole (Ocimum basilicum ct. 
estragole) as being the most problematic 
in this area.5,6,21

Peace Rhind states that basil ct. estragole 
(Ocimum basilicum ct. estragole) 
“contains a substantial amount (73-87%) 
of this [methyl chavicol] carcinogenic 
phenolic ether (73-87%) and methyl 
eugenol (trace-4%).”21 However, Tisserand 
and Young appear to disagree with this 
statement by stating that “…no restrictions 
are required, in our opinion, with regard to 
carcinogenesis.”6

The recommended dermal level use varies 
between “no limit”6 and 1.5%,6 depending 
upon source (including the International 
Fragrance Association (IFRA) and the 
European Union (EU) regulations) and 
chemotype.

Lawless also recommends avoiding the use 
of basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) essential 
oil during pregnancy, although specific 
chemotype is not stated.5 Penny Price 
Academy of Aromatherapy cautions the 
use of basil essential oil with babies and 
children, unless the linalool chemotype 
is used.27 The same is true with the use 
of basil essential oil in pregnancy – Price 
only recommends the use of sweet basil 
ct. linalool (Ocimum basilicum ct linalool) 
essential oil.27

Basil 
(Ocimum basilicum L.)
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Clinical Research

The following clinical studies and trials 
demonstrate the versatility of basil essential 
oil’s therapeutic properties:

Migraine Pain: A study conducted by 
Ahmadifard M, Yarahmadi S, Ardalan A, 
Ebrahimzadeh F, Bahrami P, Sheikhi E. on  
The Efficacy of Topical Basil 
Essential Oil on Relieving 
Migraine Headaches: A 
Randomized Triple-Blind 
Study, conducted a “triple-
blind clinical trial study was 
performed on 144 patients 
diagnosed with migraine.”28 
Pain intensity was measured 
between different groups 
on the effectiveness of the 
use of basil essential oil 
in relieving the migraine 
pain, in addition to the 
frequency of attacks, in 
combination with the use 
of acetaminophen. It was 
found that “Time lapse 
and higher doses of basil 
essential oil [would] reduce[d] both the 
intensity and frequency of migraine attacks.”28

Antibacterial Agent: Basil (Ocimum basilicum 
L.) essential oil was shown to be effective 
against Escherichia coli, demonstrating an 
ability to inhibit growth of the bacteria. This 
study, The potential of use basil and rosemary 
essential oils as effective antibacterial 
agents, was conducted by Sienkiewicz, M., 
Łysakowska, M., Pastuszka, M., Bienias, W., & 
Kowalczyk, E.29

Insect Repellent: While many of the Ocimum 
species demonstrate mosquito and larvicidal 
properties, Ocimum basilicum came out 
on top with the strongest larvicidal activity 
in this study, Mosquito repellent activities 
of ocimum volatile oils, conducted by 
Chokechaijaroenporn O, Bunyapraphatsara N, 
and Kongchuensin S.30

Clinical studies need to be 
read in context with many 
factors including size of 
study, control methodology, 
number of participants 
and location. The above 
are extracts or summaries 
of studies and their stated 
perceived outcomes. 
Research each study fully 
and correctly to learn more.

Basil in Full Profile

Basil is a complex essential 
oil, depending upon species 
and chemotype, but sweet 
basil (Ocimum basilicum 

L.) deserves a place in your aromatherapist’s 
toolbox. Why? It is a versatile essential oil, 
tackling such issues as depression and stress, 
colds and flu, insects and pain, in addition to 
reviving dull, tired skin and toning down oily 
skin.31 It also has a mesmerizing spicy aroma 
which is not too overpowering. 

And you can always grow a basil plant on 
your kitchen windowsill to compliment your 
culinary creations. I advise you to go out and 
discover basil for yourself this spring!

The Sweetness of Basil continued

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.)
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Equipment:
Double boiler. You can makeshift a double boiler 
   at home by placing one smaller pan inside of a 
   larger pan.

4 -oz. soap silicone molds.

Ingredients:
16-oz. (455 g.) cocoa (Theobroma cacao) butter

16-oz. (455 g.) coconut (Cocos nuciferia) oil

8-oz. (225 g.) basil (Ocimum basilicum) and 

    parsley (Petroselinum crispum) infused olive  

   (Olea europaea) oil

8-oz. (225 g.) elderberry (Sambucus nigra)  

   infused olive (Olea europaea) oil

Sprinkling of crushed oats (Avena sativa)

Comedogenic* Rating of Oils Used

Olive (Olea europaea) oil (pre-infusion) 2
Coconut (Cocos nuciferia) oil 4
Cocoa (Theobroma cacao) butter 4

*The comedogenic rating of oils refers to how likely 
an oil will block your pores, especially for those 
prone to acne and related conditions. An ideal 
comedogenic rating is 0 with 5 being the highest. 
However, this information should also be taken 
in context of the amount used in the recipe and 
how it is used. Use your judgement, based on this 
information, and your own personal situation. 

A great and beautiful alternative to soap is a 
cleansing bar. Full of botanical nourishing oils, 
your skin will be clean, fresh, and back to being 
loved in no time. This is my all-time, new favorite 
aromatherapy blend recipe! 

This recipe makes 12 x 4-oz. cleanse bars.  To 
see how to make the Basil and Parsley Infused 
Oil and the Elderberry Infused Oil, see the recipe 
box on page 20. 

Recipe and photos pp.18-20 © Sharon Falsetto. 
Permission is given to use this recipe for personal 
use but not for commercial reproduction or gain.

 Spring Greens Cleanse Bar

Passionate about Patchouli continuedRecipe Card: Spring Greens Cleanse Bar
print-out-and-keep

Essential Oils (2.25%):

13 g. sweet basil ct. linalool (Ocimum basilicum 

ct. linalool)

6 g. lemon (Citrus × limon)

6g. lime (Citrus aurantifolia)

2 g. parsley seed (Petroselinum crispum)

2 g. celery seed (Apium graveolens)

1 g. lemon basil (Ocimum × basilicum)

If you don’t have some of the more unusual 
essential oils for this blend recipe, you can simply 
use sweet basil ct. linalool (Ocimum basilicum ct. 
linalool), lemon (Citrus × limon) and lime (Citrus 
aurantifolia) essential oils. 
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Passionate about Patchouli continuedNAHA Recipe Card: Spring Greens Cleanse Bar
print-out-and-keep

Spring Greens Cleanse Bar (continued)
To Make:

Day One

1. Measure out each of the ingredients and set 
aside in separate bowls.

2. Prepare the essential oil blend if you are using 
it. Set aside.

3. Set up the silicone molds. Make sure that you 
have a firm method of moving them (silicone 
molds are flexible when filled with liquid). I used 
a piece of cardboard slid underneath the molds 
before filling them.

4. Slowly heat up the water on the stove for the 
double boiler.

5. Add cocoa butter to the double boiler and melt 
slowly.

6. Once the cocoa butter is melted, add coconut 
oil and continue to melt slowly.

7. Once the coconut oil is melted, add both of the 
infused oils to the mix and stir in gently, making 
sure all of the ingredients are blended together 
completely.

8. Take off the heat and add the essential oil blend 
if you are using it. Stir in well.

9. Immediately pour the mixture into the silicone 
soap molds. 

10. Sprinkle about a teaspoon of crushed oats into 
each mold. Press down gently to make sure that 
they are immersed into the liquid.

11. Leave to cool on worktop for about 15 minutes.

12. Next, place the silicone molds in the fridge 
without spilling any liquid. After about half an 
hour to one hour, the liquid will begin to harden. 
If desired, sprinkle further crushed oats onto the 
top of each filled mold, while semi-solid.

13. Leave in fridge for about another four hours.

14. Next, remove from the fridge and place in the 
freezer. The molds should be solid but may still 
be flexible. 

15. Leave in freezer overnight.

Day Two:

1. Remove the silicone molds from the freezer. 
They should now be solid.

2. Prise the cleanse bars gently from the molds. 
They should slip out easily if the mixture has 
set correctly.

3. I advise storing these cleanse bars in a small 
soap box in the refrigerator until you are ready 
to use the bar, especially in warm climates. The 
coconut oil in this recipe makes the bar unstable 
under heat. Use direct from the fridge or take 
out five minutes before use.

Instructions for Use: Use the cleanse bar as an 
alternative to soap in the shower or bath. Rub the 
bar over yourself before stepping into the bath or 
shower for maximum effect. Allow to soak in for 
several minutes and then wash off in the usual way 
that you use a bar of soap. Due to the extreme 
moisturizing effects of this bar, you will probably not 
need to use a moisturizer after drying off.

Cautions: For adult use only. Avoid use in 
pregnancy. Possible skin sensitivity. Discontinue use 
if sensitization occurs. Avoid use on face. 

Warning! The cleanse bar will make all surfaces 
slippery and oily. Take extreme care when stepping 
in and out of the bath and shower. Wipe down the 
bath or shower immediately after use to avoid 
prolonged danger of slipping and/or staining of 
surfaces.
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The Sweetness of Basil continued

Basil and Parsley Infused Oil and  
Elderberry Infused Oil

Ingredients:
24-oz. (710 mL) organic olive (Olea europaea) oil

Dried elderberries to pack the jar/s 

And:

16-oz. (475 mL) organic olive (Olea europaea) oil

Dried parsley and basil to pack the jar/s

To Make: 

You are making one infusion of elderberry infused 
olive oil and one infusion of parsley and basil infused 
olive oil.

1. Pour the olive oil into two separate jars large 
enough to accommodate both separate 
quantities of oil.

2. Pack each jar with the listed plant material 
above. Make sure that the oil covers all 
botanicals in the jar.

3. Cap and label the jar.

4. Store in a dark closet for 6-8 weeks, remembering 
to shake the jars gently intermittently.*

5. After 6-8 weeks, strain off the botanicals, and 
repour each oil into separate containers. Label.

6. Store in a cool, dark place until you are ready 
to use the oils.

*Oil Infusion: You can infuse oils in a multitude of 
ways. I chose to infuse via the long, cold infusion 
method because I have had the best results this 
way. However, you can infuse via the stovetop 
method, use a yoghurt maker, or leave on a sunny 
windowsill. Choose the method which works best 
for you!
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