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Lemon Balm – Honeybee Magnet 
 Melissa officinalis 

 

The genus Melissa has five species of perennial herbs. The name 
Melissa is derived from the Greek meaning bee, since honeybees 
are attracted to the flowers. Melissa is also the name of a nymph 
who rescued baby Zeus and was considered a civilizing influence 
on early Greek culture by discovering honey and beekeeping. The 
specific epithet officinalis denotes plants with real or supposed 
medicinal properties.  
 

Amazingly, the chemical makeup of lemon balm oil is similar to 
the pheromones in a worker honeybee’s Nasonov gland, which 
are released to mark food sources and orient returning forager 
bees back to the colony.  

 

Lemon balm also goes by the common names of balm, English balm, garden balm, balmmint, 
common balm, Melissa, sweet balm, heart’s delight, and honey plant. It is native to Europe, central 
Asia, and Iran, and has naturalized around the world in temperate zones from North America and 
South America, to New Zealand. It is at home in the landscape in herb gardens, in garden borders, 
in cottage gardens, in vegetable gardens, and as a naturalized ground cover in informal areas. 
 
Lemon Balm’s History & Path to Us 

• Lemon balm dates back to ancient Ephesus (Turkey) where it was planted and used by the 
beekeepers of the Temple of Artemis/Diana (550 B.C.) to help keep the sacred honeybees 
content and encouraged them to return home to the hive rather than swarm away. 

• The ancient Greeks and Romans used lemon balm medicinally, and this information was 
recorded as far back as 300 B.C. 

• In the 7th century, the plant was brought to Spain by the Moors. 

• In the 9th century, it gained renown not only for its healing abilities but as a trade good. The 
first Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne decreed that it should be included in all apothecary and 
monastery gardens in his realm, and required all farms to keep bees and send a portion of their 
honey and beeswax to the crown. Benedictine monks later shipped the herb to other regions. 

•  In the 10th and 11th centuries, making its way through Spanish trade routes, its use became 
more beloved by the general European populace. 

•  In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, lemon balm was prescribed for a long list of ailments. Its 
soothing smell made it very popular as a strewing herb at this time and could be found on 
church floors until the 19th century. 

• In the 12th century, the Carmelite friars made a popular lemon balm based herb/spice digestive 
and cologne called Carmelite water, otherwise known as Eau de Mélisse. It was used as an 
internal and external remedy for just about all ailments suffered in that period of history and 
masked the ill smelling odors of the time.   

• In the 16th century, swiss-born alchemist and physician Paracelsus used lemon balm in his “Elixir 
of Life” which he professed to regenerate the strength of man and render him nearly immortal. 

• In the 16th through the 18th centuries settlers brought lemon balm to the North American 
colonies for cooking, medicine, cleaning, and scenting. 
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• In the 17th century, John Evelyn, an English writer, gardener, and diarist, described it as 
“sovereign for the brain, strengthening the memory, and powerfully chasing away melancholy.” 

• As time went by lemon balm gradually fell out of favor for its medicinal powers, mostly due to 
lack of glamour when compared to other herbs of the day. 

 
Folklore 

• In ancient Greece, lemon balm was associated with the feminine, the moon, and water. Within 
the religious doctrine at that time, the honeybee was considered to be a form the human soul 
took when descending from the Goddess Artemis. “It was only those souls who had lived a 
righteous life who returned to heaven, just as the bee returned to her hive.”  

• In the 1st century, Pliny the Elder who was a Roman author, naturalist, and philosopher wrote of 
the magical property of lemon balm, “that the herb tied to a sword which has inflicted a wound 
will staunch the blood.” 

• From the mid-400s through mid-700s bees symbolized immortality and industry, and are one of 
the oldest symbols of French rulers. It’s theorized that the fleur-de-lis actually represents a bee. 

• Many herbalists and people of the Renaissance period attributed lemon balm to the potential 
for long life when taken every day in an elixir form. 

• Lemon balm was used to ward off evil, and to promote good health, love, and good cheer. 

• According to an old Arabian proverb, “Balm makes the heart merry and joyful.” 

• In the Victorian language of flowers, lemon balm signified 
“pleasant company of friends,” “memories,” “a cure,” and 
“don’t misuse me.” 

• According to magical folklore, the herb had powers of healing, 
success, and love, and could be made into healing incense and 
sachets or carried to help the bearer find love. 

 
Plant Characteristics     Lamiaceae or Mint Family  

• Plant Type – Lemon balm is an herbaceous perennial with an 
upright habit and a bushy appearance. 

• Hardiness – Plant is hardy in zones 4 or 5 to 9. 

• Plant Size – It will grow to 12 to 24” tall and wide in one season, spreading through the years. 

• Stems & Leaves – The stems are square and branching. The leaves, held in opposite pairs, are 
bright green, puckered, and ovate or heart-shaped. Stems and leaves can be smooth or slightly 
hairy, and the leaf edges have an attractive rounded serration. 

• Flowers – The flowers that bloom in summer are insignificant and grow in whorled clusters in 
the axils of the terminal leaves so are somewhat hidden unless looked for closely. They are tiny, 
two-lipped blooms that are a pale yellow fading to creamy white or pinkish. Although they are 
ornamentally inconspicuous, honey bees find them and love them. 

• Scent & Flavor – Its lemony flavor and aroma are due largely to citral and citronellal, although 
other chemical compounds, including geraniol (rose-scented) and linalool (lavender-scented), 
also contribute to the scent. Plants grown indoors in containers will lack flavor. 

• Available Cultivars – Many available in seed form; others in plant form only. 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Aurea’ – bright chartreuse yellow fading to green as summer progresses 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Variegata’ – leaves of green mixed with patches and flecks of yellow that 

fade as the summer progresses 
o Melissa officinalis ‘All Gold’ – yellow variegated leaves 
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o Melissa officinalis ‘Citronella’ – dwarf and non-flowering with double the essential oil 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Quedlingburger Niederliegende’ – tall and uniform 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Gold Leaf’ – gold-infused leaves fade to green during summer 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Lemonella’ – lemon aroma stronger than any other variety 
o Melissa officinalis ‘Lime’ – similar to lemon balm – the scent is closer to that of lime 

 
Cultivation – Lemon balm is one of the easier herbs to grow. 

• Soil – Plants adapt to a wide range of soils including poor ones. They do best in moist but well-
drained loam. Avoid wet soils, particularly in winter. 

• pH – The extremes of pH are 4.5 to 7.6, with the average being 6.6. 

• Light – Plant is very adaptable to differing light conditions. It likes full sun in northern regions 
but appreciates a bit of afternoon shade in hot summer climates. Full sun can turn leaves pale 
green and cause variegated leaves to lose most of their coloring. Golden or variegated varieties 
may scorch in too much sun so look best in morning sun with some afternoon shade. 

• Temperature – Plant is evergreen in warmer zones. In central VA, it can handle some frost, but 
eventually dies back when weather becomes consistently cold. It sprouts anew in late winter. 

• Water – Plant likes medium wet to dry soil. More water is 
warranted as the amount of sun and the temperatures increase. 

• Fertility – It rarely needs fertilizer since it is such a prolific and 
vigorous grower. Soil amended with compost is usually sufficient. 
Over fertilization produces large leaves with less flavor. 

• Diseases & Pests – There are no serious insect or disease problems. 
Powdery mildew, leaf spot, leaf blight, and gray mold may occur. 
Control by following good cultural practices. 

 
Propagation  
The easiest way to start a patch of lemon balm is to buy a plant. It will grow quickly and will spread 
through the years. But it can be propagated if more plants are desired. 

• Seeding – Lemon balm is easy to grow from seed. 
o Start seeds early for transplanting or sow directly outdoors in late spring. 
o Seeds need light to germinate so sow uncovered or covered very lightly with vermiculite. 

They will germinate in 12 to 21 days if temperature is 65 F. With bottom heat set to 70-75 
F., plants may germinate in as little as a week. 

o Don’t overwater the seedlings since they are prone to damping off disease. 

• Cuttings 
o Cuttings can be taken when plants are actively growing in late spring or early summer. They 

can also be taken later in the season; they just won’t root as easily. 
o Take 3 to 4-inch softwood tip cuttings early in the morning. Remove bottom leaves. Place in 

sterile, porous medium and water immediately. 
o Set containers in a warm, semi-shady location out of direct sun. Cover with a plastic bag or 

dome. Keep medium moist but don’t over-water. 
o They will root in 3 to 4 weeks. For faster rooting, add bottom heat. 

• Division 
o Divide in early spring or early fall. 
o Dig up a clump and divide into small pieces, either for replanting in the ground or into pots. 
o Over the years, if plants die out in the middle, dig up and plant back healthy sections. 
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• Layering 
o Simply lay a branch to the ground and place a stone over it. Roots will grow from the stems 

touching the ground. 
o When a good root system forms, the stem may be cut between the new plant and the 

parent plant. The newly rooted section can be left to grow where it is, or dug up and 
replanted in a different spot. 

 
Pruning & Harvesting 
Frequent pruning, including removal of spent flower stalks, tends to encourage growth of new 
leaves which have the best fragrance, minimize self-seeding, and form the most ornamentally 
attractive plants. Unpruned plants may acquire a somewhat weedy appearance. 
 

Flavor is best prior to flowering and the essential oil is reportedly highest in the top one-third of the 
plant. Unlike other herbs which are at their best when the dew has dried off in the morning, lemon 
balm should be harvested in mid to late afternoon when the oils are strongest and they are at their 
most aromatic. Leaves should be handled delicately as they tend to bruise and turn black. 
Once the plant is cut back, the new leaves will have the flavor of spring growth. 

• Leaves can be harvested as needed. 

• Thin plants in the summer to improve air circulation. Simply snap stems off from the base. 

• It is nearly impossible to over-prune/over-harvest lemon balm. Cut plants nearly to ground level 
for two or three major harvests per year or simply to renew the foliage. Then water and fertilize 
after a heavy pruning or harvest if soil is poor or plants look sparse. 

• If leaves brown around the edges, trim 1 to 2” all around and plants will regrow with fresh 
foliage. 

• Most important: Prune flowering stalks before plants go to seed to keep the clump from 
spreading aggressively. By snipping the growing tips regularly to enjoy the leaves, flowers will 
hardly have a chance to form. 

 
Preserving 
Fresh lemon balm holds the best flavor and can last in the refrigerator in a plastic bag for 3 to 4 
days, but it may also be preserved to provide year-round flavor. 

• Freezing is the best method for holding the most flavor. Leaves can be frozen whole and stored 
in freezer zip bags. They can also be chopped in water or vegetable oil and frozen in ice cube 
trays. Once frozen, pop into freezer zip bags. When needed, they can be added right into the 
cooking pot. For other uses, they can be thawed. Make sure to 
label and date all frozen herbs. 

• Drying lemon balm is another method of preservation although 
there will be some flavor loss and change. Dry by hanging in small 
bunches in a dry, dark, airy spot. Once thoroughly dry, strip off the 
leaves. Removing the leaves before drying and drying on trays or 
screens will speed up the drying process. It also allows saving only 
the best-looking leaves: those with the best color and without bug 
holes. Dried, whole leaves can be stored for 5 to 6 months in glass 
containers in a dark, dry, cool spot. 
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Growing in Containers & Overwintering Indoors 
Lemon balm is attractive when grown in a container. Use a quality potting soil and select a pot 
that's on the small side since it does better when kept a bit crowded. If left outside in the winter, 
the leaves will die back but the root system will survive. If growing indoors, the leaves will persist 
through the cold months and will provide a fresh, light aroma although the flavor will be 
compromised. Place the pot in the sunniest window and keep the soil evenly moist. If the plant gets 
leggy, it needs more sun. If kept in the pot during the growing season, it may need up-potting and 
an application of fertilizer in Spring. 

 
Uses 

• Commercial Use 
o Lemon balm is used to flavor alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages, candy, baked goods, 

gelatin, pudding, frozen dairy desserts, liqueurs like Benedictine and Chartreuse. 
o There are some forms of European lemon balm that are high in citronellal and mimic 

citronella oil and may be effective mosquito repellents. 
o Commercial sources of the oil may be adulterated with oils of Citrus limon (edible citrus) or 

Cymbophgon citratus (lemongrass). 

• Home Use 
o Kitchen Use – For culinary purposes, fresh leaves are most flavorful. Heat will reduce the 

flavor, so when adding to a cooked dish, add fresh leaves at the end of the cooking time. 
Dried leaves lose oil, thus flavor. Add water just short of boiling when steeping dried leaves 
since over-steeped herb will lose its pungency and become faintly vegetal tasting. 

• Compatible Foods – beverages (especially tea both hot & cold, flavored water, punch, 
wine), butter, cheese, dairy desserts (cheesecake, custard, ice cream, pudding, sorbet), 
desserts (cakes, cookies, crepes, custards, pies, tarts), eggs & egg 
dishes, fish & seafood, fruit (especially apples, apricots, berries, 
melon, nectarines, peaches, pears, pineapple), jams & jellies, 
marinades, meat (chicken, game, pork, veal), salads & salad 
dressings, sandwiches, sauces, soups, stews, stuffing for meat & 
fish, vegetables (especially asparagus, carrots, peas) 

• Herb Compliments – basil, chervil, chives, dill, fennel, ginger, mint, 
parsley,       pineapple sage, tarragon, thyme 

• Adding Flavor: Steep the herb in the liquid ingredients to infuse its 
essence into recipes. Use it to flavor syrup and sugar to sweeten 
beverages and desserts, and to flavor vinegar and oil for savory 
foods. 

o Craft & Beauty Uses  

• Fresh leaves are used in flower arrangements and bouquets including tussie mussies.  

• Dried herbs are used to make potpourri which is used to scent rooms and for 
aromatherapy. Use it in herb pillows and sachets. 

• It is an ingredient in making homemade toiletries and cosmetics: bath bags, skin 
cleansers, facial steams, hair rinses for oily hair, lotions, salves, and lip balms. 

• Medicinal Uses  
o Lemon balm is noted as having antioxidant, carminative (gas reliever), antiviral, 

antibacterial, and insect repellant properties. 
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o It has a cooling and calming effect so has been claimed to relieve stomach distress by 
improving digestion, to help with concentration and memory, to induce sleep, and to lessen 
tension headaches. 

o It is used in aromatherapy to relax and rejuvenate, especially in cases of depression, 
anxiety, and nervous tension. 

o There have been studies that show that an extract of lemon balm might be helpful in the 
treatment of Alzheimer’s disease, although other plants have higher levels of this extract. 

o Some studies have shown topical preparations accelerate the healing of fever blisters and 
cold sores caused by the herpes simplex virus if started in the early stages. 

o Warning: Plant may cause contact dermatitis in susceptible individuals. 
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