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Basil – “The King (Queen) of Herbs” 
Ocimum basilicum  (OH-sih-mum buh-SIL-ih-kum)  
 

The genus Ocimum includes over 150 species of annuals, 
non-woody perennials (tender for us) and shrubs, plus a myriad number of cultivars. 

 
“In the end, it is your nose and your palate that must decide which herb offers                                               

the perfect aroma and flavor.”     Thomas DeBaggio 
 
History & Basil’s Path to Us 
Basil is native to Africa, India, the Middle East, and other tropical and subtropical regions. Its history 
spans as far back as 4,000 years in one form or another. It is thought to have been brought to ancient 
Greece by Alexander the Great (356-323 BC). The first confirmed mention of it being used in a culinary 
manner was in the mid-14th century in Italy, although it most likely was used in that way much earlier. 
In the mid-1500s, it was brought to Western Europe by the spice traders. In the 1600s, it found its way 
to America and Australia with the early settlers from Spain, Portugal, France, and England as did many 
other plants. When greenhouse production began in the 1920s, basil became available year-round. 
 
Folklore 
Basil’s folklore is complex. Its botanical name has roots in the Greek and Latin languages. Ocimum is 
derived from the word, Okimon, meaning smell, basilicum is derived from basilikon, which means 
kingly/royal. Even so, it has been both revered and feared depending upon one’s cultural background. 
Its associations include such polar opposites as love and hate, protection and danger, and life and 
death.  The 17th century botanist, herbalist, and physician Nicolas Culpepper wrote, “It either makes 
enemies or gains lovers but there is no in-between.” 
 
Negative Connotations: 

• Through the ages, some of basil’s negative associations came from misreading or mistranslating 
its botanical name. The word basilikon was confused with basilisk which was a fabled, lizard-
like, fire-breathing monster or a mythical serpent with a lethal gaze, breath, and bite. 

• In Ancient Greece and Rome, basil was associated with grief, poverty, hate, and misfortune. 

• John Gerard, a 16th century botanist, concurred that basil “dulleth the sight...breedeth wind, 
provoketh urine, drieth up milk.” He also acknowledged, “if it be chewed and laid in the sun, it 
engendreth worms.”  

• The 17th century Culpepper noted, “Being applied to the place bitten by venomous beasts, or 
stung by a wasp or hornet, it speedily draws the poison to it. Every like draws its like. Mizaldus* 
affirms that being laid to rot in horse dung it will breed venomous beasts. Hilarius, a French 
physician, affirms upon his own knowledge that an acquaintance of his, by common smelling of 
it, had a scorpion breed in his brain.” (*16th century French physician) 

• If one put a basil leaf under a rock, after a couple of days it would turn into a scorpion. 

• Those even dreaming of basil, would almost always meet misfortune or be tortured by 
unhappiness. 

• Those in Western Europe thought basil belonged to the devil and was a remedy against 
witches. 

• Basil’s bad reputation lasted into Victorian times as it was a symbol of hatred in the language of 
flowers. 
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Positive Connotations: 

• It was used by the Egyptians in the embalming process symbolizing purification. 

• In some instances, basil was considered a sacred/ritual plant representing redemption and 
magic. It was thought to have supernatural powers. 

• In India it was and still is considered sacred and a powerful protector even in the afterlife. 

• In Italy, basil was considered to have sensual powers and a basil display meant a young woman 
was ready to receive suitors. A basil sprig pinned to the clothing signified chastity and purity. 

• In Greece, on St. Basil’s Day which is the first day of the year, basil was strewn on the floor for 
good fortune, eaten for good health, and put in chests to guard against mice and moths. 

• In the early 17th century, John Parkinson, the botanist and royal apothecary, wrote that 
common basil was used to make “sweet or washing waters.” Medicinally, the seed was used “to 
procure a cheerful and merry heart,” and “the smell thereof is so excellent that it is fit for a 
king’s house.” 

• In the 20th century with more examination and favorable publishing, and better cultivated 
selections available, basil finally came into favor. Today, we associate basil is being “The King 
(Queen) of Herbs.” It is now one of the most popular and versatile herbs in the garden and in 
the kitchen. 

 
Uses 
When we consider the uses of basil, we have to remember that there are many, many different species 
and cultivars that are valued in differing ways. Not all are edible or palatable. 

• Commercial Use – Basil is used in mouthwash, colognes (Brut)/perfumes, soaps and toiletries, 
cosmetics, insect repellents, liqueur (Chartreuse), baked goods, candy, gelatins, and ice cream. 

• Home Use – Plants are valued for their beauty, scent, and attractiveness to pollinators. In the 
kitchen, edible types in their fresh, frozen, and dried forms, are used to add aroma and flavor. 
o Sweet & Genovese basils complement: beans & legumes, breads, cheese, chicken & poultry, 

citrus, eggs, fish & shellfish, fruit & berries, grains, meat, olives, pasta & pasta sauce, pesto, 
pizza, potatoes, rabbit, rice, salad, soup, and vegetables especially eggplant and tomatoes. 

o Asian basils that have a strong anise flavor complement:  chicken & poultry, citrus, coconut 
milk, curries, fish & shellfish, fruit & berries, game, grains, meat, noodles, onions, rice, salad, 
soup, and vegetables. 

o Lemon & Lime basils complement: chicken & poultry, desserts, fish & shellfish, fruit & 
berries, grains, pasta & pasta sauce, potatoes, rice, soup, and vegetables. 

• Medicinal Use – According to the American Herb Society, “Basil has been used in traditional 
medicine in countries around the world and is showing promise for a variety of conditions.” It 
also notes, “...many uses are folkloric and have not been verified by scientific studies.” Basil 
contains chemicals which may kill bacteria and fungi, and might reduce symptoms in the 
gastrointestinal tract. Among claims are relief from coughs and colds, headaches, insect stings 
and bites, stress, skin diseases, insomnia, anxiety, low spirits, and fevers. Safe uses include an 
aid to digestion, and to sooth and relax the body and mind. 

• Companion Planting – There are claims as to using basil as a companion plant to help most 
crops, especially tomatoes, from improving their growth and flavor to repelling pests, although 
according to the American Herb Society, this is more folklore than science. Basil is said to repel 
mosquitoes and flies. Unfortunately, it attracts Japanese beetles, grasshoppers, slugs, aphids, 
spider mites, whiteflies, cutworms, and nematodes. Possibly, if basil is planted next to a crop, 
the pests will attack the basil and not the crop. 
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Plant Characteristics 

• Plant Size – With so many plants in the Ocimum genus, it is no wonder that there is great 
variation in plant size from 4” tall and wide to those that are the size of small trees. 

• Stems & Leaves – Basil is in the mint family so has square stems and leaves that are held in 
pairs in an opposite arrangement. Stems can be either green or purplish. There is great 
variation in leaf shape, color, size, texture, and sheen. 

• Flowers – Many if not most basils flower. Flower spikes vary in length and shape; they can be 
long and angular or short and compressed. The white, pink, or purple flowers open from the 
bottom first and form rings. They emerge from calyxes which are either green or purple.  

• Scent & Flavor – Basil’s great variety of aromas and flavors come from a complex chemical mix 
of essential oils with the exact mix being dependent upon the species and cultivar. As the 
percentage of each oil shifts, so does the flavor and scent of each basil type. The scent and 
flavor of a particular basil is described as the following or combinations of the following: anise, 
camphor, cinnamon, citrus, clove, eucalyptus, lavender, lemon, licorice, lilac, mint, rose, spice, 
thyme. 

 
Groups of Basil 
Basil cross pollinates rampantly, even pollinating between different species, so it may be difficult to 
know what one is getting when one purchases plants or seeds. There is also confusion in the industry 
to the extent of some mislabeling of varieties. Read seed labels, packets, and plant descriptions to get 
a basil to suit your purpose. Below is a breakdown of the different types of basil with some of the 
cultivars available. The majority are only available in seed form. 

• Sweet – most familiar type – mint/anise/spice/floral blend – up to 24” tall X 12 to 18” wide 
o Ocimum basilicum and cultivars such as ‘Medinette’, ‘Jolina’ 

• Large Leaved – oversized leaves – plants may also be oversized – considered to be sweet basils 
o ‘Bolloso’, ‘Italian Large Leaf’, ‘Mammoth’, ‘Napoletano’, ‘Romanesco’, ‘Toscano’ 

• Genovese – slightly stronger taste than sweet basil but used similarly – the “Pesto” basil – 
thicker, downward cupped, darker leaves 
o ‘DiGenova’, ‘Dolce Fresca’, ‘Dolly’, ‘Eleonora’, ‘Emily’, ‘Gemma’ 

• Bush – small leaves – rounded plant shape 4-12” tall & wide – various scents & flavors 
o Ocimum basilicum minimum & cultivars such as ‘Aristotle’, ‘Boxwood’, ‘Pistou’, ‘Spicy Globe’ 

• Citrus – lemon and lime types 
o Ocimum americanum & cultivars such as ‘Mrs. Burns’, ‘Sweet Dani’, ‘Lime’ 

• Purple – reddish purple to almost black – some green blotched or mottled– sweet or Genovese 
flavor 
o ‘Amethyst’, ‘Dark Opal’, ‘Red Rubin’, ‘Rubin’, ‘Rosie’, ‘Osmin’, ‘Purple Petra’, ‘Purple Ruffles’ 

• Asian – anise flavored used in Asian cooking – very decorative as well 
o ‘Thai’, ‘Queenette’, ‘Siam Queen’ 

• Differing Scents – lots of basils with unique scents and flavors 
o ‘Baja’, ‘Blue Spice’, ‘Cinnamon’, ‘Green Pepper’, ‘Licorice’, ‘New Guinea’, ‘Ouzo’, ‘Persian’, 

Ocimum tenuiflorum or Ocimum sanctum is Tulsi basil 

• Ornamentals – valued for fragrance, appearance, and pollinator attraction as opposed to 
kitchen use 
o ‘African Blue’, ‘Cardinal’, ‘Corsican’, ‘Pesto Perpetuo’, ‘Magical Michael’ 

• Tree Form – giant forms especially in their native habitats – intense aromas 
o Ocimum kilimandscharicum (camphor), ‘East Indian’ 
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Cultivation 
Even though many basils are perennials, they are tender for us so are grown as annuals. A few types 
are available in plant form but the majority will need to be started from seed. They readily germinate 
and are easy to grow. Those that do not flower or have sterile seeds, readily grow from cuttings. 
 

Basils grow well in garden beds or in containers. Container size is dependent on the size of the plant 
and have plenty of drainage holes. Plants should be given room for air to circulate freely around them. 
 

Good growing conditions lessen plant stress so plants can withstand pressure from insects and disease. 

• Soil – Grow in a good commercial potting mix, or garden soil that has been amended with 
compost to supply a loamy mix that drains well and allows roots to expand. 

• pH – Will tolerate a pH range of 6 to 8 but those are extremes. Does best in the area of 6.4.   
The pH of most potting mix is fine. 

• Light – Full sun of at least 6 hours a day is best. (Thus, indoor growing is very challenging.) 

• Temperature – Does best when the nighttime temperatures are above 60 F. and takes off 
when the daytime temps are in the 80s and above. Do not even think about starting seeds 

outdoors or putting small seedlings out until the nighttime temps are consistently above 50 F. 

• Water – Does not tolerate water stress. Soil should be moist but well drained. Do not wait until 
the plant wilts. Watering the soil will keep the plant dry and help discourage plant diseases. 

• Fertility – Soil should be of medium fertility. A balanced fertilizer is best for growth and flavor. 
Slow release fertilizer works well. If a liquid fertilizer is used, using it half strength twice as often 
as the package directions suggest, feeds the plants more slowly and consistently. A dose of 
liquid fertilizer is helpful after each large harvest. 

• Harvesting & Pruning – Pinching will encourage small plants to branch and fill in, and can start 
as soon as the plant has three sets of true leaves. Use the plant often, harvesting the stems 
with forming flower buds first. Flowering too early in the season will produce tough leaves that 
are bitter. Large harvests will keep plants producing heavily. Once a plant is 12” tall, it can be 
cut back to half of its height. It will recover and grow with vigor. At the end of the season, when 
you have harvested and preserved plenty, you can let the plants go to flower. The flowers are 
beautiful and the pollinators will love them. However, if you still need more leaves for harvest, 
keep the plants from flowering. Remember that basil is very cold sensitive and will turn black 
and die with the first frost. Pay attention to the weather and take the last large harvest the day 
before a frost is predicted. 

 
 
Resources 

• Basil – An Herb Lover’s Guide, Thomas DeBaggio & Susan Belsinger, Interweave Press, 1996. 

• The Big Book of Herbs, Arthur O. Tucker & Thomas DeBaggio, Interweave Press, 2000. 

• Basil – An Herb Society of America Guide, 2003. 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download;jsessionid=611FDB92A67AF7CD3671877F93F0

D0C9?doi=10.1.1.691.6420&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

• Richters Herbs – richters.com – source of herb plants & seeds 

• The Thyme Garden – thymegarden.com – source of herb seeds 
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