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Abstract: Natural products have been used by humanity for many centuries to treat various illnesses
and with the advancement of technology, it became possible to isolate the substances responsible for
the beneficial effects of these products, as well as to understand their mechanisms. In this context,
myristicin, a substance of natural origin, has shown several promising activities in a large number of
in vitro and in vivo studies carried out. This molecule is found in plants such as nutmeg, parsley,
carrots, peppers, and several species endemic to the Asian continent. The purpose of this review
article is to discuss data published in the last 10 years at Pubmed, Lilacs and Scielo databases,
reporting beneficial effects, toxicity and promising data of myristicin for its future use in medicine.
From 94 articles found in the literature, 68 were included. Exclusion criteria took into account articles
whose tested extracts did not have myristicin as one of the major compounds.
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1. Introduction

Biodiversity is the variability of all living beings in the biosphere, in its entirety. Such
beings become renewable sources of substances that can originate various products for
human consumption, including medicines for the treatment of various pathologies. The
main producers of these substances are plants, microorganisms, marine algae, among
others, which over thousands of years of evolution, were capable of adaptations that made
them capable of acquiring biological activities of various types [1].

Data show that there are still few drug discovery programs based on natural products
in pharmaceutical companies, although they are a promising source of new drugs [2]. Even
so, drugs produced from natural substances are numerous, since those obtained from
natural sources represent about 70% of all drugs approved for therapeutic use in the last
four decades [3].

Natural compounds have been one of the main sources of the production of medicines
since the beginning of time, giving rise to drugs of different therapeutic classes. One
of the main examples is the discovery of penicillin in 1928, by the researcher Alexander
Fleming, whose research with fungi of the Penicillium genus culminated in the discovery
of a compound with an antibacterial activity. This compound was called penicillin and is
currently used to treat infections caused by bacteria of the Staphylococcus genus [4]. Another
natural compound of great importance is quinine, derived from the bark of the quinine.
Initially this herb was consumed by the indigenous people of the Amazon region. This
plant has been used for decades to treat malaria, and this substance gave rise to other drugs
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to treat the disease, such as chloroquine [2]. Arnica montana plant species, also widely used
in Brazil for many years, has anti-inflammatory, analgesic and healing actions that improve
or prevent injuries, and currently its extract can be found in ointments and gels produced
by the pharmaceutical industry [5]. Therefore, since the main source of new medications
are natural products, it is necessary to carry out research to discover new treatments from
sources that have been little explored.

In this work, we will discuss a substance called myristicin. It was first discovered in
the seed of nutmeg (Myristica fragrans), and was described in the French colonies in the
mid-18th century, on the Maluku islands [6]. In addition to the high concentration in this
seed, myristicin can also be found in cinnamon, parsley, some types of pepper and other
spices native to Asia. Nutmeg was used in ancient times (in India and other regions of
Asia) to treat anxiety, stomach cramps, nausea and diarrhea [7]. In addition, it has been
described as a food preservative, as it has antimicrobial activities, and it is currently used
as a flavoring agent by the food industry [8]. When used in very high amounts, myristicin
can have toxic effects, leading to liver degeneration and mental confusion, as it is toxic
to the central nervous system. It is believed that myristicin is in the main responsible for
the benefits described with the use of nutmeg, as well as for its toxic effects, since it is the
largest compound present in this spice [7].

Several preliminary studies have been conducted with myristicin over the last few
years, demonstrating that it has promising biological activities, but it is still little explored.
Thus, considering the ethnopharmacology of myristicin, as well as the importance of
natural products as a source of new drugs, there is an urgent need to investigate scientific
data about its properties, which may justify its use as a therapeutic substance in addition to
arousing scientific interest in continuing the investigation of its pharmacological properties.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Metabolization and Toxicity of Myristicin

In the 1960s and 1970s, nutmeg was used as a psychedelic drug by the hippie culture,
but it was abandoned due to the headache it caused in users. The main toxic activity of
nuts occurs in the central nervous system, and is directly linked to the high concentra-
tions of myristicin (1-allyl-5-methoxy-3,4-methylenedioxybenzene), although there may be
synergistic effects with the other components [9,10]. The psychedelic effects of myristicin
are thought to be related to its active amphetamine-derived metabolite. Furthermore,
myristicin is slightly capable of inhibiting the enzyme monoamine oxidase (MAO), which
would cause pro-serotoninergic effects and cardiovascular symptoms. Studies have shown
that myristicin is able to promote anxiogenesis and affect motor actions and it is suggested
that it is able to modulate GABA receptors, possibly acting as an antagonist, generating
anxiety [11–14]. Myristicin is metabolized in the liver by enzymes of the cytochrome
P450 complex. Its hepatic biotransformation generates metabolites that remain active
and may be responsible for its toxicity. In phase 1 metabolism, the main active metabo-
lites are 1’-hydroxymyristicin and 5-allyl-1-methoxy-2,3-dihydroxybenzene. It has also
been reported that myristicin can be converted to an amphetamine-like metabolite: 3-
methoxy-4,5-methylenedioxy-amphetamine (MMDA), known for its psychedelic effects
(Figure 1). The main enzyme responsible for its bioactivation is CYP1A1. Therefore, induc-
ing substances of the CYP1A group may facilitate the formation of reactive metabolites and
increase the risk of toxicity related to myristicin. However, myristicin was also evaluated
for its likely ability to inhibit CYP complex enzymes, and the results showed that myristicin
exerts some inhibitory effect on human CYP2E1, CYP2C19, and CYP1A2 but exerts the
strongest inhibitory effect on CYP1A2 [9,10,13].
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After phase 2 metabolism, myristicin metabolites are able to form complexes with
endogenous N-acetylcysteine, forming the myristicin-NAC complex, as well as glutathione,
forming the myristicin-GSH complex. These complexes are mostly eliminated in urine [9,10].

The toxic effects of myristicin are dose-dependent. Neuropsychological symptoms
usually develop after consuming 10 to 15 g of nutmeg, or about 400 mg of myristicin
(corresponding to 6–7 mg/kg). Anticholinergic effects occur after ingestion of 25 to 28 g
of nutmeg. Symptoms may appear 3 to 6 h after administration and persist for up to 72 h.
The main symptoms reported are: dry mouth, facial flushing, blurred vision, hypertension,
tachycardia, psychomotor agitation and restlessness; in more severe cases, patients develop
delusions, dissociative episodes and visual, auditory or tactile hallucinations [11,13,14].

Although potentially serious, cases of accidental poisoning are relatively rare, as it is
necessary to ingest a large amount of nutmeg to reach a plasma concentration of myristicin
capable of promoting such effects. Only one fatal case of poisoning was reported for a
boy, aged 8, who ate two nutmegs and passed into a comatose condition [15]. In a case
study, a 29-year-old male patient who had ingested about 3 to 4 whole walnuts (18 to
28 g) presented unmotivated laughter, disorganized speech and psychomotor agitation,
evolving to remission in the following days. Another case study describes the intoxication
of a normally developing 3-month-old infant who presented repeated episodes of afebrile
status epilepticus after ingestion of nutmeg. Phenytoin, phenobarbital and midazolam
were administered to control the seizures, and the patient progressed to improvement,
with no new epileptic episodes [11,14].

From these data, it is possible to observe that myristicin and its active metabolites
have psychoactive activity, which is mainly responsible for its toxicity. However, due to
this activity, it can also be explored as a potential therapeutic agent to treat central nervous
system pathologies [11,14].

2.2. Antioxidant Activity

Investigation studies of antioxidant activity were conducted with myristicin iso-
lated or present in extracts and essential oils obtained from the following plant species:
Dorema glabrum (14% myristicin); Naturtium officinale (57% myristicin); Athamanta turbith
(52% myristicin), Heracleum transcaucasicum and Heracleum anisactis (containing 96.87%
and 95.15% myristicin respectively) and Myristica fragrans (containing 8% to 11% myris-
ticin) [16–22].

The results obtained showed that, in vivo, isolated myristicin (high purity) was able
to increase the concentration and activity of antioxidant enzymes: catalase, superoxide
dismutase, glutathione peroxidase and glutathione reductase, as well as decreasing the
levels of lipid peroxidation (Figure 2). The essential oils containing myristicin also showed
good antioxidant activity in vitro, with the exception of the oil from the plant Athamanta
turbith, whose activity was relatively low [16–22].
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Figure 2. Graphical representation of the anti-inflammatory, antiproliferative and antioxidant pathway mechanisms induced
by myristicin.

One of the studies used Myristica fragrans (nutmeg) essential oil containing myristicin,
the same oil without myristicin, and also myristicin alone. In addition to the antioxidant
activity, this study provided information about a possible sun protection factor, through
tests of light absorption and reactions with free radicals in vitro. The results showed that
the essential oil without myristicin had minimal protection and antioxidant activity and
the oil containing myristicin had moderate activity. Isolated myristicin, on the other hand,
had the highest protective and antioxidant activity, which indicates that it is the substance
responsible for this biological effect in nutmeg oil [23].

However, few studies indicate that myristicin is a promising antioxidant substance,
which justifies further tests to understand its mechanism of action.

2.3. Anti-Inflammatory and Analgesic Activity

The anti-inflammatory potential of myristicin has been extensively studied in recent
years. Tests to investigate this property were developed in vitro and in vivo and were
conducted for isolated myristicin, as well as oils and plant extracts containing the substance
in different concentrations. The main plant species used in such studies were Trachydium
roylei, Cinnamomum syntoc, Pycnocycla bashagardiana, Perilla frutescens, Myristica fragrans
(nutmeg), Illicium lanceolatum, Piper chaba, Piper sarmentosum, Piper interruptum (peppers),
Plumbago indica and Zingiber officinale (ginger). In general, the tests show that myristicin is
a potent anti-inflammatory. Several studies report that it is able to inhibit the production of
prostaglandins (PGE2), one of the main substances involved in the inflammatory process.
This activity was studied in vitro, using techniques such as Western Blotting, PCR and
ELISA, and also in vivo, using paw and ear edema reduction assays in mice. Furthermore,
a molecular docking study revealed that myristicin would be able to non-selectively inhibit
the cyclooxygenase 2 (COX-2) enzyme, which is one of those responsible for the production
of prostaglandins. However, it did not show this activity at mRNA and protein levels when
treated in human liver cancer cells [24–28].
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The anti-inflammatory activity of myristicin can also occur through other pathways
(Figure 2). This molecule is also capable of inhibiting several cytokines and mediators
responsible for the chemotaxis of the inflammatory process, such as: tumor necrosis factor
alpha (TNF-a), interleukins (IL-1, IL-6, IL-8, IL-10 and IL-17), nitric oxide (NO), macrophage
inflammatory proteins (MIP-1α r MIP-1β), colony stimulating factor (GM-CSF), IP-10, MCP-
1 and MCP-3 and myeloperoxidase (MPO). This inhibition occurs both at the protein level
and at the mRNA regulation level. In vitro studies have shown that the inhibition of these
cytokines was able to block the migration and growth of neutrophils and macrophages,
while in vivo, it promoted a reduction in mice paw edema [16,24,29–34].

The analgesic action of myristicin has also been evaluated. Tests conducted with
Pycnocycla bashagardiana essential oil containing myristicin did not result in analgesic
activity in hot plate tests with mice, despite its good anti-inflammatory action (reduction of
paw edema). The essential oil of Illicium lanceolatum, in addition to its anti-inflammatory
activity in vivo (reduction of ear edema), also showed reduced writhing in mice after pain
induction by acetic acid, indicating a possible analgesic action. In this case, however, the
author attributes the activity to the association between myristicin and other components
of the essential oil [29,33].

Although many results were obtained through tests with essential oils containing
other substances that can contribute to the anti-inflammatory action, myristicin was the
major component in most of them. From these results, its anti-inflammatory activity in
several pathways of the inflammation process is remarkable.

2.4. Antiproliferative Activity

The antiproliferative activity of myristicin has been studied in recent years. Literature
data report that myristicin is responsible for the anticancer activity of some medicinal
plants and is a cancer chemopreventive agent [35–38].

Athamanta sicula crude extract and isolated myristicin were tested in vitro for their
antiproliferative activity, at a concentration of 100 µg/mL, against K-562 (human chronic
myeloid leukemia), NCI-H460 (human non-small cell lung adenocarcinoma) and MCF-7
(human breast adenocarcinoma) cells using the methyltetrazolium (MTT) assay. The ex-
tracts and isolated myristicin showed significant antiproliferative activity in the tested
cancer cell lines, with inhibition of 50% to 100% of cells at different concentrations. Other
assays were used to investigate the mechanisms of growth inhibition, and it was concluded
that myristicin induced cell apoptosis through changes in mitochondrial membrane poten-
tial, cytochrome C release, caspase-3 activation, PARP cleavage and fragmentation of DNA.
Gene expression profiling revealed a general down-regulation of DNA damage response
genes after exposure to myristicin [35,38].

Exposure of the KB cell line (human oral epidermal carcinoma) with a variable con-
centration of Myristica fragrans extract (nutmeg) resulted in a concentration-dependent
inhibition of cell proliferation, suggesting that the nutmeg extract inhibited the prolif-
eration of KB cells. The extract was able to reduce the expression of the bcl-2 gene in
cells, diminishing the expression of this protein and inducing early and late apoptosis.
Furthermore, the cells shrank and showed morphological changes when analyzed under
a microscope. Cancer cells, however, exhibit resistance to apoptosis in order to sustain
their uncontrolled proliferation, and therefore any compound that modulates apoptosis is
desirable as a plausible cancer chemotherapy agent [37].

Pure and partially purified myristicin obtained from Myristica fragrans were tested
against human rhabdomyosarcoma (RD) cells in vitro. At lower concentrations and in
the first 24 h of treatment, cell growth inhibition had a significant difference: the partially
purified extract showed a greater inhibitory activity. However, after 48 h of treatment and
at concentrations above 125 µg/mL, both extracts showed a similar inhibitory activity. The
highest rate of inhibition was 82.3%, reported at the concentration of 500 µg/mL of pure
myristicin. Therefore, it is suggested that the extraction method may interfere with the
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biological effect; however, myristicin showed cytotoxic/antiproliferative activity for the
studied strain [39].

The essential oil of Myristica fragrans containing 32% myristicin was able to induce a
significant reduction in human colorectal adenocarcinoma cells (Caco-2) cell viability at the
concentration of 250 µg/mL. Furthermore, myristicin isolated from the oil showed an IC50
value of 146 µg/mL, indicating that it could be the substance responsible for the cytotoxic
activity of the oil [36].

Pure myristicin is also capable of inhibiting the growth of AA8 and EM9 ovarian
cells. Cell viability assays were performed after treatment with different concentrations
of myristicin (from 50 to 2000 µM) for 24 h, using the MTT assay protocol. The results
showed a reduction in viability. Other assays were carried out, and the results showed that
myristicin induced cell apoptosis through the activation of caspases (as already reported
by other authors) in both strains, but mainly in EM9. However, it was not able to induce
DNA damage [40].

One of the in vitro studies compared the cytotoxicity of myristicin and its active
metabolite, 1’-hydroxymyristicin, against HepG2 cells, a human hepatocellular carcinoma
line. Cells exposed to myristicin for 24 h did not show a significant reduction in cell viability.
In contrast, cells exposed to 1’-hydroxymyristicin, in the same concentration range, showed
a dramatic reduction in viability in the MTT test. A significant increase in the number of
apoptotic cells (both in the early and late stages of apoptosis) was observed in cells exposed
to 1’-hydroxymyristicin. These results indicate that the active metabolite of myristicin is
possibly more cytotoxic and apoptotic than the substance itself [41].

Benjakul extract, a traditional medicine composed of extracts of Piper chaba, Piper
sarmentosum, Piper interruptum, Plumbago indica and Zingiber officinale, which contains
3.5 mg/g of myristicin, was tested for its antiproliferative activity against human small cell
lung cancer (NCI-H1688) and non-tumor human lung fibroblast cell line (MRC-5). In vitro
assays have shown that benjakul is selective and can kill cancer cells of the NCI-H1688
lineage more than non-tumor cells (MRC-5). However, the isolated myristicin showed a
low toxicity to the cell lines [42].

In addition to the products mentioned, a study carried out tests on the antiproliferative
activity of essential oils obtained from flowering aerial parts (containing 16.5% of myristicin)
and ripe fruits (containing 15.3% of myristicin) of the Echinophora spinosa plant. Both oils
tested were toxic to U937 cells, but the fruit oil was much more cytotoxic. Although
myristicin may have contributed to the cytotoxicity of the oils, the difference between the
results was attributed to other components [43].

Through these data, it is not possible to conclusively establish the antiproliferative
activity of myristicin. Although some of the studies presented have shown that it is capable
of inducing cellular mechanisms that lead to apoptosis (Figure 2), other articles have shown
that it was not able to reduce cell viability in some cell lines. Therefore, further studies
are needed to prove its effectiveness, covering several cell lines, and carrying out more
detailed studies to elucidate the mechanisms of action of the substance. Above all, it
is important that further research is carried out with isolated or purified myristicin, to
eliminate interference from other compounds present in the analyzed plant extracts and
essential oils.

2.5. Antimicrobial Activity

The antimicrobial activity of myristicin has been widely studied in the last decade,
but there are still divergences regarding its in vitro effects and mechanisms of action.

Among the substances investigated, the essential oils of Myristica fragrans (nutmeg),
Heracleum transcaucasicum, Heracleum anisactis, Anethum graveolens (dill), Apium nodiflorum,
Petroselinum crispum (parsley), Pycnocycla bashagardiana and Piper sarmentosum, all contain-
ing high concentrations of myristicin, ranging between 12% and 96% of the composition,
are noteworthy. In addition, crude extracts of Athamanta sicula and isolated myristicin
with a high degree of purity were tested. The inhibition of growth promoted by these
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substances was evaluated by means of disk diffusion assays, microdilution, determination
of the minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC) and in silico assays. Different species of
bacteria and fungi were tested [8,22,35,44–52].

Some studies showed that the essential oils of Heracleum transcaucasicum and Hera-
cleum anisactis (containing 96.87% and 95.15% of myristicin, respectively), the Athamanta
sicula plant extract, as well as the myristicin isolated from the plant, showed weak or
absent activity against the species tested: Staphylococcus aureus, Staphylococcus epidermidis,
Escherichia coli, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Candida albicans and Candida tropicalis. In a study
that tested the essential oil of nutmeg with different concentrations of myristicin, it was
found that those with higher amounts (ranging from 26% to 38%) had no inhibitory effect
against Escherichia coli, Aspergillus fumigatus, and methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus
(MRSA), Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Klebsiella pneumoniae, and were slightly active against
Cryptococcus neoformans [8,22,35,44].

In a study carried out to evaluate the fungicidal activity on several species, essential
oils and Apium nodiflorum extracts containing 29% of myristicin were tested. The results
showed a variability of inhibition among all strains of fungi tested, being especially active
against dermatophytes. Moreover, for Cryptococcus neoformans, there was significant activity.
For Aspergillus spp., the oil proved to be less effective. However, this activity was attributed
to a synergistic effect between myristicin and dilapiol, another substance present in the
plant [46].

Other studies showed that the essential oil of nutmeg (Myristica fragrans) containing
only 10% of myristicin was able to strongly inhibit the growth of the fungi Aspergillus
flavus and Aspergillus ochraceus. The essential oil of the Pycnocycla bashagardiana plant
containing 39% myristicin exhibited strong antimicrobial activity against Staphylococcus
aureus, Staphylococcus epidermidis, Escherichia coli and Candida albicans. Essential oils of dill
(Anethum graveolens) and parsley (Petroselinum crispum), containing from 28% to 42% of
myristicin, were able to inhibit the following microorganisms: Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus
albus, Bacillus mesentericus and Aspergillus flavus. The essential oil of parsley (Petroselinum
crispum) containing 14% of myristicin showed fungistatic and fungicidal activity against
Aspergillus fumigatus, Aspergillus niger, Aspergillus ochraceus, Aspergillus versicolor, Penicillium
funiculosum, Penicillium ochrochloron, Penicillium verrucosum and Trichoderma viride, and
inhibited the growth of bacteria Bacillus cereus, Enterobacter cloacae, Escherichia coli, Listeria
monocytogenes, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Salmonella enterica and Staphylococcus aureus with
varying degrees of sensitivity. A study that aimed to investigate the activity of myristicin in
combating acne tested the extract and essential oil of nutmeg (Myristica fragrans) against the
bacteria Cutibacterium acnes and Staphylococcus aureus, and presented a good antibacterial
effect against both [26,46–49].

Myristicin isolated from the essential oil of Piper sarmentosum (representing about 81%
to 83% of its composition) was able to inhibit the proliferation of Escherichia coli in vitro.
The study that demonstrated this activity also revealed that myristicin was able to inhibit,
in vitro, the activity of the GTPase enzyme, interfering with a fundamental step for cell
division [50].

A computer assay performed with myristicin tested its ability to inhibit the multi-drug
resistant bacterial strains growth: Bacillus anthracis, Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus aureus,
Streptococcus pneumoniae and Mycobacterium tuberculosis. The results obtained showed that
myristicin would be effective against Streptococcus pneumoniae, as it would be able to inhibit
the bacterial folic acid biosynthesis dihydropteroate synthase enzyme (DHPS) [51].

Myristicin was also evaluated for its ability to protect food against aflatoxins produced
by certain fungi. In this study, the essential oil of nutmeg containing 21% of myristicin
was used, which was able to inhibit the growth of the strain of Aspergillus flavus that
produced the most aflatoxin in vitro. Furthermore, it was shown that the oil caused a
decrease in the ergosterol content of the fungus’s plasma membrane, which caused cellular
ion leakage [52].
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After surveying these data, it is possible to conclude that myristicin may have selective
antimicrobial activity on some species (Table 1, Figure 2). However, many of the results
(positive or negative for antimicrobial activity) observed in the studies can be attributed
to the interaction between myristicin and other compounds, as they can either potentiate
or inhibit its effect. Therefore, it is necessary to carry out further studies with the isolated
molecule to assess its antiproliferative potential against each species, as well as elucidating
the mechanisms by which it can inhibit growth or destroy microbial cells.

Table 1. The main biological activities of myristicin and its known mechanisms.

Biological Activity Mechanisms Species/Cell Lines

Antioxidant

Increases the concentration of catalase,
superoxide dismutase, glutathione peroxidase
glutathione reductase and decreases levels of

lipid peroxidation

-

Anti-inflammatory

Inhibits PGE2, COX-2, tumor necrosis factor alpha
(TNF-a), interleukins (IL-1, IL-6, IL-8, IL-10 and

IL-17), nitric oxide (NO), macrophage
inflammatory proteins (MIP-1α r MIP 1β), colony

stimulating factor (GM-CSF), IP-10, MCP-1,
MCP-3 and myeloperoxidase (MPO)

RAW 264.7, A549, HEK293, HL-60 and human
fibroblast cells

Antiproliferative

Induces cell apoptosis through changes in
mitochondrial membrane potential, cytochrome C

release, caspase-3 activation, PARP cleavage,
fragmentation of DNA, down-regulation of DNA

damage response genes and reduces the
expression of bcl-2 gene

K-562, NCI-H460, MCF-7, KB cell line, RD cells,
Caco-2, AA8 and EM9, HepG2, NCI-H1688,

MRC-5, U937

Antimicrobial
Inhibition of the polymerization of FtsZ, of the

enzyme dihydropteroate synthases (DHPSs) and
of the GTPase enzyme

Fungi: Aspergillus flavus, Aspergillus fumigatus,
Aspergillus niger, Aspergillus ochraceus, Aspergillus

versicolor, Penicillium funiculosum, Penicillium
ochrochloron, Penicillium verrucosum, Trichoderma

viride
Bacteria: Bacillus cereus, Enterobacter cloacae,

Escherichia coli, Listeria monocytogenes, Pseudomonas
aeruginosa, Salmonella enterica, Staphylococcus

aureus, Cutibacterium acnes

Insecticide and
larvicide

Inhibition of the CYP450 enzyme and
acetylcholinesterase in insects

Liposcelis bostrychophila and Lasioderma serricorne,
Culex pipiens (larva), Aedes aegypti, Euschistus heros,
Culex quinquefasciatus (larva), Spodoptera littoralis
(larva), Musca domestica (adult), and Spodoptera

littoralis, Trichoplusia ni, Tribolium castaneum,
Lasioderma serricorne, Liposcelis bostrychophila and

Microcerotermes beesoni

2.6. Insecticide and Larvicide Activity

The insecticidal and larvicide activities of myristicin were the properties described
in recent years that showed the most satisfactory results in vivo and in vitro. The materi-
als used in the research were essential oils extracted from plants such as Piper aduncum,
Echinophora spinosa, Clausena anisum-olens, Helosciadium nodiflorum, Ligusticum pteridophyl-
lum, Trachyspermum ammi, Smyrnium olusatrum, Pimpinella anisum, Myristica fragrans (nut-
meg), Ligusticum jeholense or isolated myristicin [53–60].

In general, myristicin had a potentially toxic effect on the studied insect species:
Liposcelis bostrychophila and Lasioderma serricorne, Culex pipiens (larva), Aedes aegypti,
Euschistus heros, Culex quinquefasciatus (larva), Spodoptera littoralis (larva), Musca domestica
(adult), and Spodoptera littoralis, Trichoplusia ni, Tribolium castaneum, Lasioderma serricorne,
Liposcelis bostrychophila and Microcerotermes beesoni. Several researches have shown the
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inhibition of the enzyme acetylcholinesterase and cytochrome detoxifying enzymes. This
inhibition blocks the transmission of nerve impulses in the insect, causing paralysis and
death [53,56–60].

The essential oil obtained from the plant Clausena anisum-olens and the myristicin
isolated from this oil showed contact toxicity against both adult insects species Liposcelis
bostrychophila and Lasioderma serricorne. The isolated myristicin showed 92% repellency
against Liposcelis bostrychophila and 68% repellency against Lasioderma serricorne, while the
plant’s essential oil showed only 32% to 38% of its toxic effect [53].

The essential oil of the Piper aduncum plant, which has 30% myristicin, showed
histopathological toxicity against the insect Euschistus heros, with cytological changes
and tissue ruptures, characterizing an increase in mitochondria population and a loss of
glycogen and lipids. The salivary glands, as well as the midgut, are affected by the oil,
showing an insecticidal activity [56].

The insecticidal property of Echinophora spinosa roots’ and leaves’ essential oils contain-
ing 47% and 2.7% of myristicin, respectively, were evaluated against larvae of the species
Culex quinquefasciatus, Spodoptera littoralis and adult insects of Musca domestica. Insects
were subjected to various concentrations of the oils to determine the LC50 (50% lethal
concentration). The results show a greater efficacy of the root, as the LC50 was lower,
indicating that myristicin may be the substance responsible for the effect [57]. Another
study was conducted with the same insect species and used Helosciadium nodiflorum as
a source of myristicin. In this case, the plant contained 35% myristicin, and was subjected
to the hydrodistillation process, obtaining an essential oil that was then tested on insects.
The result showed that myristicin has a toxic effect on insects, and its mechanism was
attributed to synergistic effects between myristicin and other components [58].

Essential oils of plant species Helosciadium nodiflorum collected from different localities
(containing 49% and 24% of myristicin), as well as the isolated substance, were also
investigated for insecticidal activity against Trichoplusia ni. The essential oil had a stronger
toxic effect than myristicin alone; however, among the compounds tested in isolation,
myristicin was the most potent. Its toxicity is a consequence of inhibition of the CYP450
enzyme in insects [61].

Adult insects of Tribolium castaneum, Lasioderma serricone and Liposcelis bostrychophila
were exposed to essential oil containing 90% myristicin, fluid extract containing 48% of it, as
well as myristicin isolated from the Ligusticum pteridophyllum plant. All tested components
showed insecticidal activity, but myristicin alone exhibited a more potent action as the
LD50 value was lower [62].

The insecticidal activity of the essential oil of nutmeg containing 6% myristicin was
evaluated against termite Microcerotermes beesoni. The results showed that the LC50 value
of the essential fruit oil is 28.6 mg. Treatment for 14 days with 5 mg of myristicin resulted
in 100% mortality [50]. The myristicin found in the roots and rhizomes of Ligusticum
jeholense showed contact toxicity and repellency. When in contact with Tribolium castaneum
and Lesiodwema serricorne, myristicin exerted its insecticidal and repellent effect on target
insects [51].

Pure myristicin, Peperomia borbonensis essential oil (containing 39% of the substance)
and a mixture of myristicin and elemicin (which are the main components of the oil)
insecticidal activity was evaluated against Bactrocera cucurbitae insects. The oil showed
a neurotoxic effect as a consequence. Soon after contact with the association of myristicin
and elemicin, the flies had convulsions and were knocked down. Isolated myristicin has
led to only 40% mortality. Thus, it is noted that myristicin has insecticide properties for the
studied species, but it is enhanced when there is the presence of other components of the
plant’s essential oil [63].

Studies conducted with essential oils (containing 20.39% myristicin) and isolated
myristicin obtained from IIIicium henryi root bark revealed insecticidal activity against
Liposcelis bostrychophila lice. The oils and isolated myristicin showed strong contact and
fumigant toxicity for insects and myristicin was the most potent compound [64].
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Essential oils from plants of the Apiaceae family, with a 99% myristicin presence,
were examined as larvicides for the Asian tiger mosquito species (Aedes albopictus). The
research showed a 95% mortality result for mosquito larvae treated with a concentration of
0.1 mg/mL of oil [65].

In a research to evaluate the larvicidal activity against Culex quinquefasciatus larvae,
essential oils from Sison amomum and Echinophora spinosa (with 41% myristicin) were used,
as well as isolated myristicin, and also oils that did not contain myristicin obtained from
Heracleum sphondylium, Heracleum sphondylium subsp. ternatum and Trachyspemum ammi. The
study showed that among all the oils tested, the second most toxic was the one containing
myristicin, and isolated myristicin also has a potential for larvicidal capacity [66].

An in vivo study, which evidenced the larvicidal activity of myristin against Culex
pipiens larvae, reports that myristicin had a potent toxic activity for the larvae. The test to
verify the insecticidal effects of myristicin isolated from nutmeg essential oil against Culex
pipiens and Aedes aegypti insects were also carried out. The study performed was a vapor
toxicity test in adult mosquitoes. Myristicin had a more potent larvicidal capacity than
oil against the investigated insect. The Culex pipiens mosquito is more susceptible to the
activity of both compared to Aedes aegypti [54,55].

According to the data presented, we conclude that myristicin is a natural substance,
with insecticidal and larvicide capacity being an alternative to chemical products that are
also used for the same purposes.

2.7. Other Activities

Figure 3 and Table 1 summarizes the main biological acitivities of myristicin and its
mechanism of action studied until now. There are published studies on other biological
activities of myristicin, but little is reported in the literature. However, they point out
promising paths for new therapeutic properties, and that is why it is relevant to continue
studying them.
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Figure 3. Graphical representation of the main biological activities of myristicin.

A publication on the aqueous extract of the aerial part of parsley (Petroselinum crispum)
sought to investigate the antihypertensive activity of the plant. In vivo studies were
performed with male albino rats, and an in vitro study used isolated thoracic aorta rings.
The results show a potent vasorelaxant activity in aortic vascular rings, while in animals
the extract induced a decrease in blood pressure parameters. More detailed studies showed
that there was a blockage of calcium channels present in the vascular wall, but also suggest
that other pathways may be involved in the antihypertensive effect such as, for example,
increased nitric oxide synthesis [67].
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The ability of myristicin to protect neurons from hypoxia-induced injuries was in-
vestigated. To conduct these assays, rat dorsal root ganglion (DRG) neurons were used.
The results showed that myristicin reduced the viability of neurons when exposed to
concentrations greater than 50 mM. However, at lower concentrations, it significantly
increased cell viability in neurons when exposed to hypoxia, as it protected against hypoxic
injury, not causing apoptosis. Complementary trials showed that myristicin decreased
cleaved caspase-3 and bcl-2 levels in these hypoxia-induced neurons. Therefore, it was
observed that it can reverse hypoxia-induced apoptosis in DRG neurons, affecting pro-
tein expression levels of molecules associated with apoptosis. Furthermore, myristicin
decreased the malondialdehyde (MDA) content and the release of lactate dehydrogenase
(LDH) enzymes, and positively regulates the activities of superoxide dismutase (SOD) and
glutathione peroxidase (GSH-PX). These enzymes are involved in the hypoxia process, and
this modulation may have been responsible for the protective effect of myristicin [68].

A study conducted with myristicin isolated from the leaves of Perilla frutescens sought
to investigate whether it induces MUC5AC gene expression and mucin production by
airway epithelial cells. Tests were then performed with NCI-H292 cells (mucoepidermoid
lung carcinoma), and the results showed that myristicin significantly inhibited gene ex-
pression and production of MUC5AC from NCI-H292 cells. Furthermore, it suppressed
the production of mucin protein MUC5AC induced byepidermal growth factor (EGF),
although it did not affect TNF-α-induced mucin protein MUC5AC production [69].

The pro-sexual effects of myristicin were also investigated. A study conducted with
an aqueous extract of Piper auritum on Wistar rats showed that, in males with delayed ejac-
ulation, the extract stimulated ejaculatory behavior and recovered the electromyographic
activity of the pelvic muscles, participating in seminal emission and ejaculation. The most
relevant action provoked by the PA was to increase the number of GMPEs (genital motor
ejaculation pattern), thus restoring the ejaculatory capacity. The pro-sexual effects of Piper
auritum produced on ejaculatory function are related to the participation of several neuro-
transmitter systems, and with a prominent role of 5-HT1A serotonin receptors. Although
several other compounds are present in the extract, myristicin has a pro-serotoninergic
action, indicating that it may be responsible for the action shown in the study [13,70].

An interesting publication discusses the anticonvulsant and inhibitory effects on glial
activation of Myristica fragrans (nutmeg) extract. This material, containing about 11%
myristicin, was tested in male NMRI rats that were induced to have seizures. Behavioral
studies have shown that pretreatment with nutmeg extract effectively reduced seizure
behavior, decreased cell death in the hypothalamus and improved glial activation [71].

Still regarding the actions of myristicin on the central nervous system, a study on
the antidepressant potential of Myristica fragrans was published. Male Wistar rats were
submitted to tests for analysis of antidepressant activity, using imipramine as a control
and nutmeg extract as a test. Myristicin was not quantified in this extract; however, as it
is the major chemical component of seeds, it is possible to correlate its presence with the
results obtained. The extract exhibited an action very similar to the group treated with
imipramine, demonstrating the potential antidepressant activity of the species [72].

Interestingly, the effects of myristicin on appetite were assessed through inhalation. In
this study, male ddY mice inhaled essential oil of nutmeg and myristicin isolated from the
oil. In both cases, there was an increase in appetite and weight gain in mice. However, this
effect was lost when the compounds were administered daily to mice (after 8 days) [73].

Another study sought to assess the anti-obesity effect of nutmeg. The essential oil of
Myristica fragrans showed a high binding activity to the CB1 cannabinoid receptor. Blocking
this receptor reduces appetite and stimulates lipid metabolism, which would cause the anti-
obesity effect. However, the author relates this activity to a synergism between myristicin
and other compounds found in nutmeg essential oil [74].

The hepatocarcinogenic effects of myristicin were also evaluated by a study mentioned
by Chen et al. (2016). For this, medium white turkey eggs with 22- to 24-day-old fetuses
received myristicin injections (25.50 mg/egg), and measurement of DNA strand breaks
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in fetal livers was performed. The 50 mg/egg dose induced a significant increase in
DNA support breaks, in addition to reducing cell viability by 50%. This result indicates a
genotoxic and carcinogenic potential [75].

A study published in 2013 sought to assess the molluscicidal activity of myristicin. To
evaluate this effect, the snail vector Lymnaea acuminata was exposed to isolated myristicin,
and to combinations of nutmeg and myristicin with piperonyl butoxide (PB) as a synergist.
Both myristicin alone and nutmeg powder treatment were more potent when administered
together with PB. Noteworthy, myristicin alone also showed molluscicidal activity [76].

These studies, despite dealing with little-explored activities of myristicin, demonstrate
how much of this molecule’s potential can still be explored through further research in
various applications.

2.8. Future Perspectives

Myristicin is a molecule that is still poorly studied and is still not used in therapy, but
the few available data point to a promising therapeutic potential. Considering the need
of the pharmaceutical industry worldwide to obtain new treatments for diseases such as
cancer and infections, it becomes relevant to clinically evaluate the use of substances that
have shown therapeutic potential in preliminary studies. We encourage researchers to
explore this promising molecule and carry out more detailed studies about its mechanism
of action, especially on its anti-inflammatory, antiproliferative and antioxidant activites.

3. Materials and Methods

The study was carried out through a literature review. Pubmed, Lilacs and Scielo
platforms were used to search for articles from the last 10 years, using the keywords
myristicin and therapeutic properties. Through these platforms, 94 articles were found that
conducted biological activity assays involving myristicin. However, only those in which
the amount of myristicin in the sample was relevant were selected. A total of 68 references
were included in this review.

4. Conclusions

Myristicin is an alkylbenzene present in the roots, fruits and aerial parts of several
plant species used for centuries by countless populations, both as food and as natural
medicine treatments. After this survey of literature data, it is evident that this is a promising
molecule, with several properties, such as antimicrobial, insecticide, larvicide, psychoactive
and therapeutics, among which the following stand out: antioxidant, anti-inflammatory
and antiproliferative. These data demonstrate myristicin is a great potential to be explored
in medicine to be used as a clinical treatment for pathologies, justifying the conduct of new
studies focusing on its mechanism of action.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, G.B.L.; writing—original draft preparation, E.F.S., D.C.d.S.,
E.M.R.S.; writing—review and editing, E.F.S., D.C.d.S., Y.E.M.F., G.B.L.; supervision, G.B.L. All au-
thors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Sample Availability: Not applicable.

References
1. Katz, L.; Baltz, R.H. Natural Product Discovery: Past, Present, and Future. J. Ind. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 2016, 43, 155–176.

[CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s10295-015-1723-5


Molecules 2021, 26, 5914 13 of 15

2. Cragg, G.M.; Newman, D.J. Natural Products: A Continuing Source of Novel Drug Leads. Biochim. Biophys. Acta Gen. Subj. 2013,
1830, 3670–3695. [CrossRef]

3. Newman, D.J.; Cragg, G.M. Natural Products as Sources of New Drugs over the Nearly Four Decades from January 1981 to
September 2019. J. Nat. Prod. 2020, 83, 770–803. [CrossRef]

4. Ligon, B.L. Penicillin: Its Discovery and Early Development. Semin. Pediatr. Infect. Dis. 2004, 15, 52–57. [CrossRef]
5. Da Silva Prade, J.; Bálsamo, E.C.; Machado, F.R.; Poetini, M.R.; Bortolotto, V.C.; Araújo, S.M.; Londero, L.; Boeira, S.P.; Sehn,

C.P.; de Gomes, M.G.; et al. Anti-Inflammatory Effect of Arnica Montana in a UVB Radiation-Induced Skin-Burn Model in Mice.
Cutan. Ocul. Toxicol. 2020, 39, 126–133. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Brixius, D. A Hard Nut to Crack: Nutmeg Cultivation and the Application of Natural History between the Maluku Islands and
Isle de France (1750s–1780s). Br. J. Hist. Sci. 2018, 51, 585–606. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Jaiswal, P.; Kumar, P.; Singh, V.K.; Singh, D.K. Biological Effects of Myristica fragrans. Annu. Rev. Biomed. Sci. 2009, 11, 21–29.
[CrossRef]

8. Torbati, M.; Nazemiyeh, H.; Lotfipour, F.; Asnaashari, S.; Nemati, M.; Fathiazad, F. Composition and Antibacterial Activity of
Heracleum transcaucasicum and Heracleum anisactis Aerial Parts Essential Oil. Adv. Pharm. Bull. 2013, 3, 415–418. [CrossRef]

9. Yang, A.H.; He, X.; Chen, J.X.; He, L.N.; Jin, C.H.; Wang, L.L.; Zhang, F.L.; An, L.J. Identification and Characterization of Reactive
Metabolites in Myristicin-Mediated Mechanism-Based Inhibition of CYP1A2. Chem. Biol. Interact. 2015, 237, 133–140. [CrossRef]

10. Zhu, X.; Wang, Y.K.; Yang, X.N.; Xiao, X.R.; Zhang, T.; Yang, X.W.; Qin, H.B.; Li, F. Metabolic Activation of Myristicin and Its Role
in Cellular Toxicity. J. Agric. Food Chem. 2019, 67, 4328–4336. [CrossRef]

11. Duarte, D.; Mendonça, M.; Ramos, L. O Poder Psicoativo Dos Alimentos: Análise de Um Caso de Intoxicação Com Noz-Moscada.
Acta Med. Port. 2021, 34, 298. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Leiter, E.; Hitchcock, G.; Godwin, S.; Johnson, M.; Sedgwick, W.; Jones, W.; McCall, S.; Ceremuga, T.E. Evaluation of the Anxiolytic
Properties of Myristicin, a Component of Nutmeg, in the Male Sprague-Dawley Rat. AANA J. 2011, 79, 109–114. [PubMed]

13. Rahman, N.A.A.; Fazilah, A.; Effarizah, M.E. Toxicity of Nutmeg (Myristicin): A Review. Int. J. Adv. Sci. Eng. Inf. Technol. 2015, 5,
212–215. [CrossRef]

14. Sivathanu, S.; Sampath, S.; David, H.S.; Rajavelu, K.K. Myristicin and Phenytoin Toxicity in an Infant. BMJ Case Rep. 2014, 1,
2013–2015. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Cushy, A.R. Therapeutical and pharmacological section: Nutmeg poisoning. Proc. R. Soc. Med. 1908, 1, 39–44.
16. Badr, G.; Elsawy, H.; Malki, M.A.; Alfwuaires, M.; El-Gerbed, M.S.A.; Abdel-Moneim, A.M. Protective Effects of Myristicin

against Ulcerative Colitis Induced by Acetic Acid in Male Mice. Food Agric. Immunol. 2020, 31, 435–446. [CrossRef]
17. Amiri, H. Volatile Constituents and Antioxidant Activity of Flowers, Stems and Leaves of Nasturtium Officinale R. Br. Nat. Prod.

Res. 2012, 26, 109–115. [CrossRef]
18. Boulebd, H. DFT Study of the Antiradical Properties of Some Aromatic Compounds Derived from Antioxidant Essential Oils:

C–H Bond vs. O–H Bond. Free Radic. Res. 2019, 53, 1125–1134. [CrossRef]
19. Delnavazi, M.R.; Hadjiakhoondi, A.; Delazar, A.; Ajani, Y.; Tavakoli, S.; Yassa, N. Phytochemical and Antioxidant Investigation of

the Aerial Parts of Dorema Glabrum Fisch. & C.A. Mey. Iran. J. Pharm. Res. 2015, 14, 925–931. [CrossRef]
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