
WEISSNER: BRAHMI AND COGNITION 

 1 

Brahmi and Cognition: Nature’s Brainpower Enhancer 
By Wendy Weissner 
 
Is learning and absorbing new information difficult for you? Do you ever feel that a fact or memory is on the tip of 
your toungue, but you cannot recall it? Do you find it challenging to remember driving directions or information 
you have just read?  
 
Cognition is what helps people function in everyday life. It encompasses paying attention, concentrating, learning, 
strategizing, executing plans, comprehending language, self-expressing, as well as memory and recall. When it’s 
not working, people find it challenging to pay attention, process information quickly, remember or recall 
information, respond to information, think critically, or solve problems. More and more people who want to 
increase their mental powers, including those with moderate to severe cognitive deficits, are turning toward 
natural products for help.  
 
The Totality of Life: Brahmi 
 
In the Ayurvedic tradition, Brahmi (Bacopa monniera) is one of the best-known herbals for improving learning, 
memory and recall. The herb’s name comes from the Sanskrit term, brahman, which translates to “the totality of 
life.” Brahman is the knowledge of the ultimate reality: that the entire expanse of life is nothing other than the 
play and display of our own inner awareness. The reference to Brahma, the lord of Creation in the Hindu mythos, 
suggests that this herb represents the creative energy of this universe, with the ability to facilitate divine 
consciousness. 
 
The herb is characterized by lightness, peace, and clarity and is therefore fine for most people to use. In Ayurveda, 
the heart is considered to be the seat of psycho-spiritual development. Brahmi increases the power of the mind 
and is also good for the heart. This herb is said to enhance the three basic components of the mind - power of 
learning, power of retention, and power of recall. Brahmi promotes each of these functions independently, and 
synergistically improves the interaction between these functions. Furthermore, Brahmi is capable of strengthening 
and fortifying the mind to withstand and manage the input of the senses, resulting in a balanced and blissful heart. 
 
Ayurvedic healers consider Brahmi a very valuable herb for treating insanity, epilepsy, nervous exhaustion, and 
other mental disorders. Historically, Brahmi was used to improve memory, learning, and concentration and to 
recharge the mental faculties with specific benefit for students and intellectuals wishing to harness mental power. 
Brahmi serves its highest purpose when it balances and coordinates brain function such that the brain can fully 
reflect inner wisdom and light of consciousness, which contains true knowledge.  
 
According to the Sushruta Samhita, Brahmi is best taken after cleansing the body with proper emetics and 
purgatives so that the the herb will work properly. Recognized as a brain tonic, after seven days of use, expansion 
of intellectual faculties begin to appear and the complexion is improved. After 14 days, old and forgotten 
memories are revived. Twenty-one days of supplementation “enables a man to reproduce from memory as many 
as one hundred words.” Most strikingly, by 42 days, Brahmi “removes all inauspicious features whether of the 
body or of the mind… and all kinds of knowledge come rushing into… memory.” 
 
Does Brahmi Really Work? 

 
As increasing numbers of individuals are using herbal remedies, there is concern in the conventional medical 
community about what herbs like Brahmi actually do. Most modern pharmaceuticals have large-scale clinical 
safety and efficacy trials behind them before they reach FDA approval. In such trial, optimal dosage is determined 
for maximum safety and effectiveness. Herbal remedies have been largely untested because they have been used 
for thousands of years, and practitioners have relied upon anecdotal evidence. Now, herbs are also being tested in 
the framework of clinical trials to assess their safety and efficacy. 
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Brahmi’s use as a brain tonic and memory booster is supported by several clinical trials that found significant 
changes in cognitive tasks after 12 weeks of supplementation. In two clinical trials published in 2008, Calabrese 
and colleagues found improvements in short-term memory (Calabrese et al., 2008), and Stough and colleagues 
noted increases in working memory and reduction in error-making. One theory is that improvements in these 
individual cognitive processes (learning, memory or recall) ultimately lead to improved nerve impulse transmission, 
leading to faster learning and better mental power. This theory of Brahmi’s enhancement is supported in part by 
animal research (Singh et al., 1982) showing that rats subjected to learning performance tests provided better 
acquisition, improved retention and shortened reaction time than controls. Furthermore, in 2001, Stough et al. 
reported significant improvement in speed of visual information processing, learning rate, memory consolidation 
and decreased forgetting rate in humans. In another 2010 human study by Morgan and colleagues, significant 
improvements were found in all three areas of verbal learning (learning rate and acquisition), memory acquisition, 
and memory retention (delayed recall). 
 
Though the majority of clinical trials seem to show consistent improvements around 12 weeks of supplementation, 
some trials examined different time frames. Roodenrys et al. (2002) reported significant improvements in delayed 
recall six weeks after the 12 weeks of Brahmi supplementation ended. In another 12-week study investigating 
Brahmi, Raghav et al. (2006) reported significant improvements in mental control and memory as early as four 
weeks. 
 
Dosing and Safety 

Brahmi can be taken by itself or with other similar herbs, such as Gotu Kola, to improve memory and retention of 
information. Doses are most effective when taken regularly for several weeks rather than as one acute dose. The 
whole plant or leaves may be ingested, depending on the intended effect. Based on a review of six clinical trials, 
300-450 mg of Brahmi per day, taken in single or divided doses for 12 weeks, is generally well tolerated. Stomach 
upset, nausea, abdominal cramps, increased stool frequency and diarrhea are the most commonly reported side 
effects, although these are infrequent and considered minor. KeenMind® is one example of a Brahmi product that 
contains a standarized amount of bacosides in each tablet; bacosides are triterpenoid saponins thought to be 
phamacologically active. Made in Australia, KeenMind® has been found effective in clinical trials (Stough et al., 
2008). 

Historical and Current Evidence-Based Medicine Agree 

Both historical information and recent clinical trials suggest that Brahmi is a useful herb for increasing cognitive 
function. In addition, it is relatively safe for use in healthy adults. However, there is some disagreement regarding 
how long it takes for Brahmi’s effects to be noticed. There are several possibilities that might explain this 
phenomenon:  

1) All of the studies analyzed in this report used generally healthy human adults, but the description of 
“healthy” is unclear and may be in disagreement from an Ayurvedic perspective.  

2) Brahmi is considered a heavy tonic that may be difficult for some indifiduals to digest without proper 
digestive stimulants.  

3) Most studies analyzed in this report used a standardized Brahmi formula, which means the 
percentage of a certain chemical constituent (bacosides) in the formula was made equal in all tablets. 
According to Ayurveda, when one plant chemical is isolated, or increased disproportionately, the 
formulation loses the balancing factors that exist in the remainder of the plant chemistry.  
 

A Final Thought 

Herbal medicine and natural products are becoming more prevalent in today’s Western culture. Often, there is a 
tendency to review only historical, traditional information, which is often discounted by pragmatists as well as the 
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medical profession, or to rely on current, evidence-based clinical trials which often miss the wisdom of the past. 
Collective thought, or the average of all thoughts, is often more correct than any individual acount. To honor both 
the historical information on Brahmi as well as current clinical “evidence-based” observations will bring us closer 
to the truth of its properties as well as its efficacy in today’s world. 

 

References and Reading List 
 
 (1)  Bhishagratna KKL. The Sushruta Samhita: An English Translation Based on Original Texts. Kaviraj Kunja Lal 

Bhishagratna, 1916,  ed. Kaviraj Kunja Lal Bhishagratna; 1916. 

 (2)  Jorm AF, Rodgers B, Christensen H. Use of medications to enhance memory in a large community sample 
of 60-64 year olds. Int Psychogeriatr 2004;16(2):209-217. 

 (3)  Ernst E. The risk-benefit profile of commonly used herbal therapies: Ginkgo, St. John's Wort, Ginseng, 
Echinacea, Saw Palmetto, and Kava. Ann Intern Med 2002;136(1):42-53. 

 (4)  Maher BF, Stough C, Shelmerdine A, Wesnes K, Nathan PJ. The acute effects of combined administration 
of Ginkgo biloba and Bacopa monniera on cognitive function in humans. Hum Psychopharmacol 
2002;17(3):163-164. 

 (5)  Nathan PJ, Tanner S, Lloyd J et al. Effects of a combined extract of Ginkgo biloba and Bacopa monniera on 
cognitive function in healthy humans. Hum Psychopharmacol 2004;19(2):91-96. 

 (6)  Singh RH, Narsimhamurthy K, Singh G. Neuronutrient impact of Ayurvedic Rasayana therapy in brain 
aging. Biogerontology 2008;9(6):369-374. 

 (7)  Russo A, Borrelli F. Bacopa monniera, a reputed nootropic plant: an overview. Phytomedicine 
2005;12(4):305-317. 

 (8)  Bacopa monniera. Monograph. Altern Med Rev 2004;9(1):79-85. 

 (9)  Natural Standard Research Collaboration. Brahmi (Bacopa monniera).  Available at: 
http://naturalstandard.com/databases/herbssupplements/brahmi.asp Accessed March 30, 2011. 

 (10)  Pole S. Ayurvedic Medicine: The Principles of Traditional Practice. Churchill Livingstone; 2006. 

 (11)  Frawley D. Ayurveda and the Mind: the Healing of Consciousness. Twin Lakes, Wisconsin: Lotus Press; 
1996. 

 (12)  Warrier PK, Nambiar VPK, Ramankutty C, Ramankutty VPK, Vasudevan Nair R. Indian Medicinal Plants: A 
Compendium of 500 Species. Orient Blackswan; 1996. 

 (13)  Dravyeguna Vijnana: Materia Medica Vegetable Drugs (Krishnadas ayurveda series). Krishnadas Academy; 
2005. 

 (14)  Bhishagratna KKL. The Sushruta Samhita: An English Translation Based on Original Texts. Kaviraj Kunja Lal 
Bhishagratna, 1916),   ed. Kaviraj Kunja Lal Bhishagratna; 1916. 

 (15)  Stough C, Lloyd J, Clarke J et al. The chronic effects of an extract of Bacopa monniera (Brahmi) on 
cognitive function in healthy human subjects. Psychopharmacology (Berl) 2001;156(4):481-484. 

http://naturalstandard.com/databases/herbssupplements/brahmi.asp


WEISSNER: BRAHMI AND COGNITION 

 4 

 (16)  Stough C, Downey LA, Lloyd J et al. Examining the nootropic effects of a special extract of Bacopa 
monniera on human cognitive functioning: 90 day double-blind placebo-controlled randomized trial. 
Phytother Res 2008;22(12):1629-1634. 

 (17)  Morgan A, Stevens J. Does Bacopa monnieri improve memory performance in older persons? Results of a 
randomized, placebo-controlled, double-blind trial. J Altern Complement Med 2010;16(7):753-759. 

 (18)  Calabrese C, Gregory WL, Leo M, Kraemer D, Bone K, Oken B. Effects of a standardized Bacopa monnieri 
extract on cognitive performance, anxiety, and depression in the elderly: a randomized, double-blind, 
placebo-controlled trial. J Altern Complement Med 2008;14(6):707-713. 

 (19)  Singh HK, Dhawan BN. Effect of Bacopa monniera Linn. (brahmi) extract on avoidance responses in rat. J 
Ethnopharmacol 1982;5(2):205-214. 

 (20)  Roodenrys S, Booth D, Bulzomi S, Phipps A, Micallef C, Smoker J. Chronic effects of Brahmi (Bacopa 
monnieri) on human memory. Neuropsychopharmacology 2002;27(2):279-281. 

 (21)  Raghav S, Singh H, Dalal PK, Srivastava JS, Asthana OP. Randomized controlled trial of standardized 
Bacopa monniera extract in age-associated memory impairment. Indian J Psychiatry 2006;48(4):238-242. 

 (22)  Deb DD, Kapoor P, Dighe RP et al. In vitro safety evaluation and anticlastogenic effect of BacoMind on 
human lymphocytes. Biomed Environ Sci 2008;21(1):7-23. 

 (23)  Pravina K, Ravindra KR, Goudar KS et al. Safety evaluation of BacoMind in healthy volunteers: a phase I 
study. Phytomedicine 2007;14(5):301-308. 

 (24)  Teschke R, Bahre R. Severe hepatotoxicity by Indian Ayurvedic herbal products: a structured causality 
assessment. Ann Hepatol 2009;8(3):258-266. 

 (25)  Chakravarty AK, Garai S, Masuda K, Nakane T, Kawahara N. Bacopasides III-V: three new triterpenoid 
glycosides from Bacopa monniera. Chem Pharm Bull (Tokyo) 2003;51(2):215-217. 

 (26)  Hou CC, Lin SJ, Cheng JT, Hsu FL. Bacopaside III, bacopasaponin G, and bacopasides A, B, and C from 
Bacopa monniera. J Nat Prod 2002;65(12):1759-1763. 

 (27)  Mahato SB, Garai S, Chakravarty AK. Bacopasaponins E and F: two jujubogenin bisdesmosides from 
Bacopa monniera. Phytochemistry 2000;53(6):711-714. 

 (28)  Rastogi S, Pal R, KulshreshthaDK. Bacoside A3--a triterpenoid saponin from Bacopa monniera. 
Phytochemistry 1994;36(1):133-137. 

 (29)  Rai D, Bhatia G, Palit G, Pal R, Singh S, Singh HK. Adaptogenic effect of Bacopa monniera (Brahmi). 
Pharmacol Biochem Behav 2003;75(4):823-830. 

 (30)  Charles PD, Ambigapathy G, Geraldine P, Akbarsha MA, Rajan KE. Bacopa monniera leaf extract up-
regulates tryptophan hydroxylase (TPH2) and serotonin transporter (SERT) expression: Implications in 
memory formation. J Ethnopharmacol 2011;134(1):55-61. 

 (31)  Chowdhuri DK, Parmar D, Kakkar P, Shukla R, Seth PK, Srimal RC. Antistress effects of bacosides of Bacopa 
monnieri: modulation of Hsp70 expression, superoxide dismutase and cytochrome P450 activity in rat 
brain. Phytother Res 2002;16(7):639-645. 



WEISSNER: BRAHMI AND COGNITION 

 5 

 (32)  Sumathy T, Govindasamy S, Balakrishna K, Veluchamy G. Protective role of Bacopa monniera on 
morphine-induced brain mitochondrial enzyme activity in rats. Fitoterapia 2002;73(5):381-385. 

 (33)  Sumathy T, Subramanian S, Govindasamy S, Balakrishna K, Veluchamy G. Protective role of Bacopa 
monniera on morphine induced hepatotoxicity in rats. Phytother Res 2001;15(7):643-645. 

 (34)  Bhattacharya SK, Bhattacharya A, Kumar A, Ghosal S. Antioxidant activity of Bacopa monniera in rat 
frontal cortex, striatum and hippocampus. Phytother Res 2000;14(3):174-179. 

 (35)  Tripathi YB, Chaurasia S, Tripathi E, Upadhyay A, Dubey GP. Bacopa monniera Linn. as an antioxidant: 
mechanism of action. Indian J Exp Biol 1996;34(6):523-526. 

 (36)  Dhanasekaran M, Tharakan B, Holcomb LA, Hitt AR, Young KA, Manyam BV. Neuroprotective mechanisms 
of ayurvedic antidementia botanical Bacopa monniera. Phytother Res 2007;21(10):965-969. 

 (37)  Sairam K, Dorababu M, Goel RK, Bhattacharya SK. Antidepressant activity of standardized extract of 
Bacopa monniera in experimental models of depression in rats. Phytomedicine 2002;9(3):207-211. 

 (38)  Shukia B, Khanna NK, Godhwani JL. Effect of Brahmi Rasayan on the central nervous system. J 
Ethnopharmacol 1987;21(1):65-74. 

 (39)  Pole S. Ayurvedic Medicine: The Principles of Traditional Practice. Churchill Livingstone; 2006. 

 (40)  Booth B, Zemmel R. Prospects for productivity. Nat Rev Drug Discov 2004;3(5):451-456. 

 (41)  McDougall GJ, Jr., Austin-Wells V, Zimmerman T. Utility of nutraceutical products marketed for cognitive 
and memory enhancement. J Holist Nurs 2005;23(4):415-433. 

 (42)  Kidd PM. A review of nutrients and botanicals in the integrative management of cognitive dysfunction. 
Altern Med Rev 1999;4(3):144-161. 

 

 
About the Author 

Wendy Weissner is an Ayurvedic Consultant who has published numerous articles on herbs, and contuinually seeks 
to collaborate and integrate modern research with traditional health practices.   
Email: AyurvedicConsulting@gmail.com   Website: www.wendyweissner.com 
 
 
The views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Ayurvedic 
Medical Association. 

AyurvedicConsulting@gmail.com

