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Historical Timeline of Hypericumperforatum (St. John’s Wort)

2700 BC. According to legend, Chinese emperor Shen Nung investigated and experimented with herbs and acupunctures. The Pen Tsao (The Herbal) is later attributed to him; he will be considered the founder of Chinese medicine (Ochoa, 1997).

370 BC. Between now and 350 BC Diodes of Carystos writes first Greek herbal (Ochoa,

1997).

288 BC. The name Hypericum is ancient and may have several derivations. Yperikon was first mentioned by Euryphon, a Greek doctor. It seems likely that the name derives from eikon (a figure, possibly an unwanted appariton) and hyper (above), which relates to the ancient use of St. John’s wort to exorcise evil spirits or influences (Hobbs, 1988).

60 AD. Greek physician Pedanus Dioscorides compiles the first systematic

pharmacopeia. The famous herbal De materia medica, describes more than 500 plant and

35 animal products. Ninety of the plants he mentions will still be in use in the 20th

century. He recommended St. John’s wort as a diuretic, wound healing herb, and a

treatment for menstrual disorders (Ochoa, 1997).

First century AD. The Roman naturalist Pliny presciribed St. John’s wort in wine as a cure for the bites of posinous snakes. Hippocrates as well as Pliny recommended the herb for most ailments, including sciatica. The Greeks and Romans also believed the herb was a protector against witches’ spells (Castleman, 1991).

Sixth century AD. The common name is a reference St. John the Baptist and its earliest use comes from, according to Gaelic tradition, when the missionary St Columba always carried a piece of St. John’s wort because of his great regard for St. John. Some early Christian authors claimed that the red spots, symbolic of the blood of St. John, appeared on leaves of Hypericum spp. on August 29, the anniversary of the saint’s beheading, while others considered that the best day to pick the plant was on June 24, the day of St. John’s feast. In the Christian tradition, St. John represents light hence the flowers were taken as a reminder of the sun’s bounty (Hobbs, 1988).

During the Middle Ages English lore suggested that the flowers could protect one from the “evil eye,” and would banish witches. Christians adopted the pagan belief that St. John’s wort repelled evil spirits and burned it in bonfires on St. John’s Eve to purify the air and ensure health crops (Castleman, 1991).

1500’s. The Swiss-German doctor Paracelsus wrote that St. John’s wort could be used as an amulet against enchantments and apparitions (Hobbs, 1988). Paracelsus was also a firm believer in the doctrine of signatures, and in illustration of it explained every single part of St. John’s wort in terms of this belief: the holes in the leaves helps inner and outer orifices of the skin, the blooms rot in the form of blood, a sign it is good for wounds (Griggs, 1982).

1544. Italian physician and botanist Pietro Andrea Mattioli publishes an Italian version of the classic botany text De materia medica by Dioscorides (Ochoa, 1997).

1597. Master surgeon John Gerard of England, in his Herbal or Historie of Plantes lists “red Oil,” a practice of soaking the flowers of St. John’s wort in olive oil, infusing the oil in the sun, then using the oil internally as a diuretic and external application for wounds (Griggs, 1982).

1649. Nicholas Culpeper an apothecary in London translated the London Pharmacopiea from Latin into English as the Physicall Directoiy. He was fond of ascribing astrological signs to medicinal herbs and says that hypericum “is under the celestial sign Leo, and the dominion of the sun.” He also says that it heals inward hurts or bruises, and that as an ointment it opens obstructions and dissolves swelling. He claims it is good for those bitten or stung by any venomous creature and for those that “cannot make water” (Hobbs, 1988).

1793. St. John’s wort introduced by early European settlers to North America. The first

recorded specimen, grown without cultivation, was collected in Pennsylvania (Hahn,

1992).

1797. A condition called “hypericism” was first recorded. When light-skinned livestock (sheep, goats, horses and cattle) ingest St. John’s wort, then are exposed to bright sunlight, they develop welts on the skin, and other symptoms (Hahn, 1992).

1808. A popular folk-use for St. John’s wort listed in The Family Herbal is as a decoction for gravel and ulcerations of the ureter (Hobbs, 1988).

1824. The Universal Herb includes the folk-use of St. John’s wort for ulcerations of the kidneys, febrifuge, vermifuge, jaundice, gout, and rheumatism (Hobbs, 1988).

Mid 1800’s. Physicians had dismissed St. John’s wort as a folk medicine given the superstitions surrounding the herb. Interest in the medicinal uses of the plant were kept alive by eclectic medical practitioners in the United States, who found it to be a useful wound healing agent, diuretic, astringent, nervine, and mild sedative (Foster, 1996).

1847. One of the first references to the St. John’s wort plant in the United States is fromR.E. Griffith in his Medical Botany. Who says it can be used as an oil or ointment for ulcers, tumors, and as a diuretic (Hobbs, 1988).

1876. John King, in his Dispensatory mentions the use of St. John’s wort in urinary affections, diarrhea, worms, jaundice, menorrhagia, hysteria, nervous imbalances with depression, and its usual external applications, including the use of the saturated tincture as a substitute for arnica, in bruises (Hobbs, 1988).

1897. The Practice of infusing (one ounce herb to one pint water) for chronic catarrhs of the lungs, bowels, or urinary passages and as a warm lotion on injuries to the spinal cord, for lacerated or injured nerves, bed sores and lock-jaw are all included in Herbal Simples (Hobbs, 1988).

1898. The Felter-Lloyd revision of King’s Dispensatory, tincture of St. John’s wort, in a dose of 10-30 drops mixed with four ounces of water, taken in teaspoon doses every 1-2 hours, is prescribed for spinal irritation, shocks, concussions, puncture wounds, and hysteria (Hobbs, 1988).

1938. A survey among physicians conducted by a German physician, Dr. Gerhard Madaus found that St. John’s wort preparations were being utilized for nerve conditions, and disorders induced by “excessive intellectual efforts.” It was also being used for neuroses, general restlessness and insomnia (Foster, 1996).

1960’s. Throughout this decade and through the 1980’s the constituents of Hypericum perforatum were identified along with their pharmacological activity, these included:

flavanols (astringent, anti-inflammatory, styptic, anti-viral), dianthrone derivatives (anti-depressive, anti-viral), flavinoids (diuretic, sedative, antitumor, dilates coronary), xanthones (antitub ercular, antidepressant, antimicrobial), phloroglucinol derivatives (anti-bacterial), essential oil components (antifungal), and carotenoids (bum-healing activity) (Hobbs, 1988).

1977. The FDA declared St. John’s wort unsafe following blistering in cattle who had eaten large quantities of the plant. It is suggested that now it may cause skin burning in light skinned people (Squier, 1997).

1979. This year is the beginning of 25 controlled, double-blind studies conducted on the efficacy and safety of standardized St. John’s wort preparations. The studies compared hypericum with placebo and also compared hypericum with several different standard antidepressant drugs. The response rates were between 50 — 80%, comparable to that of low to medium dose treatment with “classic” synthetic antidepressants. These studies are continued through 1995 in Germany and the United Kingdom (Bloomfield et al., 1996).

1980. 0. Suzuki and co-workers demonstrated that hypericin, a red component abundant in the flowers of St. John’s wort, inhibited type A and type B monoamine oxidase. Monoamine oxidase inhibitors have been used for the treatment of depression because they help to curb an enzyme that breaks down monoamine, which is a precursor of norepinephrine, a neurotransmitter. It has been suggested that some types of clinical depression may result from a decrease in the effectiveness of neurotransmitters in the brain (Bloomfield et al., 1996).

1994. Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act establishes specific labeling requirements, provides a regulatory framework, and authorizes FDA to promulgate good manufacturing practice regulations for dietary supplements. Herbs are in this category.

1995. E. Ernst, a researcher with the Centre for Complimentary Health Studies and Postgraduate Medical School at the University of Exeter authored a critical assessment of all controlled clinical trials on the use of St. John’s wort as a treatment for depression. He concluded that from 18 different studies that eight placebo controlled studies and three standard drug comparison studies met the rigorous evaluative criteria. The cumulative data was evaluated and it was concluded St. John’s wort extract was superior to placebo and equally effective to standard medication in alleviating symptoms of mild to moderate depression (Bloomfield et al., 1996).

1997. A study on the pharmacokinetics and the effects of photosensitivity in humans from St. John’s wort was conducted in Germany at Humbolt University of Berlin. In spite of high doses (above standard prescribed dosage), frequency of side effects was equal to placebo medication and UV light sensitivity was not or only marginally increased (Brockmoller et al., 1997).

2000. The FDA releases draft of guidance for industry botanical drug products.

2001. The NIH begins first large scale study comparing the effects of St. John’s wort versus a standard synthetic antidepressant for major depression.

References

Bloomfield H, Nordfors M, McWilliams P. (1996). Hypericum & Depression.

            California: Prelude Press.

Brockmoller J, Reum T, Bauer 5, Kerb R, Hubner WD, Roots I. Hypericin and Pseudohypericin: pharmacokinetics and effects on photosensitivity in humans. Phannacopsychiatiy, 1997, Sep; 30 Suppl 2:94-101.

Castleman M. (1991). The Healing Herbs. Pennsylvania: Rodale Press.

Ernst, E. St. John’s wort, An Anti-Depressant? A Systematic, Criteria-Based Review. Phytomedicine, 1995, 2(1): 67-71.

Foster, 5. (1996). Herbs for Health. Colorado: Interweave Press.

Griggs, B. (1982). Green Pharmacy. New York: Viking Press.

Hahn, G. Hypericum perforatum (St. John’s Wort)-Medicinal Herbs Used in Antiquity And Still of Interest Today. Thejournal ofNaturopathic medicine, 1992, 3(1): 94-

96.

Hobbs, C. St. John’s Wort. HerbalGram, 1988/1989, 18/19: 24-33.

Ochoa,
G. (1997). The Wilson Chronology of Science and Technology. New York: H. W. Wilson Company.

Squier, T. (1997). Herbal Folk Medicine. New York: Henry Holt and Company.

Suzuki 0, Katsumata Y, Chari M. Inhibition of type A and Type B monoamine Oxidase by naturally occurring xanthones. Planta Medica, 1984, 42: 17-21.

