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ABSTRACT 

Ayurvedic formulations are mostly comprised of herbal and metal/mineral materials along with some animal 

products. Among the thousands of herbal materials used to prepare Ayurvedic compound formulations, some poisons 

materials have very significant role towards the therapeutic effect of such formulations. List of poisonous materials 

are authenticated in Schedule-E (I) of Drugs and cosmetic Act 1940 to propagate their therapeutic potency for well 

being of human health within the perimeter of rules there on; provided that these materials require some 

pharmaceutical treatment before their intended use. During the Samhita period different toxic herbals were used 

successfully to cure many critical diseases in their short term as well as in long term use. Later on these treatment 

principle, by using poisonous materials are carried forward confidently with involvement of modern techniques of 

pharmaceutical processing’s. In this review write up it is tried to acknowledge the frequently used herbal poisonous 

materials like bhallataka, vatsanabha, kupilu, jayapal etc with their commonly practiced pharmaceutical processing, 

therapeutic use, dose and toxic effects. It is hoped this article will help the practitioners of traditional medicines. Also 

it is tried to convey the contemporary knowledge regarding these materials for the benefit of students and teachers of 

the traditional medical system. 
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Introduction: 

In Ayurvedic philosophy of 

treatment no materials in this world is 

having lack of therapeutic potency rather it 

is up to the potency and skill of the 

physician how judiciously he used the 

materials for their therapeutic purpose
[1]

. 

Among all the materials available in the 

earth, herbal poisonous materials are very 

much effective to change the body 

physiology quickly as per the need, because 

these materials are having the ancient 

pharmacological properties like, laghu, ashu, 

yogvaha, vyavai, vikashi, teekshna, ushna, 

apaki etc.
[2]

. Acharya Charak, around 200 

BC and Acharya Madav Upadhya around 

17
th

 Cen. AD have the same and similar 

opinion instead of a large gap of time factor, 

regarding the poisonous materials; i.e. the 

toxic materials can give the nectar like effect 

on their judicious use 
[3]

; validate the strong 

and time tested therapeutic claim of these 

toxic materials now and then. The materials 

like vatsanabha, kupilu, jaipal, bhanga, 

bhallataka, etc. are also used in 

contemporary medical practice of other 

system of medicines, either in their synthetic 

form or extracting the active compounds; 

rather than the holistic use in traditional 

medicines.      

Toxic herbal materials and there 

classification: - 

According to Ayurveda the 

substances which cause the sarrowness in 

body and mind and may cause the death 

even if just seeing that substance is called 

visa 
[4]

. It is mainly three types according to 

the source of collection such as 1. Sthavara 

(naturally collected from inanimate sources) 

2. Jangama (naturally collected from the 

animal sources) 3. Kritrima (artificially 

prepared). There are 10 sources of sthavara 

visa and 16 sources of jangama visa are 

described in Ayurvedic literatures. Herbal 

toxic materials are counted under the 

category of sthavara visa. In rasa literatures 

different Acharyas are described various 

numbers of vishas. As per the intensity of 

the toxic effects in the body it is also 

classified into visa and upa-visa by some 

scholars.  Most frequently used herbal visa 

dravyas (poisonous materials) in Ayurvedic 

practice are Vatsanabha, Bhallataka, 

Kupilu, Ahiphena, Jaipal and dhatura.   

Vatsanabha (Aconitum ferox):- It is 

popularly known as kanda visa (Rhizome 

poison) and mitha visa (sweet poison). Due 

to its high therapeutic potency it is also 

known as amrita (nectar). It belongs to 

family Ranunculaceae. 04 types of 

vatsanabha are described in Bhabprakash 

nighantu 
[5]

. It is mostly collected from 

Himalayan region at high altitude. This plant 

does not allow other plants to grow nearby it 

that helps for its identification. Useful part 

of the plant for medicinal purpose is 

rhizome (kanda). Due to look of the rhizome 

like umbilical of calf (baby cow) it is known 

as vatsanabha. Its ancient pharmacological 

properties are madhur in rasa, ruksha, 

tikshna, laghu, vyavayi, vikasi in guna, 

ushna in virya, madhur in vipaka. The 

phytochemical presents in vatsanabha are 

aconitine, pseudo-aconitine, aconine and 

homonepeline 
[6]

. Therapeutically it is a 

potential antipyretic agent used in most of 

the antipyretic Ayurvedic formulations. 

More concentration of toxic alkaloids are 

present at cortex part of the rhizome hence 

through the process of shodhana 

(pharmaceutical purification) cortex is tried 

to remove with the motto to decrease the 

sharp concentration of poisonous effect of 

whole rhizome. For its shodhana process, 

small pieces of the rhizome are dipped into 

cow’s urine for overnight and in the next 

morning the urine is changed to fresh one. 

The same procedure is repeated at least for 7 

days. At the end cortex is removed then it is 
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dried and powdered 
[7]

. Its toxic effects 

occur due to over dosing are mydriasis, 

burning sensation, delirium, cardiac 

arrhythmia followed by cardiac arrest 

leading to death 
[8]

. Tankana is the 

traditional anti-dote used for its poisoning 

where as in contemporary treatment at first 

air ways and cardio-vascular system is 

protected following symptomatic treatment. 

Its therapeutic dose is 1/32 to 1/16 rati and 

fatal dose is 1-2 gm 
[9]

. 

Bhallataka (Semicarpus 

anacardium):- It is commonly known as 

marking nut and belongs to the family 

Anacardiaceae. In Charak Samhita it is 

described as one of the most potent 

Rasayana (rejuvenating agent) named as 

Bhallataka Rasayan
[10]

. It is found in hot 

climatic zones of India. The traditional 

pharmacological properties of bhallataka are 

katu, tikta, kasaya in rasa, laghu, snigdha, 

tikshna in guna, ushna in virya, madhur in 

vipaka. The phytochemicals present in 

bhallataka are bhilawanol, semecarpol
[11]

. 

The oil from the seed of this particular plant 

is toxic in nature and causes moderate to 

severe allergic reactions when comes 

directly in contact to human body parts. 

Before its therapeutic use it is tried to 

minimize the oil concentration in the seed 

by the process of shodhana. Brick powder is 

usually applied over the cutting surface of 

the seed and oils are soaked through 

capillary action followed by washing in 

warm water. It is specifically used in the 

diseases where vata and kapha are vitiated. 

Acharya Vagbhata is described its effective 

use in non bleeding piles
 [12]

. Also it is 

effectively used in the diseases like shwasa 

(bronchial tree diseases), kasa (cough) and 

various skin diseases. The toxic effects of 

bhallataka are excessive thrust and sweating, 

burning sensation, itching, urine retention 

and blisters formation. Its therapeutic dose 

and fatal dose are 1-3 rati or 5-10 drops of 

oil and 3-6 gm or 15-20 drops of oil 

respectively
 [13]

. Antidotes of bhalltaka 

poisoning described in ancient literatures are 

Tila kalka with butter, Dhanyaka kalka, 

Vibhitaka majja and coconut kalka
[14]

. 

Haridra kalka is applied at the place of 

allergy and inflammation.           

 

Kupilu (Strychnos nuxvomica) - It is well 

known as kuchla and belongs to the family 

loganiacae. It is found in hot and moist areas 

of India like Chennai, Travenkor, Cochin, 

Malabaar and Odisa. The ancient 

pharmacological properties of kupilu are 

tikta, katu, in rasa, ruksha, laghu and tikshna 

in guna, katu in vipaaka and ushna in virya. 

The main phytochemicals present in it 

strychnine, brucine, vomicine and 

loganine
[15]

. It’s button like seeds are used 

for the therapeutic  purpose which are 

purified by dipping in the cow’s urine 

overnight and in next morning the it is 

changed to the fresh one. The same 

procedure is repeated at least for seven days. 

On eighth day seeds are washed with warm 

water and then boil in cow’s milk for 3 

hours. After boiling the seeds are peeled off 

and powdered by gritting them. It’s 

therapeutic dose is about 60-250mg while its 

fatal dose is 2gm or 15-30mg of strychnine
 

[16]
. It’s toxic effects are restlessness, 

stiffness of muscles, convulsions and muscle 

spasms, death is occur due to asphyxia from 

spasm of respiratory muscles. In Ayurveda it 

is used in neurological disorders. 

Ahiphen (Papaver somniferum)- It is 

popularly known as afeem and belongs to 

the family  papaveraceae. In ancient text of 

Ayurveda four types of ahiphan are 

described i.e. sweta, pita, krishna, 

chitra
[17]

.The traditional pharmacological 

properties of ahiphen are tikta, kasay in rasa, 

laghu ,ruksha, sukshma, vyavi, vikasi in 

guna, katu in vipaka, ushna in virya and 



Yaman et el REVIEW OF CERTAIN HERBAL POISONOUS MATERIALS FREQUENTLY USED IN AYURVEDIC FORMULATION 

 

www.wjas.in                                           WJAS VOL II ISSUE IV JULY 2017       286 

madak by prabhava. The main 

phytochemicals which are present in it 

morphin, codeine, thebaine, papaverine and 

narcotine
[18]

. It’s fruit’s resin is used for 

therapeutic purpose which is purified by 

triturating it with fresh ginger juice for 21 

times
 [19]

. Its therapeutic dose is 30 to 125mg 

or 200mg of morphine
 [20]

. Its toxic effects 

are appearing directly on central nervous 

system which occurs in three stages i.e. 

excitement, stupor and necrosis. In ayurveda 

it is used in diarrhoea, cough and as appetite 

enhancer. 

 

Jaipal (Croton tiglium) - It is commonly 

known as jamalghota and belongs to the 

family Euphorbiaceae. It is found in hot and 

moist places of India like West Bengal, 

Assam and South India. The ancient 

pharmacological properties of jaipal are 

Katu in rasa, guru, ruksha and tikshna in 

guna, Katu in vipaka and ushna in virya. The 

main phytochemical which are present in it 

are toxalbumin, crotin, and crotonoside. Its 

seeds and seed oil are used for therapeutic 

purpose which are purified by peeling and 

removing radical from the seeds and then 

boil into cow’s milk for 3 hours. After 

boiling the seeds are washed with warm 

water and powdered which is again triturate 

with lemon juice and dried in sunlight
 [21]

. Its 

therapeutic dose is about 25-50 mg of seed 

and ½ -1 drop of oil while fetal dose is 4 

seeds and 20 of oil
 [22]

. The oil causes 

blisters externally and on ingestion causes 

severe gastrointestinal irritation with 

burning pain in abdomen, powerful purging 

and burning pain at the anus. In Ayurveda it 

is used as purgative. 

 

Datura (Datura metel) - It is commonly 

known as dhatura and belongs to the family 

solanaceae. It is found all over the India. 

The ancient pharmacological properties of 

datura are tikta, Katu in rasa, laghu, ruksha, 

vyavi and vikasi in guna, Katu in vipaka, 

ushna in virya and madak by prabhav. The 

main phytochemicals which present in it are 

scopolamine, hyociamine, atropine and 

meteolodin. Its seeds are used for 

therapeutic purposes which are purified by 

boiling them in cow’s milk for 3 hours
 [23]

. 

Its therapeutic dose is about 50-100 mg 

while its fatal doses 100-125 seeds
 [24]

. Its 

toxic effects include dryness of mouth and 

throat, difficulty in talking, vomiting, 

giddiness, unsteady gait and delirium. In 

Ayurveda it is used in psychiatric disorders, 

skin disease and fever. 

Bhanga(Cannabis sativa)- It is popularly 

known as bhang and belongs  to the family 

of Cannabinaceae. It is found all over India. 

The traditional pharmacological properties 

of bhanga are tikta in rasa, laghu, tikshna in 

guna, katu in vipaka, ushna in virya and 

madak by prabhava. The main 

phytochemicals which are present in it 

cannabinol,cannaabidiolic acid
[25]

. Its leaves, 

inflorescence and resin are used for 

therapeutic purpose which is purified by 

boiling it in cow’s milk for three hours
. 
Its 

therapeutic dose is about 125-250mg 

(bhang), 60-125mg (ganja) and 30 

mg(charas) while  fatal dose is 

10,000mg(bhang), 8000mg(ganja) and 

2000mg(charas)
 [26]

. Its toxic effect includes 

narcosis characterized by giddiness, 

confusion and ataxia, death may occur from 

respiratory paralysis. In ayurveda it is used 

in psychiatric disorders and as Aphrodite.  

Discussion: 

All materials available in this earth are 

having properties, it is up to the user in 

which way these could become beneficial to 

the human being. Poisonous materials are 

therapeutically more potent in comparison to 

other drugs because of their vavyaee, 

tekshana, asukari etc. like nature. In 
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Ayurvedic medical practice different 

poisonous herbs are used directly after 

shodhana or as an ingredient of certain 

compound formulations for treating various 

diseases. Proper pharmaceutical conversion, 

dose and time of administration could make 

any material the key, for successful of 

treatment so as poisonous materials. Now a 

day in the era of pharmacovigilance, 

monitoring and assessment of side effects 

are emphasized more than therapeutic effect 

to provide further safe medicine to the 

patient. In case of poisonous drug enough 

vigilance are described in ancient literatures 

as well as contemporary knowledge. 

Different active principles present in the 

materials are responsible for their toxic 

nature such as vatsanabha is toxic due to 

presence of aconite, kupilu is toxic due to 

the presence of strychnine, bhallatak is toxic 

due to oil presents in it. Hence different 

techniques are adopted in traditional medical 

practice to reduce the toxic effect, thereby 

enhancing therapeutic effects.  Because of 

poisonous nature these are potential drug 

substances hence used at low dose for their 

intended use. Different antidotes are also 

described in ancient texts for the remedies of 

these materials if any toxic effects are 

observed. This article is highlighting 

popularly used herbal poisonous drugs with 

respect to their properties, active principles, 

dose, effect and possible side effect in brief 

for providing ready knowledge to the 

practitioners as well as readers. It is hoped it 

will be help full to the academic scholars 

and clinicians.            
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