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T
he St. John’s wort has been recently one of the most popular therapeutic means that may 

be easily found in health food stores in various forms, such as capsules, liquid extracts, oils, 

ointments and others. The St. John’s wort is not, however, a new pharmaceutical aid. The 

herb has a long and particular background as an antidepressant, anti-septic, anti-inflamma-

tory, expectorant and tonic for the immune system, used for its alleviating properties. In fact, some 

of the previous reports on the herb’s use originate from the Greek herbalist of the 1st AD century, 

Pedanios Dioskourides, as well as from his contemporary physicians, respectively Greek and Roman, 

Galinos and Plenius. In the treatise, Paracelsus (1493–1541 AD), the famous Swiss alchemist and phy-

sician, has been also mentioned to be using the St. John’s wort. The historians consider that the 

name of the St. John’s wort was given to it by the first Christians, who noticed that the plant blos-

soms on about the 24th of June, the Saint John’s-the Baptist’s birthday, who was decapitated. In our 

times, and mainly in the USA, the UK and Germany, the St. John’s wort has been extensively used 

for the treatment of mild and moderate depression. According to researchers, the St. John’s wort 

has an action equivalent to amitryptilline, fluoxetine and maprotiline, and is clearly more active 

than placebo. Experimental protocols have been also in progress on the St. John’s wort therapeu-

tic action against diseases of our times, such as cancer, AIDS and hepatitis. According to what is 

widely supported, the St. John’s wort is considered as bridge between the conventional and the al-

ternative medicine. The St. John’s wort pharmacodynamics as well as pharmacokinetics have been 

also extensively studied. The probable mechanism of the St. John’s wort action is the suspension of 

monoaminoxidase (MAO) and the suspended reuptake of serotonine. Using the St. John’s wort we 

open the wide sphere of natural therapies. Such an extended approach may lead us to an increasing 

evaluation of our natural sources. Preserving what we have and renewing what we have destroyed 

is our only hope for the future of humanity, our planet and all the living organisms.
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Introduction

Hypericum Perforatum or St. John’s Wort, has been 

one of the most popular therapeutic means during 

these past years. It can be easily commercially ac-

quired, in various forms, i.e. capsules, liquid extracts, 

oils, ointments, etc. Nevertheless, hypericum is not a 

new treatment aid. This herb has a long and special 

history as an anti-depressant, antiseptic, anti-inflam-

matory, expectorant, immune system tonic, and leni-

tive.1–3

For centuries, the Europeans have been using it in 

order to treat a vast number of diseases, like anxiety, 

colds, depression, flue, haemorrhoids, womb muscle 

contractions during menstruation, skin infections, 

and wounds. In reality, several of the older refer-

ences to the use of this herb for haematoma, burns, 

wounds and skin irritations, come from the Greek 

herbologist of the 1st century a.c., Dioscorides, the 

roman student of the 1st century a.c., Plenius, and 

the Greek doctor of the 5th century b.c., the father of 

Medicine, Hippocrates.4–6

Hypericum is being developed in North America 

and Australia, but this plant also breeds in Europe, 

where it flourishes in open fields, in dry river-

beds, on rocky planes, in city parks and gardens. 

Historians think that the name “St. John’s Wort” 

has been given by the first Christians, who noticed 

that it flourishes around the 24th of June, at the 

birthday of St. John the Baptish, who has been be-

headed.

Hypericum belongs in the class of teoids, the fam-

ily of hypericides, and it is a herbaceous, brushwood 

or bushy, perennial plant, with yellow, spoke-like 

flowers and small, long leaves.

Hypericum’s main properties are: (1) Quinones: 

hypericin, pseudohypericin, hyperphorin, (2) 

Flavonoids: hypericin, quercetin, diflavone, proan-

thocyanidin, amentoflavone, (3) Essential/volatile 

Oils, (4) Xanthones, (5) Tannines, and (6) Coumarins: 

umbelliferone, scopoletin.6

Purpose

Despite the relatively poor bibliography, regard-

ing the action of Hypericum during antiquity, several 

articles have been published regarding its history, 

as well as bibliographic references of Dioscorides, 

Galen and Paracelsus. The purpose of this work is to 

show the important and numerous applications the 

Hypericum has, for the treatment of many medical 

indications, from antiquity until today.

Many researches and valid medical articles are also 

quoted, regarding depression, which today is the 

main therapeutic indication of Hypericum.

An important purpose of the present thesis is to 

present the history of Hypericum, a travel in time, 

from antiquity until today.7

Material and method

Many bibliographic references are quoted, among 

which several books and articles, dealing with the his-

tory and theurapeutic properties of the Hypericum 

from antiquity until today.

Results

Long before drugs were invented, herbs were 

proved to have strong therapeutic properties. 

Among herbs, Hypericum has a prominent posi-

tion, and it is well known for its therapeutic proper-

ties, since antiquity. One could say that Saint John’s 

Wort is the point where magic and myth meet 

Medicine.9

Hypericum Perforatum has crossed an impressive 

path, from its popular use during antiquity, where 

its use was covered both in practice and imagination, 

until its recent remarkable status as a miracle-herb 

for the modern world, where it can constitute the 

crucial, final bond between alternative and conven-

tional medicine.5

Regarding Hypericum’s history, the first to de-

scribe the therapeutic properties of the plant as a 

healing, diuretic, analgesic, and a drug antimalaria, 

was Pedanius Dioscorides, the most popular phar-

macologist of antiquity, who lived in the 1st century 

a.c. Dioscorides served as a military physician, near 

Cladius and Nero. The first medical material recorded 

in the West, in particular a synopsis regarding plants, 

is owed to him. In his notorious work, “About Medical 

Material”, he describes Hypericum as follows: “It is a 
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big, tufted, red bush; its flower resembles the leu-

coia and, if rubbed between the fingers, it produces 

a juice that resembles human blood. For this reason 

the plant has been named Androhaimon (human 

blood)”. His contemporary physicians, Greek and 

Roman respectively, Galen and Plenius, repeated im-

portant references to the plant of Dioscorides, while 

other physicians of the time remarked that Saint 

John’s Wort was an excellent drug to provoke men-

struation, and an antipyretic. Furthermore, Plenius 

the Roman, found it extremely effective for the heal-

ing of snake bites, when mixed with wine. Dioscorides 

writes on Hypericum: «ΥΠΕΡΕΙΚΟΝ. ΟΙ ΔΕ ΑCΚΥΡΟΝ 

ΟΙ ΔΕ ΑCΚΥΡΟΪΔΕC, ΟΙ ΔΕ ΑΝΔΡΟCΑΙΜΟΝ. ΚΑΙ 

ΤΟΥΤΟ ΕCΤΙΝ ΕΙΔΟC ΥΠΕΡΙΚΟΥ ΔΙΑΦΕΡΟΝ ΚΛΩCΙΝ, 

ΦΡΥΓΑΝΩΔΕCΤΕΡΟΝ ΔΕ ΚΑΙ ΠΕΦΟΙΝΙΓΜΕΝΟΝ ΤΟΙC 

ΦΥΛΛΟΙC ΛΕΠΤΟΙC, ΑΝΘΗ ΜΗΛΙΝΑ, ΚΑΡΠΟΝ ΔΕ 

ΟΜΟΙΟΝ ΥΠΕΡΕΙΚΩ, ΟΖΟΝΤΑ ΡΗΤΕΙΝΗΝ ΚΑΙ ΟΙΟΝΕΙ 

ΑΙΜΑCCΟΝΤΑ ΤΟΥC ΔΑΚΤΥΛΟΥC, ΤΟ CΠΕΡΜΑ 

ΩCΤΕ ΔΙΑ ΤΟΥΤΟ ΑΝΔΡΟCΑΙΜΟΝ ΚΑΛΕΙΤΑΙ. ΠΟΕΙ 

ΔΕ ΚΑΙ ΤΟΥΤΟΥ Ο ΚΑΡΠΟC ΠΡΟC ΙCΚΙΑΔΙΚΟΥC 

ΠΕΙΝΟΜΕΝΟC ΜΕΘ’ΥΔΡΟΜΕΛΙΤΟC ΚΟΤΥΛΩ ΔΥΕΙΝ. 

ΑΓΕΙ ΔΕ ΧΟΛΩΔΗ ΚΑΙ ΚΟΠΡΙΑ ΠΟΛΛΑ CΥΝΕΧΩC 

ΔΙΔΟΜΕΝΟC ΑΧΡΙ ΑΝ ΥΓΙΑCΘΩCΙΝ ΠΟΕΙ ΚΑΙ 

ΠΡΟC ΠΥΡΙCΑΥΤΑ ΕΠΙΠΛΑCΘΕΙC:», Φ. 145, σελ. 206 

ΠΕΡΙ ΥΛΗC ΙΑΤΡΙΚΗC, Ο ΕΛΛΗΝΙΚΟC ΚΩΔΙΚΑC 1, 

ΤΗC ΕΘΝΙΚΗC ΒΙΒΛΙΟΘΗΚΗC ΤΗC ΝΕΑΠΟΛΕΩC, 

ΕΙCΑΓΩΓΙΚΑ ΚΕΙΜΕΝΑ.10–14

In fact, most of the initial recorded references 

come from people that used herbs and physi-

cians that lived in Greece and the Roman Empire, 

where the plant was known with its Greek name 

"Ypericon". Like most famous herbs, the healing 

properties of which have been appreciated for 

centuries, the benefits from Saint John’s Wort have 

been known beyond doubt, and passed on from 

mouth to mouth through generations of votanolo-

gists and healers, before history itself. For instance, 

the effectiveness of Saint John’s Wort for the heal-

ing of wounds and inflammations was surely known 

for some time then. Most of the early healers fol-

lowed the old popular belief that the natural char-

acteristics of any therapeutic drug were related to 

the conditions under which treatment is more ef-

fective. The oil extracted flowers and plants from 

looked like blood, made the ancient people that 

think this plant would be effective in the treatment 

of wounds and inflammatory infections – and that 

was true.15–19

Paracelsus was the first to discover the importance 

of sterilizing Hypericum with boiling, while recom-

mending it for the treatment of ill temper and anxi-

ety. Since then, Hypericum is an ingredient of a “nat-

ural drug”.

Furthermore, should it be noted that during the 

6th century, as mentioned in an inscription, the 

plant has been immortalized by the Celt Saint 

Coloumba, who was devoted to Saint John the 

Baptist. Saint Coloumba, who founded monasteries 

all over Ireland and Scotland, is said that carried a 

branch of Hypericum or Saint John’s Wort with him 

everywhere he went, in honour of the martyred 

Saint. Furthermore, according to a tradition, he 

brought Saint John’s wort with him as spiritual pro-

tection during his long and dangerous journeys as 

a missionary to Celtic tribes.

Until the Middle Ages, Hypericum formed a part 

of many summer solstice rituals. In the eve of Saint 

John’s day, for instance, people used to hang gar-

lands made of the leaves and flowers of this plant 

over the doors of houses and churches, to protect 

them from witches and evil spirits. People also used 

to put branches of this plant under their pillows in 

the eve of Saint John’s day, believing that the Saint 

himself would appear to them in a dream, give them 

his blessing, and keep death away for the year to 

come. The dried leaves of the plant were considered 

to be protective talismans, used like bookmarks 

within the Bible and prayer books.

It is easy for one to understand the way in which 

several of these ancient superstitions came up. This 

plant flourishes mildly and copiously, near the date 

of the summer solstice, an important time of plant-

ing, accompanied by a wealth of pagan, indigenous 

and early religious rituals. People performed sacri-

fices and offerings to ancient Gods, like the Sun and 

the Earth, for the fertility of the season. Prayers were 

made to the Gods of the West, to bring a copious 

harvest during the Fall.

Furthermore, this is the time when we celebrate 

the birthday of Saint John the Baptish, who was 
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tragically beheaded, and his head was offered to 

Salome. This last part, along with the fact that the 

plant’s oil leave blood-like stains on the fingers and 

the hands of those gathering it, provoked some 

interest regarding certain of the magical and sin-

ister and implicits regarding Saint John’s Plant. 

Moreover, in antiquity, it was believed that Saint 

John’s Wort offered protection from evil spirits and 

bad luck; this belief may have originated partly 

from the plant’s initial use by traditional healers as 

a drug for the so-called “melancholy”, or troubled 

minds. Today, we call these conditions “depression” 

or “anxiety”.

Indeed, Hypericum has recently attracted consid-

erable attention, for its anti-depressant properties. 

In any case, during antiquity, the effectiveness of 

the use of this plant for the treatment of any men-

tal or emotional condition, has been undoubtedly 

proven, although not fully appreciated, as a side-ef-

fect of one of its more common uses. Ancient heal-

ers and herbologists, who usually treated wounds 

and infections using this plant, possibly noticed 

that the plant also had a tranquillizing effect, es-

pecially in its clear oil form, when applied directly 

and absorbed by the skin, and in its liquid form (de-

rived by the steam created by its leaves and flow-

ers – called a “concoction” in traditional herbology) 

administered orally.

Later, the Crusaders brought the plant with them 

to protect themselves by witchcraft; they also used 

soaked flowers and leaves as ointments to treat the 

wounds of battle. Naturally, until the Middle Ages, 

all these therapeutic uses were common practice. 

The Knights of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem 

regularly used cataplasms made of mashed flowers 

and leaves of this plant, to contain bleeding and heal 

the wounds of battle, during the 11th, 12th, and 13th 

century. During the same period, the people suffer-

ing from rage, or believed to have been possessed 

by daemons, often were administered concoctions 

of the plant, or inhaled its slightly bitter and acid 

smell.20,21

In 1618, Hypericum was one of the therapeu-

tic plants to be mentioned in the first London 

Pharmacopeia. In England, the plant has been made 

particularly known by Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1654), 

the famous botanologist.

The American settlers that immigrated to England, 

France, and Germany, brought the plant to the 

North Eastern states of the USA, and from there, it 

has spread to the argest part of the country, as the 

setters moved towards the South and the West. One 

hundred years later, during the Eclectic Period, the 

golden age of American herbology, known herbo-

logists like John King and Finley Ellingwood marked 

that the use of Hypericum had now spread beyond 

the healing of wounds, and that the drug was now 

used as a diuretic, astringent, tranquilliser, and for 

the treatment of depression. Nevertheless, during 

the 20th century, Hypericum became known for its 

vast treatment applications, mainly as an anti-de-

pressant, in both sides of the Atlantic.

The treatment indications of the Hypericum, from 

antiquity until today, is common cold, the flu, infec-

tious mononucleosis, dysmenorrhea, menopause, 

premenstrual dystonia, carpal tunnel syndrome, lum-

bago, strains, carbuncles, subcutaneous haematoma, 

burns of all natures, insect bites, obesity, anxiety, in-

somnia, seasonal emotional disturbance, and, finally, 

mild and moderate depression.21,22

Discussion

Based on bibliography, it seems that the 

Hypericum has been known since antiquity for 

its vast treatment applications. Today, especially 

in the USA, United Kingdom and Germany, it is 

administered for the treatment of mild and mod-

erate depression. Its Pharmacodynamics and 

Pharmacokinetics have been extensively studied, 

and many research protocols are under develop-

ment for the vaster treatment of many serious 

conditions like cancer, HIV and hepatitis, as well as 

comparative studies of Hypericum with the activity 

of tricyclic antidepressants (TCA), and serotonine 

reuptake inhibitors (SSRI). According to relatively 

older studies, the Hypericum has equal activity with 

amitryptiline, fluoxetine and maprotiline, while 

clearly exceeds activity versus placebo. According 

to its possible mechanism of activity, it is consid-
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ered to be a monoaminoxidase inhibitor (ΜΑΟ) and 

an inhibitor of serotonine reuptake.22–29

Conclusions

In the present thesis, we have studied the function 

of Saint John’s Wort, as well as the time and method 

of its application to treat depression, and the rest of 

its therapeutic applications. Furthermore, its history 

has been studied based on bibliographic resources, 

mainly the work of eminent roman physician and 

botanologist Pedanius Dioscorides, in the 5th cent. 

a.c. Also, we have examined its effectiveness, as well 

as all comparative studies with synthetic anti-depres-

sants, and protocols under development, regarding 

the treatment properties of Hypericum in many oth-

er illness conditions of our times.

People suffering with mild and moderate depres-

sion can be treated sucessfuly with Saint John’s Wort, 

without having to sacrifice their quality of life or their 

health. This herb comprises an unusual combination 

of safety, effectiveness, a vast scale of benefits, a 

lack of serious side-effects and low cost. An exten-

sive European research on Saint John’s Wort has 

had positive results, and the National Mental Health 

Institution of the USA, is now conducting a propri-

etary research worth 4.3 billion dollars, comparing 

the Hypericum to a placebo and the known pharma-

ceutical anti-depressants.

The popularity of Hypericum (St. John’s Wort), has 

renewed the people’s recognition and acceptance 

of natual drugs, through average people that look 

beyond conventional medicine to find solution in 

their problems of health. By all means, these people 

should not diagnose themselves, or follow a treat-

ment of their own contrivance. In any case, there 

are financial aspects that make specialized help 

non-available to many people. In any case, threat-

ment with Saint John’s Wort without a prescription 

is frequently needed. We make a part of nature, 

and natural substances are more compatible with 

human biology than synthetic substances. Our de-

pendence from technological medicine, including 

pharmaceutical products, did not sufficiently free 

people of the disease. The increase of expenses on 

health also urges the need to use these even less 

expensive products.

This is a wonderful moment for one to be a doc-

tor, with a multitude of new treatment possibilities 

opening every day. We also observe that most doc-

tors have been motivated and have the curiosity to 

establish the best, less harmful methods to help their 

patients.

Let us use Hypericum as a bridge between es-

tablished and alternative treatments, and let us 

continue to enlarge the vast sphere of natural treat-

ments. This extensive approach can lead us to an 

increasing appreciation of our natural resources. 

Preserving what we have destroyed is our only 

hope for the future of mankind, the planet, and all 

living organisms.30,31
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Πρόσφατα διαπιστώθηκε ότι το Υπέρικο είναι ένα από τα δημοφιλέστερα θεραπευτικά μέσα που 

βρίσκει κανείς εύκολα σε καταστήματα προϊόντων υγιεινής διατροφής με διάφορες μορφές, όπως 

κάψουλες, υγρά εκχυλίσματα, έλαια, αλοιφές και άλλα. Tο Υπέρικο δεν είναι ωστόσο νέο φαρμα-

κευτικό προϊόν. Το βότανο αυτό έχει μακρά και ιδιαίτερη ιστορία ως αντικαταθλιπτικό, αντισηπτικό, 

αντιφλεγμονώδες και αποχρεμπτικό φάρμακο και ως τονωτικό του ανοσοποιητικού συστήματος, 

ενώ χρησιμοποιήθηκε επίσης και για τις καταπραϋντικές του ιδιότητες. Ορισμένες από τις παρα-

πάνω αναφορές στις χρήσεις του προϊόντος καταγράφηκαν από τον Έλληνα βοτανολόγο του 1ου 

μ.Χ. αιώνα Πεδάνιο Διοσκουρίδη και στους σύγχρονούς του ιατρούς, τον Έλληνα Γαληνό και το 

Ρωμαίο Πλήνιο. Στην πραγματεία αναφέρεται επίσης ότι και ο διάσημος Ελβετός αλχημιστής και 

ιατρός Παράκελσος (1493–1541 μ.Χ.) γνώριζε και χρησιμοποιούσε το Υπερικό. Σύμφωνα με τους 

ιστορικούς, το Υπέρικο πήρε το όνομα του (St. John’s wort – βότανο του Αγ. Ιωάννη) από τους πρώ-

τους χριστιανούς που παρατήρησαν ότι ανθίζει γύρω στις 24 Ιουνίου, γενέθλιο του Αγ. Ιωάννη του 

Βαπτιστή. Στις μέρες μας και κυρίως στις ΗΠΑ, το Ηνωμένο Βασίλειο και τη Γερμανία, το Υπέρικο 

χρησιμοποιείται εκτεταμένα για τη θεραπεία της ήπιας και μέτριας κατάθλιψης. Σύμφωνα με τους 

ερευνητές, το Υπέρικο δρα παρόμοια με την αμιτρυπτιλίνη, τη φλουοξετίνη και τη μαπροτιλίνη και 

είναι οπωσδήποτε πιο ενεργό από το έκδοχο. Πειραματικά πρωτόκολλα σχετικά με τη θεραπευτι-

κή δράση του Υπερικού κατά σύγχρονων νοσημάτων όπως ο καρκίνος, το AIDS και η ηπατίτιδα 

βρίσκονται αυτή τη στιγμή σε εξέλιξη. Κατά κοινή ομολογία, το Υπερικό γεφυρώνει τη συμβατική 

με την εναλλακτική ιατρική. Η φαρμακοδυναμική, όπως και η φαρμακοκινητική του Υπερικού έχει 

επίσης μελετηθεί εκτεταμένα. Ο ενδεχόμενος μηχανισμός δράσης του Υπερικού είναι η αναστολή 

της μονοαμινοξιδάσης (MAO) και η αναστολή επαναπρόσληψης της σεροτονίνης. Με τη χρήση του 

Υπερικού, ανοίγει ένα παράθυρο στο μεγάλο κόσμο των φυσικών θεραπειών. Μια τόσο εκτεταμένη 

προσέγγιση ενδέχεται να μας οδηγήσει σε αυξανόμενη επαναξιολόγηση των φυσικών μας πόρων. 

Το να διατηρούμε όσα έχουμε και να ανανεώσουμε όσα καταστρέψαμε είναι η μόνη ελπίδα για το 

μέλλον της ανθρωπότητας, του πλανήτη μας και των ζωντανών οργανισμών.

Λέξεις ευρετηρίου: υπέρικον, κατάθλιψη, αρχαιότητα, Διοσκουρίδης, σεροτονίνη
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