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HOLISTIC HERBALISM ADVANCED CLINICAL PROGRAM MATERIA MEDICA 

 

 
HERBAL ACTION 

 
TISSUE AFFINITY 

 
MAJOR CONSTITUENTS 

Antifibrotic Liver  Silymarin complex (flavanolignans) 

Anti-inflammatory Skin / Circulation   Silibinin/silybin (50-60%)-antitumor 

Antioxidant Digestion   Silydianin (10%)-hepatoprotective 

Antiproliferative Pancreas  Silymonin-hepatoprotective 

Bitter tonic Spleen   Silyandrin-hepatoprotective 

Cholagogue Kidney   Silychristin (20%)-hepatoprotective 

Galactagogue Musculoskeletal System  Anhydrosilychristin-antioxidant 

Hepatoprotective  2,3-dehydrosilychristin-antioxidant 

Hypocholesterolemic  Flavonoids 

Nephroprotective  Kaempferol-antitumor 

Radioprotective  Quercetin-antioxidant, anti-inflammatory 

  Apigenin-anti-inflammatory, choleretic 

   

   

 

Supplements liver and spleen qi/hepatoprotective 
Liver damage due to hepatotoxic chemicals, viruses, alcohol or drugs. 
 

Common Name Milk Thistle   

Latin Silybum marianum  

Family Asteraceae 

Other Known Names St. Mary’s Thistle   

Energy Cool, Moist  

Taste Bitter, Oily  

Part Used Seed, leaves (cold and bitter)  

Location It is a weedy plant found throughout Europe, although it is rare in Britain. 

Gathering When in seed.  

Cultivation It is an adventurous weedy plant and will grow in most soils with full sun. 

 
SPECIFIC INDICATIONS 
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• Milk Thistle has been used in Europe since the 13th and 14th centuries for hepatic problems. In 1841 Johann 
Gottfried Rademacher (1772-1850) published his influential book, Erfahrungsheillehre (Universal and Organ 

Remedies). His work was a major influence on J.M. Scudder and his Specific Medication. According to 

Rademacher, Milk Thistle was one of the most important organ remedies for the liver and spleen. He 

recommended using a tincture of the seeds for acute bilious fevers, gallstone colic, abdominal pain and 

abnormal bleeding, coughs or sciatica caused by “underlying liver or spleen problems”. 

• In contemporary use the standardized extract is used to prevent and treat liver damage caused by 
hepatotoxic chemicals, viruses, alcohol or drugs. 

• Milk Thistle can be used as part of a protocol to treat hepatitis A, B or C, cirrhosis and fatty degeneration of 
the liver/NAFLD/NASH.  

• While Silybum alone is inadequate to treat hepatitis B or C, it does promote Phase I liver detoxification, 

increases hepatic glutathione stores and enhances hepatocyte regeneration in the liver.  

• In traditional herbal medicine, herbs are rarely used alone as simples and work better and more effectively if 

given in a synergist combination. They are usually combined with other herbs to create complex formulas 

that enhance activity and efficacy. Milk Thistle will work more efficiently for the above considerations if given 

within a formula and/or protocol.  

• Silibinin, a flavonolignan in Milk Thistle, is an effective iron-chelating agent. Milk Thistle may be useful with 

Madder (Rubia tinctoria) and Green Tea for treating hemochromatosis or hemosiderosis. 

• The Eclectic indications for Milk Thistle seed tincture include congestion of the liver, spleen and kidneys with 
venous stasis (the veins are engorged with blood). 

• Specific spleen indications for Milk Thistle include a dull, aching pain in the splenic region which continues 
up to the left scapula, the person is depressed and weak. 

• Liver indications for this herb include hepatic pain with biliousness, jaundice and gallstones. 

• Finley Ellingwood, M.D. stated that Milk Thistle has benefit for vomiting associated with pregnancy. 

• The seed tincture and/or standardized extract can also be useful for treating dry, scaly skin conditions, 
especially combined with Burdock seed tincture and omega 3 fatty acids (fish oil). 

• The leaf is bitter and cooling. It is used as a digestive bitter, cholagogue and galactagogue. 

• Regular use of the powdered seeds can help to reduce LDL and VLDL cholesterol levels. 

• Combine Silybum with Turmeric, Schisandra, Artichoke leaf, Dandelion root and/or Licorice to address liver 
concerns.  

• To treat varicose veins and hemorrhoids combine Milk Thistle with Collinsonia, Horse Chestnut, Amla or Goji 

berry.  

• For enlarged spleen use the tincture of Milk Thistle with Red Root and Blue Flag (low dose). 

Tincture (1:5), 80-90% ETOH Dose: 2-3 mL (40-60 gtt.) QID+ 
Capsule: standardized extract (70% silymarin) 2 capsules 2-3x/day 
Milk Thistle accounts for 2 parts in tincture formula  
 

 
PRIMARY USES 

 
FORMULA COMBINATIONS  

 
DOSAGE 
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Tincture: grind the seeds, cover with water for 3-4 hours, press out the water, use the pressed, ground seeds to 
make the tincture. 
If you are wanting to make a tea: stir-fry seeds in alcohol to increase their solubility in water. 
Lecithin enhances Silymarin absorption. 
Use care and heavy gloves when gathering the seeds. The dried seed heads are surrounded by sharp spines. 
The very young basal leaves and root are edible as a cooked green and root vegetable. 
 

 
Use cautiously in people with stagnant liver qi (if you are using Silybum with stagnant liver qi patterns add herbs such 
as Citrus Peel or Bupleurum/Chai Hu to relieve stagnation). 

 
If standardized Milk Thistle extract is taken within 8-12 hours after ingestion of toxic Amanita mushrooms (A. 
phalloides, A. virosa, A. ocreata, A. tenuifolia, etc.), it may help prevent damage to both the liver and kidneys. In 
Europe, pure silybinin is used for mushroom poisoning as an IV medication known as Legalon® SIL.  
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