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HOLISTIC HERBALISM FOUNDATIONS PROGRAM MATERIA MEDICA 

 

 
HERBAL ACTION 

 
TISSUE AFFINITY 

 
MAJOR CONSTITUENTS 

Alterative Liver/Gallbladder  Isoquinoline alkaloids: 

Antibacterial Large Intestine  Berbamine-antibacterial 

Anticomplement Spleen  Berberine -antibacterial, antifungal 

Antifungal Female Reproductive System  Columbamine-antiproliferative 

Antiinflammatory Kidney/Bladder  Obamegine 

Antiviral Prostate  Oxyacanthine-antiinflammatory 

Aperient Lymph  Oxyberberine 

Bitter tonic Blood/Xue  Jatorrhizine-antibacterial, antifungal 

Cholagogue/choleretic Skin  Magnoflorine-antibacterial 

Vulnerary Immune System   

 Digestion   

 

Blood dyscrasias with chronic staph infections or large red pimples especially on the back, neck or buttocks. 
Psoriasis and eczema. 
Clears damp heat. 

Oregon Grape is an open branching evergreen shrub with a spreading to upright habitat that typically grows 3-10' feet 
tall and 2-5' feet wide. It is recognized for its subtly fragrant yellow flowers that bloom in April, and turn into edible 

blue-black berries in late summer. 

 

Common Name Oregon Grape  

Latin Mahonia aquifolium 

Family Berberidaceae 

Other Known Names Mahonia   

Energy Cold, Dry  

Taste Bitter  

Part Used Root or Root Bark  

Location It is native to the northwestern U.S. and British Columbia, and has become naturalized in the 
southeastern U.S. 

Gathering It can be harvested midsummer through winter. 

Cultivation It prefers partial to full shade and well-drained soil. 

 
SPECIFIC INDICATIONS 

BOTANICAL DESCRIPTION  
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• The Indigenous people of the Pacific northwest have used Mahonia as a medicine for millennia. It was 
introduced into western herbal medicinal practice in the 1870’s-1880’s, along with several other herbs native 

to the western and northwestern US and Canada (Cascara Sagrada, Yerba Mansa, Yerba Santa and Red 

Alder bark). 

• Mahonia is indicated for blood dyscrasias with chronic Staphylococcus aureus infections or large red 
pimples (comedones) especially on the back, neck or buttocks. The person’s skin may be sallow or dirty 

looking with a yellow-green hue.  

• Oregon Grape root can be employed for other skin conditions as well, both topically and internally. It has 
been shown to be effective for treating plaque psoriasis and can be used for boils, moist eczema, dandruff 

and acne.   

• Mahonia is a cholagogue/choleretic and bitter tonic and is used to stimulate liver and digestive function.  

• Oregon Grape increases bile and gastric secretions, promotes nutrient absorption as well as bowel function. 

• It is useful for hepatic torpor with poor fat digestion (biliary dyskinesia) and biliousness.   

• Mahonia is often used in alterative formulas such as the Hoxsey formula to enhance liver and bowel 

detoxification. 

• Because of its antibacterial, antifungal and “antiviral” activity it is used to clear damp heat in the following 
areas:  

• Effective for treating infections of the mucous membranes including sore throat 

• Conjunctivitis (as an eye wash)  

• Gingivitis, sinus infections (as a nasal douche)  

• Bacterial vaginosis (as a bolus or douche)  

• Otitis media (as an ear wash)   

• Oral thrush (a mouthwash)  

• Uveitis and vaginal candidiasis (as a douche)  

• Oregon Grape root addresses urinary conditions such as cystitis, bacterial prostatitis, urethritis.   

• Damp heat conditions in the GI tract such as gastritis, gastric and duodenal ulcers, bacterial and amoebic 
diarrhea, dysentery and food poisoning all respond well to this herb.  

• Damp heat in the respiratory tract such as chronic low grade pulmonary infections that involve skin and liver 
issues of poor fat metabolism / eczema respond well to this herb as well.  

• Oregon Grape is a topical antiseptic for cuts and scratches and a topical antifungal for athlete’s foot, jock 

itch or ringworm.  

Tea (Decoction): 5 gram. dried root, 750 ml. water, decoct 10-15 minutes, steep 45 minutes, take 100 ml 3x/day 
Tincture (1:5), 40-50% ETOH Dose: 1.5-3 mL (30-60 gtt.) TID 
 

The outer root bark is stronger than the whole root. 
Stir-fry brown to reduce its cooling nature. 
Stir-fry with vinegar to increase its cholagogue/choleretic effects. 

There is a theoretical contraindication for use during pregnancy based on in vitro studies using the isolated alkaloid 
Berberine. This concern is unlikely to be valid with in vivo usage. Avoid use in people with a blocked bile duct. 

 
TRADITIONAL AND CONTEMPORARY USES   

 
DOSAGE 

PREPARATIONS 

CONTRAINDICATIONS & DRUG INTERACTIONS 
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Various Species:  
Mahonia aquifolium was previously known as Berberis aquifolium and is referred to a Tall Oregon Grape  
Mahonia repens / Creeping Oregon Grape 
Mahonia nervosa / Low (or Dull) Oregon Grape  
The tart berries are edible and were used as a fresh and stored food by Indigenous groups. The carrier people of Northern 
BC also ate the tender new leaves as a food.  
The root was and is used extensively by Indigenous groups to dye fiber for basket weaving.  
More than a dozen species of Mahonia are used in China. They seem to have significant overlap chemically and in 
activity with the North American species. In human studies. M. bealei has been found to be effective for treating acute 
bacillary dysentery, mycoplasma pneumonia and acne vulgaris. Other species of Mahonia have been used in TCM to treat 
liver problems, diarrhea, acute conjunctivitis, periodontitis and pelvic inflammation.  
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