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Abstract:

Gunja (Abrusprecatorius Linn.) sits at the
intersection of the beautiful and the deadly. Its
striking red and black seeds have adorned jewellery
and temples across tropical Asia for centuries, yet
those same seeds contain Abrin a toxalbumin so
potent that even a trace dose can be fatal. That
Ayurvedic physicians saw medicine here rather than
merely danger speaks to the depth of their clinical
tradition.

Classified under UpavishaVarga (semi-poisonous
drugs), Gunja appears across thirteen major classical
texts including Charaka Sambhita, Sushruta Samhita,
AshtangaHridaya, and BhavaprakashaNighantu with
over 109 documented formulations addressing more
than 30 disease conditions. This review covers its
botanical identity, Rasa Panchaka
(pharmacodynamic profile), Shodhana (purification)
methodology, classical therapeutic indications, and
contemporary pharmacological validation
particularly in dermatology, neurology, and hair
health.

I. Introduction:

A foundational principle in Ayurveda is
that Visha (poison) becomes Amrita (nectar) when
used with knowledge and precision. Gunja is one of
the most vivid examples of this in practice. Its seeds
contain Abrin a ribosome-inactivating protein
structurally similar to ricin with an estimated human
lethal dose of 0.005 to 0.007 mg/kg body weight,
making raw, unpurified seeds among the more
dangerous plant toxins in nature.

And yet classical texts do not merely warn
against Gunja. They engage with it systematically:
cataloguing its synonyms, describing its properties
with botanical precision, and providing Shodhana
protocols that effectively neutralise toxic Abrin
while preserving therapeutic phytochemical activity.
Modern pharmacology has confirmed anti-
inflammatory, antibacterial, antifungal, antitumour,
antidiabetic, anticonvulsant, antimalarial,
neuroprotective, and analgesic activities validating
what Ayurvedic clinicians observed through
sustained empirical practice.

II.  Botanical Identity and Taxonomic Classification

2.1 Taxonomy

Parameter Details
Kingdom / Order / Family
Genus / Species
API Drug Name

Common Names

Plantae / Fabales / Fabaceae (Faboideac)
Abrusprecatorius Linn.
Gunja — Ayurvedic Pharmacopoeia of India, Part 2, Vol. 2

Rosary Pea, Crab's Eye, Indian Licorice, Jequirity Bean
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2.2 Synonyms and Varieties
Gunja carries approximately 30 synonyms for the
white variety, 32 for the red, and 8 for the black
variety. Key clinical synonyms include:
1. Gunja — 'rattling sound when ripe'; a
botanical identifier
2. Durmoha  —  'causing loss of
consciousness'; a direct pharmacological
warning embedded in the name

3. Bahuvirya — 'of great potency’
acknowledging powerful pharmacological
activity

4. Tulabeej — 'seed used as a unit of weight';
reflecting remarkable weight consistency
Three varieties are described: Shweta Gunja (white,
used for emesis and alopecia), RaktaGunja (red, the
primary clinical drug), and Krishna Gunja (black,
less documented). The red variety is consistently
preferred across major classical texts.

Gunja is a slender, perennial woody
climber. Leaves are pinnately compound with 20—40
small oblong leaflets resembling tamarind. Flowers
are pink to pinkish-white, blooming July—
September. Pods (3 cm long) contain 4-6 hard,
ovoid seeds (~7 mm), with a vivid red coat and a
distinctive black Hilum. The root is long and
slender, historically used as a liquorice substitute
hence the common name 'Indian Licorice Root.'

II.  Ayurvedic Classification and Rasa
Panchaka:

Gunja is listed under SthavaraVisha (plant-
based poisons) in the Samhitas, and as Upavisha
(sub-toxic medicinal substance) in Rasashastra texts.
Charaka classifies it among VamanDravya
(emetics);  AshtangaSangrah  places it in
ShukrajananMahakashaya (reproductive tonics);
AshtangaHridayam lists it as Pittanashak. These
multiple classifications reflect the genuine range of

2.3 Morphology clinical contexts in which Gunja was employed.
Property Seed Root
Rasa (Taste) Tikta, Kashaya Madhura, Tikta, Kashaya
Guna (Quality) Laghu, Ruksha, Tikshna Laghu, Tikshna
Virya (Potency) Ushna (Hot) Ushna (Hot)
Vipaka Katu (Pungent) Katu (Pungent)
Dosha Effect Kapha-VataShamaka Vata-Pitta Shamaka

Key Karma (pharmacological actions): Kushtaghna
(destroys skin disease), Krimighna (antimicrobial),
Kandughna (antipruritic), Keshya (hair tonic),

Vatavyadhihar (neurological), Vishaghna
(antidotal), Vrishya (aphrodisiac), Balya
(strengthening).

IV.  Phytochemistry and Bioactive
Constituents
4.1 Abrin: The Central Compound

4.2 Additional Bioactive Compounds

Abrin is a Type II ribosome-inactivating
protein (RIP-II). Its A-chain halts protein synthesis
by inactivating ribosomes; its B-chain (a lectin)
enables cell entry via galactose residues on
membrane glycoproteins. Present at up to 0.15% by
seed weight, it makes raw Gunja genuinely
dangerous. Paradoxically, Abrin's cell-killing
mechanism has also attracted oncological research
interest Abrin-based immunotoxins conjugated to
tumour-specific antibodies are being explored as
targeted cancer treatments.

Plant Part Key Compounds Therapeutic Applications

Seeds Alkaloids (Abrine, Trigonelline, Alopecia, skin diseases, neurological
Hypaphorine), Beta-sitosterol, conditions, wound healing (post-Shodhana)
Stigmasterol

Roots Precol, Abrol, Glycyrrhizin, Abrassic Emesis, cough, sore throat, diuretic, snake bite

acid, Anthocyanins

remedy
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‘ Plant Part ‘ Key Compounds Therapeutic Applications
Leaves Abrusoside A-E, Glycyrrhizin, Wound Lepa, skin inflammation, Visarpa,
Flavonoids, Phenolics mouth ulcers
Seed Oil Fatty acids, trace alkaloids Anti-lice activity, hair growth promotion

V.  Shodhana: Purification and
Detoxification
5.1 Why Shodhana is Non-Negotiable
Shodhana is  the  pharmacological
precondition for all therapeutic use of Gunja.
Without it, you have a dangerous seed. After it, you
have a drug with measurably reduced toxicity and
preserved therapeutic activity. Both Abrin and
Haemagglutinin are heat-labile proteins classical
physicians inactivated them through controlled
thermal processing in specific media, not through
protein  chemistry knowledge, but through
generations of empirical clinical refinement.

5.2 Classical Shodhana Procedure (Dolayantra
Method)
5. Seeds are lightly broken into coarse
powder to increase surface area
6. Powder is wrapped in cotton cloth and
suspended in the Shodhana medium using a
Dolayantra apparatus
7. Three classical media: Kanji (fermented
rice water), Go Dugdha (cow's milk), or
distilled water
8. Boiled for one Yama (approx. 3 hours) this
Swedana step denatures Abrin and
Haemagglutinin
9. Seeds are removed, washed, dried in shade,
and ground to fine powder for formulation
10. Purified decoction is also used as Bhavana
(trituration medium) to improve
bioavailability

5.3 Scientific Validation

Post-Shodhana colour changes serve as
macroscopic quality indicators: RaktaGunja powder
shifts from yellowish-red to blackish-grey; Shweta
Gunja from faint yellow to whitish-yellow. These
reflect genuine chemical transformations during
Swedana. Abrin (heat-labile) is substantially
denatured at sustained boiling temperatures, while
smaller-molecular-weight alkaloids (Trigonelline,
Hypaphorine, Abrine) and phytosterols remain
intact, preserving therapeutic activity while
eliminating the protein-toxin risk.

VI.  Therapeutic Indications in Classical

Texts

6.1 Dermatology:Kustha, Kandu, Visarpa

Kushtaghna  (skin  disease-destroying)
property is attributed to Gunja consistently across all
five Samhitas and most Nighantus. The mechanism
operates through Tikta Rasa (purifies vitiated
RaktaDhatu underlying skin disease), Krimighna
Karma (addresses microbial causation), and
Kandughna property (relieves pruritus). External
applications as Lepa are indicated for Shwitra
(vitiligo), Vicharchika (eczema), Dadru (ringworm),
Visarpa (erysipelas), and DushtaVrana (infected
wounds). The TikshnaGuna enables penetration to
deeper skin layers.

6.2 Indralupta — Alopecia

Treatment of Indralupta (alopecia areata) is
one of Gunja's most consistently referenced
applications, appearing across Nighantus, Sambhitas,
and Yoga Ratnakar. RaktaGunja seed paste is
applied directly to bare scalp over affected patches.
Vagbhata recommends Gunja leaf juice for this
condition. The named formulation
GunjadyaTailaGunja  seeds  combined  with
Bhringaraja and TilaTaila is applied for Darunaka
(dandruff) and scalp Kustha. Modern
pharmacological studies have confirmed significant
hair growth efficacy.

6.3 Vrana (Wound Healing) and Neurological
Conditions

In wound management, Gunja's dual
antibacterial and astringent properties make it
effective as a topical paste for contusion,
inflammation, and pain. In  neurological
applications, Gunja is described for Urustambha
(paraplegia), Gridhrasi (sciatica), and Vatavyadhi
broadly, operating through its UshnaVirya pacifying
vitiated ~ Vata in  neurological  channels.
Neuroprotective activity demonstrated in hypoxic
neurotoxicity models provides a modern correlate
for these classical indications.
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6.4 Summary of Therapeutic Indications

Condition (Sanskrit) Modern Correlation Part Used | Route

Kustha Chronic dermatoses, eczema, Seed, Leaf Lepa (external)
psoriasis, tinea

Kandu Pruritus Seed paste / oil External

Indralupta Alopecia areata Seed paste, Leaf juice Scalp application

Darunaka Dandruff, seborrhoeic  GunjadyaTaila Scalp application
dermatitis

Visarpa Erysipelas Leaf Lepa (external)

Shwitra Vitiligo Seed (with other herbs)  External

Vrana Wounds, ulcers Leaf, Seed Wash and

application

Vatavyadhi Neurological disorders, Seed (post-Shodhana) Internal + external

Urustambha paraplegia

Gridhrasi Sciatica Seed paste External

Krimi Parasitic infections Seed (post-Shodhana) Internal and external

Mukhapaka Mouth ulcers Leaf paste Oral application

Prameha Urinary disorders, diabetes Root (diuretic) Internal decoction

VII. Key Classical Formulations
Gunja appears in 109 documented classical formulations spanning Lepa, Taila, Rasa Kalpana, Ghrita, Vati, and
Dhumavarti preparations.

Formulation Type Indication

GunjadyaTaila Medicated Oil (TailaKalpana) Dandruff, alopecia, scalp Kustha
Gunjabhadra Rasa Herbo-mineral (Rasa Kalpana) Complex neurological and skin conditions
GunjaLepa (Seed Paste) Fresh topical preparation Alopecia, Kustha, Dadru, sciatica (external)
Gunja Leaf Lepa Fresh Lepa Visarpa, wound healing, mouth ulcers
GunjaTaila (Seed Oil) Fixed oil preparation Anti-lice, hair growth stimulation

8.2 Contraindications

11. Pregnancy (Garbhini): Strictly
8.1 Toxicity Profile contraindicated — documented

Raw, unpurifiedGunja seeds are genuinely abortifacient and anti-implantation activity

dangerous. Adverse effects include violent 12. Lactation: Alkaloids may be excreted in
vomiting, profuse diarrhoea, haemolysis, severe breast milk — internal preparations
abdominal pain, convulsions, and potentially death. contraindicated
Classical texts describe this with notable precision 13. Paediatric patients (Bala): More sensitive
mapping accurately to the clinicalpresentation of to Abrin toxicity — internal use absolutely
Abrin poisoning. On external use of unpurified contraindicated
preparations, rash, intense itching, and burning have 14. Renal or hepatic compromise: Alkaloid
been documented. Shodhana is therefore an absolute fractions require adequate organ function
prerequisite in all classical literature. for safe clearance

VIII. Safety, Contraindications, and
Responsible Use
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15. Broken or abraded skin: Systemic
absorption of Abrin is enhanced through
disrupted skin barriers

16. Concurrent anticoagulants /
immunosuppressants: Residual
Haemagglutinin fractions warrant caution

8.3 Emergency Management

Gastric lavage (Potassium Permanganate
1:10,000 + 5% tannic acid solution), followed by
intensive supportive care, fluid replacement,
management of vomiting and haemolysis,
monitoring for renal failure. There is no specific
antidote for Abrin. Prevention through rigorous
Shodhana and qualified Vaidya supervision remains
the only truly effective safety measure.

IX.  Discussion and Conclusion

Several things stand out from this review.
First, the consistency of the classical record across
thirteen texts spanning perhaps fifteen centuries is
remarkable not the consistency of rote repetition,
but of practitioners observing the same clinical
responses and experiencing the same therapeutic
outcomes. The degree to which modern
pharmacology confirms those outcomes suggests
genuine empirical knowledge behind the classical
accounts.

Second, the Shodhana principle deserves
more scientific attention. Thermal denaturation of
Abrin and Haemagglutinin during
DolayantraSwedana is pharmacologically sound.
What classical physicians observed as 'successful
purification' corresponds precisely to what modern
analytical  chemistry  measures as  protein
denaturation and alkaloid profile modification.

Third, Gunja's dermatological applications
map onto real pharmacological mechanisms —
antifungal activity for Dadru, antibacterial for
Visarpa, anti-inflammatory for chronic skin disease,
and hair growth-promoting for Indralupta.All
supported by published evidence. What is needed
now is clinical trial evidence: randomised controlled
studies with quality-controlled pharmaceutical
inputs comparing ShodhitaGunja preparations
against standard treatments.

Gunja offers therapeutic possibilities that
three millennia of clinical observation endorse and
that contemporary pharmacology is progressively
confirming. The conditions for responsible use are
non-negotiable: =~ mandatory  Shodhana,  strict
contraindication in pregnancy and lactation, and
qualified Vaidya supervision for all internal
preparations. Within these conditions, Gunja

deserves its place carefully handled at the forefront
of evidence-based Ayurvedic practice.
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