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OVERVIEW

Introduction
Nux vomica is an extract of the seeds of the Strychos nux-vomica or strychnine tree used in traditional and 
homeopathic medicine with purported benefits for a wide range of conditions including heart disease and 
cancer. Nux vomica contains strychnine and brucine, two toxic alkaloids banned or severely restricted in most 
countries. The toxicity of Nux vomica is manifested by neuromuscular hyperexcitability with agitation and 
muscular spasms followed by convulsions, rhabdomyolysis, metabolic acidosis and respiratory and cardiac 
arrest. Ingestion of Nux vomica has not been shown to cause serum aminotransferase elevations or liver injury.

Background
Nux vomica is prepared from the seeds of the Strynos nux-vomica tree, which is native to India and Southeast 
Asia. The dried, processed seeds have been used in Ayurvedic and traditional Asian medicine for a wide variety 
of conditions including gastritis, constipation, influenza, arthritis, musculoskeletal disorders, heart disease and 
cancer. However, the Nux vomica seeds also contain appreciable concentrations of the alkaloid poisons 
strychnine and brucine. Strychnine is a well known toxin which is associated with both intentional and 
accidental poisoning for which reason it is banned or restricted in most countries of the world, being used only 
in baits to kill feral animals such as rats and moles. While strychnine and brucine have antineoplastic, 
antiinflammatory and antioxidant activity in cell culture, the therapeutic window of their effects is narrow, and 
they have not been shown to have beneficial medicinal effects in prospective studies in humans. Nevertheless, 
Nux vomica products can been purchased on the internet and in nutrition stores and are generally 
recommended for indigestion, nausea, vomiting and as a hangover cure. The Nux vomica seeds are typically 
dried and processed resulting in a decrease in the concentration of the toxic alkaloids. Indeed, testing currently 
available commercial products by sensitive analytic methods often fails to detect either strychnine or brucine. 
The toxicity of strychnine is due to its inhibition of postsynaptic, neuroinhibitory glycine receptors found in the 
spinal cord and central nervous system. Toxicity arises within a few hours of ingestion of Nux vomica seeds with 
anxiety, agitation, heightened sensation, twitching, and muscular spasms, which can progress to convulsions 
while conscious, chest and back pain, hyperthermia, rhabdomyolysis, renal dysfunction, and respiratory or 
cardiac failure. In severe cases death occurs within 24 hours of the ingestion. Mild cases may have transient 
agitation and muscle spasms lasting only a few hours.

Hepatotoxicity
Small prospective studies of extracts of Nux vomica do not mention serum aminotransferase elevations or acute 
liver injury, but also did not generally include monitoring of liver tests. There have been no reports of acute liver 



injury attributed to use of Nux vomica products. Descriptions of the toxicity of strychnine and Nux vomica have 
not mentioned acute liver injury and in several case reports serum enzyme levels have been reported to be 
normal at the time of initial presentation. Some fatal cases have been attributed to multiorgan failure, probably 
the result of shock and hyperthermia.

Likelihood score: E (unlikely cause of clinically apparent liver injury).

Mechanism of Injury
The mechanism of toxicity of Nux vomica appears to be due to the toxic alkaloids, strychnine and brucine, which 
act by blocking neuroinhibitory, postsynaptic glycine receptors which results in muscle hyperexcitability, spasms, 
tonic-clonic muscular activity, and with higher doses, paralysis of pulmonary musculature and respiratory 
failure.

Outcome and Management
Hepatotoxicity from extracts of Nux vomica has not been reported.

Drug Class: Herbal and Dietary Supplements

Other names: Strychnine, Poison Fruit, Slang Nuts.

PRODUCT INFORMATION
REPRESENTATIVE TRADE NAMES

Nux vomica – Generic

DRUG CLASS

Herbal and Dietary Supplements

CHEMICAL FORMULA AND STRUCTURE
DRUG CAS REGISTRY NUMBER MOLECULAR FORMULA STRUCTURE

Brucine 357-57-3 C23-H26-N2-O4
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Table continued from previous page.

DRUG CAS REGISTRY NUMBER MOLECULAR FORMULA STRUCTURE

Strychnine 57-24-9 C21-H22-N2-O2
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