
ASTRINGENTS 

Astringents are a group of substances which causes contraction or shrinkage of body tissues 

and dries the body secretions. Astringents are medicinal plants that increase the cross-linking 

of tissues so as to make them impermeable to passive flow of material. Intestinal astringents 

improve the integrity of the endothelial lining of the gut often reducing inflammation and 

reducing the risk of translocation of antigens and non commensal organisms. The drugs 

which are used as astringents include Black catechu, Pale catechu. 

 

                                                  Pale Catechu 

Synonyms 

  

Gambier, pale catechu, catechu. 

  

Biological Source 

  

Gambier or pale catechu is a dried aqueous extract produced from the leaves and young twigs 

of Uncaria gambier  belonging to family Rubiaceae. 

  

Geographical Source 

  

 It is cultivated in Indonesia, Malaysia, Sumatra, Bornea, and Singapore at elevation up to 

150 m. The plant is used mostly for the production of the drug, which is marketed through 

Singapore. 

  

Cultivation, Collection, and Preparation 

  

Propagation of U. gambier is done by seeds. Seeds are sown in the nursery to raise the 

seedlings, which after about 9 months are planted out in the clearing about 3 meters apart. 

Leaves and young shoots are collected as a first crop during second year’s growth. Later the 

crop is taken every year.  



Morphology  

  

 

  

  

Chemical Constituents 

  

Pale catechu contain from about 7 to 30% of pseudotannin catechin and 22 to 55% of a 

phlobatannin catechutannic acid. Both of the about component constitute over 60% of the 

drug. It also contains catechu red, gambier fluorescin and quercetin. It contains indole 

alkaloid up to 0.05%, which includes gambir tannin and its derivatives.  

 

Chemical Tests 

 

 

1.     Gambier fluorescin test: Gambier fluorescin present in pale catechu gives the 

fluorescence. If to its alcohol extract, a little sodium hydroxide is added and shaken with 

petroleum ether. The petroleum ether layer shows green fluorescence. Black catechu gives 

negative test. 

  

2.  Vanillin-hydrochloric acid test: Drug shows pink or red colour with a mixture of 

vanillin:alcohol:dilute HCl in the ratio 1:10:10. The reaction produces phloroglucinol which 

along with vanillin gives pink or red colour. 

 3.     A matchstick dipped in decoction of Pale catechu is air dried and again dipped into 

concentrated HCl and warmed near the burner. Pink or purple colour is produced. 



Uses 

  

Pale catechu is medicinally used as local astringent. In diarrhoea, it is used as general 

astringent. It is largely used in various countries of east for chewing with betel leaf. Large 

proportion of gambier is used in dyeing and tanning industries. It is used for tanning of 

animal hides to convert it to leather. 

                                               

                                                Black Catechu 

 

Synonym 

  
 Black catechu, kattha. 

  

Biological Source 

  
Black catechu is the dried aqueous extract prepared from the heartwood of Acacia 

catechu  belonging to family, Leguminosae. 

  

Geographical Source 

  
A. catechu is common throughout the tract from Punjab to Assam ascending to an altitude of 

300 m. It is also quite common in drier regions of peninsula such as Madhya Pradesh, 

Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu. 

  

Collection and Preparation 

  
Catechu is a medium-sized tree with thorns. For preparation of the drug the tree is cut off 

from the ground. The main trunk and branches are cleared of foliage and thorns. The bark is 

stripped off, and the heartwood is made into chips. Heartwood is boiled in water in large 

earthen pots. The decoction is then strained and boiled in an iron pot with continuous stirring 

till it forms the syrupy mass. When the extract is cool enough, it is spread in the shallow 

wooden trays and kept for over night. When sufficiently dry, it is cut into pieces. 



 

 

Chemical Constituents 

  
Cutch or black catechu resembles pale catechu or gambier in its composition. It contains 

about 2–12% of catechin and about 25 to 33% of phlobatannin catechutannic acid. The 

principle fraction of cutch has been identified as a mixture of catechin isomers which 

includes (-) epicatechin, acatechin, DL-acacatechin, L-acacatechin and D-isoacacatechin. It 

also contains 20–30% gummy matter, catechin red, quercetin and querecitin. It yields 2–3% 

of ash. 

 

Chemical Tests 

  
1.     Because of the presence of catechin, black catechu gives pink or red colour with 

vanillin and HCl. 

  

2.     Catechin when treated with HCl produces phlorogucinol, which burns along with 

lignin to give purple or magenta colour. For this purpose, tannin extract is taken on 

match stick dipped in HCl and heated near the flame. 

  

3.     Lime water when added to aqueous extract of black catechu gives brown colour, 

which turns to red precipitate on standing for some time. 

  

4.     Green colour is produced when ferric ammonium sulphate is added to dilute solution 

of black catechu. By the addition of sodium hydroxide, the green colour turns to 

purple. 



  

Uses 

  
Cutch is used in medicine as astringent. It cures troubles of mouth, diseases of the throat and 

diarrhoea. It also increases appetite. In India and eastern countries, it is used in betel leaves 

for chewing. In dyeing industries, cutch I used for dyeing fabrics brown or black. It is also 

used in printing.. 

 


