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Introduction

Glycyrrhiza glabra, also known as licorice and sweetwood, is native to the Mediterranean and certain areas
of Asia. Historically, the dried rhizome and root of this plant were employed medicinally by the Egyptian, Chinese,
Greek, Indian, and Roman civilizations as an expectorant and carminative. In modern medicine, licorice extracts
are often used as a yavoring agent to mask bitter taste in preparations, and as an expectorant in cough and cold
preparations. Licorice extracts have been used for more than 60 years in Japan to treat chronic hepatitis, and also
have therapeutic benept against other viruses, including human immunodepciency virus (HIV), cytomegalovirus
(CMV), and Herpes simplex. Deglycyrrhizinated licorice (DGL) preparations are useful in treating various types
of ulcers, while topical licorice preparations have been used to sooth and heal skin eruptions, such as psoriasis and
herpetic lesions.

Description

The licorice shrub is a member of the pea family and grows in subtropical climates in rich soil to a height
of four or pve feet. It has oval leayets, white to purplish yower clusters, and yat pods. Below ground, the licorice
plant has an extensive root system with a main taproot and numerous runners. The main taproot, which is harvested
for medicinal use, is soft, pbrous, and has a bright yellow interior.! Glycyrrhiza is derived from the ancient Greek
term glykos, meaning sweet, and rhiza, meaning root.

Active Constituents

A number of components have been isolated from licorice, including a water-soluble, biologically active
complex that accounts for 40-50 percent of total dry material weight. This complex is composed of triterpene sapo-
nins, yavonoids, polysaccharides, pectins, simple sugars, amino acids, mineral salts, and various other substances.?
Glycyrrhizin, a triterpenoid compound, accounts for the sweet taste of licorice root. This compound represents a
mixture of potassium-calcium-magnesium salts of glycyrrhizic acid that varies within a 2-25 percent range. Among
the natural saponins, glycyrrhizic acid is a molecule composed of a hydrophilic part, two molecules of glucuronic
acid, and a hydrophobic fragment, glycyrrhetic acid.? The yellow color of licorice is due to the yavonoid content of
the plant, which includes liquiritin, isoliquiritin (a chalcone), and other compounds.® The isoyavones glabridin and
hispaglabridins A and B have signipcant antioxidant activity,* and both glabridin and glabrene possess estrogen-like
activity.®
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