
 

 

Botanical Name: Eschscholzia californica Cham 

 

Family: Papaveraceae 
 

Common names: California poppy, Golden poppy, Cup of Gold 
 

 

This graceful hardy annual, or perennial in warmer climates, 
is native to western North America and is the state flower of 
California.  It has adapted to grow well in Mediterranean 
countries and grows well in the UK too, often cultivated for 
ornamental gardens. 
 
It has finely pinnated (feathery) blue-green leaves and intense warm yellow-orange solitary 4-petalled flowers, 
silky in texture & having long stems. The flowers close at night or in cold, windy weather. Slender, cylindrical 
ribbed seed capsules follow flowering, which split open rather explosively, spreading numerous small globular 
seeds up to 6 feet away.  It is drought-tolerant and spreads well. The beautiful flowers are mainly pollinated by 
beetles but bumble and honey bees are also fond of it.        
 
The whole of the aerial parts of the plant are used in herbal medicine, sometimes in combination with the roots. 
   

 

• Isoquinoline alkaloids – these are major in the medicinal actions of California poppy and include: 
californidine. sanguinarine, chelirubine, macarpine, chelerythrine, protopine, eschscholtzine, 
allocryptopine and N-methyllaurotetatanine  

• Flavonoid glycosides - occurring mainly as quercetin isorhamnetine glycosides 

 
California poppy has a long tradition of use in Western herbal medicine for calming the nervous system, being 
used for states of unrest such as insomnia, nervous agitation and mild to moderate pain. It can be used for any 
such presentations in children too including over-excitability.   
 
It was used by Native Americans as a food, (the whole plant was cooked and eaten as a vegetable) and as a 
medicine in various preparations for both children and adults. Tribes from different parts of California used the 
plant in various ways and for a variety of conditions. The Mendocino used a root preparation applied to a painful 
tooth, taken for stomach aches or applied as a wash for headaches. (1) 
 
The Costanoan tribes used a decoction of the flowers to promote healthy sleep and as a preparation to be 
rubbed into hair to kill lice. (2) The Chumash made a poultice of the seed pods to halt lactation in breast-feeding. 
(3)                 



 

 

 
• Sedative 

• Anxiolytic 

• Spasmolytic 

• Analgesic 

 

 
Nervous system: California poppy is primarily used 
these days for its effects on this system. It is dose-
dependent, so at lower doses it has anxiolytic effects 
and at larger doses becomes more sedating and 
analgesic. 
 
Children's remedy: It is often prescribed in children as a sleep aid when there is anxiety, pain, over-excitability. 
Some of the literature suggests it can be helpful for bedwetting.  
 
Pain: It is a favoured remedy of many herbalists for the use in minor aches and pains, especially if this is 
associated with nervous tension. It has a tradition of use headaches and for colicky pains, so can help to ease 
cramps, spasms and is well-indicated for irritable bowel syndrome. For overworked muscles it can be taken in 
the form of a strong tea, perhaps whilst relaxing in an Epsom salts bath; both remedies helping to ease the 
soreness. 
 
Insomnia: it is used to good effect for quietening an overactive mind that keeps one wakeful with inner 
monologue and also to help with the initiation and maintenance of sleep if disturbed by mild pain.  
 
In combination: It is often mixed in with other nervous system relaxants where there can be a synergistic effect. 
It combines well with passionflower for hyperactivity and sleep disturbances but other combinations work well 
too, such as a blend with hops and valerian.  
 
There are combinations that have been studied which are covered in the Evidence section, including in with 
another member of the poppy family Corydalis cava, where the analgesic effects were looked at and studies in 
combination with valerian (in insomnia) and hawthorn (in anxiety). 
 

 

Extracts have been shown to inhibit adrenalin synthesis and enzymatic breakdown of catecholamines in vitro, 
contributing to the herb's calming properties. (4) 
 
In an in vitro study, a 70% ethanol extract of California poppy was able to bind to serotonin receptors 5-HT(1A) – 
these are responsible for neuromodulation, decreasing blood pressure & heart rate by blood vessel dilation and 
stimulation of the vagus nerve. The activity on the 5-HT(1A) receptor was at least partly due to the presence of 
the aporphine alkaloid N-methyllaurotetatanine. (5) 
 



 

An extract combination of Californian 
poppy and Corydalis bound to opioid 
receptors in vitro which shows promise 
to explain in part the tradition of use as 
a pain reliever. (6) 
 
The sedative action of a combination 
preparation of California poppy (80%) 
and Corydalis (20%) (C. cava) was 
demonstrated in a controlled study, 
normalising sleeping patterns. (7) 
 
In a double-blind randomised 
controlled trial a combination of 
California poppy, Hawthorn 
(Crataegus oxycantha) and 
Magnesium was compared to placebo 
to evaluate safety and efficacy of the 
combination on mild to moderate anxiety disorders. The Hamilton anxiety scale, somatic scores and change in 
patient self-assessment showed that anxiety fell during treatment. The combination proved safe and more 
effective than placebo. (8) 
 
A more recent prospective 4 week observational study on a combination of Californian poppy and Valerian 
(Valeriana officinalis) was carried out on adults with insomnia within a GP practice. Sleep efficiency increased 
with the duration and frequency of night awakenings decreasing and there was a decrease in anxiety. (9) 
 
Of course, the above combinations don't distinguish between the herbs within and more studies are needed on 
Eschscholzia alone. From other research the findings are that the relatively low levels of alkaloids in the aerial 
parts of the plant mean higher doses are needed for a sedative effect than an anxiolytic effect. 
 

 
Few comprehensive clinical studies have been carried out to explore its role in the management of pain, 
however California poppy has a long history of use and despite it being a member of the Papaveraceae (poppy) 
family, it is considered one of the safest anodynes in our herbal dispensary and is often prescribed for children.  
No health risks following proper administration have been recorded, including during pregnancy and lactation, 
however it is wise to use safer alternatives or seek the advice of a qualified herbalist before use in these 
circumstances. 
   
California poppy may bind with the same receptors as those targeted by certain antidepressants (SSRIs or MAO 
inhibitors), so it should be avoided here.  
 
One also needs to be mindful that it is likely to have an additive effect when taken with other sedatives or 
analgesics, whether pharmacological or herbal.  
 



 

Finally, it is wise to be very cautious when treating children with analgesic doses of this herb, (which tend to be 
higher than those to reduce anxiety).  Use for the shortest possible time on the lowest effective dose for pain, 
again, seeking the advice of a qualified practitioner beforehand. 
 

 
Tea 2-6g of dried herb per dose as an infusion. Two to three cups daily or a single cup at night.                                                                                                   
This has a bitter taste so a tincture may be more palatable. 
 
3-6 ml per day of a 1:2 strength tincture. Drop doses can be given 
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