
 

 

Botanical Name Verbascum Thapsus L (sometimes used interchangeably 

with V phlomoides or V densiflorum or V. olympicum) 
 

Family: Scrophulariaceae 

 

Common names: Mullein, Woolley or Great Mullein, Velvet dock, 
Candlewick plant, Feltwort, Hag’s taper, Old Man’s Flannel, and the 

rather lovely Fluffweed 

 

 
Towering spikes of flowers sit on a single stem that grows from the 
centre of a basal rosette of leaves on this handsome biennial plant. 
The flower stems can reach a height of 2 metres with leaves that 
narrow at their base forming two wings that run down the stem. 
Native to Europe, North Africa and western and central Asia, it has 
naturalised in most temperate areas of the world.  It is vigorous in 
growth and each plant can produce upwards of 100,000 seeds (1), 
so if you grow it, ignore at your peril! 
 
The seeds also possess impressive longevity, viable seeds have been found in soil samples dated 1300 AD. (1) 
  
The leaves are incredibly soft and velvety in texture. Many ornamentals have been bred from verbascum 
species. The flowers are a lovely egg yolk-yellow and often bloom rather randomly, dotted about here and there 
on the tall spikes of the rather charming and sometimes wonky mullein.  
 
Nowadays it is the leaves and flowers which are used as medicine. 
 

• Iridoid glycosides including aucubin, verbacoside, harpagoside, laterioside, ajugol  

• Flavonoids including luteolin, kaempferol, quercetin, cynaroside  

• Saponins various thapsuins in the flowers and leaf   

• Polysaccharides 

 
The name Mullein is derived from the Latin word mollis, meaning soft or woolly. 
 
Primarily the leaf and flower have been used medicinally and its use has been wide-spread including in Europe, 
North America, India and Pakistan. Uses are both internal, (mainly for conditions of the respiratory system) and 
also external, as a soothing vulnerary (healer) for burns, wounds and bruises. 
 



 

The infused oil of the petals is used in earache and also on haemorrhoids and other mucous membrane 
inflammations. 
 
In the past the leaves were dried and smoked for relief in asthma and coughing spasms. 
 
Right up until the introduction of antimycobacterial drugs mullein was cultivated on a large scale in Ireland and 
sold in chemists as an important remedy in the treatment of tuberculosis. (4) 
 

 
• Demulcent/mucoprotective 

• Astringent 

• Expectorant 

• Vulnerary (tissue healing) 

• Emollient 

• Anti-inflammatory 

• Antimicrobial 
 

 
Lower respiratory system: It is an excellent dual-purpose 
respiratory remedy, on the one hand containing large quantities 
of mucilage and thus exerting a soothing and mucus-producing 
effect suitable for irritated airways, whilst on the other containing 
saponins that are responsible for the stimulatory effect on the 
mucociliary lining of the respiratory system 
 
Ears: It has been used in the form of an infused oil of the 
flowers when applied as drops to the ear for earache and 
inflamed external areas of the ear canal as with eczema. The 
infused oil is sometimes combined with garlic for added 
antimicrobial activity. Used for otitis externa or otitis media.  
 
Mouth: The oil made from leaf or flower is also used to good effect in mouth ulcers being that it is healing and 
antiseptic.  
 
Skin: Ointments prepared from leaves are used for burns (Haughton, 1978). Topically, a poultice of the leaves 
and/or flowers is a good healer of wounds and is also beneficial when applied to haemorrhoids. (5) 
     

 

Tough as old boots, mycobacteria have been intensively studied to find their Achilles’ heel, in particular 
M.tuberculosis which causes TB. Due to increasing antibiotic resistance, (extensively drug-resistant TB has 
been reported in 123 countries worldwide (6)), the search for effective treatments is ongoing and plants are 
playing a significant role in this. 
 



 

Mullein has a long tradition of use for TB and other diseases arising 
from infection with mycobacterium species including leprosy and bovine 
TB and has been investigated in recent times to see if this can be 
evidenced. (7) 
                                                                                                                                                     
Antimicrobial effects have been observed in vitro against Klebsiella 
pneumonia, Staphylococcus aureus, Staphylococcus epidermidis and 
Escherichia coli. (8) 
 
The iridoid glycosides within Mullein have been investigated for 
antiproliferative and antiangiogenic activity. Luteolin and 3-O-
fucopyranosylsaikogenin F showed promising antiproliferative action by 
way of inducing cell apoptosis of A549 lung cancer cells. (9) 
 
Aqueous and ethanolic extracts of whole plant Mullein have 
demonstrated antioxidant activity. The antioxidant activity of alcoholic 
stem extract was investigated using DPPH (antioxidant) assay. 
Ethanolic extract of the plant resulted up to 85% inhibition of free radical 
and up to 40% inhibition by water extract. (10) Currently no studies have 
been carried out on the isolated compounds of mullein for antioxidant 
effects. 
 
Trials have shown a statistically significant improvement in the symptoms of ear ache in otitis media in children 
when treated with a blended oil containing garlic, St John’s wort, calendula, lavender, vitamin E and mullein that 
was comparable to anaesthetic ear drops. The herbs within have combined anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial and 
pain-relieving effects. (11) 
 

 
Mullein leaf and flowers have an excellent safety profile with no reported interactions or contraindications. 
   
The oil of the flowers should not be used an alternative to seeking professional medical help if there is a 
suspicion of an inner ear infection (otitis interna).  
 
The seeds are considered by some sources to be toxic and by others as a digestive irritant. Either way they 
should be avoided. 
 

 
If taking mullein leaf in tea form, strain it well to ensure removal of any potentially irritating leaf hairs that may be 
floating about in the infusion. 
 
12 – 24g per day of the dried leaf by infusion 
                                                                                              
2-5 ml per day of a 1:3 strength tincture 
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