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The silymarins silychristin and silbinin show therapeutic benefits including an ability to reduce biliary cholesterol levels, an ability to intervene in hormone refractory human prostate cancer and an ability to decrease the nephritic effects of chemical injury. The traditional method for extracting silymarin compounds from milk thistle includes a 24 hour defatting step with petroleum ether followed by a 4 hour Soxhlet extraction with methanol.  There is room for significant optimization in the extraction process to more economically and efficiently recover the silymarin compounds.

This presentation concentrates on examining alternative defatting protocols which would render the biomass more susceptible to compound extraction.  Results from a variety of pretreatment/defatting techniques are presented including treatment with dilute acid, dilute base, NaHCO3 and NaCl, and enzyme preparations.  The pretreated solids were subsequently extracted in ethanol to yield silymarin compounds, with the standard procedure described above used as the control.  This comparison of pretreatment protocols can most likely be applied to other phytochemical extraction systems.

