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In an extensive review and experimental study of reagents for thin-layer chro-
matography (TLC) in order to standardize the study of folk medicinal plants, a great
number of spray reagents have been tested. One of them, an ethanolic solution of
aluminium chloride (5%), is known as a specific reagent for flavonoids'™*, both in
their free and glycosidic forms. There is no mention in the literature of this reagent
being used for any compounds other than flavonoids.

We have now shown that a 5% solution of aluminium chloride in ethanol can
be useful in the detection of sesquiterpene lactones. The reaction (violet or brown
colour on the plate, or yellow, brown and green fluorescence under UV light at 366
nm) is evident only 10-15 min after heating at 120°C in an oven, whereas in the case
of flavonoids a yellow colour or brown fluorescence appears immediately. The re-
action is specific for sesquiterpene lactones. Other terpenes, steroids, anthraquinones,
glucosides and alkaloids do not react under the above conditions.

Plants extracts were investigated by TLC with several reagents. They were
assayed after chromatography on silica gel 60 Merck sheets (0.2 mm) with
chloroform-ethyl acetate (3:7), benzene—chloroform-methanol (45:45:15), hexane-
ethyl acetate (1:1), chloroform-ethyl acetate (1:1), chloroform-ethyl acetate (7:3) or
hexane-ethyl acetate (3:1) as mobile phase.

Finally, we tested aluminium chloride with sesquiterpene lactones and demon-
strated a reaction similar to that of hydroxylamine and resorcinol-phosphoric acid,
but these reagents are less sensitive than AlCl,.

In Table I we report the results obtained with pure sesquiterpene lactones after
chromatography on silica gel. The MDA (minimal detectable amount), colour on the
plate and fluorescence under UV light at 366 nm after heating at 120°C in an oven
are given.

Aluminium chloride was shown to be more specific than other lactone reagents,
such as resorcinol-phosphoric acid and hydroxylamine®. It does not react with other

types of lactones such as coumarins, cardenolides, saturated or unsaturated y-lac-
tones.
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