
There is evidence that the 
cannabis plant has been used
for food, fibre and medical and 
recreational purposes for thousands of years. 
This includes oral traditions in China in 2700 BCE, 
with hallucinatory effects and appetite 
stimulation noted, and use in ancient Sumeria 
around 1800 BCE for epilepsy and grief1

Long history of use

1830s: First clinical studies of cannabis 
preparations for neurological conditions by 

Western physicians: for tetanus, rabies, epilepsy 
and also rheumatoid arthritis1,2

The 19th century was the start 
of the modern era of scientific 
and clinical research of 
cannabinoids 

Scientific interest 
increased

From the 1st century CE, cannabis was 
considered a powerful drug for many conditions, 

but unfavourable side effects were also reported1 

8th century: The psychoactivity of 
cannabis was reported1

1000: Use of cannabis for epilepsy was 
recorded; juice from the cannabis leaf was 

given through the nose1

Recognised as a 
powerful drug

BCE, before common era; CBC, cannabichromene; CBDV, cannabidivarin; CBG, cannabigerol; ∆8THC, delta-8-tetrahydrocannabinol
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This fascinating area of medicine is rapidly evolving. 
Increasing our knowledge of cannabinoids will help us 

uncover their potential in the future

A history of cannabis and cannabinoids
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1940s 1930s and 1940s: Cannabidiol 
(known as CBD) was first obtained 

from cannabis plants1

1985: First approval for specific condition 
(for a synthetic cannabinoid-based drug in the USA)1

2000s2000s onwards: Identification of other 
important targets of cannabinoids 
(e.g. GPR55 and TRPV1)3

1992–5: Identification of cannabinoids 
made by the human body (known as 
endocannabinoids)1

1930s: The structure of the cannabinoid 
cannabinol (known as CBN) was first identified3

1930s

1960s: Characterisation of the two best 
understood cannabinoids: ∆9-tetrahydrocannabinol 
(known as THC) and CBD, and identification of 
many others including CBC, CBDV, CBG, and ∆8THC1

1960s

1988 & 1993: Identification of targets for 
cannabinoids in the human body (known as 

CB1 and CB2 receptors).1 Cannabinoid 
receptors are found in the central nervous, 

cardiovascular, gastrointestinal and 
immune systems4

1980s
Research has led to 

regulatory-approved 
medicines


