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Abstract

Background Nerium oleander is one of the most famous poisonous and horticultural plants of the Mediterranean,
as well as in other regions of its distribution. In many cultures, oleander is associated with poisoning, simultaneously
symbolizing beauty and evil. Due to its unique properties and large showy flowers, this plant has many names in
various languages.

Methods This paper presents an attempt to reconstruct the historical, ethnobotanical, and etymological roots in 23
languages of 180 vernacular names of Nerium oleander around the Mediterranean. We used the plant’s morphological
data, myths and legends about it, its chemical properties and uses, as well as historical evidence and ethnobotanical
data, to explain the meaning, origin, migration, and history of the plant’s names.

Results The languages with the highest number of names are Turkish (30), followed by Italian (21), Greek (20), Catalan
(16), Arabic (15), Spanish (14), and French (13). The remaining 14 languages collectively account for 51 names. These
names were categorized as follows: Derivatives of ‘generic’ names: Nerium, oleander, and difla / arodafne (25 names

in 14 languages); names referring to morphological characteristics, color, and odor (11 names in 5 languages); names
referring to similarity to other plants (51 in 14 languages); names related to taste, chemical constituents, and their
uses and effects (53 in 16 languages); names related to religion and local saints (12 in 7 languages); names related to
habitat and places (11 in 8 languages); names falling outside the above categories or unexplained (16 in 8 languages).

Conclusions The distribution of these names across languages and categories reflects Nerium oleander’s toxicity,
similarity to other plants, historical distribution, and to a lesser extent—its specific habitat and traces of cultural
migrations. Some names preserve evidence of extinct past uses.
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Introduction

Hunn and Brown [1] have already surveyed the implica-
tions of linguistic ethnobiology, stressing the importance
of common plant names and noting their influence on the
typology of biological names, their descriptive value, the
metaphorical associations they evoke, and the role they
play in preserving words from long-extinct languages.
Various studies have examined the linguistic, anthropo-
logical, and logical aspects of folk taxonomy (e.g. [2—-8]).

Gledhill [9: 1-2] noted that ‘Common plant names
present language at its richest and most imaginative...
Local variations in common names are numerous and
this is perhaps a reflection of the importance of the plant
in general conversation in the kitchen and in herbalism
throughout the country in bygone days *

Some names refer unequivocally to a specific plant spe-
cies (monosemic names), while other names can be used
for different plants (polysemic names). The proliferation
of names for individual botanical species is related to a
variety of factors: the geographical range of the plant and
languages spoken in its area, the ethnobotanical value
as a ritual and/or medicinal plant, its strange appear-
ance or resemblance to familiar objects, etc. For exam-
ple, Cyclamen persicumn Mill. has no less than 30 names
in Arabic, most of which reflect its unusual flower form
[10, 166—-171]. Pistacia terebinthus L. has a variety of
names throughout Greece, which probably reflects the
importance of this plant for the local societies [11, 12].
Functionality, however, is no guarantee of name diversity.
Consider the olive tree, which in the Mediterranean is
both omnipresent and widely used, yet is known simply
as the ‘olive tree ‘. In the same way, some plants ‘ names
are quite similar in the different languages of the places
where they grow, for example, as Vallés [13] pointed
out, Potentilla reptans L. is called ‘five fingers-herb ‘ (or
names containing the words five, fingers, hand or foot) in
English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, German, Russian,
Greek, Romanian, Polish, Lithuanian, Catalan, Basque,
and Chinese, due to the leaf morphology.

A few studies have conducted a multilingual compari-
son of the same plant species to understand its perfor-
mance, perception, and use across its area of distribution.
Flattery and Swartz [14, 141-152] studied the identity
of the mythical ‘Haoma * plant, which plays an impor-
tant role in Zoroastrian worship. Seskauskaité and Gliwa
[15] studied the etymology of Datura stramonium L. and
related narcotic species in Lithuania. Austin and Felger
[16] studied the etymology of the genus Fagara (Ruta-
ceae), from its first written record in the eleventh century
through to the present day. They employ historical, eco-
nomic, geographic, linguistic (in several languages) and
ethnobotanical approaches to understand the origin of
the plant and its economic trade route. Austin [17] stud-
ied the history and etymology of the genus Sambucus to
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reveal the history of the intercultural exchange of this
plant and the evolution of its name. Dafni et al. [18, 19]
reconstruct the etymological, ethnobotanical, and folk-
loristic roots of the vernacular names of Ecballium ela-
terium (L.) A. Rich [18] and Mandragora officinarum L.
[19]. They use the plant ‘s morphological data, ecological
characteristics, medicinal properties and uses, examining
myths as well as historical evidence and ethnobotanical
data, to explain the meaning, origin, spread, and history
of these plant names.

In this paper, we focus on the vernacular names of
the oleander (Nerium oleander L.), a well-known toxic,
ornamental, and useful plant belonging to the family
Apocynaceae. Our analysis centers on the etymological,
ecological, mythological, historical, and ethnobotanical
origins of these names in all available languages spoken
around the Mediterranean basin.

The genus Nerion was first established by Tournefort
[20, I11:304) and was later adopted by Linnaeus as Nerium
[21, I, 209]. Today, it is considered a monotypic genus
[22: 57, 23: 2], comprising a single species, N. oleander
L. The species has no fewer than 47 botanical synonyms
[24], the main ones being N. indicum Mill.,, N. odoratum
Lam., N. odorum Sol., and N. verecundum Salisb.

Nerium oleander L. is distributed naturally from the
Mediterranean to Central and South East Asia. It habit-
ually grows in stream beds, from sea level to 1500 m
(although its ecology is variable given its wide distribu-
tion area), but it has also been widely cultivated and it is
currently naturalized in tropical, subtropical, and tem-
perate regions (Asia, Europe, N and S America; [23]). It
is well-known that the plant is extremely poisonous. It
contains many glycosides, some of which have proven
medicinal properties and most of which are highly toxic.
One of these compounds, oleandrin, is particularly
known for its strong effect on the function of the heart
[25-27]. In fact, some have explicitly declared that ‘the
oleander is one of the most poisonous plants known to
man ‘ [28: 99]. Due to the high toxicity of the oleander
and its rapid effect (depending on the dosage), it has been
used throughout history against people, in suicide, and
for pest control [26]. Therefore, there is no surprise that
the medical and criminological literature is replete with
references to oleander [29]. It is also no wonder that it is
included in the list of poisonous plants used as a ‘botani-
cal weapon ‘ [30: 114], as well as in the fundamental text-
book on forensic medicine and toxicology, in the section
on cardiotoxic poisons [31: 673].

Research questions and goals

This study provides a multilingual comparison of the
common names of Nerium oleander across the Mediter-
ranean region in a broad sense, i.e., covering also Middle
East. Names in languages outside the Mediterranean



Dafni et al. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine

basin were omitted deliberately, particularly those in
languages from China, India and Central, Eastern and
Southeastern Asia, as Hindi, Urdu, Mandarin, Canton-
ese, Indonesian, Thai, etc. By examining the plant ‘s mor-
phological traits, ecological characteristics, medicinal
properties, and uses—alongside historical evidence and
ethnobotanical data—we explore the meaning, origin,
spread, and history of its various vernacular names.
The study aims to:

1. Demonstrate how the plant ‘s morphological
features, chemical properties, uses, and ecological
demands are reflected in its diverse vernacular
names across the various Mediterranean languages.

2. Trace potential interlingual or cultural migrations of
names and identify their putative origins.

3. Identify names that reflect local traditions and their
ethnobotanical background.

Materials and methods

Data gathering and possible pitfalls

Popular names were collected in as many Mediterra-
nean languages as possible, around the Mediterranean,
through literary reviews (including local and national
floras), dictionaries, the authors ‘ personal knowledge,
and—rarely—in internet sources (where the plant ‘s iden-
tity was not doubtful). The names were checked by us to
ascertain their validity and their meaning in each lan-
guage, as possible. Names clearly related to plants other
than oleander were discarded. All remaining names were
carefully examined for validity, based on the authors
‘ personal expertise. Given the wide historical and geo-
graphical spread of Arabic, we also indicate the country
of origin for each name in that language. This not only
reflects linguistic diversity but also provides histori-
cal context—for instance, Arabic is no longer spoken
in Spain, although many Arabic plant names were once
used there.

Considering the validity and reliability of the names
used for oleander in the various languages, we tried
to look out for, and avoid, the following possible pit-
fall: Many names for oleander are not related to or did
not originate in the Mediterranean (e.g. [23, 32, 33]),
thus they were not included in our survey. This applies,
for example, to specific South American names for the
plant in Spanish or Portuguese. In some countries and
languages, Thevetia peruviana (Pers.) K. Schum. is also
called ‘oleander ‘ [34, 35] or ‘yellow oleander * (e.g. [36]).
Thus, it is important to check only primary sources
which indicate full scientific names and to avoid a general
list of names unless these names are validated. We have
to account for the fact that the species has many cultivars
[22: 57, 37] and some names are related to specific culti-
vars and not to the whole species.
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In the literature, especially in translations of
Dioscorides [38], several ‘vernacular ‘ names were given
to the plant, but they are translations from Greek or Latin
rather than true popular names.

Data presentation
Spelling variants (hereafter SV) of the same name were
pooled into the same cell in the tables and counted only
once. To avoid repetition, we cited each author only once
in the relevant cell even if they present several SVs. This
method had no influence on our analysis and conclu-
sions. In practice, distinguishing between a ‘derivative °
(i.e., a name originating from a generic name: oleander,
nerion or difla) and a ‘spelling variant ‘ is sometimes quite
arbitrary.

The names were categorized based on linguistic and
ethnobotanical aspects into the following groups.

A. Derivatives of ‘generic ‘ names: nerium (Al),
oleander (A2) and difla / arodafne (A3)

B. Morphological characteristics, colour, and odour.

C. Similarity to other plants: rose (Rosa spp., C1), laurel
(Laurus nobilis L., C2), hellebores (Helleborus spp.
and Veratrum spp., C3), cassia (Cassia spp., C4),
barley (Hordeum spp., C5) and chaste tree (Vitex
agnus-castus L., C6).

D. Names related to taste, chemical constituents, uses,
and effects: related to bitterness and toxicity (D1), to
medicinal uses (D2), to ethnoveterinary applications
and pest control (D3).

E. Names related to religion (E1) and local saints (E2)

F. Names related to habitat (F1) and places (F2)

NC. Names which are not classified into any specific
category.

EU. Unexplained names, most of which appear in sec-
ondary sources.

A few names may fit into two categories. In these cases,
we decided on the category according to relevance in the
original text (e.g. belladonna could be classified under
both ‘relation to toxicity ‘ and ‘similarity to another plant
‘ categories). Due to the vastness of the geographical area
where Arabic is spoken, for this language only we have
indicated the countries or areas where each of the names

apply.

Results and discussion

We recorded 180 distinct names (excluding derivatives
and spelling variants) for oleander across 23 languages
(Table 8). The languages with the highest number of
names are Turkish (30), followed by Italian (21), Greek
(20), Catalan (16), Arabic (15), Spanish (14), and French
(13). The remaining 16 languages collectively account for
51 names (Fig. 1). For 6 languages (Albanian, Amazigh,
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Others 25
13.9%

Sardinian 5
2.8%

Maltese 5 2.8%
Serbo-Croatian
73.9%

Portuguese 9
5.0%

French 13 7.2%

Spanish 14
7.8%

Fig. 1 Distribution of names and percentages according to languages

Aramaic, Azeri, Basque and Hebrew), we gathered just
one vernacular name for the plant. In these languages,
and those with 2 (Corsican) the low amount is possi-
bly due to the not particularly high number of speakers.
Notably, despite the vast expanse of the Muslim world,
relatively few names for oleander have been found in
Arabic, with only 15 documented. The historical expan-
sion of the Muslims appears to have facilitated the wide-
spread migration of plant names across large regions,
enabling terms like difla to enter European languages.

Turkish, in particular, has an exceptionally large num-
ber of plant names (30). This abundance can be attributed
to Turkey ‘s variety of naming conventions influenced by
regional differences [39: 273, 40: 8-9]. It is noteworthy
that a few languages with a moderate number of speak-
ers, such as Catalan or Greek, there are a high number of
names.

A. Derivatives of ‘generic’ names

Three ‘generic * or general names are the most fre-
quently used to designate the plant in several languages:
nerium, oleander and difla / arodafne. Seven names in
six languages derived from nerium, while oleander and
its numerous local variations appear in nine languages
(Table 1). Names originating from nerium and oleander
are primarily found in Western Europe, and can be cur-
rently considered cultisms. In contrast, derivatives of
difla and arodafne (found in eight languages) are associ-
ated with regions that have experienced past or present
Muslim influence. All sources, names in the original lan-
guages and their transcriptions and main variants can be
found in Table 1.
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Turkish 30
16.7%

Italian 21
11.7%

Al. Etymology and derivatives of nerium
Two different hypotheses could explain the etymology of
the name nerium.

1. The name nerion used by Dioscorides [38: 4—82]
to indicate the oleander. This name supposedly
derived from the Ancient Greek naros (flowing,
running), referring to the natural habitat, such as
riverbanks and stream edges, where the oleander
grows. The Sardinian names neulaghe, neulache,
neulagi might derive from a dialectal variation of the
name for oleander, possibly from the word nerion,
with suffixes like -laghe or -lagi, which often indicate
areas characterized by water or humidity. This
suggests that the name is a derivative of nerium (see
above), combined with an indication of the plant ‘s
natural habitat [83: 89-92]. The name lannaxi and
its derivatives, seem to stem from the same linguistic
root. Alternatively, the generic name for oleander
may refer to an ancient pre-Latin or Latin root
related to water (lau- or leu-), possibly referencing
humid areas [84: 112].

2. The sea-god Nereus. The name could be derived
from the Greek nerion which supposedly refers to
the Greek sea-god Nereus and his daughters, the
Nereides. The Ancient Greeks maintained holy
forests of oleanders and decorated altars with their
blossoms to honour the Nereides [23: 5].

A2. Etymology and derivatives of oleander
Again, we found different hypotheses for the origin of
oleander.
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Table 1 Vernacular names of oleander that originated from generic terms

Language Name Original transcription  Translation or comments Selected references
A1, Nerium
Greek [Nerion] Nrplov See text [23:13,41,H:258, 43, 699-700]38: 4, 81, 1, 1,
French Nérion [45,773,46,537,48
French Nérion laurier-rose [Nerium pink laurel] [23:13,49:391]
[talian Nerio (+ca 15 SV) [50:313]
Portuguese  Nerio, Nério [23,51,52]
Sardinian Neulache, Neulaghe See text [50, 53-55]
(+55V)
Spanish Nerio, Nério [51,52]

A2. Oleander
Albanian Landér, Landrop, Leandri

Bulgarian  [Oleander] OneaHgep
(+59V)
Catalan Oleandre
French Oléandre (+5 SV)
Greek [Leandros] Néavdpoc See text
[talian Oleandero
(+ca509V)
Latin [Oleandrum] ONedvdpoup

Maltese Olejandr, Oljandru

[56:107,57:30]
[58:218]

[59-61]

[45:773,46:10,47: 537, 48: 46]
[43,6,2764-5,62]

[50, 54, 63-6667: 32,68: 132, ]

[38:4,81,1,2,44:699-700]
[69:18,7071: 98]

Portuguese  Loendro, Oleandro [51,52,72]
(+ca12sV)

Spanish Oleandro, Oliandro, [51,5273: 233, 74:185]
Oleander (+6 SV)

A3. Difla / arodafne

Aramaic [Ardafni] (+4 SV) N17o1 From arodafne (Apoddgvn) in Greek  [75:130-131]

Arabic [Difla] (+ca 20 SV) .\_d\J:S See text [76:6,77:57,78:227,79: 181]

Catalan Adelfa, Adelfo See text [59, 66]

Catalan Biva, Diva, Bira See text [51, 59, 80]

Hebrew [Harduf] (+5 SV) RN From arodafne (Apoddagvn) in Greek  [81]

Maltese Difla See text [66: 18, 70]

Portuguese  Adelfo (+5 SV) See text [51,52,72]

Spanish Adelfa (+ca 13 SV) See text [51,52,72,8273:10,74:185,1

1.The myth of Leander. According to the Greek
legend, Hero, a priestess at the temple of Aphrodite
in Sestos on the western side of the Dardanelles,
fell in love with Leandros, who lived in Abydos.
Leandros swam across the Dardanelles every night
to Sestos to see Hero. One night he was drowned in

trying to reach the island and died. Wild waves
washed his body against sharp rocks and finally left
it on the sand. The young girl was in sorrow and laid
oleander flowers over his body. Since then, oleander
flowers are the symbol of Leander ‘s endless love, and
decorate the sea shore [86, 87].

a storm. Wild waves dashed his body against sharp The current use of leandros for oleander is known from
rocks and left him lifeless on the white sands [85. Greek only from Corfu, an island occupied by for a long
Ovid ‘s Heroides, XVIII, Leander to Hero]. Thus, the time by Venice, thus probably a loan from Italian.

name oleander could be a late derivation from the

name of Leandros in Greek mythology. 2. The name of the oleander is due to its leaves,
which resemble olive leaves (Olea), but according to
The traditions that relate Leander to the plant oleander [268:58], ‘Oleander has no connection with oleum,
are recent and recorded from Turkey: but is ... a popular etymology from rhododendron
or lauro-dendron * (see also [88:433], and further

Young Leander was in love with a girl living on an
isolated island in the Aegean Sea. He crossed the
sea every night to see his lover. It was a stormy day
when he again decided to go, but he drowned while

below).
3. Oleander was derived from Greek roots meaning
‘to kill * (6, OM\Ow, 6Mwpt) and ‘man * (Gvip,
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avdpdc), because of the plant ‘s well-known toxicity
[23: 5, 89: 133].

4. Oleander is derived from the Latin name for the
plant, lorandrum [Dioscorides 38 4.811,1]. Isidore of
Seville mentioned that the rhododendron is common
was corruptly called lorandrum, because it has
laurel-like leaves, and a flower like a rose [89, Isid.
orig. 17,7,54). Over time, the link with the laurel may
have weakened, and it was changed into oleander
[90: 116, 91: 78,83, 92: 319]. The name oleander
appears already in vernacular Latin in the late 14th
[93: 36] or the fifteenth century [88: 433], but.

see but see [94: 28] as a variant of Medieval Latin. Hence
the later oleander and its variants in European languages
(e.g. [95:325, in Serbo-Croatian; 96:146; in French and

Table 2 Names related to morphological characteristics and
odour

Language Name Original Transla- Selected
transcription  tion and references
comments
Farsi [Lurek] Jo,$ [An arc-like Iran: Pey-
(bow) tool  man Matin,
in cotton-  pers. comm.
beating] 2.2.25)
See text Iraq: [76: 6]
Greek [Aemostafis]  aipooTtagic [Bloody [38:4,81.11]
resin]
See text
Greek [Phyllada] Ouiada [Big-leaved] [42:1H:258,
6243:
2764-5,
44:699-700,
100: 32]
[talian Bell omo [Handsome [50:313,53:
man] 154]
[talian Fior d or, Sciu [Gold [50:313,53:
dor flower] 154, 101:
VIII: 29]
Italian Erba puzza [Stinking [50,313,53:
grass] 154,101:
VIII: 29]
Portuguese Loendro de [Oleander  [102: 109]
cheiro of smell]
Turkish Kan agaci [Blood tree]  [40: 150,
103:50, 104:
23,105:
363]
Turkish Kanadisi, Kan [Blood [103: 50,
agisi poison] 105106:
118]
Turkish Adan agaci, [Milky tree]  [40: 22, 107:
Adin agaci 271,108:
562]
Turkish Patlangeg, [Plant that ~ [103:50:
Potlagag pops] 109: 867:
See text 110:71,111:
54]
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Italian; 93:36, English]). Linnaeus established the species
Nerium oleander much later [21: 290], presumable when
oleander was already established as a vernacular name.

5. The origin is olere “which is related to the
‘poisonous vapours ‘ [97: 42 in 91: 83].

A3. Etymology and derivatives of difla /defla (Arabic)

Difla in Arabic and Maltese (as a Semitic language
derived from an Arabic dialect) originated from the
Greek name dafne [98: 531]. Because the leaves of the
oleander resemble the laurel (Laurus nobilis); the Greek
name of the laurel, dafune, passed into the Arabic difla.
Hence the names adelfa, adelfo and similar in the Iberian
Peninsula in Spanish, Portuguese and Catalan [80, 99,
24]. We presume that the Catalan diva (and its variants
biva, bira) also derive from difla. In fact, difla is the most
used common name for the plant from Iraq [76: 6] and
Yemen [77: 57] to North Africa [78: 227, and was used in
al-Andalus about the thirteenth century [79: 181].

B. Names related to morphological characteristics and
odour

In plant vernacular names, those describing the mor-
phology or other specific characteristic of the plant are
very frequent. We have the poppy and the opium poppy,
as well as the thyme and the lemon thyme. Eleven names
were collected under this category in five languages
(Table 2).

Three names, the Greek aipootagig [bloody resin] and
the Turkish kan agact and kan agist [blood tree, blood
poison] seem to be related to the red colour of the flow-
ers of some cultivars of oleander [112]. The names bell
omo [handsome man] and fior d or [gold flower] may
originate from the beauty of the flowers.

Although oleander has a sweet smell, the Italian name
erba puzza [stinking grass] seems to indicate the distinct
smell of the leaf. The Portuguese name loendro de cheiro
[oleander of smell] seems to be related to some variet-
ies previously named Nerium indicum Mill., which have
stronger odours that the common ones [23: 6] The milky
liquid flowing from injured plants gave the Turkish name
agan agact [milky tree].

The Turkish name patlange¢ [plant that pops] might
refer to the way that the fruit opens abruptly, revealing its
feathery seeds. Another name in Farsi, lurek [an arc-like
(bow)] seems to be related to the shape of the fruit, which
resembles an arc-like tool used in cotton beating.

C. Names related to similarity to other plants

It is striking that no fewer than 51 names, across 14 lan-
guages, indicate relationships to seven other plant spe-
cies, primarily laurel (23 names in 12 languages; see
Table 3). In giving vernacular plant names, it is logical to
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Table 3 Names related to similarity to other plants
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Language Name Original Translation and Selected references
transcription comments
C1.Rose, Rosa spp.
Arabic [Ward al-himar] 95 1deel, [Donkey rose] Irag: [113:19]
Lebanon: [114:317]
Morocco: [115:118]
Palestine: [116: 175]
Yemen: [77: 57] (Aden): [117: 58]
Arabic [Ward kaddab] 533 df)IL [False rose (lit. liar rose)] Saudi Arabia: [118: 98]
Catalan Fals roser [Fake rose] [59]
Catalan Gloria rosa [Glory rose] [119]
Catalan Roser [Rose] [119]
Catalan Roser reial [Royal rose] (51:82]
French Rosage, Rosagine, Rosage d ‘Europe Related to rose [45:773,46: 10, 48: 46, 49: 381, 120:
275,121:341]
Italian Roseo [Rose] [50:313]
Catalan Roser-llorer, [Rose reminding of laurel] ~ [122:82]
Roser de llor
Greek [Rhododafne, Rodafne] Poboddpvn / [Rose-laurel] [38:4,81,1,1,6241:12,86,8,42: IH, 258,
Podagvn 43:6,2764-5, 44: 699-700, 100: 32]
Greek [Dourafal [Aoupdpal A version of arodafne [62]
French Rhododaphné From Greek [47:537]
Greek [Rododendron] pododevdpov/  Resembling both rose [38:4,81,1,1, 44: 699-700]
p0668evdpov (flowers) and laurel (leaves)
Latin [Rodandrum] popavdpouu See text [38:4,81,1,1]
French Rododendron de Pline See text [45:773:46
Spanish Rododafne Greek origin [74:185]
C2. Laurel, Laurus nobilis L
Arabic [Gar wardi] ebays [Laurel-rose] Yemen (Aden): [117: 58]
Armenian [Dap ‘nevard] Ty G upy [Laurel-rose] George Fayvush, pers.comm., 10.12.24
Bulgarian [Lavra] (+2 SV) JlaBpa [Laurel] [58:218]
See text
Catalan Llorer bord [Bastard laurel] [122]
Catalan Llorer de jardf [Garden laurel] (82]
Catalan Llorer reial [Royal laurel] [59,72,123]
(SV-Llorer real,
Llorer ral)
Catalan Llorer rosa, [Pink laurel] [51,59,82124: 1]
Llorer roser
Corsican Laurifiore [Laurel flower] [125]
Corsican Laurier rose, Laurose (+7 SV) [Pink laurel] [45,126-12846: 10, 47: 537, 49: 381,
50:24,67:32,120:275,125:129:325,1
French Laurelle [Laurel] [46: 10, 49:381]
French Nérier a feuilles de laurier [Bay-leaf nerium] [45:773,129: 325]
Greek/Latin [Laurorosa] Aaupopooa [Pink laurel] [38:4,81,1,2]
Greek [Psorodafne] Ywpodapvn [Scabby laurel] [62]
Greek [Dafne agria] Adovn aypia [Wild laurel] [130:1X,19,1]
Greek [Agriodafne / Ayptoddapvn / [Wild laurel] Greece: [42: IH:258, 6243: 6, 27645,
Ariodafne, Aptoddagvn, 44:699-700, 100: 32]
Arodafne] Apodapvn Cyprus: [131:97]
(+45V)
[talian Lauro roseo, Rosalauro [Pink laurel] [50:313,67:32]
Portuguese Loureiro rosa [Pink laurel] [23,51,52]
Spanish Laurel cerezo Name used for Prunus lau-  [51,72132: 54]
rocerasus L., probably used
for oleander by confusion
Spanish Laurel de jardin [Garden laurel] [52,74:185]
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Language Name Original Translation and Selected references
transcription comments

Spanish Laurel de flor [Flower laurel] [73:52,74:185,133:62]

Spanish Laurel rosa, Rosa laurel, Rosalaurel [Pink laurel] [23:44,51,74132: 54]

Turkish Glldefnesi, Gl defnesi [Rose laurel] [111:54,134]

(3. Veratrum and Helleborus

Catalan Baladre See text [51,59,61,135-137]
(+79V)

Catalan Veratre See text [59-61]

Sardinian Balandru, Belandru From baladre in Catalan [55]

Spanish Baladre See text [51,52,59,61,82,135-13773: 29, 74:
(+ca12sv) 185,1

C4. Barley, Hordeum vulgare L

Catalan Sividilla See text Sardinia (Alguer): [59, 138]

[66]

Portuguese Sevadilha See text [23:12,51,7273:45,102: 10]
(+79V)

Portuguese Savadilla bastarda [Bastard savadilla) (51,5273:45]

See text

Sardinian Siviriglia From sividilla in Catalan [50:314, 13853: 154:]

C5. Willow, Salix spp.

Azeri Soid guli [Willow rose] Turkey: [139]

Turkish Sogdit gali [Willow rose] [108:972]

Cé. Cassia

Catalan Senet, Sanet See text [59, 140: 49]

C7. Chaste tree, Vitex agnus-castus L

Turkish Deli hayit [Crazy chaste tree] [109:867,110: 71]

assume that less-common plants are compared to more
widespread ones. At least in Europe, there are indications
that oleander has spread (especially in gardens) since the
classical period due to human activities [23], so it is not
surprising that some names compare oleander to already
existing, better-known as well as more common, local
plants.

C1. Derivates of rose (Rosa spp.)
A series of 16 names in 8 languages point to the similarity
to roses. Dioscorides already mentioned the resemblance
of the oleander to rose and bay laurel [38: 4,81,1,1] as
reflected by the Greek names rhododafne and rhododen-
dron. According to Yeshua Ben Sirach (second century
BCE): ‘Like the cedar, I rose up in Lebanon and like the
cypress in the mountains of Hermon. Like a palm tree, I
grew tall in Ein Gedi and like the rose plants in Jericho
(Sirach 24:13-14 [144]). It is reasonable to suppose that
the reference is to the oleander which grows alongside
streams. It is important to note that some names are
connected directly to the similarity to roses, while oth-
ers are derivatives of the Greek names rhododafne and/or
rhododendron.

The Arabic name [donkey rose] was placed in this cat-
egory because in several cases, the epithet ‘donkey * is
added to Arabic plant names of ‘useful ‘ plants to denote

non-useful or poisonous similar plants [10: 139 -141].
The other Arabic name [false rose] may summarize this
section.

The French name rhododendron de Pline [45: 773, 46:
10] recalls Pliny [145 Nat. Hist. Book XVI1.33,20]: “The
Rhododendron, as its name indicates, comes from Greece.
By some it is known as the Nerium, and by others as the
Rhododaphne °.

The Arabic name [false rose] may reflect the phenom-
enon where oleander blooms profusely but produces few
fruits, due to a lack of pollinators in some of its natural
habitats [146, A.D. pers. obs.]. It may also express the
contrast between the plant ‘s beautiful flowers and its
toxicity. This idea is echoed in proverbs from the Muslim
world, such as in Persian: “Their likeness is that of the ole-
ander—its flower is beautiful, but its taste is bitter. Their
words are wisdom, but their deeds are an illness... ‘ [147,
917]; and in Arabic (fourteenth century): “You are like the
oleander tree, which attracts those who look at it but kills
those who eat it ‘ [148, 619].

C2. Derivates of laurel (Laurus nobilis L.)

Rhododafne (pododagvn) originates from the juxtaposi-
tion of two Aegean phytonyms poSov (rose) and Sa¢pvn
(laurel), and it characterizes the oleander as a plant
with rose-like (pink) flowers and laurel-like leaves. The
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etymological association of oleander with the bay laurel
has continued into the modern day (Table 3). Dioscorides
[38: 4,81,1,1] already mentioned the resemblance of the
oleander ‘s leaves to bay laurel and the flowers to roselt
is noteworthy that the similarity between laurel and ole-
ander has deep roots in Greek history, etymology and
mythology [149].

As in many other Romance languages, a set of Cata-
lan names refers to the similarity to laurel, as llorer reial,
llorer-roser or llorer rosa, sometimes remarking their dif-
ferences: it is not the true laurel (llorer bord= ‘bastard
laurel ‘), it maybe interpreted as ‘false savadilla * in con-
trast to the ‘true savadilla ', i. e., the medicinal one, or the
cultivated not wild laurel (/lorer de jardi=[garden laurel])
or it differs by flower colour (llorer rosa=pink laurel]),
see also the French names (Table 3). In Bulgarian the
name [lavra] applied to oleander as well as to laurel.

C3. Derivates of Veratrum and Helleborus

From Latin veratrum (probably in Roman times, for Hel-
leborus spp., currently in Spanish for Veratrum album L.)
and then to baladre due to the confusion of liquid con-
sonants through the vulgar Latin variant varatrum [140].
The main Catalan name for N. oleander is this, ‘baladre
‘ (and variations, including ‘“veratre ‘), and in Spanish
(Aragonese variant) or Occitan ‘baladre ‘, ‘belandre
S valadre ‘, ‘balaire ‘ etc. are also applied [140: 41-42].
Following Coromines [150] and Laspefas [140: 41-42],
this name designates plants belonging to three morpho-
logically and ecologically very distinct taxa, all three of
which are very toxic: oleander itself, Veratrum album
and some hellebores (Helleborus spp.), pointing out the
derivation of veratrum (> veratre > veladre > baladre). The
suggested oldest name should refer to V. album (com-
mon in megaphorbs and alpine meadows in high Medi-
terranean mountains, see also [151]), becoming almost
synonymous with other very toxic plants from Mediter-
ranean lower altitudes, as oleander is, and adopting the
same denomination. A similar process of linguistic adap-
tation took place in Minorca (Balearic Islands, obviously
without any native species of Veratrumy), where the Cata-
lan name of baladre is also applied to the similarly toxic
Daphne gnidium L. [152]. Since Veratrum ‘s derivatives
found only in Catalan in Spain, yet also in Sardinian, it
is possibly a relic of the Crown of Aragon ‘s rule (1324—
1479) in Sardinia and the subsequent union with Spain
(1479-1714).

C4. Derivates of barley (Hordeum vulgare L.)

A Catalan name recorded for oleander only in the Sar-
dinian (Italian) city of L ‘Alguer is sividilla. However, this
name is interpreted as a loan from the Sardinian logudo-
resu (logudorese in Italian), considered one of the most
conservative of all Romance languages, where oleander
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is known as sibidiglia [138: 60] which, in turn, probably
originated in a loan from the Spanish cebadilla (dimin.
of cebada =small barley) to designate a toxic plant, such
as oleander, hellebore or even ivy, growing in Sardinia
[153: 42]. Interestingly, cebadilla is defined by the Dic-
tionary of the Spanish Royal Academy [154], as ‘a spe-
cies whose powder is used as a snuff and to kill insects
alternatively, as ‘root of the white hellebore, whose pow-
der has the same uses as that of the sabadilla ‘ as a wider
sense. Although cebadilla was used in the Americas to
designate both small Bromus (Poaceae) and the bulbous
American Liliaceae Schoenocaulon officinale (Schltdl.
& Cham.) A. Gray [155], the same name is retained in
Portuguese for Nerium oleander (cevadilla, sevadilla,
sevadilha, savadilla bastarda, Table 3).

The name sevadilha derives from the name of barley in
Portuguese, cevada. Thus, the main name of the dimin-
utive should be cevadilha, with the remaining similar
names being regarded as variations (sevadilha, savadilha,
and the Sardinian siviriglia).

C5. Derivates of willow (Salix spp.)

It seems that the Azeri and the Turkish names [willow
rose] are related to the similarity between the leaves of
oleander and willows.

C6. Derivates of Cassia

In Catalan senet/sanet, primarily meaning Cassia angus-
tifolia Vahl (=Senna angustifolia (Vahl) Batka), is later
also applied to Nerium oleander, probably because of
gastric disorders after consumption and/or due to simili-
tude with cassia leaves as presented in commerce. This
senet has a variant (from a bad transcription of the pro-
nunciation of the neutral first ‘e ‘, that sounds like an ‘a
“in Central Eastern Catalan), written as sanet. Probably
in Spanish it is transcribed as sanet too, as the neutral
sound of the letter ‘e * does not exist in Spanish. Follow-
ing Laspenias [140: 49], sanet is also used as the name of
other native plants in Aragonese, as Daphne laureola L.
or Amelanchier ovalis Medik.; this author suggests this
name is derived from Arabic sand, probably through vul-
gar Latin sene.

C7. Derivates of chaste tree (Vitex agnus-castus L.)

It seems that the Turkish name [crazy chaste tree] indi-
cated a rough similarity of the leaves of the two plants
(which often share the same habitat) and ‘crazy ‘ probably
denotes oleander ‘s toxicity.

D. Names related to taste, chemical constituents, their uses
and effects

Adjectivation is a very natural way of constructing ver-
nacular nouns from a primary noun that exists in many
languages. In large part due to the adjectivation of names,
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there are a total of 53 names for the plant in 16 languages
that are related to taste, chemical constituents, their uses
and effects (Table 4).

D1. Derivates of bitterness and toxicity

Bitterness and toxicity are reflected in 37 names in 13
languages. The Greek names: pikrodafne [bitter laurel]
and pikrophyllada [bitter tree] originated from the bitter-
ness of oleander ‘s leaves [159: 2]. In Turkish no less than
15 names are related to the toxicity of the plant (Table 4).
The Italian name mordéna might derive from mordace
(=biting), a term which would, therefore, indicate the
plant ‘s properties or effects.

Oleander is naturally spread over a wide area along
the Mediterranean coast in Turkey and it is preferred as
an ornamental plant in parks and gardens [183: 1, 189:
1382]. It is widely cultivated also along the coast of the
Black Sea [190]. Its high toxicity, many cases of poison-
ing, and wide distribution may be the reason for the
proliferation of names related to bitterness and toxic-
ity. Some supporting evidence for this idea comes from
Cana and Koca [191: 393] who state that ‘... some plants
can cause severe conditions such as paralysis, coma and
even death. For example, Nerium oleander L. (zakkum),
which is mainly used for medicinal purposes by the local
people, is one of the most poisonous plants among the
list [of 51 medicinal plant species that were examined] *
Oleander is included in the list of the most common toxic
plants to animals of Turkey [192], yet, it must be noted
that oleander is no less common that in other Mediter-
ranean countries.

Toxicity to humans: One of the names recorded is ball-
estera (Catalan), meaning ‘of the crossbow (= ballesta) *,
related to the use of plant juice to oint arrow points to
increase the destructive power of such weapons. It is
a very direct reflection of the toxicity of Nerium latex
(due to cardiotoxic glycosides, [193]. It was used by the
aborogines of Spain as an arrow poison [194: 334], and
thus it was called yerba mala [evil herb] ([195: 465] and
Table 4).

The relation of bitterness and toxicity is historically
long. The bitter taste likely evolved to deter poison inges-
tion [196]. On this basis, bitter compounds are added to
some products to prevent accidental poisonings [197].
Interestingly, to better understand the origin of this
denomination, the same name in Spanish (i.e., hierba
ballestera, hierba del ballestero, herba de ballesteros—
meaning ‘crossbow herb ‘ or ‘crossbow-man herb ‘) is also
applied to Veratrum album [198: 391, 199], suggesting a
broader meaning of a plant used for arrow poison. The
term baladre/valadre and its related forms, meaning ‘bit-
ter ‘, extend to other species with a bitter taste in Aragon
and, from there, to other linguistic domains in the west-
ern Iberian Peninsula [140]. Additionally, some proverbs
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use the plant ‘s name as a synonym for ‘bad * as in the
expression ‘being worse than the baladre (= oleander) ‘ in
Spanish and Catalan, see also [140].

Other toxic effects: The Maltese name sigret il-bass
[fart ‘s tree] seems to be related to the effect of consum-
ing oleander, which may cause flatulence [200: 1314]. The
Serbo-Croatian name boliglav, from Boau [boli], ‘hurts
% and raaBa [glava] ‘head ‘ means a plant able to cause
headache. Headache and dizziness are among the symp-
toms of oleander poisoning [201].

Oral traditon has transmitted that during the Spanish-
French War (1808-1814), an entire company of Napo-
leon ‘s troops died after eating meat grilled on oleander
branches, (in Corsica [201: 63] or in Spain: [202, 203]).
This story was recently refuted [204, 205]. They found
that hot dogs that were cooked on Nerium oleander
skewers contain a negligible amount of oleandrin with
respect to that sufficient to cause human poisoning. They
concluded that reports of poisonings occurring in this
manner are most likely the result of an ‘urban myth *

Other names related to toxicity: Serbo-Croatian: zlo/je-
sina, zloljesine—3a0 [zlo] means evil, mecuna [ljesina]
could be from mec [ljes] which means coffin, i.e., indi-
cating severely poisonous character. The Serbo-Croatian
name kozolistna | zlolepina is explained since kozZolistna
means ‘with skin-like leaf ‘ (koZa = skin; list =1eaf), while
zlolepina is from zlo = evil, meaning here ‘evil attached *
A possible explanation is that the touch of the plant may
cause dermatitis [206].

The ancient Andalusi Arabic name [the big bad-luck
tree] may be also linked to its toxicity. A local Arabic
name in Israel for the plant is [Satan ‘s tree]. In Arabic,
other toxic plants are also associated with Satan, such as
Mandragora officinarum [Satan ‘s testicles,19] and Ecbal-
lium elaterium [18].

The Turkish name ag;, which means ‘poison * is also
used also for other poisonous plants, as Arum spp.,
Euphorbia helioscopia L. and Urginea maritima (L.)
Baker (=Drimia maritima (L.) Stearn). The name ag:
agact [=poison tree] is used also for Rhododendron
luteum Sweet [106: 115]. The Turkish name [orphan
flower] may hint that poisoning by oleander could leave
children orphans. An alternative interpretation suggests
that the name is because of its poisonous nature, people
avoid contact with it, leaving it untouched and solitary,
much like an orphan (Selguk Tugrul Kortkld, Pers. Com.
24.3.24).

Belladonna is a generic term used in Sardinia to refer
to poisonous or ornamental plants (e.g. Atropa bella-
donna L., Impatiens balsamina L.), often applied to ole-
ander. The name might be connected to its toxicity or its
attractive appearance [162: 95]. For the same reason the
name belladonna for oleander appears also in French,



Dafni et al. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine

(2026) 22:28

Table 4 Names related to taste, chemical constituents, their uses and effects

Page 11 of 23

Language

Name

Original
transcription

Translation and comments

Selected references

D1. Bitterness and toxicity

Arabic
Arabic

Kurdish
Greek

Greek

Italian
Turkish

Turkish
Arabic

Arabic
Arabic
Basque
Catalan

Corsican
French

Italian

Maltese
Sardinian
Serbo-Croatian
Serbo-Croatian
Serbo-Croatian

Serbo-Croatian

Spanish

Spanish
Turkish
Turkish

Turkish
Turkish
Turkish
Turkish
Turkish
Turkish

Turkish

[Mararat al-himar]

[Kharzahral/
[Kharzaharj]

[Gharjalak]
[Pikrophyllada]

[Pikrodafne]

Mordéna
Acragag (+5 SV)

Act hayit
[as-Sagara Ixabita]

[Sajarat?iblis]
[Sagarat an-nahs al-kabir]

Eriotz-orri
(+55V)
Ballestera

Belladonna
Belladone
Belladonna
Sigret il-Bass
Belladonna
[Boliglav]
[Vitoglav]
[Nabaida],
[Nevajda]
[Kozolistna] [Zloljesinal,
[Zloljesine /
Zlolepina]

Malvadra

Yerba mala

Adciagaci
(+45V)
Adci gicegi/
Adi ¢icegi
Agi/ Agu
Adicik / Adilcik
Adi calisi
Adidali

Adi yapradi
Adliagaci/
agu agaci
Avi/avu

eolbd Idzely

QJ;OJO /
aoole
&eldly
Mikpopu
Mada
Mikpoddevn

IJuvesd

Ut lodsuw

uvd IJopuw
lJdos,

bonurnaea
Butornas
Hebajaa,
Hegajaa
KoxonnctHa,
3nonujecuHa,
3norbecuHa
/ 3nonenunHa

[Donkey bile, gall bladder]

[Donkey poison]
(Loan from Farsi)
[
[

Donkey poison] loan from Persian
Bitter big-leaved]

[Bitter laurel]
due to the bitter leaves

See text
[Bitter tree]

[Bitter chaste tree]
[The wicked / cunning tree]

[Satan’s tree]
See text

[The big bad-luck tree]
[Leaf of death]

[Crossbow herb]
See text

See text

See text

See text

[Fart's tree]

See text

See text

Sounds like causing dizziness
See text

See text

From‘'mal (bad) and ‘vadra’ (abbrevia-
tion of 'valadre’)
See text

[Evil herb]
See text

[Poison tree]
[Poison flower]

[Poison]

[Little poison]
[Poison bush]
[Poison branch]
[Poison leaf]
[Poisonous tree]

[Poison]

Andalusia (13 ¢): [156,
1:147,233]

Morocco: [78: 20]
Andalusia (13 ¢), [79: 181, 157]

[158]
[62,100:32]

[42:1H:258;62100: 32; 158: 2]

[50:313,53:154]
[40:17,103:50, 109:867; 110:71,
159: 159:640;]

[109:867; 110: 71]

Andalusia (13" ¢): [155 1:232]

Israel: local name [S.AK pes.
knowledge]

Andalusia (13 ¢): [156, 1:232]
[51,73:46]
[59, 160, 161]

[55 161,162]:95]
[163 210]

[50:313,53: 154, 101: VIII:29]
[164:19]

[125]

[165,166:317,167:60]

[165]

[168,257-8,166:317]

[166:317,169168: 465, ]

[82,170:38]

[51,5273:46, 74:185]
[40:22,23; 109, 103: 50; 171:80]

[40:23,103: 50, 104:23; 171: 80,
172: 664; 173:1893]
[111:54,174:9,13]

[4023 171:80]

[40: 23, 159: 640]

[40: 23,103: 50, 159: 275]
[106:112,175:188, 176: 634]
[40: 23, 134172: 664, ]

[40,109, 134103: 50, ]
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Language Name Original Translation and comments Selected references
transcription
Turkish Ayci/ ayici [Might be a version of agi agaci, [103:50; 108:597; 111: 54]
poisonous tree]
Turkish Zehr agaci [Poison tree] [108: 1060, 177: 287]
Turkish Yetim cicegi [Orphan flower] [103: 50, 172: 664]
See text

D2. Toxicity to animals

Arabic [Samm al-baha’im] ,_,urawaolzs,o

Italian Ammazza cavallo

Arabic [Qatil al-hamir] Sloddeps)

Arabic [Samm il-amar] e lJeel)
(+59V)

Italian Ammazza
l'asino

Farsi [Kharzahreh] &Jjo,0
(+49V)

Latin Herba asinaria

Turkish Develik

D3. Medicinal uses

Arabic [Haban], t;/:'-'
[Habn], T 2uU
[Hibn]

Maltese Sigret il-Garab

Portuguese Espirradeira

Turkish Fattak

DA4. Ethnoveterinary and pest control

Italian Erva scarafaggi /Erva scaravaggi/
Arvulu di scarvacchi

Maltese Sigra tal-wirdien

Italian Erba da rogna

Italian Velen dij rat

Beast poison]
Horse killer]
Donkey killer]

[
[
[
[Donkey's poison]

[Donkey killer]

[Donkey’s poison]
(khar =ass)
zahreh=poison

[Donkey's herb]
[Suitable for camels]

See text

[Eczema-tree]

[Causing sneezing]
Espirrar =to sneeze; deira=to cause
See text

[Hernia] (from Arabic)

[Cockroach grass]

[Tree of cockroaches]
[Mange (mites) grass, a skin disease of
mammals caused by parasites]

[Rat poison]

Andalusia (13" 0): [155, 1:147]
[179,1:257]

Andalusia (137 ¢): [155,1:233]
Morocco: [17,178]

Yemen: [77:57,117: 58]

Irag: [113:19]

Lebanon: [114: 22]

Spain: Andalusia (13th ¢):
[155,1:147]
[50:313,53:154,67:32,179:152]

[23:14,158139: 4210, 180: 116,
181:4211]

[182: 2034, 91: 85]
[183:2]

Morocco: [115]
Persia: [184: 410]
Saudi Arabia: [185: 3]
Oman: [186:211]
Qatar: [186: 211]

[70, 164:18]
[23:12;51,73:45]
[40: 106, 103: 50]

[50:314, 6853:154,

[69: 18]
[50:313;67:32;179:152]

[50:313; 53:154]

Italian and Corsican (Table 4), probably to emphasize its
high toxicity.

D2. Names related to its toxicity to animals

Dioscorides [38: 4—82] mentioned that ‘the flowers and
the leaves are able to kill dogs, asses, mules and most
four-footed living creatures ‘. Pliny [145, Nat. Hist.
XVI.33,20] repeated this while mentioning sheep and
goats. Galenus [41: 130-2100] mentioned it as toxic to
pack animals, goats and sheep.

Toxicity to horses: In Sanskrit, the oleander is called
asvamarakah (asva=horse; marakah=Xkiller), as ‘the
plant is capable of killing horses due to its poisonous
content ‘ [207: 61, 208: 501]. In Hindu tradition, it is also

called bayamarca [horse killer], a name that originates
from the belief, still held among Hindus, that a horse
consuming the leaves of Nerium will almost certainly
die [209: 270]. This name, ‘the horse killer ¢ is known in
Europe only from Italy (Table 4).

Toxicity to donkeys: In classical mythology, the relation
of oleander to a donkey originated in the famous story
brought by Lucius Apuleius. He narrates in the Metamor-
phoses [183 Met. 4.2/8] that Lucio, transformed into a
donkey, looked frantically for the roses needed to restore
his human features. He was deceived by the similarity of
the oleander with the rose and was about to eat from it,
but as soon as he saw that it was dangerous for donkeys,
he walked away from it. Hence the Latin name herba
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asinaria [the donkeys ‘ herb, Apuleius, 182: 2034, 91: 85].
According to Thiiry [210: 66], the term Asinaria herba
might superficially suggest a connection to donkeys
(asinus in Latin), leading to a literal translation as ‘donkey
herb . However, the author argues that this interpreta-
tion may be too simplistic. Considering the Greek word
asines (aowvng), meaning ‘harmless ‘ or ‘protector ', Asi-
naria herba could instead be a euphemistic or protective
term, possibly referring to the plant ‘s perceived benefi-
cial properties. In many countries, oleander is considered
particularly poisonous to donkeys, which has influenced
their naming. Similar names exist in Farsi, Arabic, and
Italian (Table 4).

The Farsi name kharzharaj can be translated to [don-
key poison] [180: 116, 211: 268]. Another interpreta-
tion suggests that kharzahra means ‘donkey bile * or ‘gall
bladder ‘ [212: 173, 213: 327]. The Arabic name samm
al-himar ( ‘donkey poison ‘) is believed to have originated
from the Persian term [214: 85]. ¢, (khar) means ‘don-
key ‘ in Persian, likely referencing the plant ‘s bitter taste
and unpalatability to grazing animals, including donkeys,
which avoid it due to its toxicity, while jo o (zahre)
derives from jo, (zahr), meaning ‘poison *.

Toxicity to camels: The Turkish name develik means
‘suitable for camels ‘ [215: 2]. This name is quite surpris-
ing, as oleander is reported to be highly poisonous to
camels, as well as to donkeys [180: 139].

D3. Names related to its medicinal uses

Although oleander is well known as a medicinal plant
[25-27], it is surprising that very few vernacular names
reflect this aspect. In contrast, Mandragora officinarum
has 11 names across 6 languages related to its medicinal
uses [19].

Oleander is traditionally used in Malta to treat eczema
and skin itching [71: 98], which explains its Maltese
name, sigret il-garab [eczema-tree]. In Turkey, it is used
for the treatment of herniated discs [215: 205], reflected
in the name fattak [hernia].

The Portuguese name espirradeira likely refers to ole-
ander ‘s ability to induce sneezing, as ‘espirrar * means
‘to sneeze ‘. This effect arises from the plant ‘s leaves and
bark, which have an unpleasant smell and a bitter, acrid
taste. When the leaf powder is introduced into the nose,
it provokes strong sneezing [216: 179, 217: 188] and was
historically used as ‘sneezing powder * [23: 25]. Sneez-
ing was believed to relieve headaches, treat illnesses, and
clear nasal passages and sinuses in cases of congestion
[217: 188].

The Arabic word a;;, (haban) in classical or
older Arabic usage, can refer to a medical or anatomical
condition, particularly abdominal swelling or bloating. It
is sometimes associated with dropsy (edema), a condition
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characterized by fluid retention in the body. In India ole-
ander is used to treat edema [218: 261].

D4. Names related to pest control and ethnoveterinary uses
Nerium oleander has been used for veterinary purposes
in several countries such as Spain [219: 82: 220]; Algeria
[221]; Morocco [222, 223: 179] and in Turkey [224-226].
Four names from Italy and one from Malta are related to
this subcategory.

The following names are linked to insects: [cockroach
tree], [cockroach herb], [cockroach grass], and [mange
(mites) grass] in Italian, and [tree of cockroaches] in Mal-
tese. These names reflect the use of oleander as an insec-
ticide and insect repellent in Italy and Sicily [227: 41, 228:
190].

In France, the powder mixed with grease is used to
cure ringworm and scabies. Mendicant monks histori-
cally used this powder to eliminate all cutaneous insects
[202: 64].

The Italian name velen di rat [rat poison] seems to
retain an old tradition of using oleander as a rodenticide
[50, 53, 229]. Branches of oleander were traditionally
stuck into the ground to poison moles, a practice that is
still in use today. In ancient Greece, oleander leaves were
placed in rodents  holes [230, Palladius, 13.5.3, 231, 11)],
and it was also used against mice in France [202: 63, 232:
600] and other places [23: 25].

The Italian name fiori di morto, meaning ‘flower of
death, * still exists in the Vesuvian area [233: 133] and
may reflect the custom of using oleander as a funeral
plant in Italy [234: 257]. In ancient Pompeii, it was cus-
tomary to decorate tomb gardens with oleander flowers
[235: 102]. In Sicily, oleander flowers were once spread
on the deceased, but once the custom ceased, the word
remained. The phrase allannaratu (a local derivation of
oleander) is a curse no longer widely understood but that
remains common in Chiaramonte (Southern Sicily). One
of the local songs recalls the custom: ‘I saw her allan-
narata in the bed, she had the palm and her little hands
crossed ‘ [236: 77].

E. Names related to religion, customs, and local saints
These 12 names were recorded in 7 languages, and are
categorised into two groups: religion and customs, and
saints (see Table 5).

E1. Names related to religion and customs

According to the Quran, zakkum is the ‘tree of Hell *
which produces poisonous fruits that are torturously fed
to those condemned in hell, burning the stomachs of the
sinners: ‘Is that the better entertainment / Or the Tree of
Zaqqum? For We have truly / Made it (as) a trial / For the
wrongdoers. For it is a tree / That springs out / Of the
bottom of Hellfire: The shoots of its fruit-stalks / Are like
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Table 5 Names related religion customs and local saints

Language Name Original Transla- Selected
transcription  tion and references
comments
E1. Religion and customs
Bulgarian  [Zakum/ 3akym See text [58:218,
zokum] 30KyM 237:330]
Greek [Zoukoumi/  CoukouuL/ Loan from [238:59110,
zakoymi] CakoUuL Turkish, See  867]
text
Turkish Zakkum See text [40: 289,291,
(+55V) 103:50, 110:
71,176:634,
239: 640,
172: 664,
174:13]
[talian Fiori di morto [Flowerof  [89:133]
death]
Arabic [as-Sadara IJUL68 [Blessed Andalusia
Imubarakal  1Jpwl,Jd tree] (13th ¢): [79:
See text 175]
E2. Saints (St. Joseph)
French Fleur de [St. Joseph's [240:110,
Saint-Joseph flower] 101: VIII: 29]
French Baton de [St. Joseph's [234:257]
Saint-Joseph stick]
[talian Fiori de San [St. Joseph's [241:161]
Giuseppe flower]
[talian Mazza di San [St. Joseph’s [50:313]
Giuseppe stick]
Italian Mazza diS. [St. John's [50:313]
Giovanni stick]
Portuguese Flor de SGo [St. Joseph's [52,242]
José stick]
Arabic [Asd Masa] E:Jos p9uws [Moses’ Morocco:
staff] [243:177,
244245:331]

the heads / Of devils: Truly they will eat thereof /And fill
their bellies therewith. Then on top of that / They will be
given /A mixture made of / Boiling water. Then shall their
return / Be to the Blazing (Fire)* [246: 58—-59; Quran,
Surah, 37: 62-68].

Ghazanfar [247: 8] consider the Quranic zakkum to be
symbolic rather than referring to a specific plant species.
Several plants are called zakkum in the Muslim world,
including Citrullus colocynthis (L.) Schrad. [248: 116],
Caralluma europaea (Guss.) N.E.Br. Morocco, [249,
391], Euphorbia spp. [248: 108-117], Opuntia dillini (Ker
Gawl.) Haw. (250 Hadi and Hussain, 2011:310), Marru-
bium vulgare L. [251: 156], and Balanites aegyptiaca (L.)
Delile [252: 2: 78: 241]. All of these species are bitter and/
or poisonous. It is therefore not surprising that in Turkey,
Nerium oleander was identified with the Quranic zakkum
[246]. While all these species share similar bitter prop-
erties, only Balanites aegyptiaca is a true tree, whereas
Nerium is generally a high shrub.
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The name [blessed tree] in Arabic is tied to the plant
‘s power against the evil eye, making it a key element in
rituals meant to prevent calamities and ensure good luck,
especially in rites of passage like weddings [253: 168, 322,
254255: 442, ]. This use may explain the name ‘blessed
tree ‘ in relation to oleander, similar to the term ‘blessed
sage ‘ for Salvia fruticosa Mill. like in Arabic communi-
ties in Israel [256].

E2. Names related to local saints

Several legends connect oleander to saints, explaining
some of its vernacular names. The staff has symbolic
meaning, often associated with supernatural power. In
the Hebrew Bible, the staffs of Moses and Aaron were
symbols of God ‘s authority given to them [Exodus, 4,
3—4; So, 253, 51]. In many religions, wooden staffs were
used by holy figures and saints, believed to possess super-
natural powers, beginning with Moses [257: 57].

In Spain, a legend tells of a mother praying to St. Joseph
to heal her ill daughter. A miraculous stranger appeared,
placing oleander on the girl ‘s chest, and she was swiftly
cured. From that day on, oleander became known as the
flower of St. Joseph [258: 201]. In Italy, it is called mazza
di San Giuseppe [St. Joseph ‘s staff], with local women
claiming that the staff began to flower as soon as St.
Joseph took it in his hands [234, II, 257]. Another version
of the legend states that when the angel announced to St.
Joseph that he was destined to be the husband of the Vir-
gin Mary, his staff blossomed in his hands [259: 473, 65:
91, 84f, 115].

In Morocco, one of the names for oleander is ‘Asd
Musa [Moses ‘ staff]. Oleander is used in Morocco as
an apotropaic plant, believed to ward off the evil eye
and protect the person who possesses it from evil spells
[253: 168, 322, 260: 113]. The term ‘Asa Miisa implies a
connection between the staff and supernatural power,
as symbolized by Moses [243: 177]. This name is also
associated with Laurus nobilis in Morocco [261: 1579],
which is likewise considered an apotropaic plant. Vickery
[262: 209] and Coulon [263] explicitly mentions the use
of laurel berries in magical fumigation rituals, combined
with other plant and animal substances, within the con-
text of the medieval Arabic magical tradition. Although
this source does not refer directly to the contemporary
Moroccan context, it does demonstrate a well-docu-
mented ritual and symbolic dimension of laurel in such
practices within the broader Islamic world.

F. Names related to habitat and places

A total of 11 names in 8 languages are related to the

places or habitats where the plant can grow (Table 6).
The Berber name alili (and variants) is linked to its

habitat near water sources [267: 91, 268: 311]. Alili

is described as the quintessential shrub of African
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Table 6 Names related to habitat and places
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Table 7 Unclassified and unexplained

Language = Name Original Transla- Selected Language Name Original Transla- Selected
transcription tion and references transcription  tion and references
comments comments
F1. Habitat Armenian  [Nezru-  ‘Lqpnujupy [Rose?] George Fay-
Amazigh [Alili] MEUE See text Algeria: vard] vush, (pers.
(+cals [264:106] comm,,
SV) Morocco: 10.12.24)
[78: 241, Bulgarian  [Rozolavra Po3onaspa [Rose-laurel] [58:218]
17879:221,] Lyan] NaH (lyan=olean-
Greek [Sema]  Séua See text [72] der)
Greek [Spoggos]  GTidYYOC [Spongel [38,4,81,1,1] Catalan Peu de [Wolf's foot] [59: 160]
See text llop See text
Kurdish [Zala], SlJle el Ul [Dew, Iran: [158, Farsi [Kish/ Jsuw [158]
[zhala], 2lJso hoarfrost] 265:11] Kes]
[jeleh] Iraq: [76, 6] Greek [Sfaka] S pdka See text [42: 1H":
Italian Rannulu See text [50:314, 68: 258, 4344:
132 (Sicily)] 699-700,
Sardinian Lannaxi See text [50, 54, Greek [Psoraka/ YWwpdka, Duetoinsect  [43,6,
(+159V) 5553:154,] psouraka Woupdika, pests com- 2764-5, 62]
F2 Places Psoura]  WYoupa monly known
Armenian [Chpnil Adip Perhaps con-  [266:936] o PSO,ES .
4 (pwpe) which
nected with
. ‘s attack the
Japan’in
; plant
Armenian
, o, See text
Chaponia )
(ungn ) Greek [Sepsa] Yépa {\/\aydbe lrej ;4736 46,5 o
Greek [Tourkiko  ToUpkiko [Turkish rose]  [43, 6: rit:anfs O?ed)rzs 5.62]
triantaf-  TPIAVTAQUANO 764-5, 62] . 9sep
yllo] or rotting
French Laurier [Indian pink [121:341] Italian A'/essandf see text [179:7]
rina
Rose des laurel]
Indes Italian Paradisi See text [269]
Italian Alloro d lIndian laurel] ~ [50: 313, Kurdish — [Hortil] - o9,usd Iran: [157]
India 6753: 154, Serbo- [Arpac] Apnau, Apney [168: 4, 166:
(+55V) 120: 275, Croatian 3171
179:152] Serbo [Kandis/  KanauLy, [166:317,
Spanish Rosa de [Berberrose]  [51,5274: Croatian kundis]  Kynauw 183167: 60,
berberia 185] 168:79]
Turkish Acange¢ [103:50]
Turkish Anga¢ [103:50]
riverbeds, with related terms (llel, 1lil, Tillit) frequently  1kish Ayingec [108: 599]
used in toponymy for springs and rivers. Two Greek  1ykish Gobsan [108: 747]
names may also hint at the oleander ‘s habitat. Xépa  Tykish Topluk [103: 50,
[sema] may be instead of o7jua, the ancient version, 111: 54]

meaning ‘mark , because the plant marked dry areas
colourfully, and Endyyog [spoggos], i.e. related to the abil-
ity of the plant to thrive in aquatic habitats.

The name lannaxi (in Sardinian) may stem from the
same linguistic root as Nerium, possibly connected
to maros or an ancient root related to flowing water
[84: 112]. The Italian name rannulu may also reflect its
aquatic habitat, similar to the buttercup (Ranunculus
spp.). As rana in Latin means frog, it refers to ‘living close
to water *.

The names [Indian laurel] in Italian and French suggest
a geographical origin for some oleander varieties in India
[202: 61, 91: 113]. The Spanish name rosa de berberia

[Berber rose] may be due to its prevalence in former Ber-
bery (North Africa).

G. Unclassified and unexplained names

In spite of our efforts to understand the origin and ety-
mology of the vernacular names presented, a small per-
centage (8.8%) of them have remained unexplained (see
Table 7).

The Greek name X¢dxa [sfaka] is also used for Sal-
via fruticosa (Greek sage) in Crete and other areas. It is
derived from the ancient Greek word elelisfakos, meaning
‘Greek sage “ It seems unlikely that these two plants were
confused. Ywpdxa/Yovpdxa/ Yovpd [Psoraka / Psouraka
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/ Psoura] may derive from psoro, a characteristic of
something unworthy, similar to the Serbo-Croatian name
Heb6ajaa/HeBajaa [nabaida or nevajdaj. The expression
could come from He (no) and 8ajda (meaning sense, rea-
son, or worth), thus implying a plant of no reasonable use
or worth.

Peu de llop ( ‘wolf ‘s foot ) is a strange name reported
in Catalan, with no evident morphological, traditional
or use explanation. The same is used in this language to
name Lycopodium clavatum L. or Lycopus europaeus L.
(even scientific genus names are both etymologically
derived from greek lykos ‘wolf ‘ and pous, podds ‘foot °).
We suggest the rare references to oleander under "wolf ‘s
foot" as a new case of lexical convergence with other toxic
species: not surpisingly, Veratrum album (veladre) is also
named in Catalan as peu de llop [59] (see also chapter
C3). The Italian alessandrina echoes one of the pre-Lin-
naean names for Nerium oleander, Laurus Alexandrina
[270, 30], which was also applied to Ruscus spp. [271:
355]. The Italian name paradisi may be because of its
lush, exotic beauty, which evokes the image of paradise.

Summary of the vernacular names

Table 8 presents a summary of the names collected in
this review, differentiated by language and based on the
above categories and subcategories.

As mentioned, only in seven languages were more than
10 names collected for the plant. For these, Fig. 2 shows
the proportional distribution of names in the different
categories.

Distribution of names according to categories and
languages

The largest category, names related to bitterness and tox-
icity (D), encompasses 53 names; the second largest is
the category of similarity to other species (C, 51 names).
Together, these two categories constitute a significant
percentage of 57.7% of the total 180 names. Since olean-
der is one of the most poisonous plants, it is unsurpris-
ing that many names in this category are related to its
bitterness, toxicity and medicinal uses. A similar situ-
ation is observed for Mandragora officinarum, where a
notable portion of the names originates from its chemi-
cal composition and its effects on humans [19]. Names
in the category of similarity to other species may reflect
the historically limited distribution of oleander. The third
major category, generic names (A), includes 21 names
that reflect influences from Greek (nerion and oleander)
and Arabic (difla).

When examining the relative distribution of names
across categories in different languages, two main trends
emerge: A. Names related to bitterness and toxicity are
dominant in Turkish, Arabic, and Italian, exceeding the
average prevalence across other languages. B. Names
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reflecting similarity to other species are particularly com-
mon in Catalan but less so in Portuguese and Greek.
Most Catalan names in this category appear to be local,
which may serve as indirect evidence of oleander ‘s lim-
ited distribution before it was widely introduced as an
ornamental plant.

Conclusions
This review of vernacular names for Nerium oleander
reveals a wealth of ethnobotanical information, reflect-
ing the oleander ‘s diverse uses, cultural associations, and
geographical distribution. In total we found 180 names in
23 languages.

Regarding the evolution and migration of names
between territories and languages, we highlight that
three names originate from the ancient Greek names r#o-
dodendron, arodafne, and nerion. In European languages,
oleander (and its variations) derives from the Middle
Latin lorandrum, which itself is a derivative or corruption
of rhododendron. The Greek nerion was adopted in sev-
eral languages with slight variations. Seven names across
7 languages names derived from arodafue. The names
‘donkey killer “ and ‘horse killer ‘ likely emerged through
cultural migration, spreading from India through Persia
and the Muslim world to Greece, Italy, Spain, and France.
It is plausible that the story of Apuleius contributed to
the association of these names with donkeys.

Several names in Sardinian may be remnants of Span-
ish rule. Names linking oleander to willow and chaste-
tree are endemic to a limited area in eastern Turkey,
while a name associated with cassia is found in Catalonia.
The Arabic name [Satan ‘s tree] was recorded in only one
village in Israel. Due to the limited distribution of these
names, it is impossible to determine whether they were
once more widespread and have since become relics or if
they were inherently local in nature.

We found names that preserve old uses and ancient
traditions: no fewer than 12 names are related with
funeral customs (fiori di morti), arrow poisoning (ballas-
tera, yerba mala), medicinal uses (espirradeira, sigra tal-
wirdien, fattak, haban) and ethnoveterinary applications
(arvulu di scarvacchi=erva scaravaggi, erba da rogna,
erva scarafaggi, velen dij rat). These names illustrate how
vernacular names can serve as ‘linguistic time-capsules *,
preserving rare or nearly forgotten historical knowledge.

Regarding the distribution of names according to the
used categories, results show that main categories are
names related to bitterness and toxicity (D, 53 names)
and similarity to other species (C, 51 names), achieving
together the 57.7% of all names. Names in the category
of similarity to other species may reflect the historically
limited distribution of oleander. Generic names (A, 21
names) is the third major category and reflect influences
from Greek (nerion and oleander) and Arabic (difla).
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Fig. 2 Proportional distribution of names in the categories for languages with over 10 vernacular names

Names related to bitterness and toxicity are dominant in
Turkish, Arabic, and Italian, while names reflecting simi-
larity to other species are most common in Catalan but
less so in Portuguese and Greek.
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