
COLLECTIONS CORNER 
DAEMONOROPS, DRACAENA AND OTHER 

DRAGON'S BLOOD 

While trade in medicinal plants attracts much 
attention-what species come from where. and 
in what quantity-other plant products such as 
resins may also need monitoring, especially if 
the used volumes are increasing and likely to 
threaten source plant populations. In order to 
monitor, however, one must be able to identify. 
Known for centuries, dragon's blood as a name 
has been applied to resins from quite different 
species from different continents-but how does 
one tell them apart? 

Lyons (1974) summarised the history and my- 
thology of dragon's blood. Its name originated 
in the struggle (recorded by Pliny (AD 61-1 13)) 
between a dragon-like basilisk and an elephant 
that, at its climax, led to the mixing of the blood 
of the two creatures. It was a magical substance, 
imbued with medicinal properties and much in 
demand by artists for its colouring. At that time 
it most likely referred to Dracaena spp. (Con- 
vallariaceae according to Angiosperm Phyloge- 
ny Group 1998) but in the past few centuries the 
name of dragon's blood has extended to include 
species of Croton (Euphorbiaceae) from Sri 
Lanka and the New World, and Daemonorops 
(Palmae) from South East Asia. The sort of con- 
fusion engendered by their common vernacular 
name is well shown by The Modern Herbal of 
Mrs Grieve (Grieve 1931) and perpetuated by 
its online version (http://www.botanical.com). 
Both point out these three genera as sources of 
dragon's blood but, in an Other Species section 
following an account of Daemonorops, state: 
"The Malay varieties are from D. didynophyllos, 
D. micranthus and D. propinguus (sic). The Bor- 
neo variety is from D. draconcellus and others. 
'Zanzibar Drop' or Socotrine Dragon's Blood is 
imported from Bombay and Zanzibar, and is the 
product of D. cinnabari." The latter should in 
fact refer to Dracaena cinrzabari, an endemic of 
Socotra. 

The issue of chemical identification of the 
various resins traded as dragon's blood was tack- 

led soon after Prof. Bayley Balfour. of the Uni- 
versity of Glasgow, returned from his pioneering 
botanical exploration of Socotra in 1880 (see 
Balfour 1888). It was he who described D. cin- 
nabari and gave a sample of the resin to Glas- 
gow's Professor of Chemistry. James Dobbie, 
for analysis. This work was then expanded 
(Dobbie and Henderson 1883) to include Croton 
and Daemonorops (D. dvaco then being known 
as Calamus draco). "We resolved," they wrote. 
"to collect as many varieties as possible of res- 
ins passing under the name of dragon's blood 
and compare them closely with one another." 
The resins were obtained from three collections 
(including Kew's Economic Botany Collections; 
EBC) and analysed according to their solubility 
and reactions. The immediate findings were that 
"the resins known as dragon's blood differ 
widely from one another. not only in their degree 
of purity, but also in their appearance" and that 
"specimens labelled as having come from the 
same locality must, in reality, in some cases, 
have been derived from very different sources." 
In other words, the provenance data confused 
where the resins were obtained with where they 
originated. 

While dragon's blood sensu latu has since 
been investigated for its constituents and activ- 
ities (see, for example, Pieters et al. (1992) for 
Croton spp., http://www.ars-grin.gov/cgi-bin/ 
dukelfarmacy2.pl and Arnone et al. (1997) for 
Daemonorops (also Fulling (1953) for its role in 
the preparation of drawings for publication in 
t h s  journal!), and Gonzalez et al. (2000) for the 
Canary Island species Dracaena draco), com- 
prehensive comparative analyses with a view to 
identification are less frequent. Using Raman 
spectroscopy, Edwards et al. (1997) were able to 
distinguish fresh resins of Dracaena cinnabari 
and Daemonorops dvaco (as well as a less well 
known dragon's blood, an ant gall residue on the 
bark of Eucalyptus terminalis). How these re- 
sults might compare with those from older. de- 
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