
Dragons Blood 

Plant extract 'Dragons Blood' has been used since ancient times as a 
medicine and as a pigment. Jane Pearson provides a background to the 

substance and looks at the collections a t  Royal Botanic Gardens Kew. 

T 
he blood-red resins of the Dragons 
Blood trees have many different 
applications including their use as a 
plgment in art from medieval times to 

the 19th century, and also in printing until the 
1930s. 
The term 'Dragons Blood' is interchangeably 

used to refer to plants from three quite 
different families: Dracaena cinnabari (Soc- 
otra) and Dracaena draco (Canary Islands) in 
the Dracaenaceae family; the palm genus 
Daemonorops (Malaysia), and the genus 
Croton (South America) in the Euphorbiaceae 
family. All bear red resins. 

Attempts to unravel the history of shifting 
trade and the use of these different plants has 
been complicated by botanical confusions. 
The Economic Botany Collections at the Royal 
Botanic Gardens Kew (curated by the Centre 
for Economic Botany) contain perhaps the 
largest (80 accessions) and most reliably 
identified assemblage of Dragons Blood 
resins, dating to the 19th century, and which 
until now had not been examined or 
analysed. 

Female dragons 
The name Dracaena is derived from the Greek 
word 'drakainia' meaning a female dragon 
(Stern, 1992). The term 'Dragons Blood' refers 
to the red resin that Dragon Trees produce. 
This name dates back to the 1st Century AD 
when an unknown Greek sailor wrote, in a 
shipping manual entitled Periplus o f  the 
Erythrean Sea, of an island called Dioscorida 
where the trees yielded drops of cinnabar. 

Pliny (61-1 13AD) also wrote about the same 
island where dragons were said to he ,  
describing how the resin got its name from an 
Indian legend based on Brahma and Shiva. A 
dragon, it was said, attacked and bit an 
elephant, drinking all the elephant's blood in 
one huge gulp. But as the elephant fell to the 
ground it crushed the dragon and the 
resulting mixtures of both creatures' blood 
was known as Dragons Blood (Lyons, 1974). 
This story relates to the Island of Socotra in 
the Yemen and Dracaena cinnabar; is endemic 
to the island. 

The species was first named and described 
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by the Scottish botanist Slr lsaac Bailey Balfour 
when he visited the island in 1880 (Balfour, 
1888). This species was the original source of 
Dragons Blood in the ancient world. Indian 
merchants traded in the red resin, importing it 
to the Mediterranean where it was held in 
esteem for its magical properties and use as a 
red colouring. 

Chemical analysis 
Glasgow's Professor of Chemistry James 
Dobbie and G Henderson conducted a 
chemical analysis at'the request of Sir lsaac 
Bailey Balfour in 1883 and compared samples 
of Dracaena cinnabari with a number of other 
red resins known as Dragons Blood. The resins 
came from three different collections 
includ~ng Kew's Economic Botany Collections. 

They concluded that the resins differed widely 
in both appearance and pur~ty even if they 
were from the same locality. 

Sadly, today Dracaena cinnabar; has an 
International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) Category of Threat: 
Endangered, wlth poor regeneration and 
reproduction, plus grazing, as the major 
threats. The resin is still harvested on a small 
scale and Socotran pottery is decorated with 
Dragons Blood, the patterns being centuries 
old. It is also used to dye wool, decorate 
houses and even as a lipstick (Alexander, 
1996). 

The resin is used In Socotran folk medlcine 
and throughout Arabia for treating a wide 
range of ailments both internally and 
externally. It has strongly astringent propert/es 
as well as being a muscle relaxant (Milner, 
1992). Due to its antiseptic properties, it is 
used for treating dysentery, diarrhoea, 
haemorrhage and external ulcers in Yemeni 
folk medicine (Milburn, 1984). Miller (1 988) 
mentions its use as a colouring matter for 
varnishes, tinctures, toothpastes, plaster, and 
for dying horn to make it look like 
tortoiseshell. 

Dracaenas are monocotyledons in the 
Dracaenaceae fam~ly. The genus comprises 
about 100 species, according to Kubitzki 
(1998). Since the beginning of the 19th 
century, the genus has repeatedly been 
confused with quite unrelated genera, such as 
Agave, Yucca and particularly w ~ t h  Cordyline. 
Although variable, the genus as a whole is a 
homogenous group of considerable ancestry. 

Reclassification 
In the past, Dracaena has been classified In 
the Lihaceae and the Agavaceae families. 
Dahlgren undertook a major reclassification of 
the monocots in the 1980s which involved 
dividing the huge Liliaceae family. As a result, 
Dracaena went Into a separate family in its 
own right, along with other genera such as 
Calibanus, Cordyline, Dasylirion, Nolina and 
Sanseveria (Mabberley, 1997). Dracaena is 
about to be reclassified into the Convallar- 
iaceae family according to the Anglosperm 
Phylogeny Group 1998. 

All Dragon Trees are extremely slow 
- - -... - .. .. .. . .,. ... ..- - . - .. . .. . -- -- .. .. .. .- .- .. .. .-------.-------p 

10 THE HORTICULTURIST SPRING ZOO2 





DRAGONSBLOOD 

Tha Pharmaceutical Society Dracaena draco 'Reed' specimen (EEC 365 16) a 
more likely to be Daemonorops draco. 

Daemonorops propinquus (EBC35500), showing 
the colour of the resin and the seed scales. It is the 
fruit that yields the resin. 

information available about Dragons Blood. 
Both Emboden (1974) and Lyons (1974) give 
good accounts of the history of Dragons 
Blood. Dragons Blood is widely available on 
the lnternet and is used in witchcraft and 
burnt as incense, though this source is more 
likely to be Daemonorops or Croton due to 
the scarcity now of Dracaena resin. 

Recent research has found the resin from 
Dracaena contains various flavenoids that are 
beneficial to man due to their antioxidant 
activity. This is indeed encouraging news if 
this ancient red resin can continue to play a 
valuable role even today. But in order to do so 
the conservation issues urgently need to be 
addressed to prevent the further decline of 
these legendary Dragon Trees.O 
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the Dragons Blood Collection, RBG, Kew - 

Slr William J Hooker, the frrst official dlrector of Kew, founded the Economic Botany 
Collections (EBC) In 1847. The alm was to 'tender great service, not ~ n l y  to the screntific 
botanist, but to the mercharrt, the manufacturer, the physician, the chern~st, the dr~ggist,~the 
dyer; the carpenter and the cabinet maker and artisans of every descrpt~on, who might here 
find the raw materrals employed n several professions correctly named,' 

The collect~on IS housed w~thin the Sir Jo$eph Banks budding, home to  the Centre for . 
Econom~c Botany (CEB). The collect~on comprises over 76,000 botanical samples and artefacts 
from all around the world, encompassing both the histor~cal and the contemporary A 
computerised database prov~des reference mater~al such as wood samples for anatomical 
research, extracts for chemical analysls and raw materials such as fibres and waxes for 
rndustrlal assessment. 

The Dragons Blood Collection has 80 accessions from three distinct genera from three very 
drfferent famlhes. It is a historical collection, which untd now had never been examined- The 
collection comprises 34 Dracaena accessions, 40 Daemonorops and six Crotoii. 

The author's research involved a thorough survey of botankal and pharmaceOtical literature. 
A thorough analysi~ of the Dragons Blood Database at Kew was conducted, including all the 
three d~fferent genera, and information compiled on the geographical origins, 
collection/donation dates and the names of the donors. 

The majonty of the Dracaena collection comprises of Dracaena cinnabar; from the Island of 
Socotra. Collection first started in the 1870s and continued through to  the 1890s. peaking m 
the 1880s the main donors bemg Sir lsaac Bailey Balfour and the Pharmaceutical Soclety. 
Other famous collectors lnclude Sir John Kirk of Dr Livlngstone fame, Georg Schwemflrth and 
Fredr~ch Welwltsch 
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