Christian Imagery in Romanian Folk Plant Names

Toan MILICA

L’analyse des noms populaires roumains des plantes, reflete [’existence d’un riche
répertoire de termes qui montrent l'influence profonde du Christianisme. Une variété
considérable de mots dérivés et composés ont a leur base des mots qui désignent des
réalités de la vie religieuse. Parmi les sources d’appellation importantes il y a la Divinite,
la Vierge, le Diable, les Saints, les fétes religieuses, le clerge (les prétres, les religieux).
Les noms des plantes qui sont étroitement liés au trésor folklorique et qui justifie leur
existence, les noms des plantes a résonance biblique et chrétienne révelent 'importance et
limpact que la spiritualité et la civilisation chrétienne ont eu sur l'imaginaire collectif
roumain.

L’intention de cet article est celle d’identifier et de décrire les motivations historiques,
culturelles et spirituelles codés dans les noms d’ethnobotaniques qui ont circulé sous
linfluence du christianisme. Le matériel lexical analysé a été prélevé des dictionnaires et

des encyclopédies roumains de botanique populaire.

Mots-clés: ethnolinguistique, formation des mots, sources d’appellation, christianisme.

Preliminaries

The influence of religion upon the vocabulary of any historical human language is
undisputed, since words, and, more specifically, names “may reveal crucial
information about gender, kinship, geographical origin, or religion” (Bodenhorn &
vom Bruck 2006: 4). In the great anthropological repository called language, the
lexicon of common plant names proves an attractive field of scientific inquiry due to
the complex issues that it poses.

One such issue is the influence of religious life upon the creation and circulation
of plant names, both scientific and popular. According to Bejan (1991: 41), the most
prominent domains in the lexicon of Romanian folk plant names are the
superordinate domain of animals and birds followed by that of supernatural beings.
The last one consists of two subordinate domains, namely lexical items referring to
mythological beings, such as zdne (Engl. aprox. fairies), zmei (Engl. aprox. dragons),
and the like, and the ones with Christian resonance, compiled with constituents such
as Dumnezeu (Engl. God), lisus Hristos (Engl. Jesus Christ), Maica Domnului (Engl.
Mother of God) and so on. Moreover, without offering any statistical evidence,
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Bejan claims that the most frequent constituent to be found in the plant names
pertaing to the domain of supernatural beings is the Rom. drac' (Engl. devil),
whereas constuents like Rom. Maica Domnului (Engl. Mother of God), Sf. Maria
(Engl. St. Mary), Maica Precista (Engl. The Holy Mother) and popd (priest) play the
leading role in the build-up of the Romanian plant name vocabulary with Christian
resonance. The claim does not only support the presumption that the devil is the
pervading entity of the supernatural being domain in the Romanian folk plant name
lexicon but it also implies that Virgin Mary is highly revered not only in the
Christian Orthodox Cruch but also in Romanian folklore since many folk plant
names are related to this emblem. Such high-profile lexical constituents are not
peculiar to the Romanian folk plant nomenclature. Instead, they feature in the plant
name lexicons of many other languages. In fact, the names of the saints were so
popular that even the botanical Latin, the language of the learned, featured many
such honorary names. By the middle of the eighteenth century, in the works of Carl
von Linné (Carol Linnaeus), the founding father of modern scientific biological
nomenclature, the practice of attributing names of saints to plants was strongly
discouraged and this was one of the signs that the scientific terminology was on its
way towards gaining autonomy from the ancient naming practices.

“Generic names should not be misused to gain the favour, or preserve the
memory, of saints, or of men famous in some other arts.”, wrote Linnaeus in his
Philosophia Botanica® (1751), thus reiterating a statement formulated in a previous
work, Critica Botanica® (1737: 69), and supported with evidence found in a book
published almost a century and a half before by the Swiss botanist Johann Bauhin,
De Plantis a’ Divis Sanctis 've Nomen Habentibus (1591).

Even if many of Linnaeus’ aphorisms on the scientific nomenclature of plants are
currently outdated it is important to notice that for the intelligentsia of the sixteenth
to the eighteenth centuries the reform in the practice of plant naming equated with a
gradual discard of the traditional Medieval denominative habits. As Carl von Linné
replaced such generic plant names as Sanct. Tritinatis, Alberti, Antonii, Benedicti,
Christophori, Gerardi, Georgii, Guilielmi, Johannis, Jacobi, Kunigundis, Ladislai,
Laurentii, Pauli, Petri, Philippi, Quirini, Ruperti, Simeonis, Stephani, Valentini,
Zachariae, and others, with ‘barbarian’ names like Hepatica, Erysimum, Geum,
Actaea, Aegopodium, Valeriana, Agrimonia, Artemisia, Senecio, Eupatorium,
Gentiana, Sanicula, Primula, Parietaria, Isatis, Tussilago, Geranium, Malva,
Circaea, Paeonia, Centauria® etc., the differences between the naive (folk) and
expert (scientific) denominative models became gradually clearer. While the
terminology of natural sciences was being generalized and standardized, the folk
lexicons of animals, plants and other entities of the natural world continued to remain

! See Bejan, 1991: 97.

? Linnaeus’ Philosophia Botanica translated by Stephen Freer, Oxford University Press, 2003.

* “Nominibus genericis non abuti decet ad Sanctorum hominumgque in alia arte Illustrium memoriam
conservandam, vel favorem captandum.”

4 Linnaeus 1737: 71-72. See also Linnaeus 2003: 182-183.
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language and culture specific. Consequently, the plant names of Christian descent
pertaining to the scientific nomenclature were replaced by technical, more
descriptive names, whereas the common plant names honouring Christianity
continued to make up a significant part of the folk lexicons.

It was no surprise that by the end of the nineteenth century, at a time when the
scientific study of common botanical names led to the compilation of glossaries and
dictionaries, English botanists like Britten and Holland noted a wealth of folk plant
names with Biblical and Christian reference: “A great number of plant names may be
called dedicatory, and embody the names of many Saints, and even of the Deity. The
latter, however, are very few in numbers, owing perhaps to a sense of reverence: and
God Almighty’s Bread and Cheese; God’s Eye, God’s Grace; God’s Meat, Our
Lord’s, or Our Saviour’s Flannel, Christ’s Hair; Christ’s Herb;, Christ’s Ladder,
Christ’s Thorn, Holy Ghost, and Herb Trinity make up almost the whole list. Not so
with the Blessed Virgin Mary, to whom a great number are dedicated under the name
of “Lady” or “Our Lady”. A reference to the names under the word “Lady” in the
Dictionary will show how very numerous these are. Several of the names connected
with the Blessed Virgin Mary, as Virgin Mary’s Cowlips, Virgin Mary’s Milkdrops,
Mary’s Tears, Virgin Mary’s Pinch perpetuate some charmingly interesting legends
which will be found recorded under the various names.

Many other Saints have received a similar recognition; very often because the
plants named after them come into flower about the time that their festivals are kept.
(-..)

Then the devil has come for a large share of plant nomenclature; and in a great
majority of cases this has arisen, as one would naturally suppose, from some real or
reputed bad qualities possessed by the plants which bear his name. Allied to these,
perhaps, are the names, a tolerably numerous class, in which the words “Fairy” and
“Witch” enter.” (Britten and Holland, 1886: xvii-xviii).

In a similar vein, in his treatise on plant lore, Folkard (1892) devoted entire
chapters to the ‘plants of the Christian Church’ and the ‘plants of the Devil’. He also
pointed out the intricate heathen and Christian symbolism attributed to a large
number of plants.

On a more general note, the assumption that some of the common as well as the
scientific plant names have indeniable mythological and religious denominative
bases has been proven by the works of such scientists as A. de Gubernatis (1878,
1882) or Peter Bernhardt (2008). Nevertheless, the role played by various folkloric
productions like enchantments, fables, jokes, legends, poems, proverbs, riddles,
stories, superstitions and tales in the naming of plants is less clear, although
interesting and meritorious efforts to address the issue have been made (Thiselton-
Dyer 1889, Folkard, 1892, Florea Marian, 2008, 2010). The clear cut observation
that can be formulated when considering that vast historical and cultural landscape
surrounding the naming of plants is that plant names undergo significant changes
over time due to a complex ensemble of linguistic and extralinguistic factors.
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Returning to the issue of the folk plant names that mirror the profound influence
of Christianity, the long-standing and widespread tradition of naming plants in
connection with the Bible and the Christian religion ultimately led to the creation of
a large plant nomenclature, mostly popular, as proven by the numerous dictionaries
of plant names. Britten and Holland (1886: xvii-xviii) conclude that many “of these
names are (...) transferred from heathen deities to Christian saints; others, however,
are directly Christian in origin.” Their statement reveals the consequences of two
major processes engaged in act of naming the plants. On the one hand, we need to
assume that across the world many plants owe their names to the fact that
Christianity suppressed or overlapped all sorts of linguistic and cultural practices
perceived as pagan and these ample processes of change or transition might have
sunk into oblivion a sizeable number of folk plant names. On the other hand, it is not
wrong to presume, following Britten & Holland, that certain unknown plants were at
a certain point in time baptized with Christian names.

The extraordinary variety of plant names makes it extremely difficult to find out
exactly which plants received a Christian name that rivaled and/or finally made
extinct a previous name and which plants had an exclusive Christian baptism. In
many natural languages if not in all of them, any plant known to man can bear more
than one folk name and, in the absence of credible and thorough evidence to support
the claim that a formerly unknown plant received its name under the strict and direct
influence of Christianity, the efforts to discern under which conditions the act of
naming took place remain mostly unrewarded. Furthermore, notorious traps that the
researcher may fall into when studying the history of plant names are such linguistic
phenomena as the folk etymology, the hypercorrection and, of course, the language
calques. Because of the shortcomings and the perils that may endanger the research a
cautious course of scientific investigation is advised.

Scientific botanical nomenclature proves an adequate field to search for names of
Christian descent, despite the danger of following the path that leads to finding a
scientific name based on a folk name. Since the expert denominative model
explicitly turned away from the naive tradition of attributing names with Christian
resonance, only a few types of scientific plant names can be put under scrutiny.
Geographical names and commemorative names® fall into the category and one has
to take into account the recommendations of The International Code of Botanical
Nomenclature (quoted in Stearn 1983: 295): “A prefix to a surname indicating
ennoblement or canonization should be omitted, e.g. candollei after De Candolle,
jussieui after De Jussieu, hilairei after Sainte-Hillaire, remyi after St. Rémy; in
geographical epithets, however, ‘St.” is rendered as sanctus (m.) or sancta (f.) e.g.
sancti-johannis, of St. John, sanctae-helenae, of St. Helena”.

In the practice of scientific plant naming, both geographical names and
commemorative names are widely employed to identify various genera and species
of plants, but, according to The International Code of Botanical Nomenclature, only

> Defined as names given “in honour of a notable person” (Gledhill 2008: 23), commemorative
names are also known as honorary names (Lemmon 1878).
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geographical names may preserve specifications of Christian resonance. Therefore, if
someone is interested in tracing the Christian descent of some scientific plant names,
the research of geographical names might prove rewarding. Following Stearn (1983:
206), “geographical names used in botanical Latin may be divided historically into
three groups corresponding to their period of origin”: (1) those used by the Romans
themselves, (2) those coined during the Middle Ages and the sixteenth century for
legal or academic purposes and (3) those of modern origin.

It is a well-known fact that, since the Middle Ages, many geographical names
have been attributed to honour the Deity, the Mother of God or the Saints, and,
consequently, one is to expect that various plants found in the respective areas bear
the name of their natural habitat. In other words, some plant names (phytonyms),
both scientific and common, are rooted in geographical names (toponyms). For
instance, the Sanctambrosia Skottsb.® genus of plants found on the San Ambrosio
Isle, one of the four islands of the small Chilean archipelago called The
Desventuradas, conventionalizes a folk-etymology. Originally, the name of the isle
was St. Nabor (San Ambor) but the name become confused with that of St. Ambrose
of Milan (San Ambrosio), one of the influential Christian figures of the fourth
century. In this case, we witness the scientific formalization of a folk etymology,
even if the geographical name clearly indicates a Christian denominative source, i.e.
the names of Saints. In contrast, a scientific phytonym like Festuca sanctae-mathae’
preserves in its specific epithet the Columbian toponym Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta and, as such, could be considered a plant name of direct Christian descent,
since the name of a saint is used to designate a place and then a plant living in that
place.

Another example taken from the thesaurus of common botanical names offers a
better understanding on the difficulties that need to be overcome in order to trace the
influence of Christianity upon the names of plants. According to Lindsay (1923: 39),
the Judas tree (Cercis siliquastrum) commonly owes its folk name to the belief that
“this is the tree on which Judas hanged himself, because the red flower-buds, coming
before the leaves, looked like drops of blood.”. Watts (2007: 215) also notes that in
the popular imagination “the purple-rose flowers tell how the tree burned with shame
when Judas hanged himself on it”. Following the same author, this belief is
originally a Greek tradition that was passed on along with the naturalization of the
tree in Western Europe. In its journey towards the West, the plant whose land of
origin is Southern Europe and Western Asia received a Latin name, arbor Judae
which, in turn, gave rise to linguistic confusion and fuelled people’s imagination (cf.
Rolland 1903/IV: 79). As the French loan translation® arbre de Judée competed
against arbre de Judas’, the tree passed from France to England and it was probably

® Quattrocchi 2000/IV: 2376.

7 Quattrocchi 2006/IT: 954.

8 Crystal, 2008: 64.

® “Le mot Judée au lieu de Judas vient de la terminaison du génitif Judae sonnant a Ioreille des
ignorants” (Rolland 1903/1V: 79).
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during Shakespeare’s time that the plant became known as Judas tree (Watts 2006:
215). It is then adequate to assume that a Christian legend with Biblical resonance
motivates the European plethora of common names given according to the popular
lore: Germ. Judasbaum, It. albero di Giuda, Rom. arborele Iudei, Rus. Iudino
derevo, Sp. arbol de Judas.

In the light of the above-made considerations, the following description of the
folk Romanian plant names with Christian resonance makes use of the notion of
IMAGERY here largely understood as the figurative, yet conventional lexicalization of
historical and cultural representations. As vague as it may sound, this provisional
working definition is meant to point out that language is a cultural mirror and the
very medium of culture dynamics. Understanding language as a great cultural
repository helps us notice the importance of both language-internal and
extralinguistic factors in the shaping of reference and meaning, since, in our view,
phytonyms, zoonyms or toponyms are among the prime examples to support the
cultural dimension of language.

The Romanian folk plant names discussed below are considered by taking into
account two aspects, namely the main word-formation processes that build up the
common botanical lexicon and the dominant spheres of Christian imagery reflected
by it. Of special interest for the present description is the structure of compounds in
that the constituents reveal the source-domains blended in the linguistic encoding.

Word-formation

Any empirical research of the Romanian ethnobotanical dictionaries and
encyclopedias (Borza 1968, Dragulescu 2010, Florea Marian, 2008-2010, Pantu
1906, Parvu 2002-2005) shows that the most productive word-formation processes
are derivation and compounding. The two major formative mechanisms indicate the
basic types of common plant names: simple (synthetic) names, consisting of one
word, and complex (analytic) names, with two or more lexical constituents. In
contrast with the folk botanical lexicon, the scientific plant nomenclature is
exclusively analytic; unlike the common name, the scientific denomination includes
a generic name that designates the genera, and a specific epithet, that designates the
species.

Derivation

The suffixation is the most effective of all affixations and the derivatives counting
as plant names'® usually refer to: 1) the general aspect of the plant or of one of its
parts: ghimpoasd'' (Arcticum lappa); 2) the colour of the plant or of one of its parts:
albastrica' (Aster tripolium); 3) the taste or the smell of the plant or of one of its
parts: dulcisor” (Hedysarum grandiflorum); mirodele'* (Diplotaxis tenuifolia); 4) the

19 The derivatives discussed in this paper can be divided into derivatives specifically created to
designate plants and derivatives that name other realities as well.

" Dragulescu, 2010: 285. Rom. ghimpoasd < Rom. ghimpe (Engl. thistle) + suf. —oasd.

12 Dragulescu, 2010: 32. Rom albastrica is a diminutive of Rom. albastra, the feminine form of
albastru (blue).

13 Dragulescu, 2010: 238. Rom. dulcisor < Rom. dulce (Engl. sweet) + suf. —isor-.
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“behaviour” of the plant: somnisor'> (Calamintha clinopodium); 5) the properties of
the sap: liptic'® (Euphorbia cyparissias); 6) the use of the plant, with the following
subtypes: a) therapeutic: negelariti'’ (Chelidonium majus); b) magic: drdagostita'
(Sedum maximum); c) ornamental: bucurita' (Euphrasia stricta); d) practical:
maturisca®™ (Artemisia annua); 7) the place: a) of growth: baltdtele’’ (Ranunculus
acris); b) of the supposed origin: furcoaice’ (Zinnia elegans); 8) the time of growth,
with the following subtypes: a) the moment of the day: zorele (Convolvulus
arvensis); b) the season: primaverifa®* (Galanthus nivalis); c) the holy days:
créciunele” (Euphorbia pulcherrima).

Nevertheless, the vast repertoire of the domains that underlie the denominative
bases of folk plant names consists of a larger typology that ultimately reveals the
anthropological roots of the naive (folk) botanical lexicon:

- celestial bodies: stelutd™® (Aster alpinus); soreanca® (Heliantus annuus);

- supernatural beings and deities: zmeoaica™ (Laserpitium archangelica);

- body parts: limbarita®® (Alisma plantago-aquatica);

- animals: vulpoi®® (Sorghum halepense);

14 Dragulescu, 2010: 407. Rom mirodele < Rom. mirodie, an obsolete word of Greek origin, most
likely borrowed from Bulgarian, initially used to refer to the parsiey, and then, by extension, to any type
of aromatic plant.

'3 Dragulescu, 2010: 575. Rom. somnisor is the a derivative of somn (sleep).

'S Dragulescu, 2010: 348. Rom. laptic is the diminutive of lapte (milk). The name of plant
designates the whiteness of the sap.

" Dragulescu, 2010: 428. The plant was used in the treatment against warts (verrucas).

'8 Dragulescu, 2010: 236. Rom. drdgostiti is a derivative of the Rom. dragoste (love), thus
indicating that the plant was used in love charmes.

' Dragulescu, 2010: 97. Literally “little joys”.

2 Dragulescu, 2010: 394. Rom. mdturiscd < Rom. mdturd (Engl. broom) + suf. -iscd. The English
plant name is sweet wormwood.

2l Dragulescu, 2010: 60. Rom baltd means ‘marsh’, ‘pond’. The common botanical name denotes
that the plant grows in the marshes.

22 Dragulescu, 2010: 628. Literally “Turkish (lady)”.

» Dragulescu, 2010: 670. The Romanian common name suggests that the flowers open at dawn.
One common English name is bindweed.

2* Dragulescu, 2010: 507. The Romanian folk name reveals that the flower appears in spring (Rom.
primavara). The English common name is snowdrop.

% Dragulescu, 2010: 208. The Romanian common name indicates that the plant reaches maturity
around Christmas time (Rom. Crdciun).

%6 Dragulescu, 2010: 587. Rom steluti < Rom. stea (Engl. star) + suf. —uzd. The plant owes its name
to the resemblance of the inflorescence with a star. The diminutival suffix suggests the small size of the
plant.

" Dragulescu, 2010: 576. The name, derived from the Rom. soare (sun), encodes the plant’s ability
to face the sun during the day (heliotropism).

28 Dragulescu, 2010: 669.

% Dragulescu, 2010: 357. Rom. limbaritd < Rom. limba (Engl. tongue) + suf. —arifd. The name
unveils that the plant has tongue-like leaves.

3 Dragulescu, 2010: 663. The metafor originating in the Romanian name for the male fox is obscure
and it may indicate that the plant grows in the animal’s habitat. Another hypothesis links the plant’s
impact on the habitat with the predatory behaviour of the fox.
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- birds: vulturica®* (Hieracium aurantiacum);

- insects: puricica®® (Polygonum persicaria);

- other plants: grdusor”> (Ranunculus ficaria);

- clothing and ornaments: cercelut”* (Fuchsia coccinea);

- food: placintele™ (Trollius europaeus); untisor’® (Taraxacum officinale);

- objects of practical use: galetusi’’ (Aquilegia vulgaris); punguliti™® (Capsella
bursa-pastoris);

- money: banucei, banutei, banutele™, paralute®® (Bellis perennis);

- social relationships: unchesel'" (Nigella damascena);

- ethnic groups: figanute*” (Tagetes patula).

Far from being complete, the enumeration that sketches the repertoire of the
domains by means of which the naive botanical lexicon is structured also includes
the folk plant names with Christian resonance. The Christian imagery preserved by
various common botanical names should to be discussed in relation to the folkloric
treasury of myths, legends apocrypha, and other symbolic narratives that within the
traditional life of any Christian community usually go along with the religious
doctrine and the ecclesiastical rites.

A brief survey of the denominative categories that unveil the Christian and
Biblical imagery allows for the identification of lexical derivatives referring to:

- Biblical figures: Rom. adamasca® (Ajuga laxmannii) < Adam + suf. —eascd is a
lexical creation probably modeled after avrdmeasca™ (Ajuga laxmannii); the second

*! Dragulescu, 2010: 663. Rom. vulturicd < Rom. vultur (Engl. eagle) + suf. — icd. The common
botanical name probably rests on the belief that birds of prey such as the eagle or the hawk consume the
plant’s latex to enhance their sight.

32 Dragulescu, 2010: 514. Rom puricicd < Rom. purice (Engl. flea) + suf. —icd. The name suggests
that the plant is used as a repellent against fleas.

33 Dragulescu, 2010: 297. Rom grdusor < Rom. grdu (Engl. wheat) + suf. —usor. The plant’s name
reveals the resemblance with the cereal.

3* Dragulescu, 2010: 154. Rom. cerceluf < Rom. cercel (Engl. earring) + suf. —uf. The common
plant name uncovers a metaphor based on the resemblance of the inflorescence with the earrings.

35 Dragulescu, 2010: 488. The feminine, plural form pldcingele is derived from Rom. plicinta (Engl.
pie) and it alludes to the shape of leaves.

*¢ Dragulescu (2010: 637-638) states that according to the popular belief, if the domestic herbivores
eat the plant they will produce a fatter milk needed to prepare diary products like cheese and butter.

37 Dragulescu, 2010: 276. The folk name rests on the similarity between the inflorescence of the
plant and the bucket, an object of daily use in the peasant household.

% Dragulescu, 2010: 513. One of the English common names is shepherd’s purse. The
ethnobotanical name is also encoded in the specific epithet of the scientific name.

» Dragulescu, 2010: 62. In Romanian, the stem ban means ‘coin’, ‘money’.

* Dragulescu, 2010: 463. The plethora of Romanian folk plant names referring to the round shape
of coins uncovers either the shape of the flowers or of the leaves.

! Drigulescu, 2010: 636. Rom unchesel < Rom. reg. unches (Engl. old man) + suf. —el. The
common name is proably due to the vague resemblance of the bud with the head of an old man.

*2 Dragulescu, 2010: 634. As the name shows, this flowering plant is metaphorically associated with
the vividly coloured clothes and the behaviour of gipsies.

* Dragulescu, 2010: 26.

* Dragulescu, 2010: 50.
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plant name is based, according to Dragulescu, on a folk etymology that involves the
name of the Biblical patriarch Avram (Abraham). Another folk name, barba-
boierului®, is more suggestive in indicating the possbile metaphorical link between
the long white beards of the holly figures depicted on the walls of the churches and
the inflorescence of the plant. In the Romanian folkclore, Adam, usually referred to
as Mos Adam (Old Adam), has a rich network of representations (cf. Pamfile 2008/1).
The same thing can be said about the Biblical Avram and the vegetal symbolism of
the plant named avrameasca (cf. Tocilescu & Tapu, 1980/1: 154, 350; III: 89, 151
etc.).

- celestial beings: Rom. ingeras™® (Begonia rex) < Rom. inger (Engl. angel) + suf.
—ags designates a plant that probably owes its name to the resemblance that popular
imagination created between the angels’ wings and the plant’s leaves. In the
scientific nomenclature, the generic name Angelica rests on the Latin form herba
angelica and it is suggestive of the belief that the plant is deemed to have medicinal
properties (Quattrocchi, 2000/1: 141).

- the devil: The Romanian word drac gave birth to a prolific ethnobotanical
terminology consisting of derivatives like draca’’ (Paliurus spina-christi, Xantium
spinosum), drdcoaicd (Paliurus spina-christi), dracusor® (Anthurus archeri) and
many compounds of which illustrative examples will be discussed below.

- the Virgin Mary: Very few examples of derivatives illustrate the reverence
towards the Mother of God. One typical example is mdrioare” (Callistephus
chinensis) < Maria + suf. —ioara. The common phytonym indicates that the plant
flowers around St. Mary’s Day (15" of August). Given the significant amount of
folkloric creations that honour the Virgin Mary and her deeds (Pamfile 2008,
Niculitd-Voronca 2008) as well as the large number of compound plant names, it
should be considered among the central domains that testify the influence of
Christianity upon the Romanian plant lexicon.

- the Saints: In the Romanian folklore, several saints are extremely prominent due
to a complexity of factors of which the most important is the superseding of the
Christian festivals over older agricultural and magical rites, as it happens with St.
George’s Day (23™ of April) which fairly coincides with the middle of astronomical
spring and with the time of plant sowing, and St. Dimitri’s Day (26™ of October),
which coincides with the middle of autumn and with the end of harvesting. Other
saints, such as St. Peter and St. Paul, are considered the key keepers of the gates of
heaven. According to a widespread popular belief, on St. John’s Day (24" of June),
the skies open and all the living creatures can speak. The day of the summer solstice
is also associated with many superstitions, magical practices and rituals. St. Elijah,
celebrated on the 20" of July, is of particular importance in the Romanian mythology

* Literally, the boyar’s beard.
* Dragulescu, 2010: 339.
*7 Dragulescu, 2010: 234.
* Dragulescu, 2010: 235.
* Dragulescu, 2010: 389.
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and folklore®®. Consequently, quite a few folk plant names are derived from the
names of saints, since they reach maturity around the times when the respective
saints are celebrated. Such is the case of the Romanian folk plant names like
dumitrit@®’ (Aster salingnus, Begonia semperflorens, Sedum sieboldii) < (Sf))
Dumitru (St. Dimitri) + suf. —itd, georgite’> (Convallaria majalis) < (Sf.) George (St.
George) + suf. —itd, sdngiorgel” (Pulmonaria angustifolia, Pulmonaria officinalis) <
Sangeorgiu (St. George) + suf. —el or petreanci™* (Asclepias syriaca, Heliosperma
quadrifidum) < (Sf.) Petru (St. Peter) + suf. -eancd]. Other common botanical names
like cristoforitd (Actaea spicata) < (Sf.) Cristofor (St. Christopher) + suf. —ita are
motivated by the belief that the saint blessed the plant to offer protection against
terrible epidemic diseases like the plague. Sometimes, such largely embraced beliefs
led to rich international lexicalizations. According to Rolland (1896/1: 129-130),
most European languages designate Actaea spicata as ‘St. Christopher’s herb’.

- the Holy Days: Within Christian communities a special importance is devoted to
major holy days such as the birth or the ressurection of Christ. The plants that reach
maturity during these times are named after such significant events. Therefore,
Romanian derivatives like crdciunele’® (Bergenia lingulata, Rhipsalis pachyptera) <
Craciun (Christmas) + suf. —ele, pdstele®® (Anemone nemorosa) < Paste (Easter) +
suf. — ele point out the cultural motivation of many folk plant names.

- ecclesiastic and monastic figures: Men and women of the cloth have always
been under the scrutiny of laymen. In the Romanian folkloric literature’’, characters
like popa (the priest), calugarul (the monk), calugarita (the nun) are very popular
and one is to expect that their prominence must be reflected in various folk
terminologies too. Romanian derivatives like calugdarei (Erythronium dens-canis) <
calugar (Engl. monk) + suf. —el, calugarasi (Knautia arvensis) < (Engl. monk) + suf.
—as, calugdrisoard™ (Succisa pratensis) < calugdr (Engl. monk) + suf. -isoard
confirm the hypothesis.

- objects of religious use: Due to the paramount role played by the church in the
lives of Christians, various ethnobotanical derivatives are based on words referring to
ecclesiastical objects: candeluta’ (Aquilegia vulgaris) < candeld (Engl. lamp) + suf,
—utd, prescuritd® (Sempervivum soboliferum) < prescurd (Engl. prosphora) + suf. —
ifa.

%% See details in Pamfile 2008, Niculitd-Voronca 2008.
31 Dragulescu, 2010: 239.

>2 Dragulescu, 2010: 281.

>3 Dragulescu, 2010: 552.

> Dragulescu, 2010: 478.

> Dragulescu, 2010: 208.

56 Dragulescu, 2010: 467.

57 See, for instance, Tocilescu & Tapu 1980.
*8 Dragulescu, 2010: 140.

> Dragulescu, 2010: 128.

% Dragulescu, 2010: 506.
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Of all the categories mentioned above, the most prominent seem to be those of
plant names derived from the names of saints and holy days. One might even
contend that the Christian calendar is a prototypical denominative source in the
creation of folk plant names, since a fundamental empirical feature encoded in folk
phytonyms is the time when the plants appear or reach maturity. In fact, lexical series
such as dumitras (Aster novae-angliae), dumitrici, dimitrite (Chrysanthemum
indicum), dumitrie (Sedum sieboldii) and dumitrita® (Aster salingnus, Begonia
semperflorens, Sedum sieboldii) reflect both the cultural prestige attributed by
tradition to St. Dimitri and the ethnolinguistic richness associated with the martyr
saint and his day. Furthermore, holy days of crucial importance such as Christmas
gave rise to a potent lexical family of common plant names - crdciun (Begonia
metalica, Phyllocactus ackermannii), crdaciundreasd, crdciundricd (Epiphyllum
truncatum), crdciunel (Bergenia crassifolia, Epiphyllum truncatum, Phyllocactus
ackermannii, Rhipsalis crispata), craciunele (Bergenia lingulata, Rhipsalis
pachyptera), craciunita (Begonia semperflorens, Bergenia crassifolia, Bergenia
lingulata, Epiphyllum truncatum), craciuneasa (Epiphyllum truncatum, Phyllocactus
ackermannii), criciuneascd® (Epiphyllum truncatum) — with deep religious and
folkloric roots.

Compounding

In terms of word-formation, the linguistic diversity of plant names makes it
possible for the researcher to identity virtually any type of compounding.
Nevertheless, the types of compounds are not evenly represented in the common
botanical lexicon, and this observation brings forth the need to draw the distinction
between dominant (central) and lesser (marginal) compounding types. According to
Bejan (1991: 220 ff), in the Romanian ethnobotanical lexicon, the paratactic
compounds made up of lexical constituents linked by juxtaposition or coordination
are rarer in comparison to the hypotactic compounds built up with lexical
constituents linked by subordination. By stating that the hypotactic compounds form
the majority of the Romanian plant terminology it is important to note that only few
types are quantitatively dominant. As far as the domain of Romanian folk plant
names with Christian resonance is concerned, the following types of hypotactic
compounding are well represented in the ethnobotanical dictionaries and
encyclopedias:

A) Accusatival subordination, consisting of two main patterns, namely [Noun +
Preposition + Noun] and [Noun + Adjective];

B) Genitival subordination, also consisting of two main patterns, specifically
[Noun + Proper Name] and [Noun + Noun].

The first Accusatival formative pattern, [Noun + Preposition + Noun] is
represented by compounds in which the subordinated constituents usually indicate

! Dragulescu, 2010: 239.
52 Dragulescu, 2010: 208.

323

BDD-A229 © 2013 Editura Universititii ,,Alexandru Ioan Cuza”
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.217.135 (2026-08-05 05:23:24 UTC)



the TIME when the plant reaches maturity: cires de Ispas® (Cerasus avium var.
juliana), floare de Pasti®* (Anenome nemorosa), rujd de Rusalii® (Paeonia
officinalis). Roughly the same can be said about the compounds formed according to
the second pattern [Noun + Adjective], since the determiners mainly indicate either
the TIME of reaching maturity: mere sdnionesti®®, mere santiliesti®, pere
sdanpetresti®™, pere santimaresti® or the PLACE of growth: busuioc mdndstiresc’
(Dracocephalum moldavicum), garoafi cdlugdreascd’ (Dianthus chartusianorum).
Other compounds of this type linguistically encode aditional references to SMELL:
lemn sfint” (Santolina chamaecyparissus), SIZE and SHAPE: clopot mdndstiresc”
(Campanula persicifolia).

Of particular interest for the study of the Christian imagery preserved in common
plant names are marginal compounds like treizeci-de-arginti’® (Lunaria annua) or
curelele de opinci ale Domnului Hristos” (Triglochin palustre) not only because
they reflect the existence of unsual or complex formative patterns but also because
they are beautiful metaphors that mirror the people’s visions towards BIBLICAL or
LEGENDARY EVENTS.

If we turn our attention towards the main Genitival patterns of the Romanian
ethnobotanical compounds with Christian resonance, an important finding is that
they can be classified according to the same categories displayed by the derivatives.

% Borza, 1968: 221. In the Romanian Orthodox calendar, The Ascension of Jesus, known as
Indltarea (Domnului) or Ispasul, is celebrated on the 40th day after Easter.

% Borza, 1968: 233.

65 Bejan, 1991: 139. In the Romanian Orthodox calendar, the descent of the Holy Ghost is celebrated
fifty days after Easter; the common name of this Christian festival is Rusalii.

% Dragulescu, 2010: 386. This variety of apples is commonly called mere sdnioinesti because it
ripes around St. John’s Day (the 24™ of June).

57 Bejan, 1991: 207. This variety of apples is commonly called mere sdntiliesti because it ripes
around St. Elijah’s Day (the 20™ of July).

% Dragulescu, 2010: 462. This variety of pears is commonly called pere sdnpetresti because it ripes
around St. Peter and Paul’s Day (the 29™ of June).

% Bejan, 1991: 207. This variety of pears is commonly called pere sdntamaresti because it ripes
around St. Mary’s Day (the 15™ of August).

" Borza 1986: 214. The name suggests that the plant is cultivated in the gardens of the monasteries.

! Borza 1986: 237. The lexicographer also indicates that the Romanian folk name is probably a loan
translation of the Germ. Kartdusernelke, a flowering plant cultivated in the monastic gardens.

2 Borza, 1968: 250. Dragulescu, 2010: 351 assumes that the Romanian folk name is a loan
translation of the Germ. Heiliges Pochholz, which, in turn, is a calque of the scientific name (Santolina).
He also states that the determiner sfdnt most likely suggests the pleasant smell of the plant. Quattrocchi
(2000/1V: 2380) explains that the scientific name Sanfolina is rooted in the Latin santolina, a corruption
of the Lat. sanfonina which refers to the ancient Gaulic tribe of Santoni/ Santones.

73 Borza, 1968: 222. Dragulescu, 2010: 181 writes that the folk name encodes both the shape and the
size of the plant’s flowers imagistically equated with the great monastery bells.

7 Bejan, 1991: 113. Drégulescu, 2010: 621 insists upon the idea that in the collective imagery of the
Romanians the fruits of the plant resemble the shape and the size of the thirty silver coins received by
Judah as reward for his betrayal of Jesus.

7> Borza, 1968: 228. Drigulescu, 2010: 224 signals the existence of a Romanian botanical legend
that explains how the latches of Christ’s footware turned into the leaves of the plant.
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The plant names following the formative pattern [Noun + Proper Noun] usually
include lexical constituents referring to:

- the Deity: camasa-Domnului’® (Convolvulus arvensis); ciucurele-Domnului’’
(Adenostyles alliariac); coroana-lui-Hristos® (Passiflora coerulea); floarea-
Domnului”  (Aconitum napellus, Delphinium elatum); iarba-lui-Dumnezeu™
(Artemisia arboratum); inima-Domnului®' (Dicentra spectabilis), lacrimile-lui-
Christos® (Briza media, Dicentra spectabilis); lumdnarea-Domnului®™® (Verbascum
phlomoides);  mila-Domnului®*  (Ajuga laxmannii);  muscata-lui-Christos™
(Chrysanthemum parthenium); ochiul-lui-Christos™ (Aster alpinus); pdinea-lui-
Dumnezeu®’ (Lactarius deliciosus); papucul-Domnului®® (Cypripedium calceolus);
rugul-lui-Dumnezeu® (a species of Rosa); sdgeata-lui-Dumnezeu’ (Orobanche
spp.); scaunul-Domnului’® (Phlox paniculatus) etc. Extremely suggestive for the

76 Borza, 1968: 217. Literally: the Lord’s shirt. Dragulescu, 2010: 140 notes that the plant name is
explained by a botanical legend according to which the Lord put his shirt on the plants to dry up, but the
clothing shrank and become the plant’s flower.

" Bejan, 1991: 112. Literally: the Lord’s tuft. Dragulescu, 2010: 172 comments that the
inflorescence of the plant resembles the tufts.

8 Borza, 1968: 225. Literally: the crown of Christ. In the folk imagination the form of the petals
resembles the crown of thorns worn by Jesus throughout His Passion while the pistils are like the nails
used to crucify the Saviour (cf. Dragulescu, 2010: 202). Following Quattrocchi (2000/I11: 1974) the folk
imagery is also encoded in the generic scientific name: Passiflora < Lat. passio, -nis (‘to suffer’). The
“flowers symbolize the passion and crucifixion of Jesus Christ”.

" Borza, 1968: 234. Literally: the Lord’s flower. The plant is very toxic.

8 Borza, 1968: 244. Literally: the herb of the Lord. Dragulescu, 2010: 317 infers that the plant owes
its metaphorical name to the pleasant smell.

81 Borza, 1968: 249. Literally: the Lord’s heart. According to Drigulescu, 2010: 334, the plant has
beautiful heart-shaped flowers.

82 Borza, 1968: 249. Literally: the tears of Christ. The ethnobotanical name figuratively reflects
Christ’s suffering (cf. Dragulescu, 2010: 345).

83 Borza, 1968: 253. Literally: the Lord’s candle. Dragulescu, 2010: 364 assumes that the candle-
shaped plant is deemed to be of divine origin.

8 Borza, 1968: 259. Literally: the Lord’s mercy. According to Drigulescu, 2010: 404, the folk name
of the plant is a loan translation after the scientific name Gratiola