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Abstract

Sambucus nigra, commonly known as the black elderberry or common elderberry, has its natural distribution
in Europe, Western Asia, and North Africa. Traditionally, S. nigra has held deep symbolic significance
throughout Europe, often being associated with various ceremonial practices. Since ancient times, it has been
valued for its curative properties, particularly its antioxidant and antimicrobial effects. In Romania, it is a native
species that occurs across a range of ecosystems, including seminatural, rural, and urban environments. As
an ornamental shrub, it is cultivated within different types of green infrastructure and landscape compositions,
being appreciated for its lush foliage and fragrant blossoms. In this study, we present significant aspects of the
symbolism, therapeutic properties, and aesthetic values of S. nigra within different cultural landscapes.
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Introduction

Sambucus nigra L., commonly known as black elderberry or common elder, is a shrub native to
Europe, where it is widely distributed from the Nordic countries and the British Isles in the west to the eastern
borders of Lithuania, extending southward through northwestern Iberia, southern Europe (including Sicily), and
the Balkan Peninsula. It is also common in various regions of Turkiye, particularly along the Black Sea coast
[1, 31]. Over time, the natural range of S. nigra has expanded beyond Europe to include parts of Western Asia
and North Africa [3, 31, 37]. Through human activity, especially trade and cultural exchange, the species was
introduced to other regions of the world, including East Asia, North America, New Zealand, and southern
Australia [20]. In Romania, it typically grows in lowland and hilly areas, occurring in riparian forests, acacia
groves, thickets, and forest clearings [9].

The black elderberry has been a culturally significant plant for millennia in various civilizations,
remaining a permanent feature of Europe’s cultural heritage as both a natural resource and a spiritual symbol.

Since ancient times, the common elder has been used as a medicinal plant, valued for its beneficial
effects on human health. Recent studies have confirmed these traditional uses, identifying biologically active
compounds with antioxidant properties in its flowers and fruits. These compounds exhibit various positive
effects, including antioxidant activity as well as antimicrobial [7, 14, 18, 25, 26, 29], anticancer and antidiabetic
properties [2, 28, 34, 35]. Moreover, Crisan et al. (2025) concluded that the geographic and botanical variability
of S. nigra further modulates its antioxidant capacity [7]. These findings complement those of Miynarczyk et
al. (2020), whose research on genetic variability suggests that cultivar selection is a key factor in maximizing
the antioxidant efficacy of elderflower-based products [26]. Similarly, Martis et al. (2021) reported that the
antioxidant activity of elderberries varies depending on their developmental stage, with green buds exhibiting
high values that increase progressively until just before flowering [25]. Collectively, these results confirm that
both cultivation practices and biotope conditions significantly influence the biosynthesis and accumulation of
antioxidant compounds.

European elder is increasingly valued as an ornamental shrub in green infrastructure projects due to
its aesthetic, ecological, and functional qualities. Its fast growth, dense foliage, and abundant clusters of
fragrant white flowers followed by dark berries make it visually appealing in urban parks, roadside plantings,
and residential landscapes. Beyond aesthetics, elder contributes to biodiversity, providing nectar and pollen
for pollinators such as bees and butterflies, while its berries serve as food for birds and small mammals. The
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species is also recognized for its resilience and adaptability to a range of soil types and urban environmental
stressors, including compacted soils and moderate drought, making it suitable for multifunctional green spaces
[22, 30]. In addition, elder’s ability to form dense hedges and buffer zones can aid in noise reduction,
microclimate regulation, and soil stabilization, enhancing ecosystem services within urban and peri-urban
environments [11, 22].

In this study, we present what S. nigra symbolizes in different cultures and how its uses have evolved
from ancient times to the present day.

Material and Methods

We conducted a bibliographic analysis structured around cultural and scientific perspectives
concerning the symbolism, healing properties, and ornamental value of S. nigra across Europe. The study
explores and interprets myths, traditions, and aesthetic expressions from various communities in which the
elder tree has represented an important element of the cultural landscape. It highlights the symbolic
significance of this species and examines how it has influenced and inspired European traditions throughout
history. Furthermore, the research presents examples of how elder trees embellish different types of Romanian
landscapes and contribute to enriching the biodiversity of semi-natural, rural, and urban environments. In
addition, we propose several ornamental compositions incorporating S. nigra that can be integrated into green
infrastructure projects, including urban parks, roadside plantings, and multifunctional buffer zones. These
compositions combine elder with complementary shrubs, perennials, and groundcovers, optimizing seasonal
visual interest, pollinator support, and ecological services while ensuring low-maintenance and resilient plant
communities.

Results

~Symbolism

Archaeobotanical discoveries of S. nigra seeds in prehistoric contexts indicate its use in food,
medicine, and ritual practices dating back to the Stone and Bronze Ages, linking material evidence with
symbolic significance [44]. The European elder has been deeply embedded in folklore and cultural practices
throughout history, often revered as a sacred or protective plant. In ancient Greece, its seeds were used in
rituals dedicated to Demeter, reflecting the plant’s spiritual significance [32]. During the Middle Ages, it was
considered a barrier against evil, with its twigs and leaves placed on doorways to provide protection [46]. In
Germanic beliefs, the common elder, known as Holunder and linked to the deity Hyldemoer (“Elder Mother”),
required specific rituals before harvesting, including invoking the spirit and offering milk to its roots, to avoid
misfortune [23]. In Scandinavia, particularly Denmark, the tree was believed to house a protective dryad,
Hylde-Moer, rewarding respect and punishing disregard, while in Latvia, it was associated with the deity
Puskaitis [47]. In Britain, elderflowers were believed to have romantic and divinatory properties. In Poland,
disturbing the common elder was thought to cause harm, and it was traditionally harvested only on June 23rd,
St. John’s Day to safeguard the plant from harmful supernatural influences, ensuring the preservation of its
protective and sacred properties. In Serbia, elder twigs were incorporated into marital rites to bring luck to
newlyweds. Within Romanian folk tradition, S. nigra is closely associated with the cult of ancestors, its hollow
stem and human-shaped root symbolizing connections to the underworld and ancestral spirits [13]. The elder
was commonly planted near homes for protection against lightning and malevolent forces, with specific rituals
performed before harvesting to honor its spiritual guardians. Its leaves were incorporated into the attire of the
Paparude, young women who performed ritual dances to invoke rainfall. In parts of Transylvania, it is believed
that a malevolent spirit inhabits the elder shrub, killing unbaptized children and concealing their souls beneath
its branches [15]. This belief underscores the elder’s dual character as both sacred and perilous, serving as a
mediator between the realms of life and death.

In Christian Europe, the common elder’s earlier associations with protection and spirituality were
gradually supplanted by symbolic links to sorrow, betrayal, and witchcraft, influenced by the Christian legend
that Judas Iscariot hanged himself upon it. Consequently, S. nigra, often referred to as the “Judas Tree,” came
to embody themes of mourning and loss, a connotation echoed in literary works such as Shakespeare’s
Cymbeline, where it signifies dejection and grief [32, 40].

Besides its rich tapestry of symbolism, preserved through traditions, customs, and oral expressions
such as songs, ballads, and poems, and later reflected in the works of writers throughout history, the common
elder frequently appears in symbolic and illustrative contexts that integrate botanical, ritual, seasonal, and
cultural dimensions as shown in Fig.1 (A, B, C) [4].
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Figure 1. Symbolic illustrations of S. nigra

Figure 1 (A) presents the common elder as an emblem of Celtic and Ogham traditions. The central
shrub is labeled with its Ogham name Ruis and dated November 25 — December 22 in the reconstructed Celtic
tree calendar [48]. This calendrical placement emphasizes liminality, highlighting endings, purification, and
renewal, key attributes associated with the common elder in Celtic lore [12, 24]. Medieval glosses and later
Ogham commentaries describe Ruis as linked to blushing, symbolizing emotional transformation and ritual
purification [49]. Additionally, folklore attributes protective properties to common elder, particularly in guarding
thresholds between life and death, interacting with spirit realms, and facilitating rites of passage. The
composition of the image, with the shrub at its center accompanied by motifs of leaves, flowers, fruits, the sun,
the moon, and other sigils, visually reinforces S. nigra’s multifaceted symbolism: botanical, emotional,
seasonal, and spiritual. This imagery reflects how cultural traditions have encoded Ruis - Elder as a mediator
between the natural and the metaphysical, bridging the ending of one cycle with the inception of another.

Figure 1 (B) depicts an artistic representation of S. nigra, titled “Die Mondfrau Holunder” (The Moon
Woman Elder), in which it is anthropomorphized as a female figure, integrating botanical and symbolic
elements into a single visual composition. The figure’s head is adorned with S. nigra leaves, flowers, and dark
elderberries, emphasizing the fruiting stage of the plant. The crescent moon above the figure’s head
symbolizes the lunar associations of the common elder, which has historically been linked to fertility, growth
cycles, and protective magic in European folklore [4, 44].

Figure 1 (C) is a humanization of the common elder as a feminine figure, reflecting its frequent
identification with goddess-like or protective spirits. As a guardian of thresholds and a protective presence
requiring ritual respect, it reinforces the common elder’s liminal and spiritual role, as seen in Germanic
traditions with the “Frau Holle” or Danish dryads [23, 47].

The association of botanical accuracy and mythological symbolism illustrates the dual role of S. nigra
in European culture, serving both as a medicinal and ritual plant and as a subject of artistic and literary
expression. These illustrations underscore the importance of ethnobotanical knowledge in visual culture, where
symbolic meaning and morphological traits are intertwined to convey S. nigra’s ecological, cultural, and
spiritual significance. By visually encoding its attributes, these representations both preserve botanical
knowledge and reveal how human communities have historically understood, ritualized, and symbolically
mediated their relationship with the natural world.

~Healing properties

Throughout human history, medicinal plants have served as vital sources of therapeutic agents and
have been employed in the treatment of various diseases due to their bioactive compounds, a practice
documented since ancient times [42]. Historical records indicate that various parts of S. nigra, including the
fruits, flowers, leaves, bark, and roots, have been used in traditional medicine for their healing benefits. The
Egyptians used elderflowers in cosmetics and skincare formulations, applying them to soothe and heal burns,
while the Greeks prepared laxative teas from the plant’s roots. Other traditional preparations, such as powders,
tinctures, decoctions, and oils, have been employed for their diuretic, emollient, anti-rheumatic, laxative,
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analgesic, and sudorific effects [17]. In Europe, S. nigra has maintained its medicinal relevance over the
centuries. Its therapeutic value is underscored by traditional uses across diverse cultures, with remedies
derived from the plant supporting the body’s natural defenses and treating a range of disorders, including renal
and urinary dysfunctions, reproductive system ailments, respiratory infections, metabolic and gastrointestinal
disturbances, and dermatological affections [6, 39, 41]. Common elder holds an important role in Romanian
empirical and magical medicine. It has traditionally been used to treat ailments such as tuberculosis, fever,
and toothache, based on the belief that the plant takes illness away from the body, thereby providing protection
and purification through its perceived spiritual power [13]. Today, it continues to be incorporated into numerous
pharmaceutical preparations and serves as a valuable natural source for both medicinal products and the
production of natural dyes [45]. Recent studies have confirmed the healing properties of S. nigra, revealing its
remarkable phytochemical diversity and identifying numerous bioactive constituents, including terpenoids,
phenylpropanoid compounds, flavonoids and their derivatives, indole alkaloids with pathogen-inhibiting
activity, as well as phenols, glycoside derivatives, and volatile compounds [17, 19, 36, 43]. According to Vlaicu
et al. (2025), the leaves and flowers of S. nigra contain significant concentrations of proteins, trace elements,
and polyphenols [41]. The leaves also exhibit higher levels of liposoluble vitamins and polyunsaturated fatty
acids (PUFAs), while the berries represent a rich source of carotenoids and display an optimal health-
promoting ratio between omega fatty acids. Furthermore, Stepien et al. (2023) demonstrated that polyphenols
and anthocyanins contribute substantially to the anti-inflammatory and anticancer properties of this species
[34]. In addition, Floares et al. (2025) reported that the essential oil of S. nigra contains volatile compounds
such as nonanal, cis-rose oxide, and trans-rose oxide, which are recognized for their antimicrobial and
antioxidant effects [14].

Significant differences have been reported between the flowers and fruits of S. nigra from cultivated
varieties and those collected from wild populations. Generally, orchard-grown cultivars contain higher levels of
bioactive compounds and exhibit greater antioxidant potential compared to their wild counterparts [27]. The
antioxidant capacity of S. nigra also varies depending on the plant organ and environmental growth conditions.
Extracts derived from pollen demonstrate the highest antioxidant activity, followed by those from white
elderflower buds and fully opened flowers, whereas green elderberry seeds show the lowest activity [25].

The growing popularity of elderberry-based products in the dietary supplement industry has extended
into the broader functional food and beverage sector. Elderberry extracts are now frequently incorporated into
flavored drinks and used as nutritional components in products such as snack bars, wines, and other fortified
foods [41]. Commercial cultivation of elderberry focuses primarily on fruit production, which serves as a raw
material for the preparation of juices, alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages, marmalades, and natural
colorants [27, 39]. In Romania, elderflowers hold a special place in traditional gastronomy and are commonly
used to prepare socata, a naturally fermented elderflower refreshment, as well as elderflower wine, sparkling
wine, and tea. The fruits are equally valued, being processed into soups, cakes, jams, jellies, liqueurs, brandy,
and natural colorants. These practices highlight the deep-rooted cultural and artisanal significance of S. nigra
in Romanian culinary traditions [33].

As a result of its demonstrated bioactive properties and health benefits, the demand for S. nigra has
risen over the past decade, making it one of the most extensively harvested medicinal plants in Romania [6].
This rising demand has driven large-scale cultivation, with 13,137 tons of elderflowers recorded in Bihor County
in 2017, primarily collected for export as well as for use in teas and phytopharmaceutical products [38]. Bizera
et al. (2019), in their study on the identification, evaluation, and selection of black elderberry genotypes with
superior characteristics, concluded that the Ramnicu Vélcea 147 and Valea Stanciului 24 selections were
highly productive, based on inflorescence and fruit yields during the 2017-2018 period [5]. These two
genotypes also demonstrated tolerance to pests and diseases, and the authors proposed that they be further
evaluated ex situ.

Further research on S. nigra is warranted to explore the genetic diversity of additional genotypes,
optimize cultivation practices, enhance bioactive compound content, and evaluate their potential for
pharmaceutical, nutraceutical, and functional food applications.

-» Aesthetic valences

Across the diverse landscapes it inhabits, S. nigra provides numerous aesthetic and ecological
benefits. This deciduous shrub can attain a height of up to 10 meters and is characterized by a branched stem
with grey to yellowish-grey bark. The young shoots are thick, greyish-green to yellowish-green, and contain a
spongy pith that ranges from white to pale yellow. The buds are ovoid and bear two to four early-deciduous
scales. The leaves emerge in March and are imparipinnately compound, typically comprising five to seven
elliptic leaflets, each measuring 4-12 cm in length and featuring sharply serrated margins. The species
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enhances its surroundings primarily through terminal, umbel-like cymes measuring 12—-20 cm in diameter,
which consist of numerous small, yellowish-white flowers. These delicate, fragrant flowers bloom from May
through June. Its spherical drupes, measuring approximately 6—8 mm in diameter, mature into glossy, purplish-
black berries containing reddish juice and flattened seeds. The fruits possess notable ornamental value and
typically reach maturity for harvest between late August and early September, as shown in Fig. 2 (A, B) [6, 8,
9].

Figure 2. S. nigra flowers (A) and fruits (B)

S. nigra is a vigorous and adaptable shrub that requires minimal maintenance and thrives across a
wide range of environmental conditions. In Romania, the species is commonly found in fields, hilly regions,
and lower mountain areas, often occurring within forest ecosystems. It is a light-demanding species that
produces fruit more abundantly in warmer climates with adequate air humidity, particularly in well-drained soils
rich in minerals, organic matter, and fertility [9, 10, 16]. Moreover, it is frequently encountered in areas with
heavily polluted soils, along roadsides, and on unused or disturbed land, as shown in Fig.3 (C, D) [39]. Due to
their chemical composition, high carotenoid content, and optimal ratio of omega fatty acids, the fruits of S.
nigra are suitable for consumption by humans and various species of fauna [41]. Consequently, they represent
a valuable food source for birds, insects, and small mammals, thereby supporting greater biodiversity [21, 42].

These ecological traits make S. nigra a resilient, multifunctional species suitable for urban green
infrastructures, offering both aesthetic enhancement and ecological benefits when incorporated into
ornamental compositions, as shown in Fig.3 (A, B). Itis frequently found along river banks, where it embellishes
landscape and supports rich biodiversity as shown in Fig. 3 (E, F). Its dense growth habit, contrasting foliage
colors, and distinct seasonal cycles of flowering and fruiting make it a highly versatile species when combined
with other shrubs, perennials, and groundcovers. A notable example is the incorporation of S. nigra within an
aesthetic composition at the Botanical Garden of the University of Ferrara. Here, it forms a visually striking and
ecologically diverse assemblage alongside species such as Borgo officinalis L., Convallaria majalis L., Physalis
alkekengi L., Viola odorata L., Toxicodendron radicans, Althaea cannabina L., Hibiscus moscheutos L.,
Symphoricarpos orbiculatus Moench, Pulmonaria officinalis L., Rhamnus cathartica L., Berberis vulgaris L.,
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Euonymus europaeus L., Fraxinus ornus L., Inula helenium L., Anchusa officinalis L., Cardiospermum
halicacabum L., and Ptelea trifoliata L, as shown in Fig. 3 (G).

Fig.3 S. nigra within different landscapes (A) Cisnadioara rural landscape, (B) Cisnadie urban park, (C)
Sibiu, in riparian strips adjacent to roads, (D) Sibiu, alongside a walking path between Astra and Sub Arini
parks (E) Sibiu, Cibin river bank, (F) Eftimie Murgu, Rudaria river bank, (G) Botanical Garden of the
University of Ferrara
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As it is regarded as an essential component in green infrastructure planning, we propose several
landscape compositions that associate the common elder with a range of complementary ornamental species.

For instance, pairing S. nigra with Hydrangea spp. or Spiraea spp. can create a striking contrast
between the elder’s dark foliage and the lighter green or variegated leaves of companion shrubs, while their
flowers provide overlapping periods of visual interest. Similarly, combining S. nigra with llex verticillata or
Viburnum opulus introduces greater seasonal dynamics, as the deciduous elder contrasts with the evergreen
or semi-evergreen habits of these species. The bright red berries of winterberry or viburnum further extend
ornamental interest into late autumn and.

S. nigra can also be used in association with other shrubs to effectively screen unsightly walls or
boundaries in urban parks, creating visually appealing and ecologically functional green spaces. Suitable
companion shrubs for this purpose include Forsythia x intermedia, which provides early spring color; Cornus
alba or Cornus sericea, valued for vibrant winter stems, and Spiraea japonica, which produces abundant
summer blooms.

Incorporating S. nigra with pollinator-friendly shrubs, such as Viburnum opulus, Rosa canina and
Cornus sericea, provides nectar and pollen for insects, berries for birds, and dense foliage for shelter, ensuring
year-round visual appeal, supporting urban biodiversity, and contributing to resilient, multifunctional urban
green infrastructures.

Conclusions

From prehistoric rituals to medieval superstitions, S. nigra has remained deeply intertwined with
human culture. Its enduring presence in folklore and daily life attests to its dual significance, valued for its
practical uses and revered for its symbolic associations with protection, transformation, and sacred power.

S. nigra exhibits significant therapeutic potential due to its rich content of flavonoids, anthocyanins,
and phenolic compounds. Studies indicate its effectiveness in enhancing immune response, reducing
inflammation, and providing antioxidant protection. Properly processed berries and flowers can serve as
natural remedies for respiratory infections and oxidative stress-related conditions. Continued research is
needed to clarify its molecular mechanisms and develop standardized formulations for clinical applications.

S. nigra plays a significant role in improving air quality, stabilizing soils, and providing shelter and
nesting opportunities for wildlife, further emphasizing its importance in sustainable urban landscape design.
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