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SALVATORE PASTA & TOMMASO LA MANTIA

NOTES ON THE STATUS AND THE CURRENT SPREAD
OF VIBURNUM TINUS L. (Viburnaceae) IN SICILY (ITALY)

SUMMARY

The authors carried out a multi-disciplinary research in order to clarify the native status of Vibur-
num tinus in Sicily and update the knowledge about its current regional distribution. With this pur-
pose, a large amount of scientific papers on forestry, botany and palaeo- and archaeobotany was con-
sulted; more useful data issued from papers focused on local historical gardens, from archives and
from herbarium specimens. The available data suggest that most of the extant nuclei may issue from
the recent colonization of plants introduced just few centuries ago. Although the status of the stands
found in some warm and humid sites in the surroundings of the city of Palermo and on the Sicani
Mountain Range remains uncertain, with no doubt the majority of the other populations, including
the seven new ones mentioned for the first time in this paper, issue from the recent spread of this
species in several coastal and inland areas, a process which has been facilitated by its efficient seed
dispersal strategy and its massive use as an ornamental plant in the green areas of the island.

Keywords: archives, climatic relicts, ecology, forestry, herbaria, Mediterranean, naturalisation,
ornithochory, vegetation, woody plants

RIASSUNTO

Note sullo status e l’attuale diffusione di Viburnum tinus L. (Viburnaceae) in Sicilia (Italia). Gli
autori hanno condotto uno studio multidisciplinare allo scopo di charire l’indigenato del laurotino,
Viburnum tinus, in Sicilia e aggiornare le conoscenze sulla sua distribuzione attuale sull’isola. Con tale
fine è stata consultata l’ampia letteratura scientifica disponibile in ambito forestale, botanico, paleo- e
archeobotanico; numerosi altri dati utili sono emersi da lavori sui giardini storici, dagli archivi storici e
dai campioni d’erbario. I dati disponibili portano a ipotizzare per molti dei nuclei attuali una origine
per colonizzazione per dispersione da piante coltivate negli ultimi secoli. Sebbene rimanga qualche
dubbio sul possibile indigenato di questa specie in alcuni siti caldo-umidi nelle adiacenze della città di
Palermo e sui Monti Sicani, senza dubbio la maggior parte degli altri popolamenti, incluse le sette
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nuove stazioni segnalate in questo lavoro, sono il risultato della recente espansione del laurotino in
diverse stazioni costiere e interne, un processo facilitato dall’efficace strategia di dispersione dei semi
e dall’estrema diffusione di questa specie come pianta ornamentale nelle aree verdi dell’isola.

Parole chiave: archivi, relitti climatici, ornitocoria, ecologia, scienze forestali, erbari, Mediterra-
neo, naturalizzazione, vegetazione, piante legnose

INTRODUCTION

The Sicilian territory hosts a large number of woody species (LA MAN-
TIA & PASTA, 2005). This island has played a major role in preventing the
extinction of many forest tree species during Holocene glacial events (GARFÌ

et al., 2021) and represented the starting point for the spread of many of them
soon afterwards (e.g., MAGRI et al., 2006; CHEIKH ALBASSATNEH et al., 2020).
The overall picture about the natural history of the Sicilian forest vegetation
is made even more complicated because of millennia of human introduction
activities, whose impact on the past and present pattern (e.g., floristic com-
position, structure, distribution) of forest communities is still underestimat-
ed by many botanists focused on recent vegetation dynamics.

This note is focused on the status of the known Sicilian populations of a
regionally rare woody species, Viburnum tinus L. (Viburnaceae), an evergreen
thermophilous small tree with a discontinuous distribution pattern through-
out the Mediterranean basin (KARLSSON et al., 2005; LOMBARDO et al., 2020,
and references therein), probably introduced during historic times in north
Africa (CHARCO GARCÍA, 2001) and naturalized in Madeira, Malta, the UK,
Crete and the Aegaean islands (GONÇALVES SILVA et al., 2009; RAAB-STRAUBE,
2017). V. tinus probably represents a remnant element of the Paleogenic flora,
as suggested by its inclusion - together with V. rugosum Pers. and V. treleasei
Gand., narrow endemics to the Canary and Azores Islands respectively
(MOURA et al., 2015) - in the small basal section Tinus, counting 5-8 more
species, mostly located in China (DONOGHUE et al., 2004; LANDIS et al., 2020),
by its low flammability - a trait in common with several lauriphyllous trees
belonging to plant families of tropical origin (QUÉZEL & MÉDAIL, 2003), and
by its leaves bearing acarodomatia (GROSTAL & O’DOWD, 1994), an ancestral
morpho-functional adaptation favouring mite/plant mutual symbiosis, a trait
shared by several plant families counting many warm-temperate and/or tropi-
cal forest trees and lianas (e.g., Apocynaceae, Aquifoliaceae, Araliaceae,
Dioscoreaceae, Fagaceae, Juglandaceae, Rubiaceae, Vitaceae: O’DOWD &
WILLSON, 1991) and also reported for some frequently co-occurring evergreen
lauriphyllic Mediterranean trees such as Rhamnus alaternus L. (MARTÍNEZ-
SOLIS et al., 1993) and Laurus nobilis L. (PENZIG & CHIABRERA, 1903).
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Despite featuring among the characteristic species of the undergrowth
of holm oak forest communities of the northern Mediterranean Basin (class
Quercetea, order Quercetalia and alliance Quercion ilicis according to phy-
tosociological literature: BRAUN-BLANQUET, 1936; RIVAS-MARTÍNEZ et al.,
1986; PIGNATTI, 1998; MUCINA et al., 2016), in this context V. tinus prefers
humid and shady microhabitats (COSTA-TALENS et al., 1995). Additionally,
this species proves to stand quite well frost stress, as reported by LARCHER

(1981) and personally verified by one of us (SP, February 2021), who
observed several healthy plants grown in pots in open air conditions after hav-
ing experienced an intense cold winter season in Glarus (inner Switzerland).
Due to frost hardness, V. tinus is used more and more frequently as an orna-
mental plant in several central European countries (ALKURDI et al., 2019).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The authors consulted most of the scientific literature focused on Sicilian
forestry, vascular flora, woody vegetation, palaeo – and archaeobotany, as well
as the main reviews concerning local historical gardens – and archives looking
for any data related to V. tinus. The main environmental characteristics of the
localities hosting the Sicilian populations of V. tinus are reported in Table 1.
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Table 1
Main characteristics of the localities hosting the known Sicilian populations of V. tinus.
MPA = Palermo Mts.; MTP = Trapani Mts.; MSI = Sicani Mts.; MAD = Madonie Mts.;

INN = inner Sicily; NEB = Nebrodi Mts., ETN = Etna Mt. Bioclimate according
to Rivas-Martínez Classification (source: Bazan et al., 2015): UTme = Upper Thermo-Mediterranean,

LMme = lower Meso-Mediterranean; UMme = Upper Meso-Mediterranean, LSme = Lower
Supra-Mediterranean. calc = calcareous (limestone / dolomia); gyps. = gypsum; qz sandst. =

quartz sandstone; volc = volcanic; QI = Quercion ilicis; EA-QI = Erico arboreae-Quercion ilicis;
AU-LN = Arbuto unedonis-Laurion nobilis; OS-CS = Oleo sylvestris-Ceratonion siliquae; Ind =

indigenous, Nat = naturalized, Cas = casual, n.a. = not available, Spr. = spreading

Mt. Range MPA MTP MSI MAD INN NEB PEL SE-Sic ETN

Alt. range 50- 400- 500- 700- 400- 50- 0-50 450 400
(m a.s.l.) 200 750 800 800 950 1000? 1000

Bioclimate UTme UTme- UMme- UMme- UMme- LMme? UTme LMme LSme-
LMme LMme LMme LMme UMme

Substrate calc calc calc qz gyps. / qz calc qz volc
(bedrock) sandst. calc sandst. sandst.

Phytosoc. QI QI QI, EA-QI n.a. EA-QI? OS- E-QI, EA-QI
alliance AU-LN CS, QI QI

Status Ind? Nat? Ind?, Nat Cas? Cas? Nat Nat, Nat,
and Trend Spr. Spr. Spr. Spr.
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The Sicilian specimens of V. tinus kept in the herbaria of Palermo (PAL)
and Catania (CAT) were searched, too. A list of them is provided in the Table 2.
The syntaxonomic nomenclature of the vegetation units cited in the text fol-
lows GUARINO et al. (2017); a complete prospect of these vegetation units is
provided in the Table 3.

Table 2
Sicilian specimens of Viburnum tinus found in the herbaria of Palermo (PAL) and Catania (CAT)

Palermo Mts.

Favorita / s. coll. (probably A. Riccobono, G. Certa, pers. comm.) / 3.IV.1897 (PAL59858)
Panormi / s. d. / s. coll. / ex Flora Sicula Exsiccata - Hortus Catinensis - Tornabene (CAT9517)
Sicani Mts.

Santa Maria del Bosco – In sylvis montosis / VI / leg. Todaro / Todaro Flora Sicula Exsiccata n.
1297 (PAL59857)
Contrada Muscola, Chiusa Sclafani (PA) / UTM 33S 365422, 4168382, 480 m a.s.l., limestones
/ 7.X.1997 / legit G. Certa, G. Scafidi and E. Schimmenti (PAL59866)
Madonie Mts.

Madonie in sylvis montosis an culta? uti notatur a Guss. Syn. Fl. Sic. vol. 1 pag. 363 / s. d. /
vivum et siccum in Horto Siculo / leg. Tornabene / Martio-Aprile (CAT9518)
Gibilmanna, 37°59’ N – 14°00’ E, brown soil on quartzarenite, 700-800 m a.s.l. / 18.06.1990 /
legit F.M. Raimondo et al. – OPTIMA Iter Mediterraneum III in Sicily 2478 (PAL68937)
Nebrodi Mts.

Boschi di Mistretta / s. d. / ex Flora Sicula Exsiccata - Hortus Catinensis - Tornabene
(CAT9516).
Inner Sicily

Nature Reserve “Monte Conca” near the town of Campofranco / legit L. Scuderi / 6.IV.2008
(CAT14092)

Table 3
Syntaxa cited in the text (nomenclature according to Guarino et al., 2017)

QUERCETEA ILICIS Br.-Bl. ex A. Bolòs y Vayreda & O. de Bolòs in A. Bolòs y Vayreda 1950
QUERCETALIA ILICIS Br.-Bl. ex Molinier 1934 em. Rivas-Mart. 1975
QUERCION ILICIS Br.-Bl. ex Molinier 1934
Oleo sylvestris-Quercetum virgilianae Brullo 1984
Rhamno alaterni-Quercetum ilicis Brullo & Marcenò 1985
Pistacio lentisci-Quercetum ilicis Brullo & Marcenò 1985 subass. viburnetosum tini Gianguzzi et al. 1996
Ampelodesmo mauritanici-Quercetum ilicis subass. viburnetosum tini Gianguzzi et al. 2016
Sorbo torminalis-Quercetum virgilianae Brullo et al. 1996
ERICO ARBOREAE-QUERCION ILICIS Brullo, Di Martino & Marcenò 1977

Arabido turritae-Quercetum congestae Brullo & Marcenò 1985
ARBUTO UNEDONIS-LAURION NOBILIS Rivas-Mart., Fernández-González & Loidi 1999

Hedero helicis-Lauretum nobilis Bueno & Fernándes Prieto 1991
Acantho mollis-Lauretum nobilis Gianguzzi, D’Amico & Romano 2010
PISTACIO LENTISCI-RHAMNETALIA ALATERNI Rivas-Mart. 1975
OLEO-CERATONION SILIQUAE Br.-Bl. 1936 ex Guinochet & Drouineau 1944 em.
Rivas-Mart. 1975
Myrto communis-Pistacietum lentisci (Molinier 1954 em. O. de Bolòs 1962) Rivas-Mart. 1975



RESULTS

The total absence of V. tinus in the palaeo- and archaeobotanical record
of Sicily (PASTA et al., in press), as well as the lack of any mention about the
use of its wood on the island in press (SALA et al., 2020) point out the extreme
rarity of this species since millennia and support the hypothesis of its recent
introduction.

The first author to quote V. tinus for Sicily was CUPANI (1696, p. 108),
who mentioned “Laurus sylvestris Corni foeminae folijs, subhirsutis C. B. P.,
Laurus Tinus, sivè sylvestris I.B.” without specifying whether the species
grew in the wild or was just cultivated in the botanical garden of Misilmeri
near Palermo. One century later, UCRIA (1789: p. 142) cited V. tinus with the
vernacular name of “lauru tinu” and listed it among the exotic plants which
only occurred in botanical gardens, whilst the species was considered to be
native to Sicily by GUSSONE (1821). In the same period, also PRESL (1826)
cited V. tinus as growing in Sicily with no further remarks, and the same did
TINEO (1827), who also reported the vernacular name “dentagini”. During
the following decades, TODARO (1858) and TORNABENE (1887b) quoted V.
tinus in their catalogues concerning the plants cultivated in the botanic gar-
dens of Palermo and Catania, respectively. Even these scholars added no
comment about its native status, and the authors of the main Italian floras
published during the 19th century do not mention the species for Sicily
(BERTOLONI, 1837) or consider it as ‘almost naturalized’ (PARLATORE, 1887).

Figure 1 and the following text provides more details on the current
occurrence and distribution of the Sicilian populations of V. tinus.

Surroundings of Palermo
In contrast with the extremely high number of citations referring to

other woody species cultivated in the Plain of Palermo and its surroundings,
V. tinus (named with the vernacular name of “dentagine”) features only twice
in the official documents of the Bourbon period as “planted” (Archivio di
Stato di Palermo, 1804) and “sown” (ARCHIVIO DI STATO DI PALERMO, 1806)
in the Real Sito dei Colli (= royal estate of the Colli, a large surface of coun-
tryside located north of the city centre of Palermo, once hosting many villas
and estates of local nobility and nowadays erased by urban sprawl; cf. SESSA,
2015). Additionally, this species has not been used in the reforestation inter-
ventions carried out in the nearby Monte Pellegrino (LA MANTIA, 2020).
Reported as casually naturalised at Mondello since the end of 19th century
(STROBL, 1883; LOJACONO-POJERO, 1903), V. tinus is a widespread plant in
the urban park of Favorita and its neighbouring green areas (LOJACONO-
POJERO, 1903; BUFFA et al., 1986; GIUFFRIDA, 1990; MAZZOLA & DI MARTI-

41Notes on the status and the current spread of Viburnum tinus L. ...



NO, 1996, LA MANTIA, 2004). Probably escaped from there since long time, it
currently occurs in many scattered nuclei of maquis in the foothills (up to 150
m a.s.l.) referred to Rhamno alaterni-Quercetum ilicis (BRULLO & MARCENÒ,
1985; BARTOLO et al., 1992) and to Pistacio lentisci-Quercetum ilicis subass.
viburnetosum tini (GIANGUZZI et al., 1996, 2017) all around Monte Pellegri-
no (RAIMONDO et al., 1996) and in the very same habitats on the foothills of
Mt. Grifone at Santa Maria di Gesù (RAIMONDO et al., 1994).

Trapani Mts.

V. tinus currently grows on the N-facing slopes of Mt. San Giuliano from
locality Runzi up to the top (600-750 m a.s.l.) together with other evergreen
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Fig. 1—Current distribution of the doubtfully native (1-2 and 5-11) and the probably escaped/nat-
uralized (3-4 and 12-22) populations of Viburnum tinus in Sicily. Full circles: populations already
reported in previous literature; empty circles = new records based on herbarium specimens and
unpublished field records. 1: foothills of Mt. Pellegrino, 2: Santa Maria di Gesù, 3: Contrada Fon-
tana Rossa, 4: top of Mt. San Giuliano, 5: Contessa Entellina, 6: Bisacquino, 7: Chiusa Sclafani, 8:
San Carlo and Coste di Sibilla, 9: Sosio river watershed (incl. Bosco di Sant’Adriano), 10: Santo Ste-
fano di Quisquina, 11: Castronovo di Sicilia, 12: Monte Conca, 13: Cefalù and Gibilmanna, 14:
Mistretta, 15: Enna, 16: Milazzo, 17: NE slopes of Mt. Etna, 18: Zafferana Etnea, 19: Mt. Ceraulo,
20: Contrada Caudarella, Caltagirone, 21: Monte Difeso - Pedara, 22: Contrada Cialagra - Caltanis-
setta. For more details on the distribution see: https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1ztp6r-
L-jPC9VsPWJnBVYp2fwoT_VxDH&usp=sharing



species benefitting from the exceptionally wet local microclimatic conditions
(SCUDERI, 2006; SCUDERI & PASTA, 2009), such as Laurus nobilis and Hedera
helix L., dominating a lauriphyllic community which could be referred to
Hedero helicis-Lauretum nobilis (L. Scuderi, pers. comm.). As its occurrence on
Mt. San Giuliano was not reported on previous botanical literature (e.g., SAM-
MARTANO, 1826; PONZO, 1900), we cannot rule out the hypothesis that it is just
recently escaped from the historic garden of ‘Balio’ build just on the top of the
mount in the town of Erice during the second half of the 19th century (RoSSINI

OLIVA& VALDÉS, 2001). On Mt. San Giuliano V. tinus also occurs at lower alti-
tudes in Locality Fontanarossa, located at 400 m a.s.l. (L. Scuderi, pers. comm.).

Sicani Mts.
In this mountain range V. tinuswas first observed at Santa Maria del Bosco

on Mt. Genuardo by GUSSONE (1843) (Table 2) during the first half of the 19th
century. Once again, the species occurs close to a Bourbon estate, located at
Calatamauro (BENIGNO et al., 1983). Nowadays the species still occurs there (E.
Badalamenti and L. Scuderi, pers. comm.) and in other sites nearby, like Con-
trada Serradaino and Boschetto, or at Contrada Rocca Rossa near Contessa
Entellina (GIANGUZZI et al., 2007, 2010, 2016; CUTTONARO, 2012), and has
apparently experienced a significantly fast spread during last 150 years. In fact,
its presence has been recorded in several humid and shady sites - mostly locat-
ed between 500 and 800 m a.s.l. and close to streams and creeks - such as Mt.
Lucerta (MARCENÒ et al., 1985), the watershed of Sosio river (MARCENÒ et al.,
1985; GARFÌ et al., 2013), the territories of Chiusa Sclafani and Castronuovo di
Sicilia at the end of 1990s (Table 2), the localities Coste di Sibilla (BAZAN et al.,
2007), Bosco di Sant’Adriano, Cozzo Danesi, Bisacquino (Contrada Gallinaro)
and San Carlo (Contrada Zaffuti), the northern slopes of Mt. Gristia (CUT-
TONARO, 2012; GIANGUZZI et al., 2016) and Contrada Pietrafucile (L. Scuderi,
pers. comm.). In this area V. tinus may take part to evergreen lauriphyllic ther-
mo-hygrophilous forest nuclei (Acantho mollis-Lauretum nobilis), to degraded
holm oakwoods (Ampelodesmo mauritanici-Quercetum ilicis subass. viburneto-
sum tini) and to semi-deciduous oakwoods referred to Sorbo torminalis-Querce-
tum virgilianae (GIANGUZZI et al., 2010, 2016).

Madonie Mts.
STROBL (1883) states “In Sicily and particularly in the Madonie it never

appears to grow wild, but it commonly occurs as cultivated plant in gardens”.
Also TORNABENE (1887a) and LOJACONO-POJERO (1903) reported it as doubt-
fully native for this mountain range. During last decades its local naturalisa-
tion has been reported for Contrada Presti near Cefalù (RAIMONDO & MAZ-
ZOLA, 1984). The species has also been observed growing on acidic soils in
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several oakwood nuclei (Table 2) referred to Erico arboreae-Quercion ilicis
near Gibilmanna (RAIMONDO & MAZZOLA, 1984; RAIMONDO et al., 2004;
TAVILLA & CAMBRIA, 2020; V. Ilardi, pers. comm.).

Nebrodi and Peloritani Mts.
Although a 19th-century exsiccatum from Mistretta is kept in the

herbarium of Tornabene (Table 2), this species was never recorded to occur
in NE-Sicily (e.g., NICOTRA 1883) before CRISAFULLI (2003) reported it for
the territory of Milazzo. Here V. tinus grows in the remnant patches of ther-
mophilous woody communities (Oleo sylvestris-Quercetum virgilianae, Myrto
communis-Pistacietum lentisci) as well as in abandoned olive orchards and
hedgerows (Table 3). Considering that the territory of Milazzo hosts many
ancient villas and private gardens, the hypothesis of its recent spread from
locally cultivated individuals cannot be discarded (M. Crisafulli, pers. comm.).

Inner Sicily
V. tinus has also been observed growing in several localities in inner Sici-

ly. More in detail, its presence has been recorded on gypsum-rich soils at
Enna (LO GIUDICE & CRISTAUDO, 2004), where it grows as a casually escaped
plant near the ruins of Castello di Lombardia in the old city centre (A.
Cristaudo, pers. comm.), and in the Nature Reserve named “Monte Conca”,
located around 400 m a.s.l. and on soils developed from outcropping cal-
careous sandstones in locality Cialagra (550 m s.l.m.) near Caltanissetta,
where several seedlings and saplings of V. tinus were found in a site hosting
several large individuals of Quercus virgiliana Ten. and other woody plants
such as Arbutus unedo L., Crataegus monogyna Jacq. and Teucrium flavum L.
(G. Clementi and S. Tirrito, 29.05.2021, pers. comm.) (Figure 1 and Table 1).

Mt. Etna
V. tinus is not mentioned among the native woody plants in none of the ear-

liest inventories of the vascular flora of the volcano (RAFINESQUE-SCHMALTZ,
1815; STROBL, 1880-1888; TORNABENE, 1890), and is explicitly mentioned as
absent in all eastern Sicily by BACCARINI (1901). SCUDERI (1828) did not mention
it neither, albeit he reported the presence of small “viburni” (Viburnum spp.)
colonizing the lava flows of 1736 in the southern sector of the forest of Catania.

SCIANDRELLO et al. (2020) report V. tinus as growing on the eastern slopes
of Mt. Etna between 700 and 1000 m a.s.l. Actually, BRULLO et al. (1999, 2009)
observed it growing in the mesic oakwoods referred to Arabido turritae-Querce-
tum congestae near Caselle (c. 1000 m a.s.l.), but this species appears to be far
more common at lower altitudes: for instance, scattered individuals were
observed growing in the undergrowth of semi-deciduous oakwoods (Erico
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Fig. 2 — Mature individual of Viburnum tinus within a prickly pear orchard in the territory of
Caltagirone (photo: T. La Mantia).

arboreae-Quercion ilicis) near Zafferana Etnea by S. Pasta and A. Troia (c. 600m
a.s.l., VII.1994, unpubl.), whilst SIRACUSA (1998) observed it in similar forest
communities near Sant’Alfio (municipality of Milo, c. 530 m a.s.l.), TURRISI &
POLI MARCHESE (2007) recorded its presence at Mt. Ciraulo (municipality of
Mascalucia, c. 525 m s.l.m.), and S. Pasta, C. and C. Catalano observed it grow-
ing on the eastern slopes ofMt. Difeso near Pedara (c. 800m s.l.m., 20.06.2021).

South-Eastern Sicily
The recent colonization of V. tinus within an Opuntia ficus-indica (L.)

Mill. plantation in locality Rangasile near Caltagirone (Fig. 2) was first noticed
by T. La Mantia (January 2018). Since its discovery this small population is
constantly increasing and now counts about 15 individuals; the first of them
have probably reached this site after escaping from a private or public garden
in the surroundings. Local prickly pear orchards prove to be an attractive
place for many seed dispersers and a suitable place for the survival, establish-
ment and spread of many other woody plants growing in the adjacent patches
of semi-natural vegetation, i.e. oak wood fragments with Q. suber L., Q.
pubescensWilld., Q. ilex L. and tall shrublands with Rhus coriaria L., Prunus
spinosa L. and Cytisus infestus C. Presl (BADALAMENTI et al., submitted).



DISCUSSION

The ecological information inferred from occurrence data (Table 1)
points out that the extant Sicilian populations of V. tinus show no clear pref-
erence for any soil/substrate type and mostly occur in woodlands and areas
with a sparse wood cover, such as forest fringes, hedgerows and abandoned
orchards. The species appears to meet its optimum between 450 and 800 m
a.s.l., i. e. under meso-Mediterranean climate, with the exception of the nuclei
near Palermo, which enjoy exceptionally humid conditions under thermo-
Mediterranean mesoclimate.

Some Sicilian scholars consider V. tinus as a native ‘relict’ species which
only survived in the island where it met very peculiar warm and humid
microclimatic conditions. Indeed, the occurrence of this species in moist
mid-altitude (400-800 m a.s.l.) sites, deep gorges or closed valleys matches
very well with some of the main types of glacial refugia individuated by
MÉDAIL & DIADEMA (2009). In one hand, this hypothesis needs to be sup-
ported by further evidence, and we should expect to find some more co-
occurring ‘relicts’ growing in these refugial sites, which is not the case. On
the other hand, we must avow that some ‘true’ relicts, like Ptilostemon
greuteri Raimondo & Domina, a peculiar evergreen lauriphyllic woody this-
tle (RAIMONDO & DOMINA, 2006), or Zelkova sicula Di Pasquale, Garfì &
Quézel, a deciduous summergreen tree belonging to a genus linked to more
mesic conditions, were able to survive even ‘alone’ (with no similar co-occur-
rent plants) under thermo- and meso-mediterranean bioclimatic belts thanks
to favourable stochastic events and/or peculiar microtopographic patterns
(GARFÌ et al., 2021).

Most of the Sicilian populations of V. tinus, a plant sacred to all the
monotheistic religions of the Mediterranean area (ZOHARY, 1982;
BALLERO, 2016), grow in close vicinity of sanctuaries, convents and ceme-
teries (e.g., Santa Maria del Bosco, Gibilmanna, Sant’Adriano, Rotoli on
the western foothills of Mt. Pellegrino, Santa Maria di Gesù). Elsewhere,
like in the Bourbon estates of ‘La Favorita’ and that of Calatamauro, this
species has been deliberately planted, as in many other Italian and circum-
Mediterranean localities, where V. tinus has been extensively used to build
hedgerows due to its quick response to regular pruning and shaping (‘ars
topiaria’). As a matter of fact, V. tinus features among the ten most com-
mon plants cultivated in Sicilian historical gardens (BAZAN et al., 2005).
Hence, local frugivorous birds (JORDANO, 1982; DEBUSSCHE et al., 1987;
DEBUSSCHE & ISENMANN, 1989, 1992; HERRERA, 1995) may be main
responsible for the fast dispersal of its shiny blue metallic and lipid-rich
fruits (MIDDLETON et al., 2020) and in its recent spread throughout the
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region has probably been underestimated, like in the case of other woody
plants with bird-dispersed edible fleshy and/or juicy fruits (e.g., Celtis aus-
tralis L., Ficus carica L., Laurus nobilis L., Olea europaea L., Vitis vinifera
L., T. La Mantia and R. da Silveira Bueno, pers. obs.). This is almost cer-
tainly the case of the isolated individuals and small nuclei of V. tinus found
in inner and south-eastern Sicily and on Mt. Etna, where this species
results to be cultivated in more than 40% of the historical gardens consid-
ered by CRISTAUDO et al. (2010).

On the one hand, we cannot rule out the hypothesis that at least some of
the Sicilian nuclei are native and represent the original source of the plants
introduced in the public and private gardens of the surroundings. Indeed, V.
tinus behaves like a native plant in the foothills of the mountains near Paler-
mo and in the Sicani Mts., where it grows in ‘near-natural’ conditions and
counts numerous healthy populations. On the other hand, considering that
this territory was already intensely explored during the 17th century by
Francesco Scaglione, apothecary of the town of Prizzi and one of the most
active informers of Francesco Cupani, one might wonder why its local occur-
rence remained unrecorded until GUSSONE (1843).

Whenever the native status of some Sicilian populations of V. tinus
would be demonstrated, with no doubt private and public gardens played
and still play a key role in favouring the naturalisation of cultivated indi-
viduals of extra-insular origin, a phenomenon already ascertained for
other bird-dispersed plant species, such as Chamaerops humilis L. (PASTA
et al., 2014).

In the end, V. tinus is currently facing a sort of ‘forced turnover’ due to
two counteracting processes triggered by anthropogenic disturbance: on the
one side, several native relict stands are prone to local extinction events due
to global warming and habitat disruption, on the other side the species is
spreading (mostly northwards) due to its massive use for gardening purpos-
es, as it has been observed in many European countries such as in southern
France (F. Médail, pers. comm.).

We hope that future genetic analyses may help to dispel the doubts
about the native status of Viburnum tinus in Sicily, to detect any really relict
population and to shed light on the recent establishment and spread of the
species throughout the island.

CONCLUSIONS

This note points out not only the importance of taking into account and
bringing together the data issuing from palaeo- and archaeobotanical
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research, but also the ‘humanistic’ information reported on the available his-
torical sources concerning agriculture and forest plantation activities and the
literature on historical gardens. Such a multidisciplinary approach allows to
better document and trace the cases of plant introduction (GRIMALDI et al.,
2018) and or shrinkage/extinction (DI DOMENICO et al., 2011). In our opin-
ion this approach is very much needed to deal with the history of tree cover,
as it supports the correct assessment of the native status of forest woody
species and prevents the risk of simplistic interpretations of current forest
vegetation patterns.
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