
Lycoris 

aurea 
Golden Spider Lily 

– not only a 

beautiful ornamental 

but also useful in the 

management of 

Alzheimer’s 

Disease.   
  

The Golden Spider Lily, 

Lycoris aurea, is closely related to the better-known pink-flowered Nerines of southern 

Africa, but it comes from Asia, especially the limestone regions of southern China 

where plants occur naturally in rock crevices and in shaded, moist locations on hillsides. 

There are about 20 species of Lycoris, and 15 of these are endemic to Southern China. 

For centuries, Lycoris have been popular as garden or potted plants worldwide, but 

horticulturists have a long history of working to improve wild species, so garden plants 

may well be of hybrid origin. Plants of Lycoris aurea are diploid, but are unusual in 

that chromosome numbers vary between plants, 12, 13, 14 or 16 but only those with 

chromosomes 2n=14 are known to be fertile. 
 

Flowers appear unheralded by leaves, and well deserve their charming Chinese 

common name – 忽地笑 Hu Di Xiao – which approximately translates to Suddenly 

Laughing! Certainly, their sudden arrival well 

before the appearance of their leaves, brings a 

smile to everyone. There is a Chinese folk story 

of two fairies, one guarded the flowers, the other 

the leaves, and they were destined never to meet. 

However, they defied their deity, met and fell in 

love. Their punishment - that the golden flowers 

would never meet the green leaves ever again.  



Bulbs of all species of Lycoris contain 

poisonous alkaloids and in Japan are often grown 

along the margins of rice paddy fields to deter mice, 

but one alkaloid in particular, galantamine, isn’t just 

a folk remedy and is available in Australia on the 

Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) for the 

treatment of mild to moderately severe dementia in 

patients with Alzheimer’s disease who have reduced 

levels of acetylcholine in the brain. Galantamine is an 

acetylcholinesterase inhibitor that blocks the 

breakdown of acetylcholine by the enzyme 

cholinesterase. Acetylcholine is the main 

neurotransmitter that functions in the nervous system and is needed in the brain for 

memory, attention, learning, thought and motivation. Galantamine will not cure 

Alzheimer’s, nor will it prevent the eventual loss of mental capacity, but it has been 

shown to have some effect on cognition.   
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