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The search for Costus juruanus:  
Determining the correct name for the 
plants currently accepted as Costus 
productus 
 

By Dave Skinner (selvadero@gmail.com)  with Dr. 
Marcus Athaydes Liesenfeld 
 

In 1972, the New York Botanical Garden published Dr. 
Paul Maas’ monograph on new world Costaceae (then 
known as the subfamily Costoideae within the family 
Zingiberaceae).  He included the species Costus juruanus 
which had been first described in Latin and named by 
Karl Schumann in Das Phlantenreich in 1904.  The holo-
type for the species was collected by the German explorer 
Ernst Ule in 1901 along the Rio Jurua-Mirim in western 
Brazil, but that specimen was destroyed during WWII in 
Berlin, so Dr. Maas selected as a neotype a specimen that 
was collected at the Perene Bridge in Department Junín, 
Peru by Killip & Smith in 1929.   
 
In 1977, Dr. Maas’ monograph was expanded to include 
several new species he had described and other changes 
he had determined since the 1972 monograph was pub-
lished.  In this publication, Dr. Maas determined that 
plants in this species should be renamed as C. productus 
(a name that had been proposed by Gleason) because 
there was only a photograph of the holotype for C. juru-
anus, and he felt that species must be denigrated to an 
“insufficiently known species”.  Since then, these plants 
have been known by their “accepted name” as Costus 
productus. 
 
More recently, Dr. Maas has found a duplicate specimen 
of the plant collected by Ernst Ule, deposited in an her-
barium in Hamburg, Germany.   He is working on a revi-
sion to his monograph and intends to list this Hamburg 
specimen as an isotype (a duplicate of the lost holotype 
from Berlin), for the species C. juruanus.  Dr. Maas be-
lieves now that the Ule plant is the same species as the 
plants we currently know as C. productus.  If so, the 
name will have to revert again to C. juruanus, because 
the rules of nomenclature require that the earliest Pub-

 

lished name be used as the accepted name for a species.  
This would obviously cause a lot of confusion in the gen-
eral public because there already has been confusion in the 
identification and naming of these plants. 
 
There are currently two formally named varieties of C. 
productus – var. productus, a glabrous plant from Peru, 
and var. strigosus, a hairy plant from southern Colombia 
but only the Peruvian plants are found in cultivation.  Dr. 
Maas is planning to unite the previously described var. 
strigosus with var. productus because the difference in 
indumenta appears to fall within the variation of this spe-
cies.  In fact, I have found this species to be incredibly 
polymorphic, with various forms of the ligules, leaves and 
flowers.   
 
The form of C. productus that is most common in cultiva-
tion was at one time incorrectly identified in horticulture 
as the species C. curvibracteatus.  This form grows to 
about 1 meter tall, has red-orange bracts distinctly re-
curved along the margins and yellow-orange tubular 
shaped flowers with red at the apex of the labellum.  The 
leaves are only slightly plicate (pleated with raised veins) 
and measure up to about 22 cm long by 9 cm wide.  The 
ligules and petioles are about 1.5 cm long, somewhat 
lobed to truncate.  The upper side of the leaves has thick 
short hairs, but the rest of the plant is glabrous (without 
hairs).  According to Ray Baker’s notes, from the Lyon 
Arboretum PDF files on the Heliconia Society website, 
this form was collected by Tim Plowman, No. 11560 in 
Peru, Dept. San Martín, in the hills behind “La Charapita” 
about 3 km SE of Tocache Nuevo on the road to Tingo 
Maria. 
 
There is another form in cultivation that was sometimes 
sold as “Barbatus Dwarf” but has no relationship whatso-
ever to the species C. barbatus. Since that trade name in-
cludes the name of another species, it cannot be used as a 
cultivar name under ISHS rules, so a name-the-cultivar 
contest was held on the Facebook group “Planet Heliconia 
-Ginger-Costus” and the winning name, now a registered 
cultivar name, is Costus ‘Dwarf Star’.  Costus ‘Dwarf 
Star’ has a similar inflorescence to the common form, but 
only grows about a half meter tall.  The margins of the 
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The Purpose of HSI 
The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and under-
standing of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants (in the 
families Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, Marantaceae, Mu-
saceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of the order Zinger-
berales through education, research and communication. Inter-
est in Zingiberales and information on the cultivation and bota-
ny of these plants is rapidly increasing. HSI will centralize this 
information and distribute it to members. 
 
The HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL, a non-
profit corporation, was formed in 1985 because of rapidly de-
veloping interest around the world in these plants and their 
close relatives. We are composed of dues-paying members. 
Our officers and all participants are volunteers. Everyone is 
welcome to join and participate. HSI conducts a Biennial Meet-
ing and International Conference. 
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PDF $25, Student $10, Library $35, Contributing $50, Corpo-
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All members receive the BULLETIN (usually published quar-
terly) and special announcements. Join or renew your member-
ship at www.heliconia.org. 
 
HSI Officers and Board of Directors for 2019-2020 
Carla Black, President and Membership; David Lorence, Treas-
urer; Jan Hintze, Secretary, Membership and Etlingera Cultivar 
Registrar; Dave Skinner, Costaceae Cultivar Registrar and 
Conservation; Colton Collins, Webmaster; Chelsea Specht, 
Student Grants; Vinita Gowda, Heliconia Cultivar Registrar; 
Sandra Barnes, Archivist; and Directors: Timothy Chapman, 
Vivian Loges, Minal Patil and Richard Criley. 
 
The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the  
HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. 
Inquiries: Jan Hintze, admin@heliconia.org.  
Website: www.heliconia.org 

bracts are not recurved and the flowers are a bit larger and 
lighter yellow in color than the common form. The leaves 
are much more strongly plicate, broader, and larger 
(measuring up to 24 cm long and 12 cm wide) and the 
entire plant is glabrous.  The origin of this form is not 
known. 
 
A third form of C. productus in cultivation was collected 
by Mark Collins and distributed by Stokes Tropicals with 
the cultivar name Costus ‘Maroon Chalice’.  It is named 
for the very long, deeply lobed and cupped ligules, dark 
burgundy in color, and is contrasted with another cultivar 
called ‘Emerald Chalice’ which has green cupped ligules.  
Both cultivars have flowers that are bright yellow with a 
stamen that extends beyond the labellum.  These two cul-
tivars grow to about 1.5 to 2 meters tall and are the tallest 
form of C. productus that I have found. The leaves are 
also the largest, growing up to 35 cm long by 12 cm wide.  
This is recorded on the Lyon PDF sheets, collected by 
Mark Collins along the road between Villa Rica and Puer-
to Bermudez in Peru, Dept. Pasco.  I found the same form 
to be quite common in Department Pasco of Peru at eleva-
tions between 600 and 900 meters.  Some plants I saw in 
the wild had both the green and the burgundy sheaths and 
ligules, but most in nature had green.  Both cultivars are 
glabrous throughout. 
 
I found another very distinctly different form near a place 
called Lechemayo in Department Puno, Peru.  This form 
has dark green, strongly plicate leaves that are dark purple 
on the undersides, growing to 25 cm long and 12 cm wide.  
The plant grows to about 1 meter tall.  The ligules and 
petioles are about 1 cm long, and truncate (not lobed).  
The inflorescence is closest to the commonly cultivated 
form, with recurved margins to the deep cherry-red bracts 
and flowers with a smaller labellum opening and more 
orange in color than the others.  This has been submitted 
for cultivar registration as Costus ‘Ruffles’. 

Yet another completely different form of C. productus 
was found growing along the Rio Tambopata in Madre de 
Dios, Peru.  This form is only about a half meter tall and 
has large silvery grey leaves measuring to 32 cm long by 
13 cm wide.  They are nearly smooth (not at all plicate) 
and the entire plant is completely glabrous.  The ligules 
are nearly 2 cm long and slightly lobed but not at all 
cupped.  The inflorescence is red-orange in color with 
light yellow flowers.  This beautiful form of Costus 
productus is now in cultivation under the name ‘Dazzler’. 
 
So here we have Costus productus in many different phe-
notypes, all of which, Dr. Maas believes, belong to the 
same species, and probably are the same species as was 
originally described from the Ule collection that first was 
named Costus juruanus.  Ernst Ule collected this Costus 
along the Rio Jurua-Mirim in 1901 but there is no infor-
mation telling us exactly where along this river Ule found 
the plant.  He was exploring along that river for several 
months. Dr. Maas had been to the region himself twice 
before, in 1971 and again in 2001, but he did not see this 
species there.  He had already searched part way up the 
Rio Jurua-Mirim, far up the Rio Moa to the Serra do Moa 
area and all around the town of Cruzeiro do Sul without 
finding a plant matching the specimen collected by Ule.  
So with all this variation in the species Costus productus, 
Dr. Maas presented me with the challenge to find living 
plants of the form of Costus juruanus that had been col-
lected in 1901 by Ernst Ule along the Rio Jurua-Mirim in 
the present-day state of Acre, Brazil. 
 
To begin this search, I contacted Professor Dr. Marcus 
Athaydes Liesenfeld of the Federal University of Acre, at 
Cruzeiro do Sul.  Dr. Athaydes found out that the upper 
parts of the Rio Jurua-Mirim were too difficult and too 
dangerous due to drug trafficking in the region, but he 
agreed to assist me in planning and then joined me in two 
expeditions on parallel river systems in remote parts of 
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western Acre, first on the Rio Azul to the north and then a 
second expedition on the Rio Tarauacá to the south.  On 
the first expedition we were accompanied by Marcus’ stu-
dent, Samuel Mendonça and on the second expedition by 
another student, William Souza. 
 
The first expedition in February 2019 took us 10 hours by 
fast boat up the Rio Moa through inundated forest from 
Mancio Lima to the confluence of the Rio Azul, and then 
onward on that river to the last settlement in the Quei-
madas community, bordering the Serra do Divisor Nation-
al Park (SDNP).  The next day we were joined by local 
residents, James and Anglassí, and we traveled several 
hours further up the Rio Azul in a smaller boat, having to 
navigate around (and over) fallen logs as the river nar-
rowed.  This area, approaching the border with Peru has  
no settlements whatsoever, and the only other humans we 
saw that day were a couple of hunters heading down river   

with some fresh game they had shot.  We were able to 
trade a few beers for some meat to be cooked that night 
when we camped.  Later that night we heard the noise of 
boat motors coming down the narrow river, and when we 
looked down from our camp we saw two boats passing by, 
laden to the brim with what we assumed to be cocaine 
paste from Peru. 
 
Along the way we made short excursions on terra firme 
(solid ground) looking for plants.  Unfortunately, we did 
not find the Costus productus/juruanus I was looking for, 
but we did find many other species of Costaceae: Costus 
guanaiensis, Costus amazonicus subsp. krukovii, Costus 
erythrothyrsus, Costus lasius, Costus arabicus, Costus sca-
ber, two possible natural hybrids of Costus, and Dimero-
costus strobilaceus.  Marcus specializes in palms and he 
found several interesting ones, including Chamaedorea 
angustisecta, Chelyocarpus ulei and Attalea tessmannii.    

Fast boat and then slow boat for upper part of river.  Author, Marcus, and Samuel on first expedition  

Navigating over and under fallen logs across the river 

Camping on upper Rio Azul, Samuel with Costus guanaiensis, Author with Costus erythrothyrsus 



         Costus sp. (possible hybrid)                                                 Chamaedorea angustisecta (Arecaceae)  

Costus varzearum in flooded forest area on Rio Croa 

When we returned to the area around Cruzeiro do Sul, I 
explored another river system, the Rio Croa, including 
wading in the varzea forest (floodplain) that was flooded 
at that time of year.  Wading in knee deep water, I found 
the beautiful species Costus varzearum in full flower in 
the flooded forest.   
 
We also searched several “white sand” areas (known as 
campinaras) around Cruzeiro do Sul but did not find any 
Costus whatsoever growing in that habitat. 
 
The second expedition in April 2019 was on the Rio 
Tarauacá.  Other than the 1901 Ule collection, the only 
record of the species Costus productus in all of Brazil is 
a collection in 1995 by Marcos Silveira at a location 
along the Rio Tarauacá.  This location is deep in the 
indigenous territory of the Huni Kuin tribe and required a 
two-day boat trip to get there.  In order to get permission 
to enter the indigenous territory, we first stopped at the 
village of the chief, Mr. José Bené.  The chief appeared to 
be a very well-educated man who fluently spoke both 
Spanish and Portuguese as well as the native Huni Kuin 
language.  Marcus and I explained the purpose of our visit 
and the chief granted us permission to enter their lands 
and to stay at the Mucuripe Village (Mibãya) farther up 

the river close to the locality of the 1995 Silveira collec-
tion.  When we arrived there, the villagers welcomed us 
and two of the villagers even remembered the 1995 visit 
by Silveira and agreed to take us to that locality the next 
day.  The next day we hiked through various habitats and 
elevations on our way to the Silveira site, but when we 
finally arrived there, we found that the GPS coordinates of 
that collection are now in the middle of the river!  Appar-
ently the river course has changed enough, and eroded 
away the right bank at that very spot, so we did not find 
the plant there, nor did we see it on the long hike through 
the forest to get there or during our return to the village on 
a different route. 
 
Although we did not find Costus productus, the object of 
our search, we did find several other interesting Costus 
including  Costus varzearum, Costus guanaiensis, an un-
described species known from Bolivia and Peru, and an-
other undescribed species now known as ‘El Gato’ that I 
had previously seen in Colombia, Ecuador and Peru.   
 
Then the next day, on the way back toward Tarauacá City, 
we explored another area of forest and there we finally 
found the plant we were looking for.  I took many photos 
and measurements of all the flower parts.  I sent these 
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L to R: Marcus, Author, Chief Bené, William, & guide - Author explaining to chief what we were searching for. 

On a six hour hike to site where Costus productus was found in 1995 

Left is Marcus and author with Chief Bené – Right is the Siã Huni Kuin family where we stayed 
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  Costus ‘El Gato’ form on Rio Tarauacá                           Costus varzearum                      Costus sp. to be described new 

At last I find Costus productus in Brazil 

 
photos to Dr. Maas and he agreed that the plant we found 
is consistent with Costus productus (as it is currently 
known) and very close to the Ule specimen from 1901.   
The only difference, Dr. Maas noted, was that the ligules 
in the Ule specimen are a little longer.  I believe this varia-
tion to be minor enough that he will ultimately decide to 
make the change to C. juruanus when he publishes the 
revision to new world Costus.  So after two very difficult 
trips involving very long boat rides, we finally had suc-
cess.  I owe a huge debt of thanks to Dr. Marcus Athaydes 
and his students who made all the arrangements for these 
two expeditions.  It would have been absolutely impossi-
ble without their help.   

 

Various forms of the spe-

cies Costus productus: 

C. productus ‘Maroon Chalice’ at left, and C. productus 
‘Emerald Chalice’ at right 

Costus productus ‘Ruffles’ 
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Costus productus in the most commonly cultivated form 

Costus productus ‘Dwarf Star’ 

Costus productus forms found in Department Pasco, Peru 
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Costus productus ‘Ruffles’, at left and center. Costus productus found in Brazil, Rio Tarauacá, at right 

Costus productus ‘Dazzler’ 

Costus productus forms found in Department Pasco, Peru 



Frontispiece to Plumier’s Nova Plantarum Americanarum 
Genera (1703). 

Did you know?   Heliconias were originally 
called Bihai 

A 1703 publication titled Nova Plantarum Americanar-
um Genera by one Father Carolus (Charles) Plumier listed 
and described many plants discovered in the Caribbean re-
gion of the New World.   Plumier made three trips to the 
region between 1689 and 1697 and described his findings 
in a small work plus a catalog and drawings. He sought and 
was granted permission by the King of France to publish 
his findings with the proviso that copies be deposited in a 
number of locations, including the Louvre, various libraries 
of Paris, and with the Chancellor of France.   The descrip-
tions were published in Latin, as was the custom of the 
time, with three descriptions of genus Bihai, plants later 
published as Musa bihai by Linnaeus in his Species 
Plantarum (1753). The name Heliconia is thought to have 
been derived from Mount Helicon in Greece where lived 
the Muses – source of the genus Musa which these plants 
very much resembled, although botanical records also men-
tion an Antonius Musa, a physician to Roman emperors. 

The concept of species had been devised by naturalist John 
Ray in his Methodus Plantarum Nova (1682) as the small-
est unit of classification in a hierarchy of traits, while Jo-
seph Pitton de Tournefort (1656-1708) modified the con-
cept further by providing a methodical illustrated survey of 
genera [Institutiones Rei Herbariae (1700)].  Probably from  

these early examples, Plumier used the term Genera before 
Linnaeus adopted it for his classification system in his 
Genera Plantarum (1737).  Plumier also mentions Turnfor-
tius (Tournefort) in his botanical and philosophical intro-
duction to the book as Tournefort (1656-1708) was a 
friend and mentor to the young priest/botanist as well as 
one of the most influential botanists of the 17th century. 

 

Descriptions of Bihai from pages 50 and 51 of Nova 

Plantarum Americanarum Genera follow Tournefort’s 

format. Capital letters refer to the drawings in Plate 3. 

 

Drawings of Bihai flowers from Plate 3 of Nova Plantarum 

Americanarum Genera that were prepared by P. Giffart.  

Such drawings were often made from sketches made in 

the field by the botanist or from pressed specimens sent 

back to the continent for later description. 

This version of Plumier’s description of Bihai appeared in 
The Gardeners Dictionary (1741) by Philip Miller 
(section BI, page 93). 
 
“It hath a tubulous flower consisting of one leaf, shaped almost 
like a lily, and cut into two parts; the pistil and stamens are in-
cluded in two leaves. The pistil afterwards becomes a fleshy 
three-cornered fruit, containing three hard rough seeds.  To 
these notes should be added, many flowers contained in a com-
mon covering.  
 

The species are: 

Bihai amplissimus, foliis, florum vasculis coccineis. Plum. Nov. 

Gen.  Bihai with large leaves, and a scarlet covering to the flow-

ers. 
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Bihai amplissimus, foliis, florum sasculis subnigris. Plum. Nov. 

Gen. Bihai with large leaves, and black covering to the flow-

ers.” 
 
Miller apparently omitted Bihai amplissimus foliis, florum vas-
culis variegatis, which would have translated to Bihai with 
large leaves, and a variegated covering to the flowers. 
 

Miller wrote that the plants are “at present (1741) very 
rare in Europe,” and that he received seed of the first sort 
from Panama that was germinated at the Chelsea Physic 
Garden  but had not yet flowered. His Dictionary became 
the main reference in the world of horticulture. 

 

The Catalogus was a listing of other species found in the 
Caribbean  with short descriptions that were not included in 
the main body of the NPAG. 

 

Linnaeus used Plumier’s descriptions for Bihai (above) 
but placed them under the genus, Musa, in his Species 
Plantarum (1753).   

 
A specimen of Heliconia bihai from Surinam in the Lin-
naean Herbarium of London, possibly dating to 1775.  
This would have been long after the publication of Spe-
cies Plantarum. The spacing of the bracts along the  
rachis is much longer than what is today known as Heli-
conia bihai.  
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The concept of type specimen refers to a herbarium specimen to which the botanical description is applied.  In the case 
of Heliconia there is no reference to an official physical specimen, such as Plumier’s  collection might have provided.  
In a 1941 publication W. H. Hodge undertook to sort out what plants might have the characters described by Plumier 
and Linnaeus.   What follows is a reproduction of Hodge’s paper (W. H. Hodge, 1941.  The type species of Heliconia.  
Contr. Gray Herbarium 135:134-137 and an accompanying plate No. 7 on page 132).  
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HSI Member Profile: Herman Jongkind 
 
New Zealand, hjongkind.heliconias@gmail.com 
 
When did you join HSI? 
I joined HSI in 2014. At the time I was collecting infor-
mation to help me grow Etlingera for commercial cut flow-
er production in hot houses. The plants were untameable, 
and the project failed.  

What is your work with Zingiberales?                                                                                                                                                                     
I have been involved with the Zingiberales since the early 
1970’s, when my father started growing Strelitzia in hot 
houses in Holland. That failed, because it was uneconomi-
cal, as did Heliconia bihai and H. psittacorum. Success 
came with the introduction of H. stricta ‘Dwarf Jamaican’, 
and it is still one of my best hot house heliconias for cut 
flower production. 
 
In 1987, I took over my father’s business, and continued 
with 'Dwarf Jamaican' flower production. In 1998, I, my 
wife and 6 children emigrated to New Zealand. We started 
all over again, building a cut flower business with only two 
hands full of heliconia seeds. 
 
What is your favorite in the Order? 
My favourite order is Heliconia, because there is still so 
much mystery surrounding it. In greenhouses, they have a 
mind of their own in growing and flowering behaviour! 
 
 
 

Have you had a special success? 
My greatest success has been with the hybridizing of H. 
stricta with other species. This has resulted in some better 
cut flower varieties under New Zealand greenhouse cli-
mate conditions.  
 
Have you overcome a particular challenge? 
My biggest challenge is  to overcome the general idea that 
heliconia can’t be hybridised without the help of hum-
mingbirds.  
 
What do you hope to accomplish? 
The dream is to still have a much greater variety of colour 
and shape, based on ‘Dwarf Jamaican’ flower characteris-
tics. For over 40 years, I have been involved with heli-
conias. They provide the joy and income I need to raise my 
family of 13 kids. I have much reason to be thankful to the 
Creator of these magnificent flowers! 

Herman Jongkind 

  Hi there, cutie. 
 

                                       www.heliconia.org 
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XXI Conference in Colombia 
 
Dear friends, 
 
The organizing committee of the XXI Conference in 
Colombia has taken the decision to postpone the 
event. We can discuss the possibility of holding the 
conference sooner than August 2021, or simply de-
cide to set the date for one year later.  
 
Be well everyone, 
Carla 

Thank you, Rich! 
 
It was in the fall of 2010 that Bulletin Editor Ray Baker 
asked Rich Criley and me to take over the Bulletin, due to 
his declining health. I could not say no to Ray, as he was a 
very good friend and my first boss in Hawaii when I 
worked as a student helper on the grounds of Lyon Arbore-
tum in 1972. So Rich and I took over with Bulletin 16(3) 
in October 2010. Rich has accumulated and provided me 
the content for the past 38 Bulletins. Thank you, Rich! 
Rich has worked tirelessly and professionally, and I will 
miss working with him on this project. But I am looking 
forward to working with Vivian as my new Co-Editor!  
 
Ken Leonhardt 
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