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What happened to Costus laevis? 

THE SPECIES COSTUS LAEVIS RUIZ & PAVON HAS BEEN REINTERPRETED, RESULTING IN THE 
FOLLOWING CHANGES: 

CENTRAL AMERICA AND WESTERN SOUTH AMERICA 

• Costus kuntzei Schumann described in 1893 will become the ACCEPTED SPECIES, the new 
name for plants previously included in Costus laevis from Central America and from western 
Colombia and Ecuador. 

• Costus giganteus O. Kuntze from Costa Rica described in 1891 will be a synonym of Costus 
kuntzei 

• Costus maximus Schumann from Costa Rica 1904 will be a synonym of Costus kuntzei 
• Costus splendens Donnell Smith & von Turckheim from Guatemala described in 1902 will be a 

synonym of Costus kuntzei 
• Costus skutchii Morton from Costa Rica described in 1937 will be a synonym of Costus kuntzei 

SOUTH AMERICAN PLANTS 

• Costus weberbaueri Loesener from dept Junin, Peru described in 1929 will become 
the ACCEPTED SPECIES, the new name for certain plants common in Peru that have green bracts 
and red tubular flowers similar to Costus spiralis. 

• Costus laevis Ruiz & Pavon from Huanuco, Peru described in 1787 will become the ACCEPTED 
SPECIES, the new name for certain plants previously known as Costus tarmicus or Costus 
guanaiensis var. tarmicus, found mostly in Peru, having appendaged bracts and mostly glabrous 
parts. 

• Three new species from South America will be split out that were often identified as the 
former Costus laevis, including Costus sp. nov. antioquiensis , Costus sp. nov. 
convexus and Costus sp. nov. oreophilos. 

The reasons for these changes are quite complicated, but I will attempt to explain.  

The species Costus laevis was first described from a Peruvian plant by the Spanish explorers Hipolito Ruiz 
and José Pavon in 1798 in his Flora Peruviana et Chilensis, Vol. I, Page 3. Here Ruiz describes a plant with 
lanceolate shaped bracts, incurved at the apex and a patent (spreading) flower. The other two species 
he described in Costaceae were Costus scaber and Costus (now Dimerocostus) argenteus. For the latter 
two (as well as for most other species he described) he included drawings in the accompanying plates. 
Why there was no drawing for Costus laevis is not known. 

The name Costus laevis is best known for a plant common in Central America and northwestern parts of 
South America, but relatively few collections are known from Peru where Ruiz found the plant. So, in 
November 2016 I went to Department Huanuco, and explored the region around the type locality for 
the species to see what the living plants there look like. 

http://www.gingersrus.com/DataSheet-revised.php?PID=6111
http://www.gingersrus.com/DataSheet-revised.php?PID=7629
http://www.gingersrus.com/DataSheet-revised.php?PID=3600
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I had found a photo of the type specimen from the Institut Botànic de Barcelona, Spain (BC) on JSTOR 
at http://plants.jstor.org/stable/10.5555/al.ap.specimen.bc872966) . On the label of the herbarium 
sheet (BC872966) is the following notation by Loesener made in 1936: 

“Cum diagnose in Ruiz et Pav. Flor. Peruv. I (1798) p. 3  
plane non congruens. Videtur affinis Coste comoso Roscoe.”  
(det. Th. Loesener 4 March 1936). 

 

So it seems that Loesener had examined the specimen and concluded that it was inconsistent with the 
written description and that it had affinity with Costus comosus, a species with appendaged bracts. 

In February 1929, Loesener had also compared his species Costus weberbaueri and noted just 3 months 
after he had written its name on the label that it was the same as Costus laevis!  

(Below is from the bottom of the photo of the lost Berlin type specimen of C. weberbaueri) 

 

 
Siehe dort – Look there! 

  

http://plants.jstor.org/stable/10.5555/al.ap.specimen.bc872966
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During my exploration of Huanuco, Peru, the only plants I found in the region that matched up well to 
the Barcelona specimen were completely unlike any Costus laevis I had ever seen in Central America. 
Instead of having a flower with an open (spreading) labellum, the plants had a tubular flower, solid red-
orange color and tightly closed, exactly in the form of the species Costus spiralis, but with green bracts 
(instead of red like C. spiralis) and a distinctive rosette of closely spaced leaves at the base of the 
inflorescence. This form was extremely common in the region, both at the specimen collection locality 
of Chacahuassi and throughout the surrounding area. 

 
Left is typical C. laevis in Costa Rica and Right is plant seen at Chacahuassi type locality for C. laevis 
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There were other plants that did not match the specimen sheet but did match well with Ruiz’ 1798 
description of Costus laevis. Those plants are currently considered to be examples of Costus 
guanaiensis var. tarmicus. They have appendaged bracts that could be described as “lanceolate” and 
they have an open-spreading type of flower, just as described by Ruiz.  Below is a photo of a plant with 
appendaged bracts that I saw at a place called Cuchero (a/k/a Cochero) where Ruiz had stayed and 
explored for a month. 

 

After returning from my trip, I wrote an article for the Heliconia Society International Bulletin, explaining 
what I had found and raising the question about the true nature of the species that Ruiz called Costus 
laevis. The article entitled “Following Ruiz” is on page 7 of the December2016 issue, Vol. 22, No. 4. As I 
predicted in 2016 in the conclusion of this article, it has indeed been a mess to straighten out! 

My observations of Costaceae I saw during my 2016 trip to Huanuco can be found on Inaturalist at 
www.inaturalist.org/observations/selvadero?utf8=%E2%9C%93&q=&search_on=&place_id=13165 

The plates on the next two pages show the comparisons I tried to make between the living plants seen 
in the area of the Ruiz type locality and the written description and Barcelona specimen. 

https://bbe7dfdf-9931-424b-9632-6843045914e3.filesusr.com/ugd/ef1aa2_53b10a828a3d4fa8ba5cf08e8f4e6883.pdf
https://bbe7dfdf-9931-424b-9632-6843045914e3.filesusr.com/ugd/ef1aa2_53b10a828a3d4fa8ba5cf08e8f4e6883.pdf
http://www.inaturalist.org/observations/selvadero?utf8=%E2%9C%93&q=&search_on=&place_id=13165
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In October 2017, I started working with Paul Maas on his upcoming revision to new world Costaceae, 
and this was one of many questions we had to resolve. Was there a way to avoid all the cascade of 
changes this discovery would cause? Should the green-bracted plants be included in the same species as 
the red-bracted Costus spiralis? There was another name to contend with – a species Costus 
weberbaueri Loesener that had been placed into synonymy with C. laevis by Loesener himself, as 
evidenced by his notations on the bottom of the specimens. How could the Ruiz description of an open-
labellum plant be reconciled with the tightly closed, tubular flowers of that plant? What name would be 
applied to the Central American plants that were so completely different from anything found in Peru? 

To begin answering these questions, I traveled in December 2017 to the type locality in Department 
Junín, Peru to find the living plants that Loesener had described as Costus weberbaueri. I soon found 
that the plants there in Junín and Pasco were the same as those in the areas Ruiz had explored, and 
indeed I found that this green-bracted C. aff. spiralis is extremely common in Peru from San Martín to 
Madre de Dios. Here also was the type locality of Costus tarmicus Loesener – the species I found at 
Cochero matching the written description by Ruiz for C. laevis! 

The first part of the problem was decided rather quickly. Dr. Maas agreed that the Central American 
plants could not remain as Costus laevis, but the oldest published name for those plants had to be 
applied – namely Costus kuntzei Schumann. Actually, there was an earlier name than that, Costus 
giganteus O. Kuntze, but that name had already been invalidated by Schumann in 1893 because there 
was already an African species by that name. So, it was decided that, and other later names would 
become synonyms of Costus kuntzei and would be applied to all the plants in the form of the Central 
American plants that had been C. laevis. 

So, what do we do with the species Costus laevis? The answer finally came in 2021 when Dr. Maas 
obtained from Madrid, high resolution images of two additional specimens that were also annotated as 
Costus laevis, but the specimens clearly were plants of a different species than the Barcelona plant as 
evidenced by having appendages to the bracts.   

Below are close-ups of the three specimens showing the inflorescences as best as can be seen from the 
photos.  Note that the Barcelona specimen has the upper leaves almost totally covering the bracts 
making it difficult to interpret from a photograph. 

I have uploaded high resolution versions of these three specimens as well as the Poeppig specimen to 
my website where they can be seen in greater detail. 

Barcelona specimen - http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/BC872966.jpg 

First Madrid specimen - http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/MA810653.jpg 

Second Madrid specimen - http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/MA810654.jpg 

Paris Poeppig specimen - http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/P1740900.jpg 

 

http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/BC872966.jpg
http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/MA810653.jpg
http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/MA810654.jpg
http://www.gingersrus.com/images/Costus_laevis-type/P1740900.jpg
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Specimen from Barcelona  
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Specimen MA810653 from Madrid 

Bracts here also are not clear from the photo but appear to me to be appendaged. 
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Specimen MA810654 from Madrid 

It is very clear in this specimen that the bracts are appendaged and the specimen looks like the plants 
that Loesener published as Costus tarmicus in 1929, and we have known as C. guanaiensis var. tarmicus. 
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Based on examination of these additional specimens and comparison with the Ruiz description, it was 

decided that his Costus laevis will be the new name for Costus tarmicus Loesener, since the Ruiz 

description predates the Loesener description of that species. 

As noted earlier, the plants in Central America and western parts of Colombia and Ecuador will all have 

to be changed from Costus laevis to Costus kuntzei, and that arguably will have the greatest practical 

impact since it is such a common and well-known species – especially in Costa Rica and Panama.   

How did it happen that the Peruvian plant named Costus laevis was applied to these Central American 

plants? 

I next tried to track the history of the interpretations of the species Hipolito Ruiz had found.  I searched 

for any early published monographs that included the name Costus laevis.  Following the 1798 Ruiz 

publication of C. laevis, the next I found was in 1817 in Roemer and Schultes’ Systema Vegetabilium in 

which they simply repeated the Ruiz notation: 

 

Next, in 1862 was this from the Russian botanist Paulo Horaninow, in his Monographiae Scitaminearum. 
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In 1890, the Danish botanist Otto Georg Petersen published this description in his Flora Brasiliensis 

 

In 1904, Volume IV of Engler’s  Das Pflanzenreich in which Karl Moritz Schumann wrote the section on 

Zingiberaceae and included Costus laevis as described below: 

 

In 1922, W. W. Rowley published his “The Genus Costus in Central America”  in the Bulletin of the Torrey 

Botanical Club, Vol. 49, No. 10, and did not include Costus laevis but did include the now synonym 

Costus splendens from Guatemala. 
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Roscoe’s Monandrian Plants of 1928 included Costus laevis in a list of species but did not include that 

species among his beautiful drawings. 

In 1936, J. F. MacBride published the Flora of Peru in the Field Museum of Natural History, Vol. 13. He 

listed Costus laevis as follows, noting the synonymy with C. weberbaueri – as Loesener had discovered. 

 

In 1937, C. V. Morton described and published in the Journal of the Washington Academy of Sciences, 

Vol 27, No. 1, a new species from Costa Rica he named Costus skutchii which he described as being 

similar to Rowley’s Costus splendens but with differences in the shape of the labellum and other 

characters.  He did not mention any comparison with the Peruvian species, C. laevis. 

It was not until 1942 that we find the name Costus laevis applied to the Central American plants.  Robert 

Everard Woodson, who was curator at the Missouri Botanical Gardens wrote in his series on the Flora of 

Panama in Vol. 29 of the Annals of the Missouri Botanical Garden, pg. 330, the following note: 

 

Subsequently, Woodson published a monograph of the Costaceae of Panama and included the following 

description in Vol. 32, pages 63-73.  In doing so, he also lumped together the quite different species 

Costus malortieanus var. amazonicus (a/k/a Costus amazonicus) – all together into Costus laevis based 

on just his examination of the specimen in Spain! 
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He included a nice illustration of the Central American form, which will now be known as Costus kuntzei. 
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In 1972 Paul Maas published his monograph on new world Costaceae in the Flora Neotropica series, 

Monograph No. 8, published by the New York Botanical Garden.  He carried forward the conclusion by 

Woodson that the Central American plants be included in Costus laevis.  He noted in the monograph 

that he had not been able to examine the specimen in Spain and had only seen a photograph, so he was 

probably relying upon Woodson’s examination to keep them in Costus laevis. 

I can say with some certainty after many trips to Peru covering the area from Department San Martín in 

the north to Department Madre de Dios in the south and to the Amazonian area of Iquitos in Loreto to 

the east, that nothing like these Central American plants is found in Peru. 

As for the “real” Costus laevis, it seems highly likely to me that someone mixed up the tags in the 

herbaria many years ago, or perhaps Ruiz simply got mixed up between the specimens and his notes.  

That would not surprise me at all after reading his journal in which he tells of his many misfortunes, his 

first shipment being lost in a shipwreck and after recollecting having lost everything in the fire at 

Macora.  I think there is good justification for applying this species to the plants in Peru that were 

formerly in Costus tarmicus. 


