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Costus species in the Upper Manú Region 

Prepared by David L. Skinner,  Email: skinnerd@nettally.com    January 12, 2013 

This is a description of the Costus species that are known to occur in Amazonian Peru, and possibly to be found in the 
upper Manú region.  In 1972 and 1977 Dr. Paul Maas published a monograph on new world Costus in the New York 
Botanical Garden Flora Neotropica series.  The species descriptions below are taken primarily from his monograph and 
from three new species descriptions in 1990, but also from my own observations from many field trips in Central and 
South America looking for Costus.  For example,  I have found that many Costus species can flower either as a basal 
inflorescence on a leafless or nearly leafless shoot, or terminally on leafy shoot, so I have dismissed this as a 
determinative character.  I have also found many plants that do not fit well with any named species, and found that the 
range and diversity of some species is much wider than previously reported. 
 
Costus can be classified for identification purposes into four main groupings: 
Group I:  Bracts with foliacious  green or red appendages or reflexed appices and flowers closed/tubular. 
Group II:  Bracts with foliacious  green or red appendages or reflexed appices and flowers open/spreading. 
Group III:  Bracts not appendaged (or only lowest bracts appendaged) and flowers closed/tubular. 
Group IV:  Bracts not appendaged (or only lowest bracts appendaged) and flowers open/spreading. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Costus vargasii - Group I 

 
This species is widely cultivated, 
sometimes sold in US horticulture under 
the name Costus 'Raspberry Yogurt'.  All 
documented collections are from Madre 
de Dios, and it is well known to be in the 
upper Manú area. (One collection on the 
road from Pillcopata to Salvación, 2 km 
before Atalaya, at 700-800 meters). 
 
When in flower, it is normally found with 
the flowers at the base of the plant on a 
separate leafless shoot, but in cultivation 
it sometimes flowers terminally.  The 
bracts are bright red and the flowers are 
tubular, yellow.  The foliage is dark green 
with purplish undersides.   The ligule is 
25-35 mm long (per Maas), the plant in 
cultivation has ligules 18-20 mm, very 
noticeably inflated at the base, and only 
slightly lobed to truncate.  Vegetative 
parts are all glabrous. 
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Costus beckii- Group I 
This species type is from Bolivia and there are few documented 
collections but there is one collection determined by Paul Maas to be 
C. beckii at km 139 on the road from Cabo de Hornos to Shintuya. 
This species has a red bracted basal inflorescence with yellow tubular 
flowers, distinguished from C. vargasii by strigose to villose indument 
on sheaths, and petioles, with long (50-60 mm) ligules.  I have not 
seen any photos of this species, but it will look very similar to C. 
vargasii, except for the hairiness and the length of the ligules. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Costus asteranthus- Group I 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The only documented collection of C. asteranthus was in Puno, 
Carabaya Prov., near San Gabán (a/k/a Lanlacuni Bajo) on steep hills 
at 600-800 meters.  This along the Rio Inambari to the south of 
Tambopata. 
 
Plant is mostly glabrous with basal red bracts, yellow tubular 
flowers, similar to C. vargasii, but with very short ligules (1-2 mm) 
and long calyx (17-22 mm) and the corolla lobes fold outwards like a 
star giving it the epithet asteranthus.   No photos available, to the 
left is a drawing from Maas' 1990 description and the Isotype is 
shown above.  



 

3 

Costus acreanus- Group II 

This species is usually found in marshes and varzea forests or low hills up to 700 meters.   The type was collected on the 
Rio Acre in Madre de Dios (low elevation near the border with Brasil). There are two other documented collections in 
Peru, Madre de Dios, one at the Cocha Cashu Station on the Rio Manú at 350 meters, one at the Los Amigos Biological 
Station on the Rio Madre de Dios, 7 km upriver from Rio Los Amigos at 270 meters , and one collection in the upper 
Manú, collected by Plowman and Davis near Pillcopata along the road to Patria at 720 meters.   Herbarium specimens of 
those collections are shown on the following pages.    

There is one plant in 
cultivation (photos to the 
left) that has been identified 
as C. acreanus, but it has 
appendaged bracts and does 
not match the written 
description or the type 
specimen.   I believe that 
plant has been confused by 
an incorrect identification of 
a Colombian specimen and 
by the drawing which in part 
does not match the type 
collection or the collections 
in Madre de Dios. 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
There is much confusion 
surrounding this species, 
and some photos on the 
Chicago Field Museum 
(left) and Missouri 
Botanical Garden (right) 
websites which may or 
may not have been 
correctly identified.    
 
The Tropicos website lists 
23 collections of C. 
acreanus - mostly in 
Tambopata.  They are 
entirely different from 
the photos above, mostly 
showing a basal inflorescence with non-appendaged bracts. 
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Maas described this species in 1972 (and updated in 1977), saying it is closest to the widespread species, C. laevis which 
is a Group II species.  It is described as either terminal or as basal flowering.    The bracts are purplish and  non-
appendaged and are notably densely velutinous, a character that is uncommon in Costus.    Per Maas' description, 
bracteole and calyx are likewise velutinous, but the other vegetative parts are mostly glabrous.  The flowers were not 
well known to Maas, but are described as open (non-tubular) flowers with white labellums and pinkish to white corolla 
lobes.   
 
Other characters from Maas' description:  Plant 1.5 -2 meters tall.   Ligule 1-9 mm long, truncate.  Bracts purplish and 
densely velutinous.  Bracteole 27-31 mm long and densely velutinous.  Calyx 17-22 mm long and densely velutinous.  
Corolla lobes 40-75 mm long, white to pink, puberulus to densely velutinous.  Labellum 50-75 mm long, white tinged 
with yellow and purple in the throat.  Stamen 45-55 mm long, white, apex pinkish.  Maas was working from herbarium 
specimens and therefore did not have very good descriptions of the flowers until his 1977 update. 
 

The drawing to the left may have 
contributed to the identification 
confusion as it does not match the 
written description or the herbarium 
specimens from this area that Maas 
himself identified as C.acreanus.   
Note that the illustration "e" to the left 
clearly shows a non-appendaged bract 
in the bract detail, but the illustration 
"a" of the entire inflorescence has 
appendaged bracts.  There is a 
collection from near Leticia, Colombia 
that was identified by Paul Maas as C. 
acreanus that appears to have the 
appendaged bracts as in "a" but his 
description and his plant key both 
indicate that this species has non-
appendaged bracts.   
 
If this species can be found in Madre 
de Dios in the upper Manú area 
perhaps some of the confusion will be 
cleared up.  I will be looking for a 
terminal flowering plant with non- 
appendaged bracts that are densely 
velutinous and open flowers, mostly 
white or pale pink. 
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Costus acreanus herbarium specimens 

 Rio Manú, Cocha Cashu Collection         Plowman/Davis Pillcopata Collection 

 
 
 

 

 

 Rio Madre de Dios 
 Los Amigos Collection  
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Undetermined Herbarium Sheets from  
Upper Manú Area 

 
 
 
 
 
Costus sp. - Pantiacolla- Group I  (Possibly C. vargasii) 
There is a herbarium specimen in the Chicago Field Museum from 
Pantiacolla which was examined by Paul Maas and determined to 
probably be a new species.  It is possible that this is simply C. 
vargasii and that it was examined prior to Maas' publication of 
that species, except that the specimen is described as having 
green bracts instead of red bracts. (herbarium sheet to the right) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Costus sp.2 - Pantiacolla - Group I 
There is a second collection at Pantiacolla which undoubtedly is C. 
vargasii, determined by Maas in 1982 as probably a new species, 
but PRIOR to his 1990 publication of C. vargasii.  It is described by 
the collector as having basal inflorescence red bracts and yellow 
flowers.  (herbarium sheet to the left) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Costus sp. Hacienda Amazonia- Group I 
This collection near the current Amazonia Lodge is probably also 
C. vargasii, except that the flowers are described by the collector 
as being orange instead of yellow.  (herbarium sheet to the right) 
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Other species likely to be found in the upper Manú area. 
 
Costus scaber- Group I 

This is a very widespread and variable 
species from nearly all parts of Central 
and tropical South America.  There are 
herbarium specimens from Tambopata 
and along the Rio Madre de Dios at low 
elevation. I have seen the species in many 
places in Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Guyana, Brasil, the Amazon 
basin around Iquitos and the Alto Mayo 
Valley of northern Peru.  To the left are 
photos of low elevation plants from Peru 
and another unusual high elevation form 
from Alto Mayo at about 1000 meters. 
 
Costus scaber is characterized by its 
terminal inflorescence with usually 
reddish colored bracts and yellow to 

orange flowers.   The only species found in Amazonian South America that is sometimes confused with this is Costus 
sprialis which differs mainly by the flower pointing straight up instead of having a 120 degree angle from the side of the 
bracts.   Many other characters are variable depending on the location, but it can sometimes be distinguished 
vegetatively from other species by the single line of stiff hairs that occurs along the mid rib on the upper leaf surface. 
 

Costus arabicus - Group II 
This is the type species for the genus Costus and is very common throughout South America east of the Andes and has  
well documented collections on the lower Rio Madre de Dios.  It has green non-appendaged bracts and spreading white 
flowers.  It is the only Costus that tends to branch all along its stem and it usually has a cordate leaf base.   It is usually 
found along river banks. 
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Costus productus- Group III 
This species is widely 
found at altitudes 
between 500 and 1000 
meters in the area to 
the northwest of 
Madre de Dios in San 
Martin, Huáuco, Pasco, 
and Junin so there is a 
good chance it will 
also be found in the 
upper Manú area of 
Madre de Dios.   The 
type specimen was 
collected in 1929 in 
the valley of the Rio 
Paucartambo at 700 
meters.   There are 
two described 
varieties and several 
cultivated plants that 
are believed to be 
forms of this species.  
They are terminally 
flowering, with reddish 
bracts and red bract 
appendages with 

flowers variable from yellow to orange tinted.  Usually these are short plants growing to between 1 and 2 meters tall.  
Some forms in cultivation have distinctive inflated and cupped ligules.  Above are photos of several cultivated plants that 
are believed to be forms of this species. 

 
Costus guanaiensis- Group IV 
This is another widespread and variable species, usually found in lower altitudes and wet places.  There are 3 formally 
named varieties.  A collection has been documented at Cocha Cashu Station in the lower Manú and several collections at 
Tambopata, but I would not be surprised to find it also in the upper Manú.  Below are photos from the Amazon basin 
near Iquitos of var. guanaiensis (left) and a photo from Ecuador of var. tarmicus (right). 
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Costus varzearum - Group IV 

C. varzearum is closely related to C. guanaiensis and C. 
claviger but shorter, about 1 meter tall, usually has purple 
undersides to leaves and characteristic undulations to the leaf 
margins (not in Maas' description).  Flowers are also smaller.  
It is reported by Maas to only grow in varzea forests of 
Amazonus and Acre States of Brasil.  Photos on the right are 
from a plant in cultivation.   
 
The "Costus sp.PM340" in the photo below is consistent with 
C. varzearum,  was collected in "seasonally inundated 
floodplain" at 270 meters near Los Amigos Biological Station 
on the Rio Madre de Dios.   It is unlikely, but possible that it 
can also be found in the upper Manú area. 

 
Costus erythrophyllus - Group IV 

Costus erythrophyllus is closely related to C. varzearum and others in the guanaiensis group IV plants.  It is distributed in 
Amazonian Colombia, Ecuador, Brasil and Peru from sea level to 450 meters.  It is characterized by usually plicate leaves 
and a long, deeply two-lobed ligules to 38 mm.  Plants in cultivation that have been attributed to this species all have 
dark green leaves with purple undersides and purplish colored appendaged bracts. 
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Other Genera of the Plant Family Costaceae 
 
Dimerocostus strobilaceus 

Closely related to Costus is 
the genus Dimerocostus 
which has a bilocular ovary 
(2 seed capsules instead of 
3 as in Costus).   
 
Dimerocostus strobilaceus is 
documented at Coch Cashu 
Biological Station in the 
lower Manú, and might also 
be present in the upper 
Manú area.  This species 
has several forms, some 
with yellow flowers and 
some with white flowers.    
 
Photos are from outside of 
Peru. 
 
 
 
 
  

 

Monocostus uniflorus 

There is only one species in this genus, and it is only known from an 
area just south of Tarapoto in Dept. San Martin.  It is a very short plant 
with bright yellow flowers arising from the leaf axils.
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Chamaecostus   In 2006 the genus Chamaecostus was broken out from Costus by Dr. Chelsea Specht.  No species of 

this genus are found on checklists for Peru, but the species C. subsessilis is known to be in neighboring Bolivia and Brazil.  
It is not likely, but is possible that Chamaecostus might be found in the upper Manú area.  
 

Chamaecostus subsessilis 
There is one documented collection in Peru, along the Rio Curanja near the border with Brazil.  This species is usually 
found in rocky areas where the soil is very well drained, and in areas with a very distinct dry season.  It is one of the few 
species in Costacea that is naturally deciduous and has adapted by growing root tubers to carry it through the dry 
season. 

 
 

Chamaecostus sp.  
This very unusual collection was made near the Los Amigos Biological 
Station on the Rio Madre de Dios near Puerto Maldonado. It was 
listed as "Costus sp. pm2298", but it is clearly a Chamaecostus, and 
may well be a new species.  It has affinity to Chamaecostus 
lanceolatus ssp. pulchriflorus, but has bright orange flowers instead 
of red, and the leaves are wider.  
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