
Costus aff. beckii found at Atalaya, Madre de Dios, Peru 

In the same publication where Costus vargasii was described, Drs. Paul and Hiltje Maas also described two other new 

species - Costus asteranthus and Costus beckii.  Similar to Costus vargasii, they are both described as having basal 

inflorescences with red, non-appendaged bracts and yellow tubular flowers.  They are distinguished from C. vargasii and 

from each other based on ligule length and the presence of hairs. 

Costus asteranthus was only known from one collection in Peru near the Rio Inambari about 50 km southeast of Quince 

Mil.  It is described as being mostly glabrous with a very short (1-2 mm) ligule and distinguished by patent corolla lobes 

folding outward from the flower like a star.  I did not find any plant fitting the description of Costus asteranthus. 

Costus beckii  is described with the red bracted basal inflorescence and yellow tubular flowers but is distinguished 

mainly by a longer ligule and dense hairs on the stems, ligules, petioles, lower side of leaves, bracts, bracteoles and 

calyx.  The isotype was collected in Bolivia in 1981, but Dr. Maas determined that a 1974 Peruvian collection along the 

same road between Atalaya and Shintuya was also Costus beckii, but with a slightly shorter ligule (30 mm). 

I found two different plants along the road just above Atalaya that had inflorescences consistent with Costus beckii and 

were covered with dense hairs in some or all of the plant parts.  Whether or not these are indeed forms of C. beckii, I 

cannot say. 

Costus aff. beckii - Atalaya #1 

This plant was flowering both terminally and basally on the same plant as shown below. 

 



It was about 3 meters tall.  The ligules were long (to 40 mm) and unequally lobed.  The leaves were scabrous on the 

upper surface and velutinous on the lower surface.  The bracts, bracteoles and calyx were densely hairy, but all other 

plant parts (stems, ligules, petioles) were glabrous.  Unlike the other plant (Atalaya #2) that was found nearby, this plant 

did not have distinctive purple ligules or have dense hairs on the vegetative parts. 

 

 



Costus aff. beckii Atalaya #1 also had longer calyx and bracteole than the Costus vargasii found nearby. 

 

The anther crest was triangular instead of truncate as in C. vargasii. 

 

  



Costus aff. beckii - Atalaya #2 

The other plant found in the same vicinity was distinctively different from the one above or the C. vargasii.  It had a 

basal red-bracted inflorescence, but there were no fresh flowers.  In 2008, Carla Black, Jan Hintz and Bruce Dunstan 

were in the same area above Atalaya 

and took the photo (left), which I 

believe is the same plant.   It had a 

terminal inflorescence with red 

bracts and yellow tubular flowers, 

but from the photo it appears it had 

the same recurved edges (curved 

under) to the bracts as the one I saw 

with the basal flowering (below).  

There was an old inflorescence on 

this same plant that was terminal so 

it seems these plants commonly 

flower both ways. 

  



The most distinctive thing about this plant was the 

ligule, which was 30 mm long and sharply colored 

purple. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



All the vegetative parts of this plant were densely covered with hairs, including the bracts, bracteoles and calyx.  They 

were similar in size and shape as Atalalya 1, but the bracts had very distinctive recurved margins.  

 

 

 

Both of these plants have closer affinity to Costus beckii than to C. vargasii due to the indument on the plant parts, the 

longer ligule, and the longer calyx and bracteole, but they do not fit perfectly with that Bolivian species.  It is possible 

that these are the result of natural hybridization since they were located so close together, and that the isotype used for 

Costus vargasii might itself be a hybrid since no other C. vargasii  plants were seen with the dark green, purple backed 

leaves in primary forest areas.  More field work would be needed in both Peru and in Bolivia to sort all this out, but I 

have doubts about the current delineation of species in this group of plants. 
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