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Chamaecostus of Cristalino

Dave Skinner, Tallahassee, Florida USA
skinnerd@nettally.com

The genus Chamaecostus was split off from Costus in
2006 based on the work of HSI board member Chelsea
Specht. Dr. Specht completed cladistic analysis of 64
plant samples from the family Costaceae, including 4
of the 7 species that were in the subgenus Cadalvena as
classified by Paul Maas. The molecular analysis re-
vealed that those 4 species were clearly separated from
other Costus and were closest to the genera Monocostus
and Dimerocostus. She also studied the morphological
characters of the 7 species in subgenus Cadalvena and
concluded that all 7 should be placed in a new genus
Chamaecostus.

Chamaecostus is described as having low or very small
plants under 1 meter in height, usually with a capitate
inflorescence and a large labellum which forms a long
narrow tube that opens broadly to ovate at the apex and
greatly exceeds the length of the petals and bracts. An-
other distinguishing characteristic is the stigma which
is cup-shaped like Monocostus and Dimerocostus but
unlike the stigmas in Costus, which have two distinet
lobes.

Chamaecos-
tus are found
only in cer-
tain areas of
South Amer-
ica with the
main  center
of diversity in
the southern
Amazon rainforest of central Brazil. There are only two
species of Chamaecostus that are widely cultivated and
available in US horticulture, and I had never seen any
of them in habitat, so in November 2012, I made a trip
to the Alta Foresta area of Mato Grosso state in Brazil
to see these plants in the wild.

In 1999 Sra. Vitoria Da Riva Carvalho established the
Cristalino Ecological Foundation
www.fundacaocristalino.org.br and built an eco-lodge
along the Cristalino River in a large private reserve of
mostly primary forest. The area includes over 20 miles
of trails that cover eight different habitats and a tremen-
dous diversity of plants. The Cristalino area has a very
distinct and long dry season with little or no rain at all
in July and August, with regular rains starting in late
September or October. Three species of Chamaecostus
are recorded in this area by the Royal Botanic Gardens,
Kew, in their Flora Cristalino program.

Chamaecostus subsessilis

Chamaecostus subsessilis is a wide ranging species found
from the Cerrado areas of eastern Brazil and throughout the
southern Amazon rainforest to Bolivia. There were originally
10 described species that were combined in 1972 into Costus
warmingii by Paul Maas, and later renamed to the earlier
name of Costus subsessilis. Maas noted that the differences

in vegetative characters (leaf shape, size and hairines) were
insufficient to justify separate species as there is no clear geo-
graphic isolation of each form.

Chamaecostus subsessilis — cultivated plant

According to HSI member Tim Chapman, the C. subsessilis
in cultivation in the U.S. was collected in Bolivia many vears
ago by the late Bob See of Miami. This form has very hairy
vegetative parts and is deciduous, making it adapwable to
growing in areas with light frost or even freezing conditions.
It has been reliably hardy here in my USDA Zone 8B garden.
While in Brasilia, I saw another form growing m a forest
patch in a city park
in the seasonally
dry Cerrado habitat
of the area. The
plant was smaller 8
and glabrous com-
pared against the
plant that is in U.S.
cultivation.

The flowers were
quite similar and
the only other dif-
ference I could see was in the very deeply lobed calyx and
perhaps the shape of the anther crest.

C. subsessilis — from Brasiliz, Brazil

In Cristalino the plants [ saw were similar to the form in culti-
vation, except that the leaves were mostly somewhat broader
and shorter. All vegetative parts were densely coverad with
hairs. The most striking observation | made thers was the
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Two views of C. subsessilis, top and above. Below, floral and
vegetative parts carefully separated for detailed descriptions
and recording of measurement data
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fact that this species was only found in rocky areas and
was most commonly found at higher elevations grow-
ing on rocky outcrops or between or beside large boul-
ders.

Chamaecostus lanceolatus

Chamaecostus lanceolatus is a much sought-after spe-
cies with its bright red showy flowers, but is difficult to
find in cultivation. In his 1972 monograph, Dr. Maas
described two subspecies of C. lanceolatus — subsp.
lanceolatus and subsp. pulchriflorus. The former has
an elongated inflorescence and the calyx length ap-
proximately equal to the bracts whereas subsp. pulchri-
florus is distinguished by a subcapitate inflorescence
and with the calyx being 2 to 2 4 times the length of
the bracts. The form found at Cristalino is subsp.

lanceolatus.

Chamaecostus lanceolatus young plants

The plant is quite common in the Alta Floresta area and
in Cristalino I found it nearby to C. subsessilis but not
actually growing on the rocky outcrops. It was often
found at the base of large trees and small non-flowering
plants are easily recognizable by the silvery midrib,
very much like Costus laevis in the Central American
tropics.
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This species, like other Chamaecostus, has adapted to the dry
season by forming thickened tuberous roots.
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C. lanceolatus subsp. lanceolatus is absolutely beautiful!

The broad labellum usually folds backward and is bright red,
often with two or three flowers showing. As shown here, the
infloresecence is the elongated type for subsp. lanceolatus.
(Photos of subsp. pulchriflorus can be seen on the internet at
www.flickr.com/photos/erandma-shirley/5874278239 )
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The plant at Cristalino has calyx and bract approximately the
same length, as shown in this photo {not with the calyx 2 to 2
4 times the length of the bract.)

Chamaecostus fusiformis

Chamaecostus fusiformis is a very different looking Chamae-
costus, and | cannot help but wonder if it is placed in the
wrong genus or at least could be intermediate between
Chamaecostus and Costus. [t was not included in the mo-
lecular analysis that split off this genus.

In the Alta Floresta area it was very common, but found in a
different habitat from the other two. It was always found on
the forest floor in clay soil versus the other two in sandy or
rocky soil. This plant is a little taller than the other two spe-
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cies I saw at Cristalino. The foliage is beautiful with
large plicate leaves and purplish undersides.

i flower, in
® sunny area along

. | was there early

in the rainy sea-
son  and only
found one small
patch starting to
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the entrance
road to Crista-
lino. I did not

y see fresh flowers

as the plant was

4 only beginning

® to bloom, but in

Underside of foliage of C. fusiformis

looking at pho-
tos from the

¥ Flora Cristalino
| project by the

Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew, it
is clear that this

species has a tubular flower and the overall appearance

is much like Costus species.
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This species has tightly imbricate bracts unlike the others, but
does have the tubular bicarinate bractecle (at left).

Photo credit:: http:/fwww_ kew. org/scienceltropamerical
cristalino.htm
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C. fusiformis in habitat



