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Propagation of Costaceae by Seeds

Dave Skinner, selvadero@gmail.com

I have been growing Costaceae in my garden for over 25
years, and although I have not conducted any controlled
scientific research on propagation, I will share my general
experience in propagating these beautiful plants.

In this article I will cover propagation by seeds. The natu-
ral pollinators are not present in my garden in Tallahassee,
Florida USA, so generally speaking, my plants do not nat-
urally produce seeds
here. Two species that
are common in cultiva-
tion are exceptions to
this.

Costus pulverulentus
readily produces seeds
without any special
effort to pollinate the
flowers, and as a result,
this species has become
an invasive threat in
tropical areas outside
its natural range, such
as in Hawaii. Why this
species produces seeds
so easily has never
been fully investigated,
but I am guessing it has
something to do with the
fact that the stamen protrudes fufly beyond the labellum,
thus exposing the pollen and the stigma to any insect that
happens to brush by it.

Another species that seems to produce seeds by itself is
the African species, Costus dubius. This species produces
its inflorescence close to the ground, which might have
something to do with its easy seed production, but there is
nothing obvious to explain why this one species is such a
prolific seed producer compared to other basal flowering
Costus species. This is another species of Costus that can
be invasive and spread into the surrounding environment.

For other species, I have tried hand pollination with some
success, by simply taking a toothpick or cotton swab and
brushing against the thecae to spread pollen from plant to
plant on the stigmas, pollinating within a species or cross
pollinating to produce hybrids. I have not tried this with
other genera in the family Costaceae, but it seems to work
fairly well for Costus.

A few weeks after pollination, the plant will form fat white
fruits under the bracts. Most species of Costus produce
only one flower per bract, with the exception being a few
African species that produce two flowers per bract. As the
fruit matures, the fat ovaries will cause the bracts to flare
out and you will know that the seeds are maturing and may
be ready to be harvested. You can then pick a fruit out
from under the bract and you should see the black seeds

Cosfus p u lve ru le ntus stamen.
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through the thin skin of the ovary, covered with thick, cot-
tony arils. If the seeds are not firm and jet black in color,
it is too soon to harvest them.

A better option is to wait until the inflorescence is older
and dried out, as the older dried seeds tend to germinate
more readily than the fresh seeds from an inflorescence
that is still green. The only problem with this approach is
that most of the seeds will dehisce and fall out onto the
ground as the inflorescence dries, so you will only be able
to catch a few of the seeds that remain stuck under the
dried bracts.

The fresh fruits of Costus species have three chambers
(Dimerocostus has two chambers) and you can use a small
knife blade to open the chambers and remove the seeds
which will be covered with the sticky, cottony white arils.
One of the most tedious jobs in harvesting seeds is remov-
al of the aril. I have tried several methods and usually end
up simply squeezing the hard black seeds between my
fingers to rub off and pick off the sticky aril. It is also
best to let the seeds dry somewhat before packaging them
in plastic packets.

Most Coslr.rs species produce seeds that are barrel shaped,
and are 2-3 mm in diameter, but some species produce
much smaller seeds and seem to me to be more difficult to
germinate. Dimerocostus seeds are generally larger.

For germination, I have
found that a commercial seed
starting mix works about as

well as any homemade mix.
I have not tried germination
by other means such as wet
paper towels or sand. I press
the seeds into the surface of
the mix, just barely covering
them with soil by no more
than the thickness of the
seeds.

Germination time is quite
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about two weeks, and others Costus seed capsule.
after six months or more. I
never give up on germination until at least a year has
passed.

Cosfus seedlings 10 weeks after seed collection.

Costaceae are monocots, so the newly germinated seed
will produce a single leaf, making it easy to distinguish
from dicot weed seeds that may have gotten into your
mix. I usually wait until the seedling is several centime-
ters tall and then carefully prick it out to its own container
if it is too crowded with other germinated seeds. The base
of the seedlings will eventually rise above the soil level,
suspended above by the roots, and at that point I will
scoop a little potting mix around the base to help it grow
and mature.

The time from seed starting to maturity is also quite varia-
ble. I have had some species flower within a year from
starting them from seeds, but most will require at least 3

years, some much longer in my case as I have to grow
them in containers and move them in and out of the green-
house due to my cold winters and hot summers here.

Cosfus beckiiin fruit.
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So in summary, growing Costus from seeds rcquirEs a

good deal of pitience, and is more dfficult tq-n groring
irorn rhizomei or stem cuttings, but it cm be rcrrding
and useful as an alternative for propagation when ouinp
or rhizomes are not available.
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