
Why all the changes to Costus guanaiensis? 

The species Costus guanaiensis currently has three formal varieties – var. guanaiensis, var. 

macrostrobilus, and var. tarmicus.  As a result of recent research, the names of these three varieties will 

be changed to three separate species names and the name Costus guanaiensis will be applied to an 

entirely different and previously undescribed species. 

The following changes will be made to the nomenclature and taxonomy.  The hyperlinks will take you to 

the separate pages for each of these newly described species. 

• Costus guanaiensis will be applied to a previously undescribed species from Bolivia and southern 

Peru with red flowers and very small bract appendages. 

• The former C. guanaiensis var. guanaiensis will be changed to C. sinningiiflorus 

• The former C. guanaiensis var. macrostrobilus will be changed to C. macrostrobilus 

• The former C. guanaiensis var. tarmicus will be split.  Certain plants from western Ecuador and 

Colombia will become Costus sp. nov. gibbosus.  Other plants consistent with the C. tarmicus 

type specimen will become the “new” Costus laevis. 

Paul and Hiltje Maas had been planning to publish a new species they were going to name Costus 

bolivianus – a species found in Bolivia and in southern Peru.  This new species has small bract 

appendages and very distinctive reddish or pink flowers.  They had already written the description and 

compiled a long list of specimens that they believed were examples of the new species. There was a 

living plant of unknown origin (probably the Mark Collins collection he distributed as Costus ‘Red 

Feathers’) growing in the conservatory at Burgers Bush in the Netherlands.  Paul and Hiltje also found 

herbarium specimens of many other collections that they determined as this new species. 

       

The new C. guanaiensis – left, cultivated at Burgers Bush, right, Fuentes 11187 in Bolivia 
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I first saw this species in 2013 in southern Peru at two localities near the Manu National Park.  Later I 

also found it in southern Bolivia near Villa Tunari and in several other places in southern Peru.  I had no 

idea what it was before I learned of the plan to describe the new species to be called Costus bolivianus. 

Then during a visit to the USA in 2017, the Maas’s went with Chelsea Specht to the herbarium of the 

New York Botanical Garden.  As they were studying the type specimen of Costus guanaiensis Rusby, they 

suddenly realized that it was a specimen of the plant they had been planning to describe as a new 

species!   The Rusby holotype had been misinterpreted, and the written description by Rusby had not 

even mentioned the color or shape of the flowers.  Rusby’s species had been incorrectly applied 

throughout the neotropics to plants with larger green bract appendages and white or yellow, open-

labellum type flowers. 

The name Costus guanaiensis had to now be applied to a totally different species as pictured above.  All 

the plants that have up to now been included in Costus guanaiensis have to be renamed with their 

correct species name or if not yet already described had to be described as new species. 

Rusby first described and named the species Costus guanaiense in 1902 in the Bulletin of the Torrey 

Botanical Club, Vol. 29, page 694. 

 

It is notable that the description gives the size of the “foliaceous tips” of the bracts as being only about 1 

cm. long and 6 or 7 mm broad.  He does not give any information about the flower, as the specimen was 

evidently in fruit when collected.  The collection location given as “Guanai” is now known on maps as 

Guanay, Bolivia in the Nor Yungas area of La Paz.  I have not been to that region to see the living plants 

there. 



The next treatment of this species was in 1904 when Karl Schumann wrote the section on Costus for Vol. 

IV of Engler’s Das Planzenreich.  He changed the name to Costus guanaiensis and wrote the description 

in Latin as was required in those days. 

 

Again, there was no description of the very unusual red flowers of the species we now know to be this 

Costus guanaiensis.   

In 1972, when Paul Maas undertook the massive task of analyzing thousands of specimens of Costus 

from throughout the American tropics, he no doubt found there was a large contingent of plants with 

green appendaged bracts and white or yellow open-labellum flowers that had to be organized into a 

new taxonomic treatment.  There were species in this group that had been described under various 

other names, and the best information available to categorize them was the indument that could be 

detected on dried herbarium specimens.  He decided to lump these into one complex species, the oldest 

name being Costus guanaiensis, and to establish (at that time) four varieties: var. guanaiensis, var. 

macrostrobilus, var. tarmicus, and var. asplundii (later given species status). 

Other later names in this complex group were placed into synonymy:  C. sinningiiflorus, C. bracteatus, C. 

macrostrobilus, C. argenteus (non-Ruiz), C. villosissimus (non-Jacq in part), C. scaber (non-Ruiz), C. 

friedrichsenii (non-Petersen), C. tarmicus, C. tarapotensis, and C. longifolius.  All this based on pre-

internet, in-person research in herbaria around the world. 

Today, with the recent discovery that the type specimen for Rusby’s Costus guanaiensis is actually a very 

different plant with tiny bract appendages and unique looking reddish flowers, a new type specimen had 

to be selected for the former C. guanaiensis var. guanaiensis.   The oldest available substitute is Costus 

sinningiiflorus Rusby. Dr. Maas had already decided to give species status to the other two varieties. 

So, despite the confusion that all these changes will cause, the changes are necessary, dictated by both 

the taxonomy of the plants and by the rules of nomenclature. 



 

The Rusby holotype for Costus guanaiensis at the herbarium, New York Botanical Garden 


