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FIRST RECORDS OF PSILOCHILUS MODESTUS AND ELLEANTHUS 
HIRTZII (ORCHIDACEAE) FROM COLOMBIA

Dariusz L. Szlachetko & Marta Kolanowska1

Abstract. Two Orchidaceae species, Psilochilus modestus Barb. Rodr. and Elleanthus hirtzii Dodson, are reported for the first 
time from Colombia. Previously the latter orchid was reported only from Ecuador. Psilochilus modestus was known from Bolivia, 
Brazil and Venezuela. The morphological descriptions of the specimens from Colombia are complemented with brief notes on 
their diagnostic characters.
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Introduction 
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Colombia is one of the most biodiverse countries 
in the world. Representatives of 294 vascular plant 
families and 2302 genera are found there. The 
most diverse of them are the Orchidaceae, with 
over 3500 species (Jørgensen et al. 2011). Orchids 
are found in Colombia in various ecosystems, in-
cluding desert regions, mangrove forests, tropical 
savannas, and paramo (Orejuela 2005), but most of 
them are found in various types of Andean forest 
(Meisel & Woodward 2005).

The latest detailed list of Colombian orchids 
compiled by Ortiz Valdivieso and Uribe Vélez 
(2007) contains information on almost 3000 spe-
cies and subspecies occurring there. That makes 
Columbia one of the most important centers of 
Orchidaceae diversity, as more than 10–12% of 
all known species of this family occur in that 
country (Orejuela 2005). In research published by 
Jørgensen et al. (2011) the number of Colombian 
orchids increased to 3588, but without an exact 
list of those species given.

Since the publication of Galería de orquídeas 
de Colombia (Ortiz Valdivieso & Uribe Vélez 
2007) new records of Orchidaceae occurring in 

the country are continuously appearing (e.g., 
Kolanowska 2012; Kolanowska & Szlachetko 
2013; Kolanowska et al. 2012, 2013; Pérez Es-
cobar et al. 2011, 2013). Here we present recent 
findings of orchids not registered in Colombia so 
far. The novelties belong to the genera Psilochilus 
and Elleanthus. The morphological descriptions 
of the specimens found in Colombia are comple-
mented with brief notes on their taxonomic af-
finities. 

The genus Psilochilus was described by 
Barbosa Rodrigues in 1882. Its representatives 
produce fleshy, villous roots along the creeping rhi-
zome. Their leaves are plicate and non-articulate. 
The resupinate flowers are produced in succession 
and arranged in the terminal raceme. All tepals are 
free and similar in form. The clawed, 3-lobed lip 
is ornamented with 1–3 calli running along the 
central part of the disc. The elongate gynostemium 
is somewhat arcuate, slender in the lower half 
and slightly swollen at the apex. Currently Psilo­
chilus includes about 15 species (Rothacker 2007; 
Kolanowska 2013; Kolanowska & Szlachetko 
2012, 2013) distributed from southern Mexico and 
the Caribbean to Brazil in the south. They usu-
ally grow as terrestrials, typically in wet montane 
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and cloud forest, but there are several reports of 
epiphytic or lithophytic populations from Central 
America (Rothacker 2007). The altitudinal range 
of the genus extends from 200 to 2500 m a.s.l. 
Ortiz Valdivieso and Uribe Vélez (2007) provided 
information on only three Psilochilus species from 
Colombia: P. carinatus Garay, P. macrophyllus 
(Lindl.) Ames and P. maderoi Schltr. In the last 
three years, two additional species were described 
based on Colombian material: P. antioquiensis 
Kolan. and P. vallecaucanus Kolan. & Szlach. 
(Kolanowska et al. 2014).

The genus Elleanthus was described by the 
Czech botanist Karel (Carl) Bořivoj Presl (1827). 
Its representatives are usually middle-sized to large 
plants occasionally reaching up to 5 m tall, with 
a sympodial cane-like stem, numerous plicate, 
often stiff leaves, and a terminal, elongate, usu-
ally many-flowered inflorescence. The flowers are 
middle-sized or small, non-respuinate and brightly 
colored. The sepals and tepals can be subsimilar 
or dissimilar, often furfuraceous on the outer side. 
The lip is saccate at the base, with two corpuscules 
at the bottom; its apical margin is fringed, dentate 
or erose. The gynostemium is erect, with an erect 
to subincumbent anther. The geographical range of 
Elleanthus extends from Mexico through Central 
America along with the Greater and Lesser Antilles 
and on to the tropical and subtropical regions of 
South America. These terrestrial plants grow in 
montane and submontane cloud forest, evergreen 
rain forest, humid savannah and grassy slopes. 
They are often found along roadsides. Infrequently, 
Elleanthus species are reported growing on tree 
trunks or larger branches. Sixty of the almost 
150 Elleanthus species have been reported from 
Colombia (Ortiz Valdivieso & Uribe Vélez 2007).

Material and methods

Dried herbarium specimens and flowers preserved in 
liquid, deposited or borrowed from COL, HUA, K, 
MEDEL, MO, NY, PSO, RPSC, UGDA, VALLE and 
W, were examined according to standard procedures. 
Herbarium acronyms are cited following Thiers (2015). 
Each specimen was photographed and the data from the 
label were taken. Leaf form and floral bract shape were 
studied first. Perianth parts and ovary structure were 

examined under a stereomicroscope after softening the 
flowers in hot water immediately after it was taken off 
the boil.

New records

Psilochilus modestus Barb. Rodr. 	 Fig. 1
Gen. Sp. Orchid. 2: 273. 1882 – Neotype (Rothacker 
2007): Barbosa Rodrigues’s illustration in Iconographie 
des Orchidées du Brésil, vol. III, part IV, reproduced 
by Sprunger). – Pogonia modesta (Barb. Rodr.) Cogn. 
in Mart., Flora Brasiliensis, Orchid. 3(4): 133. 1893.

Leaves in upper part of stem damaged, dis-
tinctly petiolate; petiole up to 1.5 cm long; blade 
8 cm long, 3.8 cm wide, ovate to elliptic, obtuse. 
Inflorescence 9 cm, subdensely 10–15-flowered. 
Floral bracts up to 12 mm long. Pedicellate ovary 
up to 16 mm long. Sepals with small glandulae on 
outer surface. Dorsal sepal 18 mm long, 3 mm wide, 
oblong-narrowly oblanceolate, acute, 5-veined, 
keeled. Petals 17 mm long, 2.6 mm wide, falcate, 
narrowly ligulate-lanceolate, obtuse, 3-veined. 
Lateral sepals 18 mm long, 3 mm wide, falcate, 
oblanceolate, acute, 5-nerved, keeled. Lip 17 mm 
long in total, clawed, 3-lobed; claw less than a third 
of total lip length; lateral lobes obliquely ovate, 
obtuse, extending to base of middle lobe, slightly 
crenate along margins; middle lobe 4 mm long, 
5 mm wide, suborbicular, margins crenate; disc 

Fig. 1. Psilochilus modestus Barb. Rodr. A – lip, B – dorsal 
sepal, C – petal, D – lateral sepal. Scale bar = 4 mm. Drawn 
by A. Król from Holton s.n. (NY).
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with three keels or thickened veins. Gynostemium 
ca 15 mm long.

Ecology. Terrestrial, in organic soil in the shade 
of trees in montane wet forest. Flowering in July.

General distribution. Bolivia, Brazil, Co-
lombia, Jamaica, Venezuela.

Representative specimens: COLOMBIA. Cundi-
namarca. Fusagasuga. Holton s.n. (NY!).

Probably the following collection represents the 
same species. Unfortunately it bears no flowers, making 
reliable identification impossible: COLOMBIA. Mag-
dalena. Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Transecto del 
Alto Rio Buritaca. Cuchilla. Alt. 1700 m. 16 July 1977. 
R. Jaramillo M., van de Hammen, Cleef & O. Rangel 
5163 & 5187a (COL! – sterile).

Other material examined: JAMAICA. Sine loc. 
Morris 2090 (W!).

Notes. This species was previously known 
from Bolivia, Brazil and Venezuela, and uncon-
firmed records come from Ecuador and Colom-
bia (Kolanowska et al. 2014). Rothacker (2007) 
considered P. modestus to be synonymous  with 
P. maderoi, but in P. modestus the claw is short, 
while in P. maderoi the claw may represent even 
half of total lip length. Moreover, the lateral lobes 
of the latter species are obtuse to rounded, whereas 
in P. modestus they are acute.

Elleanthus hirtzii Dodson 	 Fig. 2
Orquideologia 19(2): 136. 1994; Holotype: C. Dodson, 
T. Neudecker & H. Volles 18646 (RPSC!) – Isotype: 
QCNE.

Stem up to 35 cm tall, cane-like, arcuate, elon-
gate, slender, delicate, unbranched, the basal half 
leafless, few-sheathed, the apical half with several 
leaves. Leaves up to 15 cm long and 2.4 cm wide, 
oblong-lanceolate, narrowly to broadly lanceo-
late, acuminate, plicate, distichous, sessile, thin. 
Inflorescence 2–4 cm long, terminal on leafless 
stem or with one or two reduced leaves toward 
apex, subdensely many-flowered, cylindrical. 
Flowers green, lip with whitish margin. Floral 
bracts to 10 mm long, cymbiform, acute, shorter 
than ovaries. Ovary and pedicel to 20 mm long, 
cylindrical, glabrous. Dorsal sepal up to 7 mm 
long and 3 mm wide, oblong-obovate to ligulate-

oblanceolate, acute, 5-nerved. Petals up to 7 mm 
long and 3 mm wide, narrowly lanceolate to linear-
lanceolate, acuminate, subfalcate, margin entire, 
5-nerved. Lateral sepals up to 8 mm long and 4 mm 
wide, obliquely oblong-ovate, elliptic-ovate to lig-
ulate-oblanceolate, acuminate, not carinate toward 
apex, concave at base, 7-nerved. Lip up to 8 mm 
long and 12 mm wide, flabellate to broadly ovate-
elliptic, in front subtrilobate, truncate across apex, 
irregularly denticulate, subglobose-ventricose at 
base containing a pair of globose, proximate cor-
puscules located at the very base of the cavity, 
apex of cavity slightly thickened to form trans-
verse ridge. Gynostemium 5 mm long, slender, 
not hooding the anther. 

Ecology. Epiphytic. In Colombia this species 
was found growing at road margins. Flowering in 
November.

Fig. 2. Elleanthus hirtzii Dodson. A – lip, B – dorsal sepal, 
C – petal, D – lateral sepal, E – gynostemium. Scale bar = 
3 mm. Drawn by A. Król from Dodson et al. 16876 (RPSC).
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General distribution. Ecuador, Colombia.
Representative specimens: COLOMBIA, Risa-

ralda. Municipio Pueblo Rico, vereda Monte Bello, 
Cerro Montezuma. 5°14′53.5″N, 76°06′13.7″W. Alt. 
2249 m. 15 Nov. 2006. R. Arevalo & A. Tapasco 
719 (COL!).

Other material examined: ECUADOR. Imbabura. 
8 km E of Lita on road to Ibarra and 8 km up road 
from Cachaco to Santa Rosa de Cachaco to eleva-
tion of 1150 m, and hiked up ridgeline to 1550 m alt. 
19 Jan. 1987. C. Dodson, A. Hirtz, D. Benzing, C. Luer 
& J. Luer 16876 (RPSC! – paratype); Lita-Ibarra, 8 km 
S of road entering from 8 km on road Cachaco to Santa 
Rosa de Cachaco, then up old trail to Rio Verde. Alt. 
1200–1500 m. 30 Dec. 1990. C. Dodson, T. Neudecker 
& H. Volles 18646 (RPSC!).

Notes. This species is easily separable from 
all other Elleanthus species by its erect flowers 
with long ovaries, much exceeding the bracts and 
flower parts.
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