20

AROIDEANA, Vol. 22

The Genus Gearum N. E. Brown (Araceae: Tribe

Spatbicarpeae)

Josef Bogner
Menzinger Strafe 63
D-80638 Miinchen
Germany

Eduardo G. Gongalves

Universidade de Brasilia, Depto. de Botinica

Caixa Postal 04457 CEP 70719-970
Brasilia-DF-Brazil

INTRODUCTION

Gearum brasiliense N. E. Br. was first
collected in October 1828 by W. J. Bur-
chell. N. E. Brown (1882) gave a very ac-
curate description of the inflorescence and
flower structure, although Burchell’s spec-
imen was heavily damaged by insect feed-
ing, but until recently this monotypic ge-
nus remained incompletely known, due to
lack of leaf material definitely attributable
to Gearum.

The exact locality of Burchell’s collec-
tion remained undiscovered until recently.
Smith & Smith (1967) in their paper ‘Itin-
erary of William John Burchell in Brazil’
gave the wrong coodinates. When one of
the authors (J.B.) was in Brazil ten years
ago it was realized that the locality cited
by Smith & Smith was incorrect because it
did not look like that which Burchell de-
scribed for the habitat of Gearum brasi-
liense, in fact it was a watershed and not
a riverine area. The correct locality lies ca
78-80 km west (by air) of the locality giv-
en by Smith & Smith, but during the earlier
visit this was not known. Some years later
one of us (J.B.) tried again with more in-
formation to hand and succeeded in find-
ing Gearum. In his field notebook Bur-
chell gave the following details: “between
Sapé and Santa Brizida (Serra Sta Brizida)
on plains in low lying places that are often
inundated (River from the ferry)” but this
area could not be found in any gazetteers
examined in Brazil or Europe. However,
from his notebook it was possible to re-

construct roughly the route of his journey.
The Rio Palma is a river in this area and
there is still today a village called Sapo,
which could well be Burchell’s Sapé. Fur-
thermore, Burchell himself mentioned a
Rio Palma. Although there was a new
bridge under construction over the Rio
Palma during J.B.’s visit in 1996, the ferry
was still there.

Although a second collection of Gear-
um was made by Burchell (Burchell
8598—Ileaves only), around the time of the
holotype gathering, it was not until 150
years later that a third collection was made
by Alfeu de Araujo Dias (Dias 41), a Bra-
zilian botanist working for the Projeto RA-
DAMBRASIL. This collection, made in
1978, remained unrecognized for several
years as Xanthosoma cf. pentapbyllum
(Vell) Engl. until its identity was realized
(Mayo, Bogner & Boyce, 1994). A collec-
tion by one of us (Bogner 2241) was made
near Dias’ location, just on the other side
of the Rio Araguaia in the state of Goids
and another collection was made by G.
Hatschbach (Hatschbach 56028) near
Arraias. Most recently Geagrum has been
collected on three occasions in Tocantins
by E. Goncalves (Gongalves 106, 108, 109).

DESCRIPTION

Gearum N. E. Br, J. Bot. 20:196, t. 231,
Fig. 1 (1882); Benth. & Hook.f., Gen.
Pl. 3:987-988 (1883); Engl. in Engl.
& Prantl., Nat. Pflanzenfam. 2(3):144
(1887); Baillon, Hist. Pl 13:472
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with 2n = 68. It is thought that this pop-
ulation lies with 10 km of the type locality.

RELATIONSHIPS

Gearum is quite distinct from the other
genera of the tribe Spatbicarpeae. The
pedate leaf is unique in the tribe, as too
are the seeds lacking endosperm. Both of
these are important distinguishing charac-
ters. Also interesting is that all other gen-
era of the Spatbicarpeae have a chromo-
some count of 2n = 34, whereas Gearum
has counts of 2n = 34 and 2n = 68. Until
recently no chromosome count higher
than 2n = 34 has been recorded in the
tribe. The orthotropous ovule suggests a
relationship with Gorgonidium Schott, but
probably not a close one.

REMARKS

In the same areas where Gearum brasi-
liense grows there is also a Xanthosoma
species of the X. belleborifolium (Jacq.)
Schott complex. The latter is superficially
similar in leaf shape to the Gearum but
lacks the small lobes along the rachis and
also tends to have leaflets broader then in
Gearum.

As noted above, the leaf of Gearum was
for a long time not known for certain since
the only data were those from the Burchell
8598 collection; there was some doubt that
this collection (without flowers) was really
Gearum since it was collected at a differ-
ent time and at a different place than the
type and, with no other collections to
compare with it was not clear that the col-
lections represented the same species.
However, now with complete collections
to hand we know that Burchell was cor-
rect to add his collection 8598 to G. bras-
iliense with the note in his catalogue, next
to his collection 8111, ‘... Folia pedata ... .’
The Diaz 41 collection has a subpalmate
leaf and one inflorescence. At first it was
assumed that this was the mature leaf form
of G. brasiliense (Mayo et al., 1994) but,
in fact, it represents the preadult leaf form
as now occasionally observed in the Bog-
ner 2254 population near Rio Palma.

Normally the seedling produces as the

first foliage leaf a tripartite leaf blade, fol-
lowed by a trisect blade and later a pe-
datisect blade with increasingly more leaf-
lets produced by subsequent leaves.

POLLINATION

Brown (1882) reported that the plant
material (Burchell 8111) was partly de-
stroyed by insects. This is quite normal in
nature and is caused by larvae of flies of
Beebeomyia spp. (Richardiidae).

These red-eyed flies lay their eggs on the
inflorescence. The larvae appear very quick-
ly and feed mainly on the fleshy staminodes.
The development of the larvae and pupae
probably takes no longer than one or two
weeks. Although we have not observed the
flies carrying pollen of Gearum from one
inflorescence to another, it can be assumed
that they are visiting several inflorescences
and laying eggs. Fresh inflorescences
packed and transported remained with their
load of larvae and their larvae were later al-
lowed to develop and to produce adult flies,
from which we were able to identify the
imagoes. It is known that flies of the family
Richardiidae are flower visitors. All Gearum
inflorescences collected had larvae of this fly
and it may be an effective pollinator.
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