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NEOBURTTIA, A NEW GENUS FOR POLYSTACHYA LONGISCAPA 
(POLYSTACHYINAE, ORCHIDACEAE)

JOANNA MYTNIK-EJSMONT*, DARIUSZ L. SZLACHETKO & PRZEMYSŁAW BARANOW

Abstract. Polystachya subtribe Polystachyinae is a subject of ongoing taxonomic work. This paper describes and illustrates a new 
monotypic genus, Neoburttia, provides a key for determination of all genera of P. subtribe Polystachyinae, briefl y discusses 
morphological differences between Neoburttia and its closest relatives, Dendrobianthe and Neobenthamia, and validates a new 
combination on species level. Also given are a comprehensive description and full synonymy, as well as detailed ecological, 
phenological and distribution data for the species of the new genus. The restricted distribution of the new genus is briefl y dis-
cussed, as it is endemic to the Uluguru Range (Eastern Afromontane biodiversity hotspot).
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INTRODUCTION
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Polystachya longiscapa Summerh. was described 
in 1934 by the eminent British orchidologist Victor 
Summerhayes (1897–1974) from a specimen col-
lected by the young botanist Bernard Burtt. He 
made the collection a year earlier in May 1933, 
in the southern part of the Uluguru Mts on the 
slopes of Lupanga Peak (Lukwangule Plateau) in 
present-day Tanzania (formerly Tanganyika) at 
1500 m a.s.l. The new entity was quite large for 
Polystachyinae Schltr., up to 120 cm tall, growing 
as a lithophyte in clumps along a rocky course of 
rapids. The orchid was found in a remote, rarely 
visited and rather isolated mountain locality, con-
fi rming the presumption that many unknown taxa 
had yet not been discovered. Describing Polys-
tachya longiscapa, Summerhayes (1934) compared 
the new species to P. fl exuosa (Rolfe) Schltr. [Den-
drobianthe dendrobiifl ora (Rchb. f.) Mytnik] in 
the diagnosis and called the latter a ‘small edition’ 
of the newly described entity. Indeed it is similar 
to Dendrobianthe dendrobiifl ora in some aspects 
(especially in habit) but it also approaches the re-

markable monotypic genus Neobenthamia Rolfe, 
collected in the same district. The problem of clas-
sifying P. longiscapa has been addressed by many 
authors, including Summerhayes (1934), Cribb 
(1984) and Cribb and King (2006). Cribb (1984) 
placed it in section Dendrobianthe Schltr., and 
Cribb and King (2006) pointed out that Polystachya 
longiscapa occupies rather an isolated position in 
Polystachya s.l. Raising section Dendrobianthe to 
generic rank, Mytnik-Ejsmont (2008) decided to 
leave the species within the taxon, but years of de-
tailed morphological studies and recently obtained 
results of molecular analyses (Russell et al. 2010; 
Mytnik-Ejsmont 2011) revealed that Dendrobi-
anthe longiscapa (Summerh.) Mytnik (Polystachya 
longiscapa), closely related to Dendrobianthe and 
Neobenthamia, occupies an isolated position within 
Polystachyinae and deserves generic rank. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We based our study on an examination of 170 her-
barium specimens representing Dendrobianthe–Ne-
obenthamia complex, applying the standard procedure 
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for preparing herbarium material for stereomicroscopic 
observations and analyzing the vegetative and gen-
erative characters of individual plants. The fl owers 
were taken from the middle part of the infl orescence. 
Particular parts of the fl ower were boiled, dissected, 
measured and drawn under a stereomicroscope. The 
results were then analyzed and compared with the 
type material, diagnoses and original illustrations. The 
database of drawings and photographs of all studied 
specimens is available in the fi rst author’s archives 
and is available upon request. 

TAXONOMIC TREATMENT

Neoburttia Mytnik, Szlachetko & Baranow, 
gen. nov.

Plantae Dendrobianthe affi nes sunt sed a qua 
planta valde robusta altiore, foliis majoribus, infl o-
rescentia scape ramosa, fl oribus multo majoribus 
pallide roseis facile, differunt.

TYPE: Neoburttia longiscapa (Summerh.) 
Mytnik, Szlach. & Baranow, comb. nov. (Fig. 1)

BASIONYM: Polystachya longiscapa Summerh., 
Bull. Misc. Inform. Kew 1934: 211. 1934; TYPE (des-
ignated here): TANZANIA, Morogoro District, Uluguru 
Mts, Lupanga Peak, Burtt 3496 (LECTOTYPE: K!; BR! 
– drawing of a fl ower) – Dendrobianthe longiscapa 
(Summerh.) Mytnik, Richardiana 8(1): 23–27. 2008.

ETYMOLOGY. Dedicated to Bernard Burtt 
(1902–1938), collector of the type species, who 
tragically died in a plane crash in Tanganyika. 
As the genus Burttia has already been described, 
we add the prefi x ‘neo-’ to distinguish the two 
names.

An erect or rarely pendent lithophytic plant up 
to 120 cm high. Rhizome 0.6–0.9 cm in diameter, 
short and thick. Stems thickened basally and clus-
tered, pseudobulbs 1.5–2.3 cm long, 1.5–3.0 cm 
in diameter, conical, covered by persistent leaf 
bases. Leaves 20–36 cm long, 1.5–2.6 cm wide, 
conduplicate, distichous, arcuate, narrowly lin-
ear-lanceolate, acute, prominently many-veined. 
Infl orescence up to 92 cm long, much longer 
than the leaves, unbranched or up to 3-branched 
at apex; peduncle covered by numerous imbri-
cating, acute sheaths; branches up to 7 cm long, 

arcuate, fl eshy; rachis pubescent. Bracts 5–9 mm 
long, rigid, triangular, setose. Flowers pale pink to 
bluish pink, lip whitish to pale pink with a purple 
oblong fl eshy dot in the basal center. Dorsal sepal 
19–21 mm long, 5 mm wide, narrowly oblong-
lanceolate, subacute, rounded or obtuse. Lateral 
sepals 18–20 mm long, 5.5–6.5 mm wide, oblique, 
oblong-lanceolate, rounded to obtuse. Mentum 
4.8–6.5 mm high, conical. Petals 16.0–19.5 mm 
long, 3–4 mm wide, oblanceolate, subacute to 
obtuse. Lip 13–19 mm long, 9.5–10.0 mm wide, 
shortly clawed, entire, oblong-obovate, lowermost 
(due to hanging pedicels), rounded or emarginate, 
furfuraceous in the center, lacking any callus. Free 
part of gynostemium 5.0–6.5 mm high, white; 
column foot 4–5 mm long. 

DISTRIBUTION. Tanzania, northern and western 
slopes of the Uluguru Mts.

HABITAT. A lithophytic or terrestrial herb grow-
ing in clumps, on rocks in cultivated fi elds, rocky 
outcrops with grasses, Aloe spp. and Philippia spp. 
by rivers, along the rocky course of rapids. Alti-
tude: 700–1680 m.

Fig. 1. Neoburttia longiscapa (Summerh.) Mytnik, Szlach. 
& Baranow. A – habit, B – fl ower, C – lip (drawn by J. Mytnik-
Ejsmont from the lectotype).
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REPRESENTATIVE SPECIMENS: TANZANIA: Kitundu, 
Apr. 1935, Bruce 960 (BR!, K!); Lupanga Peak, along 
rocky course of rapids in the open in clearing below 
forest, alt. 1500 m, May 1933, Burtt 3496 (BR!, K!); 
Morogoro, Uluguru Mts, Bunduki, Sept. 1951, Eggeling 
6279 (BR!, EA, K); Gebirge, Nordwestseite, Nebelwald, 
alt. 1600 m, 10 Oct. 1932, Schlieben 2783 (BR!, MA!, 
P!); Morningside, Aug. 1971, Schlieben 12181 (BR!, 
K); steep slope between Kibungo Mission and Kihundz 
village, alt. 1300 m, Thullin & Mhoro 3179 (C!); in open 
rocky areas and among rocks in forest, alt. 1200 m, Sept. 
1932, Wallace 178 (K!).

DISCUSSION

Our detailed morphological studies and the results 
of molecular studies obtained by Russell et al. 
(2010) and Mytnik-Ejsmont (2011) indicate that 
Neoburttia longiscapa occupies an isolated posi-
tion within the Polystachyinae. This monotypic 
genus is a member of a ‘grade of species-poor lin-
eage’ as defi ned by Russell et al. (2010), being the 
one of the four earliest lineages of Polystachyinae. 
The clade is sister to the Neobenthamia–Dend-
robianthe clade, and our morphological studies 
confi rm the close affi nity of the three taxa. Neo-

burttia is a lithophytic plant much larger than 
Dendrobianthe, with leaves at least 1.5 cm wide, 
gathered in the lower part of the stem present at 
anthesis, a usually branched infl orescence up to 
1 m long, pale to bluish pink fl owers consider-
ably larger than those of Dendrobianthe, with 
sepals and petals reaching 20 mm long, a promi-
nent mentum (5.0–6.5 mm long), a glabrous lip 
lacking a callus, and a gynostemium 5.0–6.5 mm 
high. However, representatives of Dendrobianthe 
are usually epiphytes up to 55 cm high, leafl ess at 
fl owering time, with leaves up to 1.5 cm wide (usu-
ally 0.4–1.0 cm) and white, pink or purple fl owers 
with small pale purple spots on petals, a mentum 
2.5–5.0 mm long, a pubescent lip furnished with 
a fl eshy callus and a gynostemium up to 4.5 mm 
high. In many ways the newly proposed Neoburttia 
also brings to mind another Tanzanian narrow en-
demic, Neobenthamia, but the representatives of 
the latter genus are terrestrial plants lacking any 
pseudobulbs, with leaves arranged along the stem 
present at anthesis and up to 1.2 cm wide, a many-
fl owered racemose corymb, glabrous rachis, white 
fl owers, a very obscure mentum (the lateral sepals 
just united at their base), a slightly hairy lip with 

Table 1. The differences between Neoburttia Mytnik, Szlach. & Baranow gen. nov., Dendrobianthe (Schltr.) Mytnik and 
Neobenthamia Rolfe.

Character / Genus Neobenthamia Neoburttia Dendrobianthe

Life form terrestrial lithophyte epiphyte
Height 90–120 cm 100–120 cm up to 55 cm 

Pseudobulbs none present present

Leaves 12–24 cm long, 0.7–1.2 cm wide, 
present at anthesis along stem

20–36 cm long, 1.5–2.6 cm wide, 
present at anthesis in lower part 
of stem

4–30 cm long, 0.4–1.5 cm wide, 
absent at anthesis in lower part 
of stem

Flowers white pale pink to bluish pink white, pink or purplish with small 
light purple spots on petals

Sepals 8–16 mm long (18)19–21 mm long 6–12 mm long

Mentum obscure 4.8–6.5 mm long 2.5–5.0(6.0) mm long

Lip colour white with a yellow or orange-
yellow central line and a row of 
red or magenta dots on each side 
of the central line

whitish to pale pink with a purple 
oblong fleshy dot in the basal 
centre

white, pale-lilac, brownish-yellow 
or pink with some yellow dots/
lines in the lip centre

Lip callus none none obscure to fl eshy ridge

Column 3.2–4.5 mm high 5.0–6.5 mm high 2.5–4.5 mm high
Column foot 0.5–2.0 mm long 4–5 mm long 2.5–3.0(5.5) mm long
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purple and yellow marks, and a gynostemium up to 
4.5 mm high. The main differences between Neo-
burttia and the two most closely related genera, 
Neobenthamia and Dendrobianthe, are presented 
in Table 1.

The newly proposed monotypic genus is re-
stricted in distribution to the northern and western 
slopes of the Uluguru Mts and is an example of 
a narrow endemic. The Ulugurus are part of the 
Eastern Afromontane biodiversity hotspot (Mitter-
meier et al. 2004) and one of the world’s most im-
portant regions for conservation (Stattersfi eld et al. 
1998; Myers et al. 2000; Olson & Dinerstein 2002). 
The Eastern Arc Mts are also an interesting region, 
as they are recognized as one of the forest refugia 
in Africa that retained moist forest through the last 
glaciation (Diamond & Hamilton 1980; Hamilton 
1982). According to Munishi et al. (2004), species 
of such a restricted distribution are very fragile 
in their ecosystems and can easily be driven to 
extinction. The habitat of Neoburttia longiscapa 
has been reduced by uncontrolled logging (Cribb 
& King 2006) and the species is restricted in its 
range to one locality. According to IUCN criteria 
we follow Cribb and King (2006) in maintaining 
that Neoburttia longiscapa is a vulnerable taxon 
(VU A1b B2b).

The new genus Neoburttia is placed in sub-
tribe Polystachyinae, which includes the 9 genera 
keyed below.

KEY FOR DETERMINATION OF THE GENERA
OF POLYSTACHYINAE SCHLTR.

1. Leaves absent at anthesis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2
1.*  Leaves present at anthesis   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3

2. Lip furnished with a prominent cushion-like crest 
in the middle, defl exed just above the base, el-
evated keel present at the base of the lip, lip vari-
ously lobed  . . . .  Epiphorella Mytnik & Szlach.

2.*  Lip with a single callus, if any, not pulvinate, lip 
entire  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Dendrobianthe Mytnik

3. Robust plants 50–120 cm high with pseudobulbs, 
sepals 16–20 mm long, mentum 5.0–6.5 mm long  . . 
. . . . . . . . . Neoburttia Mytnik, Szlach. & Baranow 

3.*  Not as above . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4
4. Infl orescence pendent or apically drooped, lip at 

lowermost position  . . . . . . Neobenthamia Rolfe

4.*  Infl orescence erect to semi-erect, lip at uppermost 
position . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5

5. Spur very long and narrow, thrice the length of the 
dorsal sepal . . . Disperanthoceros Mytnik & Szlach.

5.*  Spur (mentum) up to twice the length of the dorsal 
sepal   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  6
6. Whole plant pendent or creeping, leaves fl eshy, 

imbricate, and bilaterally fl attened . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Szlachetkoella Mytnik

6.*  Plant neither pendent nor creeping, leaves not im-
bricate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7

7. Lip with a long claw at least a third of the lip length, 
lip divided into three parts with the mesochile vari-
ously lobed, mentum elongate, saccate, swollen at 
the apex . . . . . . . . Unguiculabia Mytnik & Szlach.

7.*  Lip shortly clawed or sessile, lip usually three-lobed, 
then divided into the lateral and middle lobes, mentum 
conical-saccate, obtuse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8
8. Leaves elliptic, ovate or obovate, lip often fur-

nished with pseudopollen, sepals up to 8 mm long, 
obtuse, column short and massive, 1.0–2.5 mm 
high  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Polystachya Hook.

8.*  Leaves narrow, grass-like, lip without pseudo-
pollen, covered with numerous clavate or capitate 
prominent, long hairs, sepals more than 8.5 mm 
long, acuminate, column slender, 2–4 mm high  . . 
. . . . . . . . . . .  Isochilostachya Mytnik & Szlach.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS. We thank the curators and staff 
of the cited herbaria for their kind hospitality and assist-
ance during our visits (BR, C, K, MA, P) and the anony-
mous reviewer for valuable remarks on the manuscript. 
This study was supported by a grant from the Ministry 
of Science and Higher Education (N N303 343735).

REFERENCES

CRIBB P. J. 1984. Orchidaceae 2. In: R. M. POLHILL (ed.), 
Flora of Tropical East Africa, pp. 237–412. Balkema, 
Rotterdam.

CRIBB P. J. & KING K. 2006. Plant portraits: 556. Poly-
stachya longiscapa. Orchidaceae. Curtis’s Bot. Mag. 
23(2): 153–156.

DIAMOND A. W. & HAMILTON A. C. 1980. The distribution of 
forest passerine birds and Quaternary climatic change in 
tropical Africa. J. Zool. 191: 379–402. 

HAMILTON A. C. 1982. Environmental history of East 
Africa: a study of the Quaternary. Academic Press, 
 London.

MITTERMEIER R. A., ROBLES GIL P., HOFFMANN M., PILGRIM 



J. MYTNIK-EJSMONT ET AL.: NEOBURTTIA, A NEW GENUS FOR POLYSTACHYA LONGISCAPA 49

J., BROOKS T., MITTERMEIER C. G., LAMOREUX J. & DA 
FONSECA G. A. B. 2004. Hotspots revisited. CEMEX, 
Mexico.

MUNISHI P. K. T., SHEAR T. H., WENTWORTH T., TEMU R. P. C. 
& MALIONDO S. M. 2004. Sparse distribution pattern of 
some plant species in two afromontane rain forests of the 
Eastern Arc Mountains in Tanzania. Tanzania Journal of 
Forestry & Nature Conservation 75: 74–90.

MYERS N., MITTERMEIER R. A., MITTERMEIER C. G., DA FON-
SECA G. A. B. & KENT J. 2000. Biodiversity hotspots for 
conservation priorities. Nature 403: 853–858.

MYTNIK-EJSMONT J. 2008. Contribution à la révision de Polys-
tachyinae Schlechter (Orchidaceae). 6. Dendrobianthe 
(Schltr.) Mytnik. Richardiana 8(1): 23–27.

MYTNIK-EJSMONT J. 2011. A monograph of the subtribe Polys-
tachyinae Schltr. (Orchidaceae). Wydawnictwo Uniwer-
sytetu Gdańskiego, Gdańsk.

OLSON D. M. & DINERSTEIN E. 2002. The global 200: priority 
ecoregions for global conservation. Ann. Missouri Bot. 
Gard. 89: 199–224.

RUSSELL A., SAMUEL R., RUPP B., BARFUSS M. H. J., ŠA-
FRAN M., BESENDORFER V. & CHASE M. W. 2010. Phy-
logenetics and cytology of a pantropical orchid genus 
Polystachya (Polystachyinae; Vandeae; Orchidaceae); 
evidence from plastid DNA sequence data. Taxon 59: 
389–404.

STATTERSFIELD A. J., CROSBY M. J., LONG A. J. & WEGE 
D. C. 1998. Endemic bird areas of the World: priorities 
for biodiversity conservation. Bird Life International, 
Cambridge, UK.

SUMMERHAYES V. S. S. 1934. African Orchids: VI. Bull. Misc. 
Inform. Kew (1934): 205–214.

Received 10 January 2011


