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Wild Curcumas as Genetic Resourceswith
Medicinal Importance

JubiTH MaRY LaMo & SaTvawaba Rama Rao

Abstract

Curcuma, an important member of family Zingiberaceae is mainly distinguished
by the characters of rhizome, position of spike, presence or absence of anther spur,
etc. Morphological characters are known to be important keys for species
identification and systematics. Some important morphological characters,
distribution and economic importance of three wild Curcuma species, viz, C.
montana, C. rakatakanta and C. sylvatica are presented here.
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I ntroduction

wild and cultivated species of commercial as well as economical

importance. It iswidely distributed throughout south and southeast
Asia, while afew species have been reported from China, Australia, New
Guinea and the South Pacific Islands (Sasikumar, 2005; Maknoi, 2006;
Skorniékova et al., 2008; Velayudhan, 2012; Chen et al., 2013). The highest
diversity is concentrated in India and Thailand (Skorniékovaet al., 2007)
with about 40 species in each country. Curcuma species are perennial
rhizomatous herbswhich are easily recognised by their characteristic position
of the spike inflorescence (Skorniékova and Sabu, 2002). In the following
sections, morphological variations, distribution and economic importance
of some wild Curuma species are discussed.

T7e genus Curcuma of Zingiberaceae consists of about 120 wild, semi-
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1. Curcuma montana Roxb.
Morphological description

Rhizome is pale yellow, bitter in taste and camphoraceous. Leaf sheath is
purple. Leaves are oblong-lanceol ate, green and glabrous. Inflorescenceis
either lateral or terminal. Coma bracts are white with light purple streaks
towards the top (Figs. 1a—c). Fertile bracts are green and are fused at the
base on which a cincinnus of flowers are borne. Corolla is white and the
labellumisyellow. Presence of anther spurs.

Distribution

C. montana isdistributed in the Indian subcontinent and isfound in Kera a,
Karnataka, Chennai, Andhra Pradesh, Eastern Himalayas and north-eastern
region.

Economic importance

Thejuiceof C. Montana mixed with Kaempferiagalangaisused tofacilitate
delivery in women during child birth (Koh et al., 2009). The rhizome is
boiled in water along with the roots and leaves of Acorus calamus, and
about 1-2 teaspoon of this decoction is given to expecting mothers
(Hynniewta and Kumar, 2010).

2. Curcuma raktakanta Mangaly & M. Sabu
Mor phological description

Rhizome is pale yellow, camphoraceous and dightly bitter. The sessile tubers
arefinger-shaped, branched and el ongate. L eaves are oblong-lanceol ate, green
and glabrous above and pubescent below. Leaf sheath is reddish-purple.
Inflorescence is lateral. Coma bracts are deep pink (Figs. 1d—f). Fertile bracts
aregreen with apink tip. Corollatubeislight pink and labellumislight yellow
withamedian dark yellow band. Presence of anther spurs. Fruitingisnot known.

Distribution

C. raktakantaismainly distributed in Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, India,
Java, Malaya, Myanmar and Thailand. InIndia, itiswidely found in Kerala
and north-eastern region.

Economicimportance

The rhizome of C. raktakanta isused for the extraction of arrowroot
(Sasikumar, 2005). The essential oils of C. raktakanta have been reported
to have antioxidant, antibacterial properties, and antidiabetic and
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antihyperlipidemic effect by enhancing insulin release (Dan et al., 2002;
Rajamamacet al., 2012; Inthirakanthi et al., 2013).

3. Curcuma sylvatica Valeton
Morphological description

The rhizome is white and has a characteristic aroma of mango and it is
dlightly bitter in taste. Leaves are lanceolate, green and glabrous with a
purple midrib (Figs. 1g-i). Inflorescence is lateral. The fertile bracts are
greenish purple and subtend acincinni of flowers. The comabractsare dark
purple. The calyx islight purple. The corollais creamy white and labellum
isyellow. Presence of anther spurs.

Distribution

C. gylvaticaisdistributed in India and Java. In India, it isfound in Kerala
and north-eastern region.

Economicimportance

C. sylvatica is an active ingredient in traditional herbal medicines of
Indonesia, Japan and China (Sasikumar, 2005; Rajammacet al., 2012) dueto
pharmacologica properties (Wilson et al., 2005; Upadhyay et al., 2013;
Owolabi et al., 2012). The rhizome is used in the extraction of arrowroot
(Sasikumar, 2005).

Conclusions

Curcuma species have diverse usesin fields such as medicine, aromatherapy,
cosmetics, floriculture and food industry. Wild Curcuma species like C.
montana, C. raktakanta and C. sylativa are known to exhibit numerous
biological activitieswhich areimportant in pharmaceutical industry and act
as arich source of arrowroot. However, these species are undervalued and
underutilized. Therefore, understanding the genetic structure and diversity
of these species will help in conservation programs and maintenance of
plant genetic resources.
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raktakanta; gtoi, C. sylvatica.
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