
Plate 389 Boesenbergia pandurata 

Kaempferia erubescens 

Chinese key(s), fingerroot, Chinese ginger,  

Thai ginger, temu kunci 

Princes’ Island, Java     

6th January – 15th January, 1771 

 

Boesenbergia pandurata (Roxb.) Schltr. is a herb in the Zingiberaceae family of plants 

indigenous to the southern Yunnan Province of China and across Southeast Asia 

including Malaysia and Indonesia. It is known by several synonyms with suffixes 

including Boesenbergia rotunda (L.) Mansf., Curcuma rotunda (L.), and Kaempferia 

pandurata (Roxb.).  

In 1771, Sydney Parkinson annotated his pencil sketch of Solander’s description of 

‘Kaempferia erubescens’ collected on Princes’ Island, Java, with colour instructions, 

stating, ‘The flower very pale crimson the top of the largest petula deep violet colour’. 

This description and set of colour instructions would have formed the basis of John 

Frederick Miller’s artwork for Banks’ planned Florilegium and for Gabriel Smith’s 

engraving of Plate 389. This was one of the last species recorded by Parkinson before 

his death later in 1771. 

The plant above ground is composed of a leaf stalk covered by a sheath. The leaf 

sheaths are red and oval in shape – in fact the species name pandurate, is derived from 

the Latin meaning musical instrument. In this case, shaped like a fiddle or violin. Flowers 

are large and tubular in shape, pink to purple in colour, and aromatic. Underground, the 

plant forms a rhizome consisting of several finger-like tubers. It is the tubers that are 

central to culinary applications as spice, and in folk medicine as treatments for swellings 

and wounds. More recently, the plant has been of interest to medical science for its 

potential in anticancer applications. It grows to a height of 61-91 cm and can be 

cultivated as an ornamental. In its natural range, the plant has no major threats and is 

monitored by Kew as part of the Sampled Red List Index Project which produces 

conservation assessments of a sample of the world’s plant species. 

The journey of the plant and its nomenclature over time is an interesting and possibly 

confusing one as the various synonyms with suffixes might indicate. It is clear at the 

outset of our journey the plant was known to Banks’ and Solander as Kaempferia 

erubescens. Kaempferia was the genus name given in c1771 and celebrates the name 

of the German naturalist Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716) who described this genus in 

1753. Also in 1753, Carl Linnaeus described this genus and considered it to be a kind of 

Curcuma and named it Curcuma rotunda. William Roxburgh (1751-1815) is attributed to 

naming the plant Kaempferia pandurata in 1810, changing the species name. Roxburgh 



was a Scottish botanist and surgeon who authored 139 taxon names. Rudolf Schlechter 

(1872-1925) was a German taxonomist and botanist who built on the work of Roxburgh 

in the naming of the plant in 1913. Rudolf Mansfeld (1901-1960), also a German botanist 

who authored 20 taxon names in particular, Boesenbergia rotunda in 1958. Many of the 

later names are examples of ‘basionyms’ where a later name has been explicitly based 

on an earlier one representing a legitimate updating process. 

This brings us to the yet unanswered question - where did the genus name 

Boesenbergia come from and when? The person responsible for this was Carl Ernst 

Otto Kuntze (1843-1907), a German botanist who named the plant in honour of his 

sister Clara Boesenberg and her husband Walter. Kuntze’s description of the new genus 

name appeared in his publication, Revisio Generum Plantarum, Pars ll.5.685, 1891. 

Apparently, this publication was a three-volume treatise produced by Kuntze and based 

on his botanical collection of 7,700 specimens. At the time, the publication shocked the 

botanical world since Kuntze had, unilaterally, revised the taxonomy of many plants. As 

a consequence, the publication was widely rejected and ignored by many in the 

botanical world. In his own defence, Kuntze argued that he was applying ‘standard 

practice’ even though his ideas on botanic nomenclature were considered revolutionary 

in the extreme. The Revisio created a schism among the emerging and competing sets 

of rules concerning nomenclature at the time which finally came to a head in 1905, at 

the 2nd International Botanical Congress, two years before Kuntze’s death. It was not 

until 1930 the schism was fully resolved. The name Boesenbergia, however, survives to 

this day as the accepted genus name, but it remains a mystery as to why Kuntze chose 

Clara and Walter Boesenberg’s family name other than the familial connection. 
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