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In orchid circles today, discussions frequently centre on species, their discov-
ery, identification and conservation. This publication reflects my effort to pro-
duce a photographic record of the orchid species that I have been privileged 
to come across.

This work is not a comprehensive flora of the region. No single sane per-
son should try to write a comprehensive illustrated flora of the region, there 
being, I am told, 1256 species in India, 4000 species in Indonesia and new 
ones are continuously being added. Rather, the three volumes reflect a per-
sonal journey of half a century with Orchidaceae, this wonderful family of 
flowering plants. It features the orchid species that I have personally encoun-
tered and some of the hybrids that I have been privileged to see. It leaves out 
hybrids bred for the temperate regions because they are well covered by 
numerous experts in books and articles, and I am not so familiar with these 
orchids.

Depending on where we live and our exposure, we each have our prefer-
ences; therefore, the selected hybrids depicted here reflect my personal nar-
row perspective.

Comments are kept as brief as possible to provide maximum space for 
pictures. Nevertheless, they need to contain information that will help in the 
identification of the species and data on their habitat. I tried to provide a his-
torical perspective in the hybrid section because the past informs on the direc-
tion we should be heading. Readers who may wish to know more about 
orchid cultivation should consult my Orchids of Asia or similar publications.

Singapore, Singapore� Eng Soon Teoh
�
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photographs and connections. I am grateful to these special people who will 
always be remembered with fondness although most will not be mentioned 
by name. They are so many, I would inadvertently omit some were I to 
attempt listing all of them.
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Renanthera Thour.

Spectacular Renanthera is the source of red (ver-
million) in vandaceous orchids (Fig. 94.1). 
However, Eric Holttum pointed out that the true 
base colour is yellow, as demonstrated by yellow 
forms of Renanthera elongata and Renanthera 
storiei and such hybrids as Aranthera Beatrice 
Ng ‘Conference Gold’ AM/MOS.

There are around 20 species distributed from 
eastern Himalaya to Southeast Asia from sea 
level to 1400 m in swamps, coastal forests, lime-
stone, scrub and forest edges, always in bright 
light. Plants are monopodial, epiphytic, or saxic-
olous, clambering over bushes or trees and pro-
ducing offshoots when the stem is bent and some 
of its vascular channels are interrupted. However, 
seeds commonly germinate on the ground, and 
many Renanthera begin life as terrestrials. Stems 
are robust, slim and short or stout, long and elon-
gate, bearing persistent, short, oblong, retuse, 
leathery, dark green leaves arranged in two ranks, 
jointed to their sheaths which envelop the stem. 
Flowers are brightly coloured, in red or yellow, 
and spotted in some species. They are star-
shaped, taller than broad. Dorsal sepal and petals 
are narrow, linear-oblong, spreading. Lateral 
sepals are elliptic, much broader than the dorsal, 
margins sometimes undulate. Lip is 3-lobed, 
small, side lobes erect, mid-lobe bearing calli at 
the base.

Renanthera are popular with orchid growers 
in the tropics because they bear large sprays of 
red or yellow flowers which last for several weeks 

on the plants. Of the many bigeneric and trige-
neric hybrids that have been bred, only those 
which contain Arachnis (e.g., Aranthera, 
Holttumara) are suitable as cut flower because by 
itself, Renanthera does not impart heavy sub-
stance to its hybrids. Many Renanthera species 
are large plants and this characteristic is often 
passed on to their hybrids. A new direction in 
breeding would be to produce short, compact 
hybrids.

�Renanthera annamensis Rolfe

Renanthera annamensis is endemic to Vietnam, 
occurring in the South Indochinese endemism 
centre that is home to 19 additional endemic 
Vietnamese orchid species. The area covers the 
lowland region of southern Vietnam adjacent to 
Cambodia with elevations below 300 m hosting 
dry evergreen, semi-deciduous and deciduous 
dipterocarp forests. Ground is covered by silicate 
basement rock (granite, sandstone, etc.) and it is 
acidic. Renanthera annamensis is rare and criti-
cally endangered. Photographs of the orchid pur-
porting to be of the species are generally those of 
Ren. citrina which it closely resembles. 
Renanthera annamensis is illustrated in drawing 
in Curtis’s Botanical Magazine [Vol. 133 
(ser.4 vol. 3) t. 8118 (1907)], shown here as Fig. 
94.2, and in Gunnar Seidenfaden’s Opera 
Botanica, the Orchids of Indochina, Fig.  246 
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(Seidenfaden and Wood 1992). In the colour 
illustration, flowers are finely spotted with grey: 
additionally, sepals are also spotted with red, and 
petals are marked with a patch of red at the tips. 
Lip and anther cap are red (Fig. 94.2). Side lobes 
of the lip of Ren. annamensis are small, short and 
not prominent unlike those of Ren. citrina. 
Midlobe is cordate, apex pointed, whereas mid-
lobe of lip in Ren. citrina forms an isosceles tri-
angle that is rounded at the lower angles (Fig. 
94.3).

�Renanthera bella J.J.Wood

Renanthera bella is endemic to Mount Kinabalu 
in Sabah, growing in ultramafic forest especially 
on serpentine rock outcrops at 400 – 1200 m. It is 
commonly epiphytic on Gymnostoma sumatra-
num (Casuarinaceae). Its habitat was ravaged by 
fire in 1990, and the species is critically endan-
gered (Rice 2008).

Plant is compact. Stem is up to 75  cm tall 
bearing dark green, coriaceous, bilobed leaves, 
12 – 13 × 1 – 1.1 cm. Inflorescence is 45 cm long 
with 1 – 2 side branches, carrying 12 – 16 flow-
ers, 6  cm across, orange, overlaid with red 
blotches. Dorsal sepal is erect, lanceolate. Lateral 
sepals are spreading, about 15 degrees from the 
midline, lanceolate, narrowed at the lower third 
to 2 mm near its attachment. Petals are lanceo-
late, falcate, similarly narrowed at the base, 
spreading 10 degrees above the horizontal, apex 
pointing upwards, margins undulate, reflexed 
along the middle third. Lip is small, 3-lobed 
(Figs. 94.1 and 94.4).

Plants flower more than once a year and flow-
ers last for a month.

Fig. 94.1  Renanthera bella J.J. Wood (© Teoh Eng Soon 
2021. All Rights Reserved)

Fig. 94.2  Renanthera annamensis Rolfe. (From: Curtis 
Botanical Magazine Vol. 133 (ser. 3 vol. 3) t. 8118 (1907))
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3

�Renanthera caloptera (Rchb.f.) 
Kocyan & Schuit. [syn. Ascoglossum 
calopterum (Rchb.f.) Schltr.]

Renanthera caloptera is distributed in the 
Philippines (mostly in Mindanao but also found 
in Dinagat), Maluku, Sulawesi, New Guinea and 
Solomon Islands growing as epiphyte from sea 
level to 300  m (Cootes 2001). Stem is upright 
bearing rigid, coriaceous leaves, 20  ×  2.5  cm. 
Inflorescence is branching, paniculate, carrying 
60 – 80 flowers, 1.7 cm across. Sepals and petals 
are oblo-lanceolate, reflexed. Lateral sepals are 
narrow at the base, undulate over the expanded 
portion. Lip is 3-lobed with a long, straight spur 
that ends in a sac (Fig. 94.5). Its synonym (in 
practice, its common name) refers to this sac, 
Greek ascos ‘sac’; glossa ‘tongue’. The flowers 
are not attractive; nevertheless, several attractive 
hybrids have been bred from Ren. caloptera.

Fig. 94.3  Renanthera citrina Aver. (© Teoh Eng Soon 
2021. All Rights Reserved)

Fig. 94.4  Renanthera bella J.J.Wood (© Teoh Eng Soon 
2021. All Rights Reserved)

Fig. 94.5  Renanthera caloptera (Rchb.f.) Kocyan & 
Schuit. [syn. Ascoglossum calopterum (Rchb.f.) Schltr.] 
(© Teoh Eng Soon 2021. All Rights Reserved)

�Renanthera caloptera (Rchb.f.) Kocyan & Schuit. [syn. Ascoglossum calopterum (Rchb.f.) Schltr.]



4

�Renanthera citrina Aver.

Renanthera citrina is endemic to Vietnam grow-
ing as epiphyte on karst in strong sunlight, but it 
is cool growing at 500  –  800  m. Plants are 
15 – 25 cm tall, stout, leafy throughout. Leaves 
are oblong, unequally bilobed, coriaceous, 
7 – 10 × 0.9 – 1.1 cm, persistent. Inflorescence is 
axillary, branching, to 30  cm long, many to 70 
flowers (Figs. 94.3, 94.6 and 94.7). Flowers are 
2.5  –  4.5  cm across, pale yellow with few red 
spots on sepals, petals and anther cap. Dorsal 
sepal is erect, oblong, spathulate, obtuse. Lateral 
sepals are 1.5 times longer than the dorsal and 
much wider, narrow at the basal 10 percent, 
thereafter expanded, narrowly ovate, undulate, 

sometimes twisted over the apical portion. Petals 
are linear, spreading, shorter than the dorsal 
sepal, straight, slightly or obviously falcate. Lip 
is 3-lobed. Side lobes are large (as large as the 
midlobe), erect, divergent, trapezoid, apex acute, 
white or cream with two crimson stripes. Midlobe 
forms an isosceles triangle, flat at the apex and 
rounded at the angles, yellow at the base fading 
to white at the apex. Two tall, yellow calli are 
present on the mesochile. Flowers last for a 
month. They are not fragrant.

�Renanthera coccinea Lour.

Renanthera coccinea is distributed from south-
ern China to Myanmar, Thailand and Indochina. 
It is the first Renanthera species to be cultivated 
in Singapore, and it was formerly very popular in 
Malaya. Stems are tall, climbing, bearing light 
green leaves, 6  ×  3  cm, bilobed at the apex. 
Inflorescence is horizontal, branching in one 
plane, with 60  –  80 Chinese-red flowers, laxly 
arranged, 4 cm across, 6 – 7 cm tall. Dorsal sepal 
is oblong, narrowly elliptic; lateral sepals are 
ovate, widening from a linear base; margins are 
undulate, bright red, spreading vertically down-
wards, slightly parted or overlapping each other. 
Petals are linear, shorter than the dorsal sepal, 
red spotted with darker red. Lip is small, 3-lobed, 
side lobes yellow with red stripes, midlobe cov-
ered with red calli at the base, pointed at the 
apex, exposed surface red (Figs. 94.8, 94.9, and 
94.10).

A well-branched plant 2 m high may have a 
number of inflorescences together and makes a 
fine display of colour unusual among orchids 
(Figs. 94.9 and 94.10). Such a plant will have 
some flowers during a good part of the year 
(Holttum 1964). That explained its former popu-
larity in Singapore and Malaya before it was out-
shone by hybrids.Fig. 94.6  Renanthera citrina Aver. (© Teoh Eng Soon 

2021. All Rights Reserved)
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