REMARKABLE TREES ON NII CAMPUS
7. Floss-silk Tree
S. Natesh1
Consultant Advisor, NII, New Delhi
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Common name: Floss-silk Tree, Mexican Silk Cotton, Paineira-rosa, Kapok, Silk-floss tree
Botanical Name: Ceiba speciosa (A. St. Hil.) Ravenna (= Chorisia speciosa A. St. Hil.)
Family: Bombacaceae (Baobab Family), now merged under Malvaceae (Hibiscus Family)
Where to Find: Edge of the sports ground near the Research Scholars' Hostel (RSH) and BBlock, the grassy quadrangle adjacent to B-Block, near Director' bungalow and elsewhere

Water colour of Ceiba speciosa by Akiko Enokido, 2010. Akiko studied various art forms in Kyoto, Paris, London
and New York and lives in Southern California. She concentrates on botanical art and is an active member of
the American Society of Botanical Artists. Her work has been featured at the Filoli Botanical Art Exhibitions and
the 13th International Exhibition at the Hunt Institute for Botanical Documentation in 2010.
(Source: http://asba13thannual.blogspot.in/).
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Unless otherwise acknowledged, the photographs are mine.
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T

he Floss-silk tree (Ceiba speciosa), when in flower, is a big show-off. Considered
among the very beautiful trees of the world, it is a deciduous species native to
Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, Bolivia and Argentina2 but is now popular in several
tropical and subtropical parts of the world for its showy flowers. Most trees begin

to lose their leaves by mid-October in preparation for their stunning floral display, but
renew them in late February. Between flowering and leafing out, the trees are filled with a
display of pure white cottony balls originating from pear-shaped fruits.

The Floss-silk tree has stout conical prickles (spiny outgrowths) on the main trunk and young branches
(left). Its showy magenta-coloured flowers are very spectacularly eye-catching (right). The trees shown
here are near the sports ground. NII has about 20 trees on its campus. The species has been widely
planted in several roundabouts, parks of Delhi because of the dazzling display of its flowers.

The species was originally named Chorisia speciosa in 1828. The generic name Chorisia
was in honour of Louis (or Ludovik/Ludwig) Choris (1795-1828), a Russo-German painter and
explorer who accompanied Otto von Kotzebue (1787-1846), the Baltic German navigator in
Russian service on several expeditions across South America and Europe. The specific epithet
2

Cibo is Argentina's national flower, but Ceibo and Ceiba are totally unrelated species! Ceibo is the common name in
Argentina for Erythrina crista-galli, a tree in the Family Fabaceae whereas Ceiba is the genus of flowering trees in the
Family Bombacaceae that includes the species described in this article.
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speciosa means 'beautiful', or 'splendid'
(Latin), alluding to its spectacular flowers.
However, in 1998 the genus Chorisia was
merged with the genus Ceiba (which is the
Brazilian name for the tree). Thus, the
currently accepted name for the species is
Ceiba speciosa. Its common English name
‘Floss-silk tree’ refers to the fluff produced
by its fruits.
The tree is 10-20 m tall, usually
with an umbrella-like canopy. The trunk is
often somewhat swollen at the base and
Typically, the floss-silk tree has a swollen trunk
leaning to one side, earning the sobriquet
'Palo Boracho' in Argentina. Translated literally
it means 'the drunken stick'. This tree in front
of the Research Scholars' Building is the largest
on campus, but our trees are still too young to
display the bulge on the trunk.

leaning to one side. Hence, in Argentina
the tree is commonly referred to as 'Palo
Boracho', literally 'drunken stick'. In
Bolivia, the ‘pregnant-like’ look of its trunk
has occasioned a very beautiful legend
(see Box 1).

In younger trees, the bark is bright green due to high content of chlorophyll and is
capable of performing photosynthesis when leaves are shed. However, with age as the girth
of the trunk widens, patches of newer grey bark appear as ridges and finally becomes
entirely grey. The stem and branches are covered with conical prickles, which fall off as the
tree grows older.

The bark of the Floss-silk tree is green and attractive during the younger stages of the tree's development
(left). However, as the tree ages, and its girth increases, the green bark gets totally replaced by grey bark
(right).
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Box 1. Floss-silk Tree in Bolivian Legend
In Bolivia Floss-silk tree (Ceiba speciosa) is known as 'toborochi'. Because
of its swollen trunk the tree presents a 'pregnant' look (see the picture
on the left; source: http://imgur.com/65n6x ). The following is a
Bolivian legend from Santa Cruz I found on the internet
(www.boliviabella.com/legend-of-the-toborochi.html)

in connection

with the toborochi. While I cannot vouch for its authenticity, I still
think it is a beautiful story and hence decided to retell it here. Whether
it originated with the Quechua tribe or Guarani tribe is not clear but the
legend is an attempt to explain the bulging tree trunk. The story goes
like this:
When the world was still very new, the Aña, or the spirits of
darkness, liked to abuse and murder human beings. They happened to
discover that Arávera, the beautiful daughter of Chief Ururuti, who had married the Hummingbird God
Colibri was pregnant. She was about to bear a son who would punish the Aña. Naturally, they decided to kill
Arávera. Arávera heard of their plot and, with the help of a flying
seat her husband had gifted her, she fled the village. However, the
evil spirits gave chase and started harassing her wherever she hid
herself. Tired and anxious, Arávera finally concealed herself inside
the trunk of a toborochi tree and there gave birth to her son in
peace. The son grew up and, in due course, fulfilled the prophecy
avenging his mother who had to reside in the toborochi trunk for
ever. Buried inside the amphora-like trunk of the tree, Arávera
comes out every now and then in the form of the beautiful flower
that attracts hummingbirds. That way, she still gets to meet her
husband god Colibri!
Indeed, people can sit in the hollowed trunks of the toborochi
(picture

on

the

right;

Source:

http://tylerinparaguay.blogspot.in/2009/05/visual-documentary-of-chaco.html).

The wood of the tree is light, soft and flexible and is not of furniture quality. It is mainly
utilized for packaging, as wood pulp for paper, and for making ropes. The leaves are
arranged alternately on the stem, palmately compound, with 5-7 leaflets arranged like the
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fingers of the hand. The petiole is long ( 10 -12 cm) and each leaflet has its own short stalk,
is about 13 cm long, elliptical with serrated margins.

The leaf of the floss-silk tree is compound, with up to seven leaflets radiating from
a common point at the tip of the petiole. Such leaves are described as 'palmate' or
'palm-like'. Leaflets have short stalks of their own and vary in size, but are shaped
elliptically. Note that their tips are drawn into narrow points and the margins are
serrated. The upper (ventral) surface of the leaflets is darker shade of green (image
on left) than the lower (dorsal) surface (image on right). The midrib is prominent
dorsally.

Flowers are large and prominent, and appear when the tree is almost leafless. They
are solitary or borne in bunches in the axils of terminal branches. The calyx is green, bellshaped, with four lobes. The petals are five, free (not fused into a tube), 8-12 cm long, and

The flowers are stunningly beautiful, with pink-, magenta-, or burgundy-coloured petals. The basal part of the
petals has purple stripes and blotches on a cream background. These are known as 'guide marks' and are
supposed to guide potential pollinators toward the nectar at the base of the flower cup. There are five stamens
but their filaments are fused into along tube or column surrounding the style. Note the corona at the base of
the staminal tube.
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somewhat fleshy and undulate at margins. Each petal is creamy-white toward the base with
longitudinal dark broken or discontinuous stripe marks, but the colour becomes pure pink
or magenta toward the tip. The filaments of the five stamens fuse together forming a 5-cmlong dark-pink tube (staminal column). This tube is welded around the pistil. At the base of
the staminal tube there is a 'corona' - i.e., a cream-coloured bell-like or vase-like structure
with a maroon or dark-red-lobed rim covered with fuzzy white hairs.

The staminal column is a pink hollow tube (top left) at the base of which is the bell- or vase-shaped corona. The
rim of the corona is lobed, maroon or dark red and covered with white fuzzy hairs (top left and above left). If
you cut open the flower longitudinally, the ovary containing ovules can be seen (top right). Note that the style is
long and passes through the staminal column and holds the knob-like stigma aloft (above right). Nectar is
secreted at the base of the floral cup.
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The flowers in the native habitat are pollinated by hummingbirds. However, in
India they are regularly visited by the purple sunbird (Cinnyris asiaticus), as well as
honey bees and butterflies.

The purple sunbird is a regular visitor to the Floss-silk flowers. (above. Image source:
https://indianhomemaker.wordpress.com/tag/purple-sunbird/). Mature fruit ready to dehisce and one in which
the fruit wall has been removed to reveal the flossy silk (below. Image source:
http://faunayfloradelargentinanativa.blogspot.in/2011/02/palo-borracho-ceiba-speciosa.html).

The fruit is a woody capsule, oblong-to-ellipsoidal, and
dehiscent, growing up to 20 cm long and green through most part of
its development, turning brown when mature. The seeds, 100-150,
are embedded in white silky floss (hence the name floss-silk tree),
which are dispersed by wind when the capsule splits along five
sutures, much like the kapok (semal or Bombax ceiba). The silky floss
develops from the inner wall of the fruit (and not from the seed
coat)3.
In the middle of the last century, pillows, mattresses, life
jackets and car seats were stuffed with the floss, but nowadays other
materials are used, and there is little use for it. In some parts of South America the fibre is
also used as fuel or to make candles, mixed with fat. Seeds are used to make both edible and
industrial oil. However, the main use of the tree is as an ornamental species, and it is usually
planted in streets, parks, and traffic roundabouts, either singly or in groups.
3

Marzinek J & Mouráo KSM 2003. Morphology and anatomy of the fruit and seed in development of Chorisia speciosa A.
St.-Hil.
–
Bombacaceae.
Revista
Brasil.
Bot.,
26
(1):
23-34.
Downloaded
from:
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/26354578_Morphology_and_anatomy_of_the_fruit_and_seed_in_developme
nt_of _ Chorisia_speciosa_A._St.-Hil._-_Bombacaceae .
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Box 2. Floss-silk tree (Ceiba speciosa): A phytochemical treasure trove?
Phytochemical investigations on various parts of Ceiba speciosa have resulted in the isolation of several diverse
classes of compounds as given below:
Plant part

Class of compound

Examples

Leaf

Flavones

Rhoifolin

Mucilage

Glucuronic acid, galacturonic acid, rhamnose,
arabinose, xylose, mannose, ribose

Flower

Mucilage

Galactose, rhamnose, xylose, mannose, arabinose and glucuronic acid

Fruit

Carbohydrates

Monosccharides - arabinose, galactose, glucose, mannose, rhamnose, xylose

Seed

Steroids

Polysaccharides - glucuronic acid
Brassicasterol, campesterol, cholesterol, ß-sitosterol, stigmasterol

Floss-silk

galactose, glucose,

Fatty acids

Palmitic acid, palmetoleic acid, linoleic acid, stearic acid, arachidic acid,
malvalic acid etc. , triglycerides

Carbohydrates

Monosaccharides such as galactose and rhamnose as well as as derived
polysaccharides such as glucuronic acid

Heteropolysaccharides

Rhamnose, arabinose, galactose and uronic acid.

In addition, volatile compounds are also present in the species. Thus along with other species of the
family Bombacaceae, Ceiba speciosa could represent an untapped reservoir of chemical substances. Incidentally,
suspected hybridization with related species (e.g., C. insignis) opens newer doors towards isolation of novel
compounds.
Further reading: Refaat J, Desoky SY, Ramadan MA, Kamel MS 2012. Bombacaceae: A phytochemicalreview.
Phamaceutical
Biology.
Early
Online:1-31.
Downloaded
from
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/230847761_Bombacaceae_A_phytochemical_review

Box 3. Floss-silk tree in Postage Stamp
The tree has been commemorated in a stamp by the Republic of
Argentina in 1985. {Source: http://www.philateca.com/stamp/6231/A_0,20_Palo_Borracho_(Chorisia_speciosa)}.
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