Billbergia ‘Thyrsoidea’ by Derek Butcher 7/2012
From references to this in various publications of Journal of Bromeliad Soc it would appear that in the 1950’s and 1960’s there was no clear understanding as to what this Billbergia was, with Padilla suggesting hybridity was involved. The following information makes interesting reading
BSB 1(6): 57. 1951  How I became interested in Bromeliads by Ladislaus Cutak

The Missouri Botanical Garden maintained many plants of Billbergia thyrsoidea (now named B. pyramidalis) which always put on a brilliant display of scarlet torches in the fall season and I could not help but become fascinated with them.
BSB 3(1&2): 12. 1953 by Victoria Padilla

Billbergias are among the hardiest of all bromeliads and will survive temperature as low as fifteen degrees. Though their individual blooms are fleeting, Billbergias tend to multiply so rapidly that a fair-sized plant will be in flower for a considerable period of time. Favorites are B. Saundersii, particularly for the unique mottling of its leaves; B. Meadii for its ever-blooming qualities, and the B. thyrsoidea hybrids, for the dazzling brilliance of their inflorescence. 

BSB 4(4): 58. 1954 Glimpses of Bromeliads in Europe by David Barry
In a large park near Schoenbrun Palace in Vienna stands a great conservatory of several connected houses. Amid a typical collection of tropicals, palms, aroidi, araliads and musas were displayed a few bromeliads of no rarity. They were attractively mounted as epiphytes in a natural manner. Included were Billbergia thyrsoidea, Tillandsia Lindeniana, and Vriesia Wittmackeana, the last, in spike.
BSB 9(6): 94. 1959 by Frank Overton, Editor
Another Billbergia used as a parent is B. pyramidalis. This Billbergia is often

confused with B. thyrsoidea, the flowers of which also bloom erect.

BSB 10(5): 74. 1960 By William Morris in Australia

I have used acetylene on a number of plants to make them flower. I put a small quantity of carbide (l - 2 grams) in about a liter of water; and when the reaction has ceased and the sludge mainly settled, I pour the solution into the cups of the bromeliads. Some Billbergias, such as B. thyrsoidea and B. pyramidalis, flower in four to five weeks, while others, such as B. nutans and B. vittata take from eight to ten weeks longer. 

BSB 11(1): 15. 1961 by Victoria Padilla under Question Box

Billbergia leptopoda, B. meadii, B. amoena var. X Fantasia and Billbergia X thyrsoidea are all outstanding and will not grow out of bounds.
BSB 12(3): 44. 1962 Offshoots by Victoria Padilla
Billbergis thyrsoides – Now B. pyramidalis var concolor
BSB 12(4): 73. 1962 Some favorite Billbergia hybrids by Victoria Padilla
The other popular Billbergia hybrid is known simply as B. x thyrsoidea. B. thyrsoidea is a synonym for B. pyramidalis, and the parentage is very evident in this plant, as the inflorescence is upright and the leaves tend to form a rosette rather than a tube. The other

parent is obviously B. amoena. This is a particularly attractive plant whether in bloom or not, for if grown in sufficient light, the leaves become a beautiful rosy bronze shade. In bloom, this Billbergia can hold its own with any other member of the Bromeliad family.
Not once do we have a description, drawing or black & white photograph and yet the Europeans knew what the plant was and there were several botanical drawings done in the 1800’s. But it was a cultivar name in use at that time and in 1998 ‘Thyrsoidea’ appeared in the published Bromeliad Cultivar Register. The note stated it was a cultivar of B. pyramidalis var concolor and there are certainly close links here except for the problem of concolorous red petals where a slight tinge of a metallic violet seems to apply. It then states “This has probably been the unvariegated form of pyramidalis v. striata – a pale green scurfy flared rosette with purple flowers”. The problem here is that Foster, when he described his variegate in 1960, did not make any reference to ‘Thyrsoidea’ even though we know that this plant was widespread in US gardens at the time. What we should be looking at is Cutak’s comment in 1951 when he refers to “scarlet torches”.   
You may recall that in J Brom Soc. 52(4): 172-178. 2002 I tried to lay to rest the use of var concolor because the plants being grown under that name did not have totally red petals.

From 1830 to 1954 we had both Billbergia pyramidalis and Billbergia thyrsoidea. 1954 saw Lyman Smith split the concept of Billbergia thyrsoidea with one sensu Lindley, staying as var concolor and the other  sensu Martius becoming a synonym of B. pyramidalis, all based on the surmise that there was a Billbergia pyramidalis with totally red petals. Perhaps Lyman may have been influenced by the fact that Mez in Das Planzenreich in 1935 had the following distinction.
Petals red

Petals violet edged, inflorescence sub-many flowered, corymbose; leaves banded                   

                                                                                                                                 pyramidalis

Petals totally red; inflorescence a myriad of flowers, short cylindric; leaves not at all banded

                                                                                                                                 thyrsoidea   
I have been through all the descriptions I can find of T. thyrsoidea in the period prior to Mez 1935 in English, French and German and inconsistency as to petal colour! BUT if you say petals red with faint metallic violet edges you describe the plant so many of us grow.

I show for interest sake the actual description in 1830 that caused all the problems          

Billbergia thyrsoidea Martius  in Roemer & Schultes (Systema Vegetabilium Vol.7 part 2. p.1260 , 1830)

Leaves erect, wide ligulate, obtuse with acuminate tip, equally concave, serrate spined, a little longer than the scape; 

Scape bracts ovate-lanceolate, acuminate; 

Spike thyrsoid;

Flowers dense, subebracteate;

Ovary and calyx white farinose
Petals obtuse, much exceeding the calyx

Schult. fil. in Martius Fl. brasil. ined.

Leaves erect, outer ones curved spreading, forming a wide utriculum at the base, the point barely 6mm, not keeled, underneath a thin film of slender scales, 38cm long, 4.4 – 5.6cm wide, spines dark brown 0.5 – 0.7mm long, pointing upwards.

Scape erect, the upper part pulverulent tomentose, 30cm long, or a little bigger.

Scape bracts absolutely entire, pale red, sparingly tomentose; the lower ones erect, subinvolute; the upper ones spreading, more flatter, 5.6 – 8.1cm long, 1.2 – 1.8cm wide.

Spike 10 – 13cm long, 7.5 – 10cm wide, 

Rhachis dense white tomentose.

Flowers spreading, the bottom bracts ovate, barely 1.5mm.

Calyx  with irregular lobes, erect, oblong, moderately obtuse, tip not very oblique, pale red, 16mm –18mm long, 4-6mm wide, 

Petals scarlet, tip spreading a little wider and violet- blue, 4.4cm long, nearly 6mm wide, at the base 2 almost square ligules, dentate- ciliate, besides being crested 

Stamens a little shorter than the petals. Lying close to the channel of the 3 petals

Ovary oblong,  almost 5 sided, 12-14mm long,

Style a little exceeding the stamens. Stigma lobes undulate, violet.

Differs from B. pyramidalis to which it has a good affinity, chiefly in

Leaves large erect, much wider, shorter, obtuse with a tip, equally concave,

Spines strong,

Spike larger, 

Scape bracts light red short acuminate, less nerved, 

Smaller stature,

Collected by Martius near Rio Janeiro on rocks.    

Smith clearly interpreted the “petals scarlet, tip spreading a little wider and violet- blue” as meaning dark violet-blue instead of pale violet-blue. Lindley 22 years later said that flowers rather larger than the bracts, and of nearly the same colour which is somewhat confusing, especially when you look at plate 74 which shows something odd happening at the tips of the petals.
 We intend adding “Or the wide non-barred leaved form, a thyrsoid type spike with red petals that have a faint violet shiny edge” to the Bromeliad Cultivar Register  with a copy of a painting and let you decide what name to use in this somewhat complex  Billbergia pyramidalis Group. If you enter  Pyramidalis Group under Notes in the Advanced section of the Search you will get a list of names linked to this Group.
