Neoregelia ‘Plutonis’/’Proserpine’

Based on an article in New Zealand Bulletin May 1996 

Bertie's Uncle Derek has been on the line again:

Dear Bertie,              Neoregelia concentrica.

I have just read your March 1996 bulletin and wonder whether you have Checklist of Australian Bromeliads, Hybrids and Cultivars in  your library. Someone might then have noticed how  my description of ‘Proserpine’ and ‘Plutonis’ differ from that in Padilla's book and take me to task. Before this happens I thought the best form of defence is attack!

Padilla acknowledges the two varieties found in Europe but did not check their source or description and apparently used detail from plants being grown in the USA at that time but clearly wrongly named. On page 51 she wrote .”Two varieties are to be found in Europe: var. proserpinae, which differs little but has yellowish white bracts tinted with violet; and var. plutonis, which has dark violet bracts and narrower leaves.” However, she was correct in saying that "acanthocrater" was a synonym of Neo. concentrica, a fact that seems to have been lost on some other Americans. So you can imagine my surprise in 1992  when a large really  beautiful red outstanding spotted hybrid Neoregelia turned up in Australia via. George Anderson in the USA with the alleged parents being ‘acanthocrater’  and  ‘proserpine’.
We quickly called this plant ‘Bobby Dazzler’ and if it isn't already in New Zealand  I do suggest someone try to get it.

Let us go back in history. In the Jan/Feb 1988 issue of the B.S.I. Journal page 16 there is a translation of the original papers of Louis Dutrie in Bulletin Horticole 1946-48: Padilla's book was first produced ​in 1973 but it was not until 1979 that the Americans first acknowledged  the existence of Dutrie's work, or in other words, over 30 years later.

I quote from the B.S.I. Journal, Dutrie's words;

Neoregelia concentrica (Vellozo) L.B. Smith (Aregelia concentrica [Vellozo] Mez), Brazil. A sturdy plant, reach​ing 1m in diameter. Leaves 10cm. wide, rounded at the tip and terminating in a straight thorn on a black spot, edged with strong, black teeth, and pale green with dark brown, almost black, blotches. Bracteate leaves shorter, violet or pale wine-coloured. In many specimens it is a notable plant. This description applies to the variety “Proserpine” since there is another one as well:

 N. concentrica var. "plutonis" E. Morren. A variety of the preceding, but of smaller size and with the bracteate leaves dull red.

My main query is about "bracteate leaves" - what are they? Perhaps a copy of the original drawing of Neoregelia concentrica will help. If you remove the bottom scape bracts you will find a space, or internode, between it and the next one up. These spaces get smaller until you reach the top. These are the top scape bracts or involute bracts. You then come to a floral bracts, one per flower as in C. All these bracts are greenish as in the description.

The centre leaves in A are of course next to the inflorescence and therefore the bracts - and presumably could be called "bracteate leaves". They are also shorter than the "normal" leaves and are the ones most likely to change colour at or just before flowering.

If you have a clone of the red centred form of N. concentrica grown by Olwen Ferris in Australia so many years ago from seed from Adda Abendroth, then I believe you could have N. concentrica cv. Plutonis. However, because of the problems in defining this Cultivar it seems safer to call it Neoregelia ‘Ferris’. If yours have a purple shade of any sort it is incorrectly named.

Uncle Derek says it is easy to wrong a right but much harder to right a wrong.

Bertie says Well! Isn’t Uncle Derek a wise old Cobbler. Muriel Waterman tells me that in July 1954 she received a plant from Sanders in Herts, England who, she says “...sent it to me under the name of Nidularium acantherator (sic) plutonis. Has red mauve ( I call it deep red purple!) centre bracts when about to flower”. She also received a Nidularium acantherator (sic) proserpine with a blue mauve centre with broader leaves that the variety ‘plutonis’. It is interesting to note that Sanders was closed down in the 1950’s so we are unable to check back with this company as to whether these plants are still being grown in England.

So here we have confirmation that the redder toned centre refers more to the ‘Plutonis’ than ‘Proserpine’ which applied to these cultivars just after World War II

The names Plutonis and Proserpine (or Proserpinae) originated with Morren on or after 1884 because the only reference I can find is that in Baker’s Handbook of the Bromeliaceae 1889 where on page 8 we read “Vars. Plutonis and Proserpinae of Morren differ in the colour of the reduced inner leaves “. Investigation has revealed the Morren had 3 paintings done of Nidularium acanthocrater, one held in Liege and the other 2 in Kew. I have not been able to access these and it would be the only way to solve this problem IF there were notes with the paintings as to possible varieties.

What is astounding is that these names remain today in cultivation after some 120 years and two World Wars. The problem seems to be similar to ‘Meyendorffii’ which was treated as a synonym of Neoregelia carolinae in the same period but the name has survived even though its shape and attributes have changed over the years!

There are no photos of either ‘Plutonis’ or ‘Proserpine’ on the Bromeliad Cultivar Register and if you are prepared to join into the discussion we would be pleased to see the photo of your plant!

