Vriesea Gravisiana – the terrible twins! by Butcher 8/2007.

Ever since I took over thr Registrar’s job I have pondered how a name can be in the Cultivar Register 1998 AND the binomial listing for species. I did have a botanical painting I had got from Gilbert  Samyn of the Research Station at Melle in Belgium in the early 1990’s. But it was a simple inflorescence not compound as in the description in Smith & Downs.As I had no way of checking this out it stayed in the too hard basket.   Some may say but nobody grows any plant with this name on the label – but you never know! Thanks to Leo Dijkgraaf from the Netherlands I now have scans of the articles concerned. 1890 was a bad year because in Belgium Vriesea gravisiana was described and in Germany a Vriesea gravisiana was described for a different plant. I know that we had problems with two Tillandsia muhrii in the 1980’s but it only took a few years to solve the problem. Here it has taken 117 years to find out that there was a problem! 

Let us look at the one with a simple inflorescence first because we are at least told it was a hybrid. The following is my translation from the French. I have kept the French version in case anyone wants to check my translation!

Vriesea gravisiana (Hybr) Hort by J Closon in Revue de l'horticulture Belge et d'etrangere. vol.16 : 49. 1890

“In the last years of his life, the late Professor Éd. Morren, crossed Vriesea psittacina var. Morreniana Ed. Morr. with the pollen of Vriesea Barilleti Ed. Morr. a type species that had been introduced from  the republic Ecuador. 

The seeds that resulted from this hybridization, were sowed and grown by M. J. Marechal, gardener in chief at the botanical institute of the Liege university. 

In the winter 1888-89, a certain number of these seedlings flowered: these were, for the most part,  very beautiful plants that received the name of Vriesea leodiense. 

This winter, the remaining of the seedlings flowered. Among these, decorated with flowers was a very distinct plant constituting a novelty that was dedicated to Mr. Gravis, Director of the botanical institute of Liege and that got a certificate of merit at the last horticultural meeting at Gand. The plant,  which Mr. Pannemaker has given us so good a reproduction, has an elegant shape with flowers well proportioned, where the colours red and yellow complement in the most pleasant way. 

The scape is erect, robust, ending with a distichous spike, covered with flowers that are especially brought closer together as in all hybrids coming from Vriesea psittacina var. Morreniana ¹. Its leaves, very shiny and with a charming nuance, are arranged like those of Vriesea Barilleti in an elegant basket from where the  inflorescence emerges. The bracts are in the shape of hull, are of a vivacity of colour that recalls that of V. psittacina. The flowers are a lively yellow and are arranged on an intense crimson rachis. 

This hybrid will be a big resource for the temperate greenhouse decoration as well as an ornament for apartments where all will enjoy this marvel. Let us add that flowering continues for several months; it is therefore in all ways a novelty of the future. 

¹Botanists know that the closeness of the bracts is a clear cut character of V. psittacina var. Morreniana,  a character that comes from the effective hybridation that has the help of Vriesea brachystachis “
Let us now look at the supposed species that even Lyman Smith suggests is a hybrid too!

Vriesea Gravisiana Wittm. n. sp.Gartenflora 39: 494-5.figs 81,82. 1890

“Plant large,1,25-1,50 m. high, including the inflorescence: Leaf-rosette 1 m diameter; Leaves about 50, broad straplike; not very wide at the base, the end abupt with a short bent over tip, the sheath dark purple brown, almost black brown, the blade light grey green, unclear darker green fenestrated, both sides smooth and shiny, ca. 50cm long, in the middle about 6 cm wide.

The inflorescence,  after discussion with Herr. Prof. Dr. Gravis, has four regions: 1. the bottom, about 60cm long, green, with stem of spiralling scape bracts without flowers, 2. a green, spirally arranged scape bract area, from whose axils spikes originate,( it is its 4-7 existing at the different examples), 3. a region with only small scape bracts, without flowers and finally 4. an end Spike that is similar the the lateral spikes. 

Spikes distichous, about 14 – 28 flowered, somewhat flat. Floral bracts wide boat shaped, blunt keeled, with bent over tip 3,5 cm.long, always 1.5cm wide. Calyx a little longer than the floral bracts, triangular-cylindric, narrow above. Sepals (extended) ovate-lanceolate, tipped, yellow. Petals a  little longer than the sepals, yellow. Stamens protruding. Pollen yellow, ovary cone shaped. 

On 22 March this year I received information about this plant from Herr  Prof. Dr. Gravis who wrote to me from Luttich (German for Liege) that he had three good examples of it in flower. On the 26. April I received a plant named by the deceased Professor Ed. Morren, as Vriesea lubbersiana in honor of the ‘Chief Gardener ', at the botanical garden in Brussels and present Secretary of the Federation of the Societes d'Horticulture de Belgique, Mr. Lubbers. 

Also this Spring a plant was being grown under this name in Luttich ( Liege). It cannot have this name because there is already in Baker’s Handbook of Bromeliaceae, page 219, a Vriesea Lubbersii Morr. (Tillandsia Lubbersii Baker), described as being much smallerand with white flowers. 

This plant is now called Vriesea Gravisiana in honour of  Herr. Prof. Dr. Gravis. 

In the same year in this Journal in Part 12 page 326  a similar but shorter plant was described and called Vriesea X Kitteliana from Mr. Kittel who crossed  V. Barilletii ♂ with X Saundersii ♀ (Butcher’s note – this is the reverse of that recorded on page 326 and also Saundersii has become a hybrid). It differs by the dark brown leaf-sheaths, the more straplike leaves, the long spike-less part the inflorescence, or if you wish, the long stem of the end spike. “
The fact that this species is compared with a hybrid prompted me to look at the drawing of Vriesea x Kitteliana and the plants are very similar indeed. Both seem to be linked to Luttich ( Liege).

Amendments will be made to the Cultivar Register for ‘Gravisiana’ (Morren) and ‘Gravisiana’ (Wittmack) with these latest facts. If anyone has a Vriesea with ‘Gravisiana’ on the label, especially in Europe, please let me know!

