AECHMEA RECURVATA by HERB PLEVER in Bromeliana 36(5): 1-3. 1999

Indoor growers who have sunny south, west, or south-east windows will do well to grow Aechmea recurvata. It is small enough to fit on the window sill, and it is a very tough plant, able to take the drier conditions of your house or apartment. It can grow in a 41/2   inch pot and produce a  colorful, long-lasting inflorescence.

Dr. Lyman Smith, in his 1979 Monograph on sub​family Bromelioideae, placed Aechmea recurvata in Subgenus Ortgiesia, where it is distinguished by having a scape wholly covered by the leaf sheaths, floral bracts usually serrulate (but not so with var. benrathii,) sepals 9-15 mm long without a terminal mucro (sharp tip) and leaf blades triangular and uniformly narrowing from base to apex. The plant flowers about 7-8 inches high and its leaves are about 6 inches long. The broad sheaths form an ellipsoid pseudobulb and are densely lepidote (covered with white scales). The leaf blades are lepidote below and green and nearly glabrous (without scales) on their top sides. The floral bracts are red and longer than the sepals and the flowers are erect and sessile (without stems). The petals are over 1 inch long, rose-pink, purple  or purple-black.

Dr. Smith provided a key to the three recognized  varieties of A. recurvata  as follows:

1.Inflorescence almost completely exserted above the leaf sheaths; floral bracts serrate                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                      var. recurvata 

    1a. Inflorescence almost wholly included by the leaf sheaths.

        2a. Leaves and bracts strongly serrate                                              var. ortgiesii 

        2b. Leaves & bracts entire (spineless) or nearly so.                        var. benrathii

So it should be easy to distinguish the varieties. If most of the inflorescence rises above the leaf sheaths and its floral bracts have spines it is var. recurvata. If most of the inflorescence does not rise above the leaf sheaths and if its leaves and the floral bracts have spines, it is var. ortgiesii. If the spike is mostly included and the leaves and floral bracts are without spines or nearly so it is var. benrathii. Right? No, it is not so easy because these plants are so variable and your plant may fit ​conflicting key descriptions. Dr. Lyman Smith says A. recurvata's leaves are "very variable from sun to shade" and that the leaf blades are "abruptly spreading or recurving from the junction with the sheaths". If the conformation of the plant depends on cultural conditions, it is understandable that there are problems distinguishing var. ortgiesii from var. recurvata.
One of the problems is that we are measuring the height of the inflorescence against the top of the leaf sheaths, but the leaves may be stiff and spreading or they may recurve downward. In the latter case the recurving takes place where the leaf blades join the sheaths so that in fact the top of the sheaths are the top of the plant. In a plant with stiff leaves in a spreading rosette, it is almost useless to measure the inflorescence height against the sheaths.

The plant in the photo wrongly labeled var. ortgiesii on the cover of the May June 1965 issue of the Bromeliad Society Bulletin, has a visible scape and the spike exceeds the tops of the leaves. In the photo wrongly labeled var. benrathii found in Victoria Padilla's "Bromeliads" (p. 64) (also reprinted on p. 136 of the Nov.-Dec. 1970 Bromeliad Society Bulletin) the clearly serrulate plant has a visible scape and the inflorescence rises above the tops of the leaf blades. Both of these are likely var. recurvata. In Bob Wilson's "Bromeliads In Cultivation" (p. 44), a top view of the plant is shown so it is hard to assess the height of the inflorescence, but the top leaf blades are recurved and at least part of the inflorescence appears to be below the sheaths. The same top view of var. ortgiesii is seen in Charles Wiley's photo (shown above) from the Sept.-Oct. 1966 BSI Bulletin (p.120), which I will discuss later in this article.

I have never seen a specimen of var. ortgiesii nor any photo of that plant with its inflorescence fully included below the sheaths as depicted in a drawing of var. ortgiesii in the Sept./Oct. 1998 issue of the "Bromeliad Gazette, published by the Bromeliad Society of South Australia. This shows a fully included inflorescence, but I don't know if it was copied from a live plant or is an artistic rendering of the herbarium type specimen - or is an idealization of the botanical description. That publication is edited by Derek Butcher, so credence must be placed on its authenticity. Uncle Derek is a pesky taxonomic detective who pays careful attention to the smallest details. Still, it would be nice to be able to see a live var. ortgiesii with a wholly or even mostly included inflorescence.

It would make life easier for growers and amateur noodlers in taxonomy (and I would be a happy splitter) if A. recurvata var. recurvata were to  be restricted to the habit of the plant shown in the Monograph drawing shown on page 1, with at least the upper leaf blades being recurved and pendant. This would be consonant with the species name, recurvata. Then var. ortgiesii could aptly apply to the type with stiff, spreading leaves. Alternatively, I would be a happy lumper if var. ortgiesii could be merged into var. recurvata. These considerations will have to await a major revision of the key to the genus Aechmea, which I have no doubt will occur in  the next few years.

Var. recurvata is found growing mostly epiphytically from near sea level to altitudes of 2,000 feet in full or partial sun in southern Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay and northeastern Argentina. Elton Leme, in his "Bromeliads In the Brazilian Wilderness", describes var. recurvata as a "small species with coriaceous (leathery) leaves ...perfectly adapted to the xeric (dry) environment of the sandy coastal plains where it lives as an invader" (in transition from vegetative and grassland areas). No  doubt those plants growing in the latter environments are larger plants with spreading leaves and the xeric species are smaller, more compact with more serrulate, pendant blades ( see Wiley below).

In many clones of var. recurvata the floral bracts, center leaves and even the entire plant will turn bright red upon flowering. It had been thought that this was only true for var. recurvata and var. benrathii, but not for var. ortgiesii. But it appears that not only leaf color, but size, conformation and inflorescence height (characters which define the varieties) are related to cultural conditions. This is well described by the experiments of the late Charles Wiley, reported in his fine article entitled "Bromeliads On The Rocks" in the Bromeliad Society Bulletin issue of Sept.-Oct. 1966. He grew var. ortgiesii both in the ground and in holes he drilled in porous tuffa rock and after two years he found pronounced differences: "In  the ground the plants grew nicely to about 14". In the spring the spike extended above the top of the plant about two or three inches, a nice red. On the rock the plant grew nicely but was more compact and only about 7 or 8 inches high. It came into spike two months before the one in the ground. The inflorescence extended well out of the leaves but no further. The entire plant turned a beautiful blazing red." (This description by a great scientific grower and observer is the reason I placed a question mark in the above caption. The key definition doesn't work very well.)

Var. ortgiesii is reported to grow epiphytically and sometimes as a terrestrial in Brazil at altitudes of from near sea level to 6,000 feet. I am sure that those growing near sea level and partially shaded are larger and more spreading than those growing in full sun at high altitudes.

Var. benrathii grows saxicolous on rocks at low altitudes in Brazil's Santa Catarina province. The center leaves (and sometimes the entire plant) in var. benrathii turn red at flowering.

The variability of the species extends to some lovely cultivars. There is a red-leaved form of var. recurvata with dark purple flowers as pictured below. The leaves are red even before flowering. There is also a pretty, variegated form called `Aztec' which is shown at the bottom of this page. Ed Hummel developed a plant he called var. `Cardinalis', but it is a cultivar of var. recurvata and is not a recognized variety. It has a very large spike with raspberry red bracts all of which extend above the leaves. Hummel also developed a lovely, small cultivar called `Suenos' which we grew for many years and which is still available in nurseries. A third Hummel cultivar is `Red Dragon' with soft leaves and coral-red primary bracts which likely was a cross of A. recurvata with another (unknown) species, available in nurseries.

The Taxonomic Key Does Work For Aechmea recurvata var. ortgiesii by HERB PLEVER in ‘Bromeliana’ (New York Brom Soc. Newsletter) Oct 1999

In the May, 1999 issue of BROMELIANA I raised questions about the validity of the key identification of Aechmea recurvata var. ortgiesii. Dr . Smith's key to Aechmea recurvata distinguishes var. recurvata with its "inflorescence completely exserted above the leaf sheaths"and serrate (spined) floral bracts from var. ortgiesii whose "inflorescence (is) 

almost wholly included (covered)by the leaf sheaths " and  its "leaves and bracts strongly serrate". The key further distinguishes var. benrathii from var. ortgiesii in that the leaves and bracts of benrathii are "entire (spineless) or nearly so" (my emphasis).

I complained about erroneous identifications of these plants in the BSI Bulletin and in books by Victoria Padilla, and stated "I have never seen a specimen of var. ortgiesii nor any photo of that plant with its inflorescence fully included below the sheaths" except for a drawing in the Sept,/Oct, 1998 issue of the Bromeliad Gazette published by the Bromeliad Society of South Australia," I opined that credence must be given to the authenticity of the drawing because the publication is edited by Derek Butcher, but stated: "still it would be nice to be able to see a live var. ortgiesii with a wholly or even mostly included inflorescence", A few days after the May issue was mailed Derek sent me this e-mail letter: “ Your wish is my command. Enclosed are phot​os that I believe are the closest match with Smith's description you can get. They are of my plants. Perhaps we were lucky in the 1960s by having Adda Abendroth of Brazil to send us stuff which had not been hybridised. You can see the spiny bracts and sunken inflorescence of ortgiesii and the not so spiny benrathii. " Derek's photos  clearly match the key description and the type specimens from which Dr. Smith made his key analysis.

But if the plants we see or buy do not match the key description, they may not be necessarily natural or man-made hybrids. There is still the problem of Aechmea recurvata’s variability. What I wrote in May bears repeating: Lyman Smith says A. recurvata’s leaves are "very variable from sun to shade “ and the leaf blades are "abruptly spreading or recurving from the junction with the sheaths". In addition to cultural variability, there is also the point that many species populations are quite variable even within the same environment. Thus the key descriptions for the so-called type specimen may be more accurate for a majority of a population, while the rest may vary somewhat from these descriptions even though not grossly so.

If the conformation of the plant depends on cultural conditions, it is understandable that there are problems distinguishing var. ortgiesii from var. recurvata. We are measuring the height of the inflorescence against the tops of the leaf-sheaths, but the leaves may be stiff and spreading or they may recurve downward. In plants with more or less upright leaves, the place where the sheath end and the blades begin may not be conspicuous, and it may be difficult to determine if the inflorescence is included or exserted. In plants like the type specimen with recurved blades, it is easy to see where the leaf blades join the sheaths - in fact the top of the sheaths is the top of the plant.

When we amateurs attempt to key out a plant we have flowered we may become frustrated when the plant doesn't exactly fit the key. If a plant we bought as A. recurvata var. ortgiesii puts up an inflorescence that is slightly exserted above where we think the leaf sheaths end, but it otherwise fits the key description, make allowance for variability.

I recall Lyman's admonition to me over the years that plant identification is as much art as science. And today we are fortunate in having the resource of the Bromeliad Identification Center directed by Harry E. Luther. If you are unsure of the identification of a bromeliad you have flowered, cut off the inflorescence at the base of the scape (flower stalk) and one or two intact leaves (including the base of the sheath) and send them to B.I.C., Marie Selby Gardens, 811 South Palm Avenue, Sarasota, FL 34236 together with a $5.00 check payable to B.I.C. You will quickly receive a professional identification of your plant.

