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This all started in March 2007 when newcomer Marc Turner from St Petersburg, Florida asked me about the differences between T. aeranthos and T. bergeri. He was having some difficulty with a problem specimen and needed assistance in telling the difference between the suspected species and some of their hybrids. He was not fully aware that hybridising between these species has been a favourite game of hybridists for many years. Few, if any attempts had been made to register their efforts and only two entries, both of Australian origin are in the Register, namely, ‘Bergos’ and Bob Whitman’.  Most of the hybrids tend to retain more of the traits of T. aeranthos than T. bergeri, and it is important to remember that the close relationship of these species is indicated by their  side-by-side location in Flora Neotropica illustrating their close relationship!  

You may wonder about my combination heading. On learning about a T. aeranthos var. major growing in Florida  I started checking and found a Tillandsia ‘Major’ and ‘Minor’ in the Cultivar Register. Shock! Horror! These are names that should be rejected under the ICNCP rules and I will be deleting them. The two words concerned were really nurseryman’s names linked to T. disticha . We know that  ‘major’ and minor’ are favourite terms in a nurseryman’s list but don’t tell you much about identity, i.e.,.”How long is a piece of string?!”.  

Let us look at what Lyman Smith has to say in Flora Neotropica 1977. Under T. aeranthos we find as a synonym T. aeranthos var. major Marnier-Lapostolle Hortus, ined? which indicates that Smith did not know where this name was published. Therefore, this varietal name is invalid, but the plant can be named as a Cultivar. We also find T. dianthoidea as a synonym. More on this subject later. 

Now for the crunch because I have said that T. aeranthos and T. bergeri are botanically very similar and yet in Bulletin du Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle 2 e serie, 19:352-353. 1947 we find (my translation!):

118.Tillandsia dianthoidea Rossi var. grisea Guillaumin. var. nova.

The scape bracts and the floral bracts are noticeably the colour of those of the type, the petals, instead of being an intense purplish blue (cfr. LOISELEUR - DESLONGCHAMPS: Herbier general de l’amateur, V, t. 304, Botanical Register, XVI, t. 1338, Revue horticole, LXXVII, p. 463), are of a dull slate grey,  when one regards in minute detail, the many, and minuscule purple points on a white base very lightly tinted with blue (Marnier, f. 15, 1947) who had it at the Villa Thuret in Antibes for 7 or 8 years. 

Therefore, both var. major and var. grisea originated horticulturally with Marnier-Lapostolle.

T. dianthoidea var grisea was treated by Smith as a synonym of T. bergeri and yet, if you read this description carefully, it seems more likely to be a hybrid with close ties to T. aeranthos. The name ‘Grisea’ does not seem to have been used horticulturally in the USA but has been in Europe where it became attached to T. aeranthos confirming my view that this cultivar has more links with T. aeranthos, albeit, with ‘grey’ flowers. And to add to our woes there is a larger form in Europe with ‘grey’ flowers called T. aeranthos var. major.  

We have reason to believe that ‘Grisea’ lives on in Australia as ‘Nez Misso’ because of its links with Germany!

Now to the translucent, pale-blue petalled plant in Florida called  T. aeranthos ‘Major’which is either linked to the species or a hybrid involving T. bergeri or even T. tenuifolia.
As you will have seen, problems have been caused by the lazy use of ‘Major’. To encourage the use of proper Cultivar names and I would seriously consider removing this name,  but through the years, its use has become entrenched in growers’ minds. As such, I am recording a Tillandsia ‘Aeranthos Major’in the Register only as a reference tool for people seeking to identify such a plant.

AND that’s not all. Marc Turner in trying to find a photo on http://fcbs.org   to match his plant came across ‘Confusion’. Was this a coincidence? Let me relate what happened in Australia in 2004. 

At the Tillandsia ‘Conference’ at Albury, Australia,  Easter 2004 we were all agreed that 'Nez  Misso' was the non-caulescent, sturdy leaved, grey petalled plant and was what Ken Woods was calling 'Grisea'. THE caulescent one with finer leaves and more bluish petals was  known as 'Nez Misso' by Ken Woods but known as ‘Bergeranthus’ by Chris Larson! Ken decided it was appropriate to call this plant ‘Confusion’.

If there is a moral to this story it is that identification of cultivars can be a harrowing experience when you cannot prove clonal links!

T. aeranthos v. major was in Kent’s (California) catalogue for the 1970’s but is not sold in the current catalogues of Tillandsia sellers in California although there are other nurseryman’s names used! It is not in Seidel’s (Brazil) catalogues for the 1970’s either. All roads seem to lead to Europe. While we have no proof, the plant grown in the USA could well be T. aeranthos x T. tenuifolia
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