Vriesea x morreniana hortus ex E. Morren       by Derek Butcher in Bromeletter 36(5): 9-11. 1998

This problem started for me in 1995 just before the Bromeliad Conference held in Adelaide, when I received many slides of Vriesea hybrids from Dr G. Samyn, in preparation of a paper he had written.

Most of these were of plants being grown at the Research Station in Melle, Belgium but some were of original botanical drawings. He was able to show how, in some cases, changes had occurred from the time the painting was done to the current situation even though the same clone seemed to have been involved (although hard to prove). One example was a slide of a current plant of Vriesea x morreniana which could be roughly equated with the line drawing in Smith & Downs, but remember over 110 years separates them. At about the same time, but in a different batch of slides Dr Samyn had sent me, was one entitled Morren’s hybrid. It didn't ring any bells at the time and was dutifully filed.

From that time onwards I felt I could pick a Vriesea x morreniana as being like a V. psittacina but with the flowers closer together and having red bracts. In fact, I had the feeling that many of the V. psittacina in Australia were really Vriesea x morreniana in disguise. This was reinforced when, just by chance, I was re-reading Robert Read's paper on Natural Hybridisation in the Proceedings of the 1982 World Conference at Corpus Christi and the black and white photograph caught my eye. I had seen this photo in colour somewhere, but where? Then it dawned, it was a slide from Dr Samyn, so now I knew what V. x morreniana looked like in 1882 and in 1995, and both in colour. The Morren painting shows the two parents, V. psittacina and V. carinata plus Vriesea morreniana in the top right hand corner.

So it came as quite a surprise when Peter Huddy of South Australia, a new convert to Vrieseas, brought in a flowering V. x morreniana to a Club meeting in Adelaide. The problem was that the inflorescence looked like a Vriesea carinata but with yellow bracts. Panic bells started ringing! An investigation was needed.

Some ten years ago Harry Luther had suggested I get a copy of Bromeliaceas by Raulino Reitz (published in 1983) because it was a good reference book, even though it was in Portugese and had some good coloured plates by Fossari. This book is now well thumbed but not much translated mainly because when I did translate the plant description, it was very close to that in Smith & Downs, which was already in English! Vriesea x morreniana is in this book and Fossari's painting looks like a yellow-bracted V.  carinata, so translation was imperative.

Perter Huddy had a friend who speaks Portuguese but knows nothing about Botany and he was given a photocopy and a job to do. I know a little about Botany and have a Portuguese-English dictionary. Between us we came up with some startling information because here the description was not the same as in Smith & Downs. Further, Reitz was very confident his plant was not a hybrid. What I cannot understand is why Reitz did not give a new name to his plant.

Reitz's description links to the plants we have in Australia. He goes on to say that he considers this plant is not a simple natural hybrid but an intermediate species between V. psittacina var. decolor and V. carinata because it grows by seed independently from its alleged parents. This species is found in relative abundance in large areas of Santa Catarina and Parana where no samples of V. psittacina var. decolor were seen.

The mention of V. psittacina var . decolor makes me wonder if this plant is in Australia or even in cultivation because it is supposed to have totally green floral bracts. This attribute would tend to make the plant somewhat uninteresting. If anyone has this plant, would they please let me know?

How did Reitz's plant get to Australia? Did it come direct from Brazil or via the U.S.A. ? No-one has written on this anomaly in the U.S.A. so I can only assume ours came in direct from Brazil to either New South Wales or Queensland.

One reason I believe our plant is similar to Reitz's and not a hybrid is that Margaret Paterson has used it in hybrids and found it acted like a species.

The description in Smith & Downs is very broad and appears to cover all possible variations that could occur between all the varieties (mainly var. decolor) of Vriesea psittacina as a possible parent and Vriesea carinata as the other possible parent.

For a few years now I have been trying to get a botanist willing to unravel this mystery and there is light at the end of the tunnel. Harry Luther tells me that some herbarium specimens originally treated as Vriesea x morreniana appear to be separate species and that Andrea Costa in Brazil is working on the problem. Andrea Costa has advised me that she intends to call the Reitz’s plant Vriesea flava but this complex needs more investigation.

I will now quote what Andrea had to say in Bromelia #3 1997. 

“The example of Vriesea morreniana.
The importance of consulting these col​lections is seen in the case of Vriesea morreniana hortus ex. E. Morr., which Smith & Downs ( 1977) regarded as a "natural hybrid and, therefore, an extremely variable species", An analysis of abundant herbarium material (R, RE, SP, SPF, MEM, and HBR) shows the extent of variation in specimens identified as V. morreniana.

A careful inspection of the original work (Morren, 1882) shows that V. morreniana is an artificial hybrid, produced in the greenhouses at Liege, in 1876 by Morren himself, as is seen by the following transcription:

"Nous cultivons depuis longtemps les Vriesea psittacina et brachystachys (...). Nous avons eu l'occasion, en 1876, alors qu' elles fleurissent en même temps, de les féconder l'une par l'autre. L'opération, très simple d'ailleurs, a parfaitement réussi: elle a fourni plusieurs capsules très-fertilles. Les graines ont été semée dans les serres du Château de St.-Gilles où les jeunes plantes, parfaitement soignées par le chef de culture d'alors. M.W. Stroemer, ont fleuri pour la première fois en 1879. Elles portaient sur l'étiquette le nom de Vriesea morreniana qu'elles ont emporté avec elles en se propageant chez les amateurs et les horticulteurs."

"Le Vriesea morreniana est donc un hybride ou un métis selon que l'on considère ses parents comme étant d'espèce diffèrente (...)"

In addition to the above, an analysis of the lectotype (so designated by J. R. Grant on April 15, 1996) deposited in LG and of the drawing from the original work (Morren, l.c.) shows that the difference between the typi​fied plant and those identified as V.  morreniana in the Brazilian herbaria cited above is very clear. These specimens were collected from the Serra do Mar slope forests, from the states of Rio de Janeiro to Santa Catarina, and make up a complex of species related to Vriesea carinata Wawra. Some of these specimens were identified on the basis of their occurrence within the type localities, such as V pallidiflora E. Pereira and V paraibica Wawra.  Reitz (1983) maintained the name of the hybrid but considered the taxon from Santa Catarina as a different species. In spite of the marked similar​ity, some differences are observed in local populations, especially in relation to shape, size and colora​tion of the floral bracts. Due to these regional similarities and the existence of disjunct species such as V. laxa Mez and V. maxoniana (L. B. Sm.) L. B. Sm., more detailed studies of natural populations must be made of this group in or​der to determine the limits of the taxons involved.”

We now have information to show that Vriesea ‘Morreniana’ can only be treated under the ICNCP rules and the plant has not be found in Santa Catarina, Brazil. If you have a plant called V. morreniana and the floral bracts are yellow and it is like the photo then I suggest you change the name to V. flava in anticipation of its proper description in the future.

