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We recognise 22 Thelymitra taxa at Rubicon Sanctuary, 21 are described and another is very 

distinctive but undescribed. We have consistently attempted to understand the specimens and taxa 

at Rubicon Sanctuary by reference to the latest published taxonomy. Our views have changed over 

time, partly as a result of seeing more specimens, and partly by re-reading species descriptions and 

better matching these to apparently distinct taxa on the ground. The following key is specific to 

Rubicon Sanctuary and our interpretation of the Thelymitra taxa that are present. We have also 

added commentary to some groups where we feel that the published taxonomy or our 

interpretation is unclear. Some of the views expressed are widely held amongst other orchid 

specialists in Tasmania. 

When using the key, it is important to take a “population approach”, as far as possible. For example, 

in couplet 1, if you have a pink flower, look for all “similar” plants to determine whether pink is 

typical or occasional. “±” means “more or less”. 

1a. Flowers cream, yellow or pure pink, lacking any suggestion of blue  ............................................. 2 

1b. Flowers blue, purple, or occasional specimens pink  ...................................................................... 4 

2a. Flowers cream or pale yellow  ........................................................................................ T. flexuosa 

2b. Flowers pink  ................................................................................................................................... 3 

3a Flower stem typically purple and flexuose; flowers >20 mm in diameter when fully open; lateral 

lobes of column with short blunt teeth. Usually in better-drained habitats, now possibly extinct 

at Rubicon Sanctuary  ........................................................................................................... T. rubra 

3b. Flower stem typically green and ± straight; flowers small <20 mm in diameter when fully open, 

opening on warm days. Lateral lobes of column with few rounded serrations or smooth. Usually 

in seasonally damp habitats  .............................................................................................. T. carnea 

4a. Flowers lacking spots, but sometimes faintly striped or freckled. Mid lobe of column with ±parallel 

sides, curving forward and sometimes forming a hood with a ±smooth rim. Mid-lobe apex has an 

opening that is rounded, broadly or narrowly triangular and/or sometimes crimped. Lateral lobes 

of column always hairy  ................................................................................... T. pauciflora GROUP 

4b. Flowers may have spots or stripes or neither. Mid-lobe of column variously truncated and/or with 

up to three teeth, rim is smooth or with rounded serrations, sometimes ornamented with small 

calli. Lateral arms of column smooth, with rounded serrations and/or hairy  ............................... 5 

5a. Petals with spots, sometimes very few or faint. Lateral lobes of the column sparsely or densely 

hairy  ................................................................................................................................................ 6 

5b. Petals sometimes faintly or boldly striped, but without spots. Lateral lobes of the column hairy or 

not  .................................................................................................................................................. 8 

6a. Mid-lobe of column variously toothed and/or ornamented with calli. Most often there two 

slender outer teeth, sometimes with an additional tooth in between, or very occasionally these 

teeth are disorganised. There are usually one or more rows of calli on the mid-lobe of the column 

 .............................................................................................................................. T. ixioides GROUP 



6b. Mid-lobe of column usually not or barely lobed, very occasionally with one deep incision, 

± truncated, rim smooth or with small rounded serrations. Sometimes the surface of the mid-

lobe is wrinkled  .............................................................................................................................. 7 

7a Mid-lobe of column truncated just above the lateral lobes, appearing to form a narrow U- to 

horseshoe-shaped opening at the apex. The rim is unevenly serrated and/or crimped. Leaf is often 

± linear, pale green and relatively fleshy  .................................................................. T. polychroma 

7b. Mid-lobe of column often gently curved and then truncated, or very occasionally deeply incised, 

a short distance above the lateral lobes. The apex of the mid-lobe is smooth or with small rounded 

serrations and appears to form a wide rounded to triangular opening. Leaf is often darker green 

to purple and relatively thin  ............................................................... T. simulata AND T. spadicea 

8a. Lateral lobes of column with hairs  ................................................................................................. 9 

8b. Lateral lobes of column without hairs, but may have rounded serrations  .................................. 11 

9a. Lateral lobes of column with yellow (occasionally grey) hairs. Usually a robust plant flowering in 

December  ................................................................................................................. T. circumsepta 

9b. Lateral lobes of column with white hairs. Spring flowering robust or not  .................................. 10 

10a. Mid lobe of column gently curved and narrowing, rim with small serrations or calli. Usually a 

robust plant with flowers opening freely  ........................................................................ T. aristata 

10b. Mid lobe of column with an elongated tooth on each edge and truncate between. Buds elongated 

and cigar shaped, floral bracts patent (not appressed), leaf strongly keeled ............... T. longiloba 

11a. Flowers boldly (or occasionally faintly) striped. Lateral arms of column narrow, unlobed, scrolled 

or twisted  ......................................................................................................................... T. cyanea 

11b. Flowers faintly (or occasionally boldly) striped. Lateral lobes of column with a few teeth, flat or 

gently curved  ....................................................................................................................... T. erosa 

 

T. pauciflora GROUP 

The T. pauciflora group of species has been recently revised. A few species are easily recognised with 

experience and the key below deals with these species in succession, leaving the more difficult groups 

until last. At Rubicon we interpret the described species in terms of consistent local characters, more 

variation is likely to be seen elsewhere. 

1a. Hairs on lateral lobes of column usually yellow. Mid-lobe of column covered with a glistening 

(sugar-like) bloom that is easy rubbed off. Leaves often yellow-green and fleshy  ......... T. mucida 

1b. Mid-lobe of column glabrous and often shiny. Hairs on lateral lobes of column white or 

sometimes cream  ........................................................................................................................... 2 

2a. Hairs on lateral lobes of column relatively long, shaggy and often cream. Flowers often deep 

purple. Mid-lobe of the column often with a band coloured jet black and shiny; ocassionally 

deeply divided  ................................................................................................................ T. holmesii 

2b. Hairs on lateral lobes of column dense, ± straight and white. Flowers most often blue, occasionally 

some specimens purple or pink  ..................................................................................................... 3 



3a Leaf blade reddish at least on the margin, especially later in the season, often relatively broad, 

thin and/or short. Flower pale blue with orange-brown hues on the column, rarely opening. Buds 

pale coloured and strongly pointed  ............................................................................. T. brevifolia 

3b. Leaf predominantly green, but sometimes purple at the base, relatively more narrow and fleshy. 

Flowers opening at least on warm days  ......................................................................................... 4 

4a. Mid-lobe of column with a zone of medium brown usually speckled or freckled with yellow, 

lacking a plain dark brown band. No more than 5 flowers even in robust specimens T. pauciflora 

4b. Mid-lobe of column ±lacking any brown or with a plain dark brown to black band below the yellow 

apex. Robust plants with more than 5 flowers, occasionally many more  ..................................... 5 

5a. Lateral lobes of the labellum with hairs arranged as a dense toothbrush, extending along the 

lateral lobes and attached mostly to the upper side  ............................. T. arenaria AND T. exigua 

5b. Lateral lobes of the labellum bent gently upwards in an arc, with hairs arranged as a mop attached 

mainly to the apex. Lateral lobes free of hairs below the apex  ........... T. peniculata AND T. viridis 

 

T. arenaria AND T. exigua 

Specimens of T. arenaria are usually consistent and distinctive, flowering early in relatively dry places. 

There are two records of a similar-looking specimens flowering much later in wet places, the 

placement of these specimens remains a mystery. T. exigua can appear to have distinctive “miniature 

arenaria” flowers, although plants can be quite robust. However, there is considerable variation in the 

column morphology, which may represent different forms or varieties. T. exigua may eventually be 

split up or prove to be a “dumping ground” for multiple small-flowered taxa. 

1a. Sterile bracts usually 2, flowers usually >20mm in diameter, mid-lobe of column terminating with 

a ± round opening  .......................................................................................................... T. arenaria 

1b. Sterile bracts usually 1, flowers usually <20mm in diameter, mid-lobe of column terminating with 

a variety of different openings on different plants ............................................................ T. exigua 

 

T. peniculata AND T. viridis 

T. viridis tends to flower earlier in wet places, while T. peniculata tends to flower later in damp to very 

wet places. “Typical” forms are distinct, but confusing intermediates can be found. There are two very 

distinctive colour forms of T. peniculata, which sometimes grow together in a group, but more often 

occur separately. T. “peniculata green” is the easiest of the T. pauciflora group to recognise on the 

basis of plant colour alone. While T. viridis is partly distinguished by “an overall pale greenish 

appearance”, this is usurped completely by T. “peniculata green”. It seems sensible to describe T. 

“peniculata green” as distinct; it is never ambiguous in its colour, but has very similar morphology to 

T. peniculata. 

1a. Tepals very pale blue, comprised of a ± white background covered with tiny freckles coloured 

pale blue. All other parts of the plant very pale green  ................................. T. “peniculata green” 

1b. Flowers coloured more intense blue, purple or occasionally dark pink-purple. Other parts of the 

plant mid-green or with some dark purple at the base  ................................................................. 2 



2a. Flowers usually pale blue with an ability for multiple flowers to open at the same time, mid-lobe 

of column terminating with a shallow (obliquely angled) V-shape. Leaf mid-green and fleshy, 

± linear  ................................................................................................................................ T. viridis 

2b. Flowers dark blue, purple or rarely pink, opening in sequence up the spike, rarely more than two 

open at the same time. Mid-lobe of column terminating with a deep [acutely angled] V-shape, 

which is sometimes wrinkled or crimped. Leaf darker green or purple, ± tapering  

 ...................................................................................................................................... T. peniculata 

 

T. ixioides GROUP 

There is considerable doubt about whether T. ixioides and T. juncifolia are distinct in Tasmania. The 

division between them at Rubicon Sanctuary is very vague. T. sparsa is a Tasmanian endemic species 

described from sub-alpine Mt Wellington. At Rubicon Sanctuary T. sparsa forms a small, localised 

population that is distinct, but whether it refers to the same species as described on Mt Wellington is 

doubtful. It may be better treated as a variety throughout. 

1a. Lateral lobes of the column with a tuft of hairs at the apex. Mid-lobe of column with two or three 

teeth, with calli in one or more bands between the outer teeth  .................................................. 2 

1b. Lateral lobes of the column with very few or no hairs at the apex. Mid-lobe of column with lobes 

and/or calli that are often disorganised  ............................................................................ T. sparsa 

2a. Mid-lobe of column with three teeth of ±equal height, with dense calli present in one or few 

bands. Plants often slender with few flowers  ............................................................... T. juncifolia 

2b. Mid-lobe of column with teeth on each edge, and sometimes a smaller tooth between the outer 

teeth, with dense calli in several bands on or close to the apex of the column. Plants sometimes 

robust with 6+ flowers  ..................................................................................................... T. ixioides 

 

T. simulata AND T. spadicea 

T. simulata and T. spadicea tend to merge at Rubicon Sanctuary, with frequent intermediates. The two 

species may be better treated as varieties. 

1a. Mid-lobe of column obscurely wrinkled on the outside, usually within or on the edge of a matt 

dark-brown zone. Mid-lobe usually with only a small strip of yellow at the apex, with a broad dark 

band below  ..................................................................................................................... T. simulata 

1b. Mid-lobe of column smooth on the outside, usually with a broad band of yellow at the apex and 

variously coloured below  ............................................................................................... T. spadicea 


